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            Dedication

         
         
            For Bella. My furry partner in crime, who sits beside me while I write all my books. You never judge when I look up disturbing
               things that surely have me on the FBI’s, DEA’s, and Homeland Security’s watch lists. You don’t mind when I ask questions like,
               “How should I kill this person? Gun? Knife? Barbed wire?”
            

            Best of all, you’re always up for a snack, even though you get apple slices and I get chocolate.

            Thanks for always being by my side. You’re my friend, my confidant, one of the kids. I love you, sweet girl.
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            Chapter One

         
         Welcome to Celebrity Centerfold. I’m your host, Sharon Waters. Tonight, we delve into the life, career, and mysterious disappearance of Oscar-winning actress
               Ashley Swan.

         
         Trigger sat in his recliner, drinking a beer, staring at the striking photo of Ashley on the TV screen and didn’t care one
            bit about why some spoiled, rich, self-important movie star ditched her extravagant life. He rubbed his hand over his aching
            shoulder and the scar on his chest where he’d been shot. What did he care about some overpaid actress when two months ago
            he’d killed an innocent woman, and last month he’d avoided killing his brother’s girlfriend by a mere inch, then killed the
            man who tried to kill his brother?
         

         
         Next week marks the one-year anniversary of the last confirmed sighting of the mega movie star when she appeared on After Midnight with Brice Mooney. The two shared an evident affection for each other that drew fans and jacked up ratings whenever she appeared
               on Mooney’s show, but nothing compared to her appearance on his final show before he retired. Audience members, show producers,
               and Mooney himself said she was happy that night and enjoyed Mooney’s celebration before he took his final bow and retired
               to his secluded ranch in Montana.

         
         Clips of Ashley Swan and Brice Mooney laughing together as she sat in the chair next to his desk during her appearances on
            the show played on the screen. Ashley Swan teased with coy smiles and sultry looks as Brice Mooney’s adoration spilled out
            in his seductive comments and suggestive jokes. Ashley played along with the much-older man, striking the perfect balance
            between shy modesty at his praise over one performance or another, and joking away Brice’s obvious infatuation and comments
            about her exceptional beauty with outrageous flirtations she overplayed for the live and TV audience.
         

         
         Ashley Swan has not been seen since she left the after-party that night. Rumors have circulated from inside sources who claim
               Ashley complained for months leading up to her disappearance about her nonstop work schedule, the pressure to get the next
               Oscar, the paparazzi dogging her heels everywhere she went, and tabloid stories about the many men she dated.

         
         With an open missing person’s case with no evidence of foul play or her death, no ransom demands, and all reports claiming
               she was unhappy living her life in the public eye, many believe she simply walked away from it all. What would make her turn
               her back on fame and give up her lucrative career? The pressure? Drugs? A secret lover who swept her off her feet and took
               her away from the bright lights of sin city to live a quieter, peaceful life in seclusion?

         
         Where has she been hiding this past year?

         
         The bigger question remains: why hasn’t anyone seen her?

         
         Did she really walk away from it all without a word to her publicist, agent, manager, the studio, or even her hairdresser?
               Or did something darker claim her and we’ll never know?

         
         Trigger shut off the TV and stared out the windows at the darkening evening sky, trying not to think of all the horrors that
            could have befallen her. Lost in his suffocating guilt and heavy grief, living with his nightmares, old and new, every second
            of the day, he’d locked himself away on his secluded property, hoping to find some peace.
         

         
         God, he hoped he didn’t have to shoot anyone this month.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Ashley’s arms ached; her fingers tingled as the silk straps tied around her wrists and the carved bedpost cut off her circulation.
            Arms over her head, she stood beside the bed, her naked body stretched with her back pressed to the cold, hard wood. She didn’t
            feel the crisp winter chill in the room from the open window anymore. Another small but effective means to torment and degrade
            her. Numb from the inside out, she stood before her captor, indifferent to whatever he did next.
         

         
         After all this time, what did it matter?

         
         Every escape attempt futile and foiled.

         
         Every plea for mercy unheeded.

         
         Every day another day of torture to endure.

         
         She didn’t know how long she’d been here. The days and nights blurred into one big never-ending nightmare. She stopped wondering
            if anyone was looking for her, or even cared that she disappeared. She didn’t think about the life she’d lost back in L.A.
            She didn’t dream of her future, or regret all the might-have-beens that would probably never be.
         

         
         She endured each and every day with only one thought in mind: survive.

         
         Some days, like today, she didn’t know why she bothered. Last night, she’d made a mistake. Miscalculated her captor’s tenuous
            hold on sanity. Or maybe more accurately, his need to inflict pain and have his fantasy play out just so. It had to be flawless,
            the illusion only he saw in his mind but expected her to play to perfection.
         

         
         Illusion was her stock-in-trade.

         
         She’d earned three back-to-back Oscar nominations, winning the third for making people believe the characters she portrayed.

         
         Until now, she’d refused to become the character her captor demanded, wanted, craved.

         
         And she’d paid dearly for it the many months she’d been here, but most especially last night. Her ribs and back still ached
            from the beating. Every breath felt like sucking in fire. Her cracked ribs would heal in time. She wasn’t so sure about her
            fractured mind.
         

         
         It had finally come to the point where she understood, believed she was his—to do with as he pleased.

         
         She would never escape this hell.

         
         “I hope tonight will be different.” Brice pulled the ice-blue gown from the closet. The elegant dress swished as he draped
            it over his arm to show it off. She’d worn such beautiful things on dozens of red carpets. But the thought of putting that
            on for him filled her gut with dread and pushed bile up her throat, choking her with fear.
         

         
         Not that one.

         
         Not Aurora from Flame in the Night.

         
         Any other character. Any other movie she could play out for him again and again, but this one only ended badly.

         
         Last night’s beating would seem like a trip to an amusement park. He wanted to punish her for holding out, holding back day
            after day, night after night. She’d reached the end of his patience and endurance.
         

         
         He wanted what he wanted.

         
         And he meant to get it from her, even by force, despite the fact that he knew the only way it would ever be perfect was if
            she gave in, gave up, and committed to giving him the dream: her, wholly and completely immersed in character and in love
            with him.
         

         
         Before tonight her mind screamed never.
         

         
         Now that voice sighed its last breath in defeat.

         
         Until tonight, she could not pretend to be the woman he wanted, a made-up character on-screen, a woman who adored him with
            undying love. She could not pretend that she’d find a way out of here. She could not pretend this was all a terrible nightmare.
         

         
         She could not do this anymore.

         
         She won the Oscar with her portrayal of Aurora, a woman who falls for a rich and powerful businessman disillusioned with people
            and the world until he meets her. Aurora reignites his passion for life. The love they share is something neither of them
            expected.
         

         
         A modern-day fairy tale set in New York. Duncan living alone in the penthouse of his skyscraper castle. Aurora living on the
            lower floor, taking care of her ailing aunt, wishing for excitement and a less lonely life.
         

         
         The movie instantly became a classic romance, one that would probably stand the test of time and be adored by one generation
            after the next.
         

         
         Brice wanted that love story to be his. He wanted Aurora to be his real-life lover. He wanted to have a love like no other.
            He wanted her to bring that fantasy to life.
         

         
         But he didn’t know how to love. He’d never felt that in his life. Within himself. Or from another.

         
         She didn’t think he felt anything at all. Not really. Which is why he tried so hard to feel something.

         
         “You brought on what happened last night. If only you’d stop holding back, we could have the life we both want. We would be
            the envy of all of Hollywood. The world.”
         

         
         Yes, fans all over the world clamored for every scrap of information about her personal life. They devoured every picture
            and video of her on TV, the internet, and splashed across tabloid magazines. Didn’t matter if the stories were true or not.
            Didn’t matter if the man she was with was just a friend. People imagined an epic love story because that’s what she’d given
            them on-screen.
         

         
         Just like everyone else fantasizing about being a movie star and living the perfect life, Brice wanted to live the dream that
            she knew was nothing more than illusion.
         

         
         The backhanded slap across the mouth brought her out of her head and made her present in the moment.

         
         “I’d hoped last night taught you to respond when I talk to you.”

         
         Unsure if he asked her a question, or said something that even required comment, she stared at him, hoping for some kind of
            hint.
         

         
         None forthcoming, her silence continued, and Brice’s face contorted with anger at her perceived insolence. He tossed the beautiful
            gown across the bed and punched her in the ribs to get her attention. Her body bucked and contorted with the force of the
            smacking blow. Reflex made her try to pull her arms down for protection, but the silken straps held her arms above her head,
            her body unprotected. Flesh pounded into flesh as another fist socked her in the side, connecting with her already-screaming
            ribs. She didn’t cry out at the sickening crack or the excruciating pain that followed. She focused on trying to get her breath,
            her back pressed to the post behind her, and the feel of the wood against her skin.
         

         
         Instead of focusing on the roar of pain, she lost herself in her mind and the dream she’d created by the rippling river: the
            cool water flowing over her bare feet, the sun warm on her hair and shoulders, the sound of the wind whispering through the
            pretty green trees all around her. Peace.
         

         
         A trick she’d taught herself weeks into her captivity because she couldn’t escape her gilded torture chamber, but her mind
            could take her anywhere she wanted to go.
         

         
         Lately, a man joined her there at the river, his dark hair and narrowed eyes filled with pain and regret she recognized. Every
            time she reached out to him, he got farther away, but still she held her hand out and ran toward him, hoping to catch him
            and feel his strong, protective arms around her.
         

         
         If only she could reach him.

         
         “You will scream for me.”

         
         And with those words, her sweet illusion vanished.

         
         Yes, she would scream. The beating wouldn’t stop until she did. If she screamed too soon, he’d beat her for being weak. Too
            late, she might not be able to scream at all. The game had to be played. She knew the rules and the fine line she walked every
            second of the day.
         

         
         She’d play her part, or he’d bring on the pain.

         
         He liked to hurt her.

         
         One day, she’d find a way to hurt him.

         
         She’d find a way to escape.

         
         She’d save herself.

         
         And the boy he called son, but treated like an unruly dog that needed to be beaten into submission.

         
         If only he’d make one mistake. Give her one small opening. She’d find a way to overcome the crippling fear of more pain and
            certain death, and take it.
         

         
         But that day would never come. She knew that now.

         
         The riding crop lashed across her bare thighs, once, twice, again and again as her body absorbed the punishment like a sponge
            does water, taking it in like memory. Bruises faded, cracked and broken bones mended, but every beating remained a part of
            her, darkening her mind and heart, leaving an indelible mark on her soul, never evaporating like water from the sponge.
         

         
         Who would ever have guessed the guy everyone thought funny, charming, and warm was actually a coldhearted bastard with a sick
            fascination with torture and pain.
         

         
         His hand clamped onto her jaw, holding her face in his tight grip. She tried to stay in that place by the river in her mind,
            fighting to get to that dark-haired man with the reluctant grin he sometimes gave her, but Brice got in her face, demanding
            her undivided attention. With him this close, his body pressed to her naked one, she could only focus on him and the overwhelming
            fear twisting her gut. The anticipation vibrating through him rocked through both of them, dilating his eyes with a passion
            he couldn’t fulfill no matter how hard he tried.
         

         
         She paid dearly for his inability to fuck her. As much as he wanted her, without her devoted performance of his fantasy, he
            couldn’t get what he needed to get it up and find satisfaction. So he found it in the excitement inflicting pain gave him.
         

         
         She knew exactly what would happen if she finally gave in, gave him what he wanted and he still couldn’t take her to bed and
            finish his fantasy. He’d kill her for giving him everything he wanted and blame her for his not being able to be the man,
            the lover, who fulfilled her every erotic need.
         

         
         “The sacrifices I’ve made for you. The things I’ve done to please you.”

         
         He’d cut his thinning, graying brown hair short and styled it like the young actors and rock stars did these days. That messy
            bed-head look with an edge. He kept his beard trimmed short, though it didn’t grow in evenly. Across his cheeks and jaw, the
            patches were varying shades of brown, gray, and white. It didn’t make him look distinguished or youthful. He looked ridiculous.
            Especially now, when he was dressed in a black skinny-leg suit, white shirt, and gray tie. He tried to attain the slim, ripped
            physique of the men she played opposite in the movies, but with his advanced age, his penchant for fine wine and decadently
            rich foods, he’d never have the physical perfection of some twenty-something man again. Thirty-six years her senior, he deluded
            himself into believing a young woman like herself would see a sexy, distinguished, worldly man. All she saw was a delusional
            old man, trying to be something he’d never been, even in his youth.
         

         
         “You have everything you need here.”

         
         A beautiful room filled with antique furniture, thick carpets over gleaming hardwood floors. Priceless floral art on the walls.
            A plush bed with silk sheets. An all-too-inviting Jacuzzi tub in the marble bathroom. Velvet drapes over embroidered sheers.
         

         
         Bars on the windows. Locks on the door. And the converted walk-in closet that served as her cell with its hardwood floor and
            heavy metal doors with the wood veneer to hide what lay behind on her side of them. No light. No window. An empty, dark box.
            A place to hold her until she gave him what he wanted.
         

         
         The rest of the room a temptation she didn’t dare want.

         
         But she did, especially when she lay on that cold, hard floor aching from yet another lesson in pain and endurance.

         
         His hand clamped over her breast in a punishing squeeze. She hissed out a pain-filled breath, but he took it for excited passion.
            “This is what you want.”
         

         
         She wanted it to be over. She didn’t want to spend another minute in that black box. She didn’t want to hurt anymore. She
            didn’t want to feel anything anymore.
         

         
         All she had to do was become his living fantasy and it would all be over.

         
         What started as psychological torture and rare outbursts of physical abuse had turned into increasingly dire beatings. The
            gnawing ache of hunger her constant companion. Every breath hurt. Every bone and muscle ached. Every second she spent alone
            and lonely and desperate and sad in her cell had become one too many. She couldn’t do this anymore.
         

         
         She wanted out.

         
         She needed out.

         
         One way or another.

         
         Living in hell, she decided to walk right into the fire and end this once and for all.

         
         “You know what I want.”

         
         He took her weary acceptance of the inevitable as breathless anticipation. “What, my darling?”

         
         “To begin our special evening.” She had his attention. She normally didn’t speak unless spoken to first, or in reaction to
            Brice reciting lines to her movies and the part he expected her to play.
         

         
         She cast her gaze toward the pretty, torturous dress on the bed. Despite the weight she’d lost since being held here, he had
            the dress altered time and again to always be one size too small.
         

         
         He held it in front of her, down low. She stepped into the gown, spun on her toes to face the bedpost, twisting her bindings
            painfully around her wrists. She blew out all the breath from her lungs. Brice muscled the zipper up her back, taking his
            time and prolonging her pain as the too-tight dress closed over her bruised back and battered ribs.
         

         
         His hands rested on her bare shoulders. She sucked in a shallow breath, needing the air, but hating the pain it caused as
            her lungs filled and constricted against the confines of the heavy dress that pushed her breasts up until they nearly spilled
            out the top. Just the way he liked it.
         

         
         His fingers combed through her tangled mass of oily hair. He hadn’t allowed her the luxury of a shower in three days. He mussed
            it more, letting it spill down her back and shoulders. His body pressed against her back, pushing her chest into the bedpost
            as he reached above her and lifted the strap off the metal hook, stretching her arms so high it felt like they might pop right
            out of the sockets. She endured the painful prickles and tingling as blood rushed down her arms and into her hands. She didn’t
            move. Couldn’t with his body smashing hers into the post.
         

         
         He dipped his head to her ear. “Don’t disappoint me tonight.”

         
         She leaned back into him. Despite the layers of satin and chiffon of the full skirt keeping her skin from touching him, dread
            shivered over her nerves no barrier could stop. His arm wrapped around her middle, squeezing her already-aching ribs until
            they screamed with pain. She held it together, even as his thin lips pressed to her cheek.
         

         
         “Has the scene been set?”

         
         He vibrated with anticipation. “Yes. Oh, yes.”

         
         “Then let’s begin.” A single tear slipped past her lashes and rolled down her cheek. She hadn’t cried in a long time, having
            spent her many tears long ago. But something about reaching the end—knowing all was lost and that she just couldn’t take it
            one more second—sent a wave of grief deep into her soul and shattered it.
         

         
         Brice took her hand and raised it to his lips, kissing the back of it like some gallant knight in shining armor. He didn’t
            mean to save her. The devil in him wanted to destroy her. She feared he already had, but tonight would be the end.
         

         
         Finally.

         
         Like the prince in Cinderella, Brice dropped to one knee, picked up the crystal-encrusted heels, and slid them onto her feet. He stared up at her with
            such worship. If she didn’t know the monster behind those adoring eyes, she might actually believe he loved her.
         

         
         She walked with him out of her beautiful cell and down the hallway, knowing she walked to her death like an inmate leaving
            death row for the last time.
         

         
         At the top of the stairs, she stared past the living room to the beautiful dining room table laden with expensive white china
            and sparkling crystal glasses. Covered dishes held the fragrant food he’d never actually allow her to eat. The incessant gnawing
            hunger in her gut made her mouth water. She wanted to run to that table and gorge, but fear and painful memories froze her
            in place.
         

         
         “Look at the beautiful garden, Aurora.”

         
         Without a window in her cell, she craved the outdoors, the pretty landscape. Even at night, she longed to be outside where
            she could smell the flowers, feel the wind and any sense of freedom. But he hadn’t let her out in a long time and preferred
            to torture her with the gorgeous view.
         

         
         At least that’s what she originally thought, but over time she realized he had some strange fascination with the garden. A
            look came into his eyes when he stared at it, like he saw more than anyone else.
         

         
         His eyes were filled with that overexcited look right now. “I’ll go down first. Then you can have your moment and sweep down
            the stairs to me.”
         

         
         She glanced at him, his eyes sparkling with anticipation. “Of course.”

         
         Brice rushed down the stairs. She prayed he stumbled and fell to his death. He hit the landing in the wide foyer and turned
            to stare up at her. Dressed in the elegant suit, he appeared the picture of a successful businessman waiting for the only
            woman he ever loved.
         

         
         I am Aurora.

         
         She embraced the numbness, swept her tangled mass of hair over her shoulder, put her trembling hand on the banister, and forced
            herself to take the first step to her death. She made her way down each tread with her head held high, the dress swept out
            behind her, her gaze locked on Brice just like in the film. She pretended this was Duncan’s New York penthouse, not Brice’s
            house of horrors. She showed him the regal woman while on the inside the pain and anguishing inevitability crushed her heart
            and soul.
         

         
         Brice took her hand at the end of the stairs again. The triumphant smile made her stomach sour. He led her to the table, held
            her chair out, and pushed it in as she sat. She ignored the piercing pain radiating from the backs of her bruised thighs.
         

         
         Just like in the movie, she held her wineglass out to him. “Let’s celebrate.” The words stuck in her throat, but she pushed
            them out with a breathy tone that had the anticipation in Brice’s gaze flaring with passion that turned her stomach.
         

         
         Brice filled her glass with red wine just like Duncan had for Aurora.

         
         Duncan had set up the special evening to propose to Aurora. The first night of the rest of their lives.

         
         This would be Ashley’s last night on earth.

         
         He held his glass up. “A love meant to be will find a way.” The line from Duncan was meant to convey the love he and Aurora
            found when, after months of living in the same building, probably passing each other dozens of times but never seeing each
            other, Duncan discovered her struggling in the pool when a leg cramp made it difficult for her to get to the edge. He rescued
            her. Coming from Brice to her under these circumstances, the words made her skin crawl.
         

         
         She held her glass out to toast her demise.

         
         The doorbell rang behind her, halting her shaking hand and sending a bolt of fear quaking through her body. She trembled,
            not knowing what to do or what this meant. Although people came and went from the house, Brice always ensured that when he
            let her out no one saw her. But Brice let her see them, the influential people who could help her if only they knew she was
            there. If only they weren’t in Brice’s pocket. He tormented her with their presence by making her watch them through the two-way
            mirrors in the secret passages he’d had built into the house. While they enjoyed themselves at the lavish parties Brice threw,
            she stood behind the glass and watched how Brice ensnared them in a trap they didn’t see.
         

         
         Just like he did to her.

         
         Brice grabbed her by the throat, his fingers biting into her skin and cutting off her breath, and pulled her close. She dropped
            the wineglass, spilling red wine over the pristine white tablecloth.
         

         
         He growled his frustration at her clumsiness.

         
         She clawed at his hand at her throat, desperate for air.

         
         “I don’t know who would dare come here uninvited, but it must be important to drive way the hell out here at this hour. Be
            good. Don’t make me punish you, my sweet Aurora. I’ll find out what they want and send them away. Nothing will ruin our night.”
         

         
         He rose and drew her up with him, pushing her back and releasing her neck at the same time. She coughed and sucked in a much-needed
            breath, her chest constricting against the confining dress, her throat sore from Brice’s grip. He took her by the arm and
            dragged her to the stairs and up. The frosted panes of glass concealed her and whoever was at the door.
         

         
         “On my way. Be there in a minute,” Brice called from the top of the stairs. He rushed her down the hall and into her room,
            past the luxurious bed, and shoved her into the converted closet turned cell. Weak from being unable to breathe with the constricting
            dress and the meager food Brice allowed her, she stumbled and fell to her hands and knees. Knowing better than to turn her
            back on a wild animal, she scrambled away and turned to face him.
         

         
         “Don’t worry, darling, I’ll get rid of whoever dared disturb us and be back for you. We will have the perfect night, Aurora.”

         
         The doorbell rang downstairs three times. Brice lost the lover’s look in his eyes and gave her one last fierce frown, turned,
            and shoved the heavy metal door closed, rushing off.
         

         
         She hung her head and breathed a sigh of relief for this short reprieve. When she raised her head again, the sliver of gray
            light slicing across the dark floor didn’t register at first. Then it hit her.
         

         
         He made a mistake.

         
         He left her an opening.

         
         Literally.

         
         He didn’t push the door all the way closed, so the thick automatic bolts hadn’t sprung home, locking her in.

         
         No telling how long she had before he came back. She fought the instinctive fear that told her to stay put or face dire consequences
            that only meant more pain if caught trying to escape. Again.
         

         
         Nightmares of her earlier attempts swamped her mind, but out of those gruesome images hope grew that this time, luck was on her side. She conquered her fear and moved to the heavy metal door, pushing it open an inch at a time, the muscles
            in her arms quivering with the effort. She listened intently for any sound of Brice’s return. Not a floorboard squeaked or
            footstep sounded.
         

         
         Her heartbeat thundered in her ears as she struggled to push the heavy door closed until she heard the familiar thunk of the bolts sliding into position. If Brice didn’t open the door again tonight, distracted by his visitor too long to want
            to play with her again, she’d gain precious time to get away undetected. She didn’t know where she was going, only that she
            needed to get away. Fast.
         

         
         She crept out the bedroom door. Instead of going left toward the main staircase, she turned right and padded down the hallway
            past several closed bedroom doors to the back stairs. She tried not to think about what she’d seen people do in those rooms
            while Brice held her by the neck and forced her to watch through the two-way mirrors. At the end of the hall, she stood in
            front of the large window, staring at the rolling gray clouds darkening the sky and closing in fast. The last thing she needed
            was to get caught in a storm, but wet and cold was better than locked up or dead any day.
         

         
         The urge to run pushed at her, but she fought the impulse and did the one thing sure to slow her down and put her in more
            danger.
         

         
         She turned to the door beside her and quietly opened it. Adam sat on his bed, feet dangling off the edge, a picture book in
            his lap. His wide eyes met hers. She’d only seen the four-year-old a handful of times. She hadn’t seen his mother in more
            months than she could add up right now. Too long to leave her son if she was coming, or could come, back to him.
         

         
         Maybe it was crazy, but she couldn’t leave him behind. “Do you want to go with me?”

         
         Adam deserved a chance to make his own decision after his life had been decided for him, and she held part of the blame.

         
         He nodded. Lucky for her, he was dressed with his shoes on. “We have to run. Get your coat and hat.”

         
         Adam disappeared into his closet and came back with a blue knit cap on his head and one arm stuffed into his red coat. She
            took his hand and pulled him with her down the back stairs. At the bottom, she unlocked the French door and opened it slowly,
            hoping it didn’t creak and give her away. Taking the four-year-old might be the right thing to do, but it added a level of
            danger and consequence that might be her downfall.
         

         
         After the way she’d been treated, knowing how the boy suffered, she had to do everything in her power to keep him safe.

         
         She quietly closed the door, fighting every urge in her brain and body to bolt. No lights showed on this side of the house,
            but she couldn’t take a chance Brice or his guest might spot them through the massive windows facing the beautiful garden
            and rolling land. She couldn’t go around the front and to the road and risk being caught if they were out on the porch, driveway,
            or still standing in the entry. The only way to go would be the hardest path, but she’d take it and hope that she got them
            both away from this house of horrors.
         

         
         Her heels clicked on the flagstone path along the veranda leading to the garden. She pulled them off and ran barefoot over
            the gravel to a huge tree. She ducked behind it, keeping Adam close. He didn’t make a sound, but pressed to her side, his
            body trembling as even he understood the danger they faced.
         

         
         She glanced back at the house. The only lights were from the dining room and kitchen. Another light went on in Brice’s study.
            If she ran to the left, across the horse pasture, she’d hit the road in about a mile, but Brice could certainly see her scaling
            the split rail fence in her bright, light blue gown. Her only option was to go right across the back of the property. She
            didn’t know what lay that way, but anything was better than the punishment waiting for her if Brice caught them.
         

         
         She leaned down close to Adam’s ear. “We have to run. Really fast.”

         
         Adam nodded, squeezed her hand, and ran beside her all the way across the garden until they crossed the manicured lawn and
            hit the dirt beltway that separated the ranch property from the vast landscape that made up the acres and acres of land Brice
            owned, giving him the privacy he craved and needed to keep his dirty secrets.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Brice slammed the study door and turned on his personal assistant. “What the hell are you doing here, Darren?”

         
         “I’m sorry to show up unannounced, but you didn’t answer any of my calls or return any of my emails.”

         
         “Didn’t that tell you I wanted to be alone?”

         
         Darren’s eyes narrowed, but the playful smile didn’t disappear. “I’ve missed you, Brice, but not your sharp tongue.”

         
         Right. Darren worshipped Brice. He’d practically stalked Brice for weeks to get a job and be close to him. Hypnotized by Brice’s
            Hollywood life, the glitz and glam, even the darker side of things intrigued Darren. He craved being a part of Brice’s larger-than-life
            world, knowing the inside scoop about people in the business, actors, and TV and movie projects. It made Darren feel important.
            The middle child of five, a nobody in his small-town high school, Darren grew up feeling invisible. Being Brice’s assistant
            made him somebody. And Darren wanted to be somebody, no matter what it took. Brice used Darren’s eager-to-please nature to
            his advantage. To keep Brice happy, Darren didn’t mind using a little force or imagination to coerce others to do what Brice
            wanted on his behalf.
         

         
         “What is so important you came all the way out here instead of calling?” Which Brice preferred, especially when Darren interrupted
            the most important night of his life.
         

         
         “Ashley Swan.”

         
         Brice narrowed his gaze, hoping Darren hadn’t put the pieces together. The downside of having someone privy to your personal
            life the way he’d allowed Darren to be—to a point—was that they knew things that if made public could hurt you. Darren had
            shown his loyalty time and again, helping Brice maneuver things in Brice’s favor in business and personal matters, little
            things, really. But Ashley was his secret treasure.
         

         
         “What about her?”

         
         “You never speak about her, the loss of her in your life, nothing.” Darren touched Brice’s shoulder. “I know you miss her.
            It’s been almost a year.”
         

         
         Far longer than he thought it would take her to become his everything.

         
         “We don’t have much time. I’ve got several requests for interviews next week and appearances on some of your favorite shows.
            They want your insight into her state of mind in the weeks and days leading up to her disappearance. You were one of the last
            people to see her at the After Midnight party. They’ll show clips of the two of you on the show.”
         

         
         They wanted to share his memories of Ashley’s appearances on After Midnight, the intimate conversations and dinners they shared in private—that had always been ruined by her manager, agent, friends
            tagging along after the show—but he’d hold on to the truth and how wonderful it had been to spend this past year with her.
         

         
         Up until they got interrupted.

         
         Darren had no idea how close he’d come to getting his head split open for showing up unannounced.

         
         “They’re hoping the publicity will generate new leads into her disappearance.”

         
         “They? Who is they?”

         
         “Her lawyers, manager, agent, her mother—hell, everyone wants to know what happened to her.”

         
         “Ashley was nothing but a money machine for all of them. Not one of them understood her and what she really wanted and needed.”

         
         “You’ll make people understand her in a way no one else can. You were her friend.”

         
         More than that. They were kindred spirits. One look in her beautiful eyes and he heard all she couldn’t say, all the things
            she wanted from him but didn’t dare admit out loud. She wanted him to take care of her, give her all the things she craved
            deep in her heart that she didn’t want anyone else to know.
         

         
         He saw it the first time she appeared on his show. He’d read her desires in her eyes. Her smile hid the truth that she wanted
            him to hurry up and take her away from everyone else.
         

         
         She’d told him she wanted to get away from it all.

         
         What she really wanted was to belong to him.

         
         She didn’t want the pressure, the demands. She didn’t want to be Ashley anymore.

         
         She wanted a timeless love story she’d never find in Hollywood.

         
         She wanted to bring Aurora to life and feel the love and happiness Aurora found in Duncan’s arms. Brice had transformed into
            her ideal Duncan. Tonight, the tenacious shreds of Ashley he’d helped her shed finally fell away, and Aurora emerged wholly
            and fully transformed forever.
         

         
         Like a beautiful butterfly, she’d come to him tonight ready to be his forever. Perfect in her beauty and love for him.

         
         Everything would be different now.

         
         The thrill of anticipation rippled through him. He needed to see her. He needed to touch her soft skin, feel her breath on
            his face a moment before they shared that perfect kiss, and revel in her body yielding as he finally loved her the way he’d
            always wanted but Ashley had denied him until now. Aurora would welcome her lover with open arms. She’d welcome him.
         

         
         He’d give her everything she’d ever wanted.

         
         Brice waved Darren over to the desk where he could set up his laptop and get to work. “Stay here. I need to check on something.”

         
         “I’m sorry I interrupted your dinner. Who’s the lucky lady?”

         
         “What?” Brice eyed Darren.

         
         “The table full of food. The wine spilled on the tablecloth. You must have rushed whoever it is out of there pretty fast so
            I didn’t see them. You know, you don’t need to hide your affairs from me.”
         

         
         Brice ignored Darren, walked to the door, calling over his shoulder, “I’ll be back soon.”

         
         Brice walked through the living room, biting back the string of curse words that red wine stain on his beautifully set table
            invoked. Dinner ruined. The rest of his night could be salvaged.
         

         
         Anxious to see Aurora’s beautiful face and have her back in his arms, he rushed up the stairs, ignoring the ache in his bum
            knee and lower back. Getting old sucked, but Aurora made him feel young and virile again. She was his fountain of youth, his
            chance for the life he’d given up for fortune and fame. For her. Now he’d have everything.
         

         
         Adam’s door stood open at the end of the hall. He’d told that boy a hundred times to stay in his room. He’d never had a child.
            His desire for one grew in his heart now that Aurora had finally reached the pinnacle of her transformation. She’d be a lovely
            bride and soon the warm and loving mother his child deserved but Brice had never had himself.
         

         
         If Brice’s mother had lived to see him finally happy, she’d find no fault in his beautiful creation. Aurora was everything
            he deserved. Everything he’d fought his mother to have one day.
         

         
         She’d tried to change him.

         
         Tired of her constant pressure to be someone else, or seek help for what she thought were his many faults and deviant behavior,
            he’d shut her up for good. She had no idea what drove a man like him. What might have been deeply hidden in her time had become
            part of the norm in many subcultures that were kept quiet, but not hidden anymore. Love came in many forms, even in pain that
            evoked a passion like nothing he’d ever felt.
         

         
         Aurora felt it, craved it, wanted it from him. She understood his dark desires and how to play the game.

         
         He missed Adam’s mother. When he hired her on at the ranch, he expected her to cook and clean and nothing more. But alone
            out here together, he soon found himself drawn to her outgoing spirit. Jackie liked to play, too. She’d been a nice distraction
            before Ashley came to him, but Jackie had forgotten her role and had gone against him.
         

         
         She shouldn’t have done that and ended up like the others and left her child all alone.

         
         He’d taken care of Adam, though sometimes it became tedious to remember the boy when all he wanted to do was be with Aurora.
            She’d taken longer than he expected, but he so enjoyed teaching her to be exactly as he desired.
         

         
         And he desired her right now. So much so that his dick hadn’t been this hard and aching in years. Everything was finally as
            it should be.
         

         
         He opened the secret panel on the wall and punched in the code. The vault he’d had built into the room—“for storing his art
            collection”—had been a stroke of genius. Temperature controlled and built to keep things in and people out—ha ha—he’d found
            the perfect place to hold his treasure.
         

         
         Time to let her out and make her a real and true part of his life. If all went as he expected, they’d reemerge in Hollywood
            as royalty. They’d be the talk of the town.
         

         
         They’d be the love story to end all love stories.

         
         People thought she’d disappeared. Some speculated she’d run off with a lover. He’d use the publicity next week to hint that’s
            exactly what happened. And when the time came, everyone would see them together and understand why they’d wanted their privacy.
            A love like theirs couldn’t be denied and needed time to allow their souls to merge into one.
         

         
         He’d felt it the moment it happened tonight.

         
         Now they’d come together as one, and nothing and no one would ever tear them apart.

         
         The locks slid free and the door popped open slightly. Anticipation coiled in his gut. She’d been waiting for him and he couldn’t
            stand to be away from her another moment. He hooked his fingers in the door and tugged the heavy panel open and stared into
            the dark—empty—room.
         

         
         “Nooooo!”

         
         He ran into the small space and checked every corner, up and down, all around, his mind not wanting to believe the truth turning
            his stomach and freezing his insides.
         

         
         “Where are you?” he screamed, clutching both sides of his throbbing head. The blood pounded through his veins. His heart thrashed
            against his ribs. He brought his arms down, clenched his fists, and let the rage tighten every muscle. “Come back!”
         

         
         Darren appeared in the doorway, his eyes lit with concern and worry. “Brice, what’s wrong?”

         
         “She’s gone. Did you see her? Search the house.”

         
         “Who’s gone?”

         
         “Aurora. Find her.”

         
         “Who the hell is Aurora?”

         
         Brice didn’t have time to explain everything, but Darren would keep his secret. He’d do anything for Brice, which is why he
            kept his little pet around. “Ashley Swan.”
         

         
         Darren’s eyes went wide. “She’s here?”

         
         Brice spread his arms wide. “Do you see her? She got out.”

         
         Darren gasped. “What do you mean, she got out?”

         
         Brice didn’t have time to explain. “Find her. We can’t let her get away.”

         
         With those words, dawning understanding lit Darren’s eyes. “Shit.”

         
         “She can’t have gotten far. She’s got to be here. Where would she go? How the hell did she get out?” He tried to think through
            the panic and pain.
         

         
         She’d left him. After all he’d done for her she’d turned her back on him and escaped. He’d thought those days were over. Transformation
            didn’t come easy. People instinctually fought change even when they wanted it. He’d helped her to find acceptance, and this
            was how she repaid him.
         

         
         Well, he’d make her pay for abandoning him after all he’d done. She’d beg him to take her back so she could feel the connection
            and bond they shared again.
         

         
         “Damn it, Brice. People are looking for her. I can’t believe you put everything at risk taking her.” The worry in Darren’s eyes didn’t hide the other thoughts he quickly put together about what would happen to them if they
            were caught. Brice made Darren his accomplice. “I’ll search the house. You check outside.”
         

         
         Brice expected Darren to help him, but relief swept through him anyway, knowing Darren was now fully committed.

         
         Brice rushed out of the room and checked the others down the hall.

         
         Darren’s feet pounded down the front stairs. The front door slammed behind him as he rushed to check the property.

         
         Brice approached Adam’s slightly ajar door, hoping to find her there, taking her place as Adam’s mother. They’d raise the
            boy together with their own child. He pushed open the door. It swung wide and thumped against the wall. He held it open with
            his hand splayed on the wood and silently seethed, the rage boiling in his gut and spreading to every part of his being, pushing
            against his skin. But he held back the explosion. Barely. “If you’re hiding from me, Adam, I suggest you come out now or you
            will never leave this room again.”
         

         
         Nothing. Not even one of Adam’s pathetic whimpers. The kind Brice’s mother used to despise and punish Brice for making as
            she educated him on the proper way to think or behave. Brice had learned to be silent and take the pain she’d inflicted. It
            made him stronger. It transformed him. Brice used pain to transform Adam and Ashley, though she’d taken much longer than the
            boy.
         

         
         And now she’d taken Adam, too. She’d pay. Dearly. And never defy him again.

         
         He ran down the back stairs and out the side patio door. She had to have gone this way. He stopped on the back patio and searched
            the area, trying to figure out what she’d do. The last time she tried to leave him, she’d gotten as far as the front lawn
            before he’d shown her there was nothing he wouldn’t do to keep her here with him where she belonged.
         

         
         Once he showed her no one would help her, she’d stopped trying to get away.

         
         “Seems you didn’t learn your lesson the last time. I can’t wait to teach you again,” he said to the night. He listened for
            any sign she cowered behind one of the large potted plants or raised flower beds. Nothing.
         

         
         “Have you seen her?” Darren huffed in and out as he ran toward him from around the side of the house.

         
         Brice stared into the night, then looked up at the dark clouds rolling in. He didn’t need to see them to know they’d be buried
            in snow soon. The temperature seemed to drop by the second.
         

         
         Overcome with the need to find her fast, he ran across the yard and into the night. He didn’t have a clue to follow. She wouldn’t
            have a plan or idea of where to go. He hoped to find her stumbling around in the dark, lost and ready to come home.
         

         
         Darren followed on his heels. They called her name, following what seemed like the easiest path. How far could she go with
            Adam? She hadn’t touched a bite of the lovely meal he’d set out for them to enjoy before they were so rudely interrupted.
         

         
         Somehow, she always managed to foul things up before they enjoyed the delicious meals he spent hours planning.

         
         “Ashley!” He used that name because he didn’t want to explain to Darren what he’d been working toward and achieved this past
            year. Every time he used it, his frustration intensified until he felt it in every cell.
         

         
         He stumbled over another rock and kicked it, sending it tumbling into the dark until it thunked against a tree. A stick snagged
            his pants and tore the expensive material. He thought he heard a sound to his left and ran toward it. Ten minutes later, his
            lungs burning, his breath sawing in and out, the cold air burning his throat and lungs, he’d found nothing. Not even a glimpse
            of her. For two hours he chased every whisper, shadow, and divot in the ground that might be a trail.
         

         
         Darren spread out from him. Both of them frustrated when the sound they chased was each other. Time grew long and Brice’s
            patience frayed to the point he stopped in his tracks and screamed, “Where are you?”
         

         
         Brice listened for any sound, any indication of her direction.

         
         Leaves and brush rustled to his right.

         
         Darren stepped out from behind a tree, his breath floating on the wind as he gasped for every breath. He closed the distance
            between them, lumbering on his fatigued legs. Brice’s muscles ached with the desperation he’d put into the search to find
            her as soon as possible.
         

         
         Darren put his hand on Brice’s shoulder. “We can’t keep doing this. We don’t even know where to look. There’s no sign of her.
            It’s freezing out here.”
         

         
         Brice turned on Darren, who stood with his arms crossed over his chest to help ward off the shivers. “You’re giving up?”

         
         “I’m being realistic. We’re stumbling around in the dark. We’d need a huge search party to find her out here.” Darren threw
            his arms wide to indicate the massive ranch.
         

         
         “We can’t call for help.” His frustration came out with the yelled words.

         
         “Then we need to be smart. If she’s hiding out here, she might come back to simply get out of the cold. She’ll need food and
            water. If she manages to find help, you’ll need to spin this to your advantage. If she’s lost out here, well, then problem
            solved.”
         

         
         Brice didn’t want it to end this way. He didn’t want to lose her. She belonged to him. But Darren was right—he needed to face
            reality.
         

         
         “If you come back now, I’ll forgive you,” he shouted into the night. “This is your one and only chance.”

         
         Nothing. Not one damn sound. Not even one of her soft whimpers, telling him she’d do as he said.

         
         He’d given her a chance and been generous with his offer. If she’d heard and ignored him, she’d pay. One way or another.

         
         The dark clouds obliterated the full moon, sending them into deeper darkness.

         
         If she knew what was good for her, she’d find her way home and beg his forgiveness.

         
         If she stayed out and the snow hit, she’d freeze to death.

         
         If she found help, she’d wish she was dead.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Ashley and Adam came to a jarring halt. Brice’s threat echoed across the land and in her ears. Her heart and lungs seized
            for one heartbeat, then two.
         

         
         Is he close?

         
         She wanted to believe he was too far away to catch them. But if he was close enough to hear, he was too close. He’d discovered
            her gone too soon.
         

         
         She needed more time.

         
         She needed to get away.

         
         She needed help.

         
         But the night didn’t offer anything but ominous dark clouds closing in to curtain the nearly full moon, her only means of
            seeing the obstacles in front of her, and a spotlight on her bright dress. If Brice was close, he’d see her.
         

         
         She tugged Adam’s hand and ran away from the monster stalking them in the dark.

         
         She wouldn’t be a sitting target.

         
         So she ran past trees and bushes, across an open field of grass until the forest swallowed her and Adam again.

         
         Fast and slow, they ran. Through the pain radiating up and down her battered legs, she ran.

         
         Brice’s threat faded into the night long before Ashley stopped. Adrenaline and fear pushed her forward when all she wanted
            to do was stop and rest. With little energy and even less surety that she’d find a way out of this, her spirits dipped, but
            she pressed on, telling herself over and over again to just keep going.
         

         
         They ran as fast as they could for as long as they could into the night, but they couldn’t outrun the biting cold. Her cheeks
            and lips chapped. Her back and ribs screamed every time her feet pounded against the ground. Adam’s energy sapped out way
            too soon. She stopped again to catch her breath and pray for a miracle, though all the other times she did so went unanswered.
         

         
         Adam leaned heavily against her thigh, hurting her many bruises and sore muscles. She pressed her hand to his back, held him
            close, and tried to think through the still-rising panic.
         

         
         They needed to get out of here.

         
         For a split second she thought she saw a pinpoint of light in the distance. She second-guessed herself, thinking it too far
            away to see anything real. Too many obstacles stood in her path for her to have actually seen anything. But her heart pushed
            her to go forward toward that glimmer of light she could no longer see but which still called to her through the trees and
            over the rough landscape to that far-off place that promised nothing but a very long night of walking. Even then, she might
            not reach it by morning. She knew the road lay behind her past Brice’s ranch, but a small voice inside her told her to go
            deeper into the open countryside.
         

         
         Adam couldn’t make it on his own. She wouldn’t leave him behind, and they needed to keep moving. She bit back the pain and
            picked him up. She held Adam close to keep them both warm, ignored the pain slowly being concealed below the cold seeping
            into her skin and down to her bones, and put one foot in front of the other long into the night.
         

         
         Thank God the storm held off. Just another ominous presence behind her.

         
         Her head told her to quit, but her heart forced her to push on into hours and hours of perfect quiet.

         
         Adam alternated between walking on his own and her carrying him. He fell asleep with his head on her shoulder, his sweet face
            buried in her neck for warmth she no longer felt. She forced herself to keep going, keep moving, desperately trying not to
            let every sound around her freeze her with fear that they’d been discovered.
         

         
         This was her chance.

         
         The one chance she had to get her life back.

         
         She’d keep going, or die trying, because there was no way in hell she would stop and let that bastard find her. If she was
            going to die, she’d die trying to save herself, not meek and battered at the hands of a monster. She’d rescue Adam, even if
            it meant sacrificing her own life.
         

         
         Light-headed, freezing, hungry, desperately in need of water, she continued on as the first touch of gray lit the black night.
            Her heel caught on yet another rock or root and was pulled off. Too weary to care about the loss of her shoe, too numb to
            feel the cold, jagged earth beneath her bare foot, she took two more uneven steps, her eyes drooping, the dizziness and darkness
            tunneling in her blurry vision. She stumbled and fell to her knees, sad she’d failed getting Adam to safety, but happy she
            hadn’t died by Brice’s hand, and resigned to the fact she’d done all she could, but she’d been right to believe she’d die
            tonight.
         

         
         The light she’d seen before blinked on. So close, just past the trees and a wide pasture, but still too far and out of reach.

         
         Adam jolted awake with a soft whimper. Her arms felt like lead weights. She couldn’t hold on to him another second. “Whatever
            happens, Adam, don’t let him find you.”
         

         
         He stepped out of her embrace and tried to hold her up, but as hard as she tried to keep the blackness at bay, it took her.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         Trigger woke before the crack of dawn, tearing free of another nightmare that followed him through his day with incessant
            bursts of adrenaline, anxiety, and frustration. He wanted to forget, but his mind replayed the shooting over and over again.
         

         
         Paula, the woman he manipulated to get information on her boyfriend, Marco, had jumped in front of Marco during the drug bust
            in a naïve attempt to save the man she loved from the inevitable. Trigger’s bullet, meant to take down Marco before he killed
            Trigger, slammed into her back. Horror filled her eyes as blood poured out of her. Marco’s bullets slammed into Trigger’s
            chest and side, leaving an agonizing pain that raced through him like lightning moments before the meth lab exploded. A searing
            wave of heat and flames hit Trigger, catching his leg on fire, shooting agony along its length.
         

         
         The pain echoed through him now even after the burns had healed. He still walked with a slight limp, but the stretching exercises
            worked. The flexibility in his ankle got better by the day. He wished he could say the same about his mind.
         

         
         He’d retreated to his secluded property, taking a leave of absence to heal from his wounds and figure out what the hell he
            wanted to do next. He wasn’t sure he could go back to undercover work. Not when he’d become too comfortable living the lie
            rather than facing his real life. When you felt more comfortable surrounded by drug dealers and thugs than you did around
            your family, maybe it was time to get the hell out before you got sucked in so deep you became the thing you’d spent your
            life fighting to take down.
         

         
         With the walls closing in and a storm about to dump a shitload of snow on his place, he headed out the door to settle the
            horses and secure the barn.
         

         
         He’d asked his brother and sister to give him some space. It didn’t stop them from dropping by—often. The storm and snow would
            give him the space he needed and the solitude he craved—most of the time.
         

         
         Seeing his brother Caden with his girlfriend, Mia, happy and so damn in love, made Trigger think about the things missing
            in his life. A woman unlike the ones he usually met undercover: cynical, looking for an angle, out for themselves, and desperate
            for the drugs and money that ruled that scene. It had been a long time since he had a kind, sweet woman in his life. Someone
            with a genuine smile and a warm, open heart.
         

         
         Trigger grabbed his jacket off the peg by the front door, pulled it on, and walked out into the frigid breeze, cursing himself
            for fantasizing about a woman he’d never find out here. He pulled the door closed against the biting wind and headed down
            the porch steps and across the yard to the barn. The open door stopped him in his tracks. He must not have closed it hard
            enough to catch. The wind blew the door open six inches, then pushed it back, bouncing the door in and out of its frame.
         

         
         Caution and suspicion were his go-to modes, so he scanned the yard, every shadow and crevice around the barn, the surrounding
            pastures and trees. Nothing but the wind made a sound. He dialed down the shot of adrenaline, drew his gun from behind his
            back, and approached the barn with extreme caution, all his senses on alert for any threat.
         

         
         No telling if one of the drug dealers he’d taken down had come for their revenge.

         
         He threw open the barn door, stepped in, gun held out in front of him, and gave his eyes a second to adjust to the darker
            interior. Nothing but the horses stirred. His truck and Camaro sat to his left. The vehicles were exactly as he left them.
            He needed to finish taping and papering off the Camaro and finish getting it ready to paint. He loved the black, but the car
            was too recognizable. A few minor changes and maybe he could keep it and not alert every drug dealer in the state that he
            was the same guy taking everyone down.
         

         
         He scrubbed his free hand over his full beard and shook his shoulder-length hair back and thought maybe he needed a shave
            and haircut before anyone believed he wasn’t a drug dealer himself.
         

         
         The horses swished their tails and nickered at him, giving him the sense that if they were okay and not nervous or spooked,
            then he should relax and stop looking for trouble where there was none.
         

         
         He lowered the gun and slid the wide door separating the garage area from the stables all the way open. He walked down the
            aisle giving the three horses a pat and checked to be sure they had enough water. He’d clean their stalls, feed them, and
            make sure everything was shut up tight before the storm hit and they got too cold. Heading back to the tack room to grab the
            horse blankets, he stopped in his tracks, staring down at the two apple cores, the empty bottle of water, and the box of crackers
            he’d left behind the other day, now spilled across the floor. One of the horse blankets was missing, too.
         

         
         The outer door slammed and this time it wasn’t the wind. Trigger pulled his gun again and ran after whoever made it onto his
            property, past his security system, and sneaked into his barn. He bolted out the door, searching the yard for any sign of
            the intruder. Another half-eaten apple in the dirt gave him a direction. He ran toward the trees, ignoring the pain in his
            calf and ankle from the burns, slowing to a halt when he spotted the horse blanket draped on the ground as a small child tried
            to hide behind a tree with his entire backside sticking out. If the dark blue blanket hadn’t given him away, the red coat
            made him a perfect target.
         

         
         How the hell did such a small child get here?

         
         Trigger tucked the gun away at his back. He didn’t want to scare the kid.

         
         He scanned the sparse forest, checking for anyone else trying to hide among the thin trees. He didn’t see anything. Nothing
            moved, including the child.
         

         
         “Come out,” he ordered.

         
         The child jolted, then took off at a dead run, halting only momentarily when the blanket caught on an exposed root, held,
            and the boy lost his grip. He turned momentarily, with a look of regret and desperation that surprised Trigger and told him
            how much the child needed that blanket. The boy must be freezing out here.
         

         
         And where the hell were his parents?

         
         “Hey, come back,” Trigger called when the boy ran off again.

         
         Unable to let the kid go without making sure he was okay and found his parents again, though how they got way the hell out
            here boggled the mind, he ran after the kid again. His burned leg protested the exertion, but Trigger ignored it and tried
            to keep track of the boy as he dodged trees, winding his way down a path only the kid knew. Trigger couldn’t think of a single
            place out here that the boy and his family could squat and endure the cold.
         

         
         Trigger rounded yet another pine and skidded to a stop, struck by the oddest scene he’d ever encountered. As an undercover
            DEA agent, he’d seen some weird shit and bizarre situations.
         

         
         The woman lay facedown, sprawled in the dirt and weeds wearing an ice-blue evening gown and one sparkling crystal high heel.
            The other lay stuck between the ground and a thick root four feet behind her. Judging by the disturbances in the dirt and
            brush, either she skidded on her belly, or the boy had tried to drag her. He sat on the dress between her wide legs with a
            thick stick in his hands to protect her, the layers of fabric from her skirt bunched around him in a puffy cloud.
         

         
         Trigger might have smiled at the heroic attempt to defend the defenseless woman, but the kid couldn’t be more than three or
            four and about as tall as his thigh. Not much thicker than it, even in his heavy coat. No wonder the kid scarfed down the
            apples and crackers. He must be starving. Judging by how skinny his mother looked, he’d think they’d been living on the streets
            if not for her gown and the boy’s clean clothes.
         

         
         Something didn’t add up. Lots of things—like the way she was dressed—set off all the alarms in Trigger’s mind, but none sounded
            louder than her pale, gray skin. He couldn’t see her face beneath the fall of thick, dark
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