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Assassins

Book One, Part One


Prologue

​


Marc took the rifle apart and put it in
its bag. He grabbed his cell phone and hit speed dial.
“It’s done,” he said. “Alright,
the money is getting transferred as we speak,” the voice replied;
Marc disconnected. He walked to the car and didn’t react to the
police vehicles’ sirens that were on their way to the crime scene
he had just created.

 


Marc turned the key and eased the car into
traffic. All he wanted was to go home to Alec, his partner, for
nearly ten years. Marc had told his, well, associate that he
wouldn’t be available for the next four or five weeks. The man
hadn’t liked it, but Marc didn’t care.

 


Alec had booked a trip to God knew where,
and they would stay away for at least four weeks. Marc had looked
forward to spending time with Alec at their home. However, Alec had
been so excited about organizing this trip that Marc hadn’t been
able to say no.

 


Marc didn’t like surprises because he
needed to be in control, always, all the time. Maybe it was because
he was a hitman and one of the best in the country. Not even his
associate knew Marc’s identity, and he liked it that way. Alec was
the only one who knew who and what he was. And the man had accepted
it because Marc never took an assignment that made him kill an
innocent.

 


Sometimes, people thought they could solve
their problems by hiring an assassin to kill the woman who wanted a
divorce. Or a person who owed another person money. How convenient
it would be that that person got killed. It was something Marc
condemned. He only took out the scumbags that deserved to die. Marc
always did his homework before taking on a new
assignment.

 


He was on his way to the airport when a
feeling of dread made his stomach turn. Marc’s gut feeling was
telling him that something was terribly wrong. “Goddammit,” he
cursed as he saw the traffic jam in front of him, and he stopped
the car. The road to the airport was closed because of an accident,
shit.

 


Marc grabbed his phone and dialed Alec,
something he never did because he never contacted anyone while on
assignment, but somehow, this time, it was different. Marc needed
to know that everything was alright at home. The call was answered
on the second ring. “Hello?” Marc smiled in relief when he heard
Alec’s voice. “Hey, it’s me,” he said in a husky voice. Marc’s tone
always turned husky when he talked to his lover.

 


“Is something wrong?” Alec asked. Marc
smiled, “No, all is fine. I just needed to hear your voice,” he
said. Alec sounded chipper; there was no tension in his voice. Marc
would have noticed when something was wrong because Alec was very
sensitive and couldn’t hide his feelings. To Marc, Alec was an open
book. So, he knew that Alec was okay, but why was his stomach still
in knots? Well, his partner was alright, and that was the most
important thing.

 


Finally, after more than two hours, the
road was cleared, and Marc could resume his way to the airport. He
had called the airline to change his flight because Marc knew that
he wouldn’t make it in time to catch his original flight. It also
meant that he would arrive home late.

 


When Marc boarded the plane, he was
welcomed with champagne, which he declined. He seldom drank alcohol
because it could cloud the mind, which he didn’t like. So, instead,
Marc asked for some orange juice. That was the beauty of traveling
business class; you could order anything you want. Right now, all
that he wanted was to go home and spend quality time with
Alec.

 


Marc was about to put his phone into flight mode when it rang,
and he let it go to voice mail when he saw who it was. He did have
several phones, and this particular one was used only by the person
who passed on the requests for an assignment. He had told his
associate that he would be absent for at least a month. Marc knew
that the bastard would call to try and talk him into taking another
assignment. Well, it’s just the way he was.

 


Most people slept after they finished
their meal, and the lights were dimmed, but Marc never slept on the
plane. Plus, there still was his gut feeling that was reminding him
that something wasn’t right. Marc’s first thought had been that
someone was after him and that that person was on the plane as
well. However, no one knew him as a hitman. Marc was very good at
hiding his identity.

 


Alec was Marc’s only weak spot. He was the only one who knew
how Marc earned his money. Alec was okay with it, as long as Marc
didn’t kill innocent people or children. The people in their
neighborhood thought Marc was a businessman who traveled a lot for
his work. They went to neighborhood BBQs when they were invited,
and once in a while, Marc and Alec threw a party for their
neighbors. Why? Because it was the perfect way for them to blend
in.

 


Marc checked the time; his flight would take
another four hours, damn. His target had lived overseas, in France,
to be precise, which meant that it was a long flight back home.
Marc hated these assignments that took him overseas, but it was
what it was. He took a few sips of water and glanced around, but
everything seemed normal; most passengers were sleeping. The bag
that had his rifle in it would be shipped overseas; Marc knew just
the right ways to get his tools safely back home.

 


The plane landed, and when the doors
finally opened, Marc was the first to exit the aircraft. Marc had
all his luggage, like clothes and toiletries, in his carry-on, so
he didn’t need to wait at the baggage claim. He went through
customs without any problems, and on his way to his car, Marc
called Alec again. He wanted to let him know that he was back in
the country and on his way to the mansion.

 


Alec didn’t answer the phone, and Marc’s
instinct let him know something wasn’t right. Bile rose in his
throat, and Marc hastily crossed several parking lots until he
reached the one where his car was parked. It was at least a
one-and-a-half-hour drive to the estate, but Marc managed to do it
in an hour.

 


Something was very wrong; Marc just felt
it. He drove through the gate, and as he neared the house, his
heart sank when he saw that the front door stood ajar. This wasn’t
good. Marc didn’t take the time to shut down the car’s engine but
hastily got out of the vehicle and sprinted to the front door, and
rushed inside.

 


Marc knew that he should have been more
careful, but this was about Alec, the most important person in his
life. The man that he wanted to spend the rest of his life with.
Marc had his gun at the ready, just in case. He always had a gun in
his car for emergencies, and this was an emergency.

 


“Alec? Alec?” he called, but Marc got no
answer. His heart was beating too fast as he searched room after
room, and Marc began to panic when he couldn’t find Alec. He
searched until there was only one area left, and that was the
basement. Marc slowly descended the stairs that led to the
basement, and the smell that greeted him made him almost vomit. He
knew that smell; it was the smell of death. Marc stopped because he
didn’t want to go any further.

 


Marc didn’t know how long he had been
standing on the stairs before he forced his feet to move. He didn’t
want to, but Marc knew that he needed to check the basement, and it
looked normal, except for the pungent stench. The door to the wine
cellar was closed, and Marc instinctively knew that it was where he
would find Alec. Marc also knew that if it really was Alec in
there, then he was dead.

 


The stench was almost unbearable, and Marc
didn’t want to open the door, he really didn’t, but Marc knew he
had to do it because what other choice did he have? So, he slowly
opened the door; the room was dark, and the smell that reached his
nose made Marc’s stomach turn. He switched on the light and
couldn’t breathe because the sight that greeted him was the stuff
from nightmares. Alec, his Alec, was hanging upside down. They had
slid his throat, and the pool of blood that was beneath Alec told
Marc all that he needed to know. Whoever had killed Alec had let
him bleed out, like a pig, so his death would be slow and painful.
Also, Alec was beaten badly. Marc knew it was Alec because he knew
his partner’s body posture and the clothes he wore. So, there was
no doubt that this was Alec.

 


Marc collapsed because it felt like he
couldn’t breathe; his stomach turned, and he emptied its contents
in the corner of the room. Then, he looked up to the ceiling and
screamed and cried until there were no tears left. Marc didn’t know
for how long he was on his knees, crying, but finally, he managed
to take a good look at Alec. Whoever had killed the love of his
life had let him suffer; it was written on his face, from what Marc
could see anyway. He took a few deep breaths and let calm enter his
body. Marc had learned to control his body and mind when he was
living in Japan. That was before he met and fell in love with
Alec.

 


Marc was an excellent hitman, but to
become an even better one, he had moved to Japan for four years. It was there that he
had learned to control his body and mind to perfection. In
addition, the samurai training he had endured for several years had
prevented Marc from losing his mind after seeing Alec hanging
upside-down.

 


Marc crawled up the stairs because he had
to get fresh air, and once outside, he called the police because his partner was
murdered. It was what Marc had to do, to call it in because there
was no reason not to. Someone had murdered the love of his life,
and even though Marc knew that he would go after the killer
himself, he needed to call the cops to report the murder. Only when
Marc reported it; he would be able to give his beloved Alec the
burial that he deserved. The thought to make Alec’s body disappear
had crossed Marc’s mind, but this was the love of his life, and he
would get a decent burial.

 


Even though Marc was desperate to lower
Alec to the floor, he knew that the cops needed the crime scene to
be, intact. How he stayed so coherent, Marc didn’t know; it was
probably sheer willpower.

 


Marc knew that he needed to keep his
emotions in check, so he would be able to start with his search to
find the person responsible for Alec’s death as soon as possible.
He would grieve after he killed the scum who murdered the love of
his life.

 


******

 


Marc stood in the living room from what
once had been his sanctuary. Most furniture was gone, sold, and
some things were in storage. Marc wasn’t sure if he ever would use
them again, but he wouldn’t sell them since he wasn’t sure. The new
owner had wanted to buy the house with the existing furniture, but
Marc had declined. Also, he didn’t know who had bought the estate,
and Marc didn’t care. All that he wanted now was to leave and start
a new life, a life without Alec.

 


Marc still had no idea of
how to pull that off. He always
thought that he was the one who would die first because, well, he
was the one who lived the dangerous life, not Alec. Marc glanced
around; he felt empty. First, however, he needed to check the
complete house to assure himself that there was no trace of him
left behind.

 


Two hours later, Marc walked out the door
for the last time. He had an appointment to drop off the keys at
the real estate office that had sold the house. It had taken more
than two weeks before Marc was permitted to enter his house again.
The first thing that Marc had done was hiring a cleaning crew to
take care of the basement. After that, Marc had hired a team to
sell most of the furniture and put the rest into storage until he
knew what he wanted to do with the stuff that mostly had belonged
to Alec.

 


To Marc’s astonishment, he had sold the
estate within a week after putting it on the market. He should have
been suspicious, but Marc didn’t care; all he wanted was to leave
his old life behind and start over. The real estate manager had
shown Marc a beautiful estate at the outskirts of a small town
called Madison Valley. Marc had never heard of it, but it seemed
nice enough. Since he had to buy another house, why not in Madison
Valley?


Chapter One

​


Three years later

 


Marc parked the car in front of the
cast-iron gate. He didn’t exit the vehicle but kept staring at the
gate. Marc sighed; before he finally opened the door and climbed
out of the car. It had been a long time since he had visited Alec’s
grave.

 


Marc had just returned from his first
assignment since Alec’s death. Even though it had been three years,
he had no problem executing the hit on some scumbag. It had felt
good, and he felt the urge to talk to Alec about it; well, that
wasn’t possible anymore. It had been six months ago that Marc last
visited Alec’s grave. He missed him so much, even after three
years. But the man was dead, and Marc knew that he needed to get
his life back on track again, which meant that it was better not to
visit Alec’s grave anymore. It didn’t mean that he had to forget
Alec had ever existed; Marc knew that he would never forget Alec.
For three years, Marc had mourned the loss of his partner, he would
always carry Alec in his heart, but now, it was time to move on.
Alec was dead; Marc wasn’t, it might sound heartless, but really,
it wasn’t.

 


Alec and Marc had talked a lot about death because death
was part of life. Without it, there would be no life possible.
People lived, and then they died; some would meet death much too
early. Some of them died a violent death, but in the end, everyone
faced the same fate.

 


Even though it hurt, and Marc didn’t want
to, he said goodbye and knew that this would be the last time he
visited Alec’s grave. A broken Marc left the cemetery, slid behind
the wheel of his rental, and sat for a long time staring at the
cast-iron gate again. He didn’t cry; even though he felt like he
was losing Alec all over again, it was something that he hadn’t
expected.

 


Marc didn’t know how long he had been sitting in his car in
front of the cemetery before he came to his senses. He backed out
of the parking lot and drove to the airport to catch a flight home
to Madison Valley.

 


Marc smiled when the gates opened and
the mansion came in
sight. Several acres of land surrounded the house, so there were no
direct neighbors. Marc had been lucky because he had bought the
estate before it had hit the market. Even though it was called an
estate, the house wasn’t that big. It had five bedrooms, all with
adjacent bathrooms: a spacious living room, a sunroom, and a huge
kitchen. Marc had two studies, one was opposite the living room,
and the second was in the basement. There was only one room left
that still was empty, and he was in no hurry to change that any
time soon.

 


The previous mansion that Marc had sold after Alec’s death,
both had their studies on the first floor. Maybe that was the
reason that Marc had left the room untouched. Or he simply didn’t
have a purpose for the room. The garage had room for three cars,
which was enough since Marc possessed only one vehicle.

 


Marc entered the house, shed his coat, and
dropped the keys in the bowl, which stood on the table in the hall.
He climbed the stairs, went into his bedroom, and unpacked his
clothes; threw everything in the hamper, and put his toiletries in
the bathroom cabinet, then and shoved the suitcase under the bed.
He went downstairs into the kitchen; his stomach was growling, so
he opened the fridge and cursed when he saw it was empty. Well,
there was milk, but that was probably spoiled. He had been gone for
nearly four weeks and really needed to do some grocery shopping.
Marc went back into the hall, grabbed the car keys, and drove into
town to buy groceries.

 


After Alec’s death, his life had changed
drastically. Marc had fallen into a depression; for three years, he
had lived a solitary life without so much as taking on an
assignment. He had spent his time reading, and he even had
attempted to paint; he now knew that painting was not his thing.
Marc had considered adopting a dog from the local shelter, but
since he knew that he would take assignments again, it was a bad
idea to get a dog. If Marc would ever take a dog, it would be for
life, and now was not the time to adopt one. Maybe after he
retired, someday he would adopt a dog.

 


Marc had moved to another part of Colorado. It had taken him a
little over two years to come to terms with the death of his
partner. To finally accept that the man was gone and wouldn’t come
back.

 


Little by little, Marc started feeling
better again, and it was only recently that he had thought about
redecorating his house. After buying the estate, he never had the
urge to make the house his home. A couch, a table, and some chairs,
a flatscreen TV, and an entertainment set, that was everything that
stood in the living room. Marc could sit, sleep, and eat. What else
did he need?

 


A couple of weeks ago, Marc had taken on
his first assignment since Alec’s death. It had taken him more than
eight months to overcome the depression he fell into after Alec got
killed. There were times that Marc had wanted to end his life
because he missed him so much. The only thing that had kept Marc
from killing himself was the urge to find Alec’s killer. However,
even now, three years later, he still hadn’t found the one who was
responsible for Alec’s death.

 


Still, Marc felt that it was time to get his life back on track
again, and that was why he had wanted to create a home and had
accepted his first assignment.

 


If Marc was honest with himself, pulling the trigger and kill
a bad guy had made him feel alive. For the first time in a long
time, Marc had felt like his old self again, but he would not give
up the hunt for Alec’s killer. Marc knew that his time would come,
that he would find him, and then the life of that scumbag would be
forfeit.

 


Marc parked the car behind the shopping center and was on his
way to the grocery store entrance when he felt a tingling in his
neck. He turned, scanned his surroundings, and his gaze rested on a
man who stood at the other side of the parking lot. Their eyes met,
and Marc saw something familiar, but the man turned away from him,
got into his car, and drove off.

 


Marc frowned because the man had looked
familiar, and yet, he couldn’t quite place him, which was strange
because he never forgot a face. Maybe he just looked like someone
Marc knew. Marc continued his way to the supermarket. He passed a
small flower shop; a strange feeling made him stop and look inside.
Had it been here all along? Marc had never noticed the flower shop
before. Then again, he never had paid any attention. Marc didn’t
know what made him enter the shop, but he did.

 


“Hello, can I help you?” a soft voice
asked. Marc glanced in the direction the voice had come from and
saw what looked like the face of an angel behind yellow roses.
Blond curls were bouncing around his head as the man walked toward
Marc. Big green eyes gazed intently at him. He was breathtakingly
beautiful, and he should have been dead. Marc was shocked to see
this man standing before him because he had shot and killed him. He
had been Marc’s last assignment before Alec got murdered three
years ago. The man had been a child molester preparing to kidnap
and torture his next victim, a five-year-old. Now, he was standing
in front of Marc, smiling with the face of a freaking angel. His
target had fled to France, but Marc had tracked him down and killed
him; well, at least he thought that he did.

 


“Hello? How can I help you?” the angel
repeated. Marc recovered quickly and decided on the spot that he
needed to find out why this man was still alive. “I, uh. I want a
dozen yellow roses, please,” Marc said because it was all that I
could come up with. Something like this had never happened before.
If Marc went after his target, then that person was a dead man
walking. The angel smiled, and it was the most beautiful smile Marc
had seen in a long time. He shook his head; no, this man was a
monster, not an angel.

 


“You’re in luck; these just came in,” The
florist said as he grabbed the bucket with yellow roses. “Shall I
mix them with white baby’s breath?” the angel asked. It looked as
if he wanted to add something, but then he didn’t.

 


“That’s great, thank you,” Marc replied;
his heart was racing. How the fuck was that possible? Marc had
never missed a target in his life, and he was absolutely sure that
he had killed the bastard. So, he needed information about the
angel and quickly.

 


“Did this shop open its doors recently?”
Marc asked because it was strange that he hadn’t noticed the store
before. Big green eyes gazed up at him. Marc decided on the spot
that he simply would introduce himself. He needed to stay friendly;
it was difficult, though. “I’m Marcus Blake, but everyone calls me
Marc,” he introduced himself as he held out his hand.

 


The angel took the offered hand and said in a soft voice,
“Hi, I’m Bailey Hudson. I’m the owner, and I opened the shop about
six months ago.” Bailey kept gazing at Marc with his big green
eyes. His gaze was intense, which threw Marc off-kilter even more,
also something that never had happened to him before. Not even Alec
had managed that. All Marc could think was that this man should be
dead, and he wasn’t. Marc had shot him in the head, right between
the eyes. No one survives a shot like that, no one.

 


“Are you new in town?” Bailey questioned.
Marc shook his head and said, “No. I moved here about three years
ago.” “Oh,” was all Bailey said as he concentrated on mixing the
roses with white baby’s breath. “Can I invite you for some coffee?
You pick the place,” Marc hastily added. The way Bailey looked at
him made Marc believe that he would decline. And he was
right.

 


“I’m sorry, but I don’t date strangers,” he
said in his soft, melodic, yet firm voice. “Isn’t that the whole
idea of dating? To get to know one another?” Marc said cautiously.
Bailey smiled, and damn, the man was attractive. “Sorry, but the
answer still is no,” Bailey replied, but now he sounded apologetic;
this was good. It meant that Marc stood a chance to get a date with
the florist; he felt it in his gut.

 


“What can I do to make you change your
mind?” Marc asked, leaning toward the man with the face of an
angel. Bailey took a step back and eyed Marc suspiciously. Marc
stepped back because he didn’t want Bailey to feel uncomfortable.
He really needed to know why this man still was breathing. “Okay,
but I will be back again,” Marc said as he turned and walked toward
the exit. “Why?” Bailey called after him. Marc stopped, turned, and
said, “You don’t want to date a stranger, which means we have to
get to know each other. So, I will be back. That way, you get to
know me, then you can accept my dinner invitation.”

 


Bailey looked confused. “I don’t
understand,” he softly replied. “You will,” Marc said as he turned
and strode to the front door. “Mr. Blake?” Marc turned. “Yes?” “You
forgot these,” Bailey said as he held up the beautiful bouquet of
yellow roses. “They are for you,” Marc said, and then he exited the
shop before Bailey could respond.

 


Marc returned to his car and slid behind the wheel; he didn’t
drive away, though. He sat in the vehicle and stared at the flower
shop. The sign above the door read, “Flower Hut.” Marc couldn’t
believe that the man he had killed was still alive. “What the hell
is going on?” Marc said as he rubbed his face.

 


Then, Marc remembered that he still
had some grocery shopping to
do. So he drove to the other side of the mall, parked the car, got
out of the car again, and this time he went straight to the
supermarket.

 


To say that Marc was shocked seeing the man he had killed was
still breathing was an understatement. How the fuck was that
possible? Marc had never missed a target in life, never! So, how
was it that this man was alive and kicking? It couldn’t be; it just
couldn’t. However, the reality was that apparently, it was possible
because he just had a conversation with, well, Bailey. Only the man
Marc had killed was not called Bailey Hudson.


Chapter Two

​


Bailey watched the man walk out of the
shop, get into his car, and to Bailey’s horror, the man didn’t drive away; instead, he
kept staring at the shop. Bailey picked up his phone and dialed the
man he knew would come to the rescue. “Hey, Bailey? What’s up,” the
voice on the other end of the line greeted him
cheerfully.

 


“Hey, Brendan, could you come over,
please?” Bailey quietly asked while watching Marc, who was still
sitting in his car. “Sure, is something wrong,” a worried-sounding
Brendan inquired. “I don’t know. Maybe. “Alright, I’m on my way,”
Brendan promised. Bailey sighed in relief. Brendan was his big
brother, and he always had Bailey’s back.

 


Ten minutes later, Brendan strode into the
shop. “Where is the fire, little brother,” Brendan joked as he
looked around. “Outside, sitting in that black SUV,” Bailey pointed
to the spot where Marc’s car stood a second ago. “Which SUV? I
don’t see one,” Brendan said, looking confused. “He was there a
second ago, just before you came in. I swear,” Bailey said in a
defensive tone.

 


“Easy, little bro. I believe you; I really
do. Can you describe the person and the car for me?” Brendan asked,
his tone gentle. “I can do you one better,” Bailey smiled. “Okay,”
Brendan said, waiting for his sibling to continue. “I know his
name,” a smug-looking Bailey said. “Well, are you going to tell
me?” Brendan questioned, smiling. “His name is Marcus Blake,”
Bailey said.

 


Brendan cocked his head. “Are you sure?”
he asked. Bailey frowned. “Yes, why?” he replied. “Tell me first
why this man was watching you,” Brendan asked cautiously. “Why?
Brendan, what’s going on? Do you know this man?” Bailey questioned
instead of answering his brother. “Marcus Blake is the heir to the
Blake Empire. Marcus Blake junior is the crown prince of the Blake
family business and fortune,” he whispered.

 


“Wait a second, I’ll google him,” said
Brendan as he grabbed his phone. Bailey was watching with interest.
Brendan smiled as he held the phone in front of Bailey, who gasped
at seeing Marcus Blake’s picture.

 


“I don’t understand; I’m confused,” Bailey
quietly responded. Brendan’s smile was gentle when he said, “The
Blake family owns Blake Industries. They are the producers of
medical equipment, among other things. Brendan saw the exact moment
when it clicked.

 


“Oh, holy shit. The hospital uses its
equipment, like respirators and the crash carts.” Bailey’s eyes
grew wide with amazement. Brendan laughed. “So, I think that I
don’t need to check up on him, right?” Brendan chuckled. Bailey
shook his head. “I guess not,” he said reluctantly.

 


“Now, tell me why you called me. What did
Marc Blake do to scare you?” Brendan cautiously inquired. Bailey
looked uncertain. He pressed his lips together. “He asked me out on
a date,” he reluctantly admitted. Brendan looked thoughtful. “So,
the man asked you out, then what?” he asked. Bailey blushed because
now that he thought back, the man had been nothing but polite, nice
even.

 


“I told him that I don’t date strangers,”
Bailey softly said. “Did he harass you in any way? Did he force
himself on you?” Brendan asked, and he was serious now because if
that were the case, he would chase him down. Bailey shook his head.
Then he told his brother about the yellow roses with baby’s
breath.

 


“The man asked you out, and when you blew
him off, he gave you a bouquet of beautiful roses? I don’t see the
problem, little brother.” And Brendan really didn’t. “I’m sorry, I
think that maybe, just maybe, I overreacted a bit,” a reluctant
Bailey admitted, pressing thumb and index finger almost together.
“Maybe? A little? I think that you overreacted a lot,” Brendan
chuckled. “Look,” he said, “It’s almost closing time, and I’m off
for the night. Let’s have dinner together,” Brendan chuckled as he
ruffled Bailey’s hair. Bailey was all for that because he was
hungry.

 


Bailey tended the flowers before he closed
the shop. “Are you volunteering at the hospital tonight?” Brendan
asked as they walked to the restaurant, which was around the corner
from the Flower Hut. Bailey nodded. “Yep, my shift starts at nine
o’clock tonight. I’m off at midnight,” Bailey informed his brother.
“Alright, then I will pick you up and bring you home safely,”
Brendan said, and his tone let Bailey know that there was no room
for discussion.

 


“Thank you,” Bailey smiled. He knew that,
even though his brother had acted as if nothing was wrong, he was
on his guard. Brendan had always been very protective of Bailey,
and for that, Bailey was grateful. Bailey stood his ground and
could hold his own in a fight. So, why he always called Brendan
when he got insecure or scared was anyone’s guess.

 


“It’s pretty busy already,” said Bailey
when they entered Pete’s Place. They were lucky and got a table by
the window. The waiter came, and Bailey ordered orange juice and
Brendan a beer. They studied the menu, even though it wasn’t really
necessary because both men were regulars at Pete’s
Place.

 


Bailey put down his menu, and Brendan did
the same. The waiter returned with the drinks and took their order.
Bailey wanted the chicken in curry sauce with fried rice, and
Brendan ordered steak with mashed potatoes and a green salad. “So,
what will you do when Marc comes back tomorrow or the day after
tomorrow, and he asks you out again?” Brendan asked between two
bites of steak.

 


Bailey chewed, swallowed, and then said,
“I really don’t know. He’s handsome, yes, and polite, but there’s
something about him. I can’t put my finger on it. It’s like a dark
cloud is hanging over him. I don’t know how else to explain.”
Brendan frowned but didn’t reply. They finished their meal in
companionable silence.

 


After they finished dinner, Bailey
signaled the waiter for the check, paid, and left a generous tip. The brothers
stepped outside the restaurant, and Bailey yawned and stretched.
“Are you not too tired to work three hours at the hospital,” a
worried-looking Brendan asked. Bailey shook his head. “No, I feel
fine,” he replied as he deeply inhaled the night air. “Come; I will
drive you to the hospital, and I’m picking you up after your shift
ends. Since it’s your car that I’m driving tonight,” Brendan
chuckled.

 


Brendan drove the car in front of
the hospital’s main
entrance, which was okay because he would leave in a few seconds
again. “Bye, and thank you,” Bailey said as he kissed his brother
on the cheek. Brendan smiled. “See you in a few hours, little
brother,” he replied. “Take good care of my car,” Bailey teased,
closed the car door, and watched Brendan drive away. He smiled
because he was the luckiest man on the planet, having a brother
like Brendan. The man always had his back, no matter what. Bailey
knew that sometimes, he was a bit of a drama queen, but Brendan
helped and comforted him when he needed it.

 


Brendan’s car was at the garage because something was wrong,
and the vehicle hadn’t started this morning; it was why Brendan
drove Bailey’s car. “Hey, Bailey,” said a voice behind him. Bailey
knew that voice, and he smiled. “Hey, Doctor Michael. How are you?”
he responded. It had been Doctor Michael who had made it happen for
Bailey to start as a volunteer at the hospital. They talked about
work and the weather as both men walked through the hospital doors.
Tonight, Bailey would be helping out at the reception desk; it was
what he liked.

 


Doctor Michael Reynolds strode to the elevator, and Bailey
stepped behind the reception desk and greeted Sandra, his friend,
and colleague. “It’s too quiet,” Sandra said as she returned with
coffee for herself and hot cocoa for Bailey. Just when Bailey
wanted to reply, the phone rang. Sandra answered the call, and by
the expression on her face, he could tell that something terrible
had happened. Maybe an accident, with casualties? She put down the
receiver, looked at Bailey. “An ambulance is on its way with a
seriously injured male,” Sandra informed him.

 


Bailey watched when the doors flew open,
and two EMTs rushed inside, pushing the gurney that had what looked
like a severely wounded person on it. They hurried past them, and
Bailey paled when he saw who it was that was lying on the
gurney.

 


“No no no no no,” he whispered as he left
the desk and ran after the two EMTs. They all knew Bailey, so no
one stopped him when he ran into the treatment room. It was Doctor
Michael Reynolds who finally stopped him from approaching the
gurney. “Stop, Bailey. What’s the matter?” Doctor Michael asked
while the medical staff started working on the patient.

 


“That’s Brendan,” Bailey wasn’t capable of
saying anything else as he watched in horror when Brendan went into
cardiac arrest. This wasn’t happening; it just wasn’t happening. He
must be having a nightmare. Had he fallen asleep during work? “Get
him out of here,” Doctor Michael yelled suddenly. Before Bailey
knew it, he was grabbed and taken out of the treatment
room.

 


Bailey struggled to make his way into the
room again, but two big strong staff members held him tightly. “Let
me back in. That’s my brother in there,” he yelled. Bailey was held
tight, but they didn’t hurt him, even though he struggled to free
himself. He needed to get into the room again. His brother needed
him.

 


“Please, Bailey, stop struggling before you
hurt yourself,” said the man who held his left arm. “NO,” Bailey
yelled. “You don’t understand. That’s my brother in there; he needs
me,” he was crying now. “Bailey, you need to calm down and let the
doctors work. If you do not calm down, we will give you a mild
sedative,” the man who held his right arm said.

 


Bailey stopped struggling because he
didn’t want to be sedated. Even though he knew that the two men who
held him meant well, but right now, he hated them with a passion.
It took some time and a lot of effort until Bailey got his
breathing under control. “We will let you go now, but Bailey,
please don’t go into that room. If you do, then we need to sedate
you, and we really don’t want to do that,” said the man who held
his right arm. Bailey knew the two guys, and they were always nice
and treated him with respect. Still, right now, he didn’t think
that they were pleasant at all, but he relented because he wanted
to stay close to his brother.

 


Bailey knew that if he tried to get into
the room anyway, they would remove him altogether. Then, he had to
wait in the family room, which wasn’t an option. Bailey knew that
they cut him some slack by letting him stay directly in front of
the treatment room. People who weren’t staff members didn’t even
get this far; they had to wait in the family room until the doctor
had time to talk to them.

 


“Bailey?” Keith Aldridge came running
around the corner. Bailey stood, and Keith hugged him tightly.
Keith Aldridge was Bailey’s best friend, even though they knew each
other for only five months. “How did you know?” Bailey whispered.
“Sandra called me. She thought that you needed a friend.” Keith
gently pushed Bailey at arms-length. “Honey, do you know what
happened? I heard that Brendan was injured in a car accident,” he
said in a soothing tone.

 


“No, I only know that he is critical, but
Brendan will be okay. He will pull through; he just has to,” Bailey
whispered. Keith urged Bailey to sit down again. He held his hand
and gently rubbed Bailey’s back. Keith stayed silent because he had
no clue what to say.

 


“Bailey? Buddy, wake up,” Keith gently
shook Bailey’s shoulders. Bailey opened his eyes and jumped bolt
upright from the uncomfortable plastic chair. He must have fallen
asleep. “How is Brendan?” Bailey croaked. The look in Doctor
Michael’s eyes told Bailey what he didn’t want to hear. Doctor
Michael sighed. “I’m so sorry, Bailey, but.” Bailey felt like he
couldn’t breathe. Doctor Michael, calling for assistance, was the
last thing Bailey heard; the room tilted, and then his world went
black.


Chapter Three

​


Marc had forced himself to turn the key, start the car, and
drive away from the flower shop. What was it with this guy? He had
felt an instant attraction, and that wasn’t like him. Marc didn’t
do instant attraction.

 


He pushed the button, the gate opened, and Marc drove up to
the mansion, parked the car in front of the house, and stayed in
the vehicle for a while, lost in his thoughts. After about ten
minutes, he climbed out of the vehicle, took the two bags with
groceries, and walked up to the house. Marc opened the front door,
stepped inside, strode into the kitchen, put the car keys on the
kitchen counter, and put the groceries away. Then he opened the
fridge and grabbed a bottle of water. Marc unscrewed the bottle on
his way to the study; he needed more information about this man who
claimed to be Bailey Hudson.

 


He sat down behind his desk and fired up
his laptop, the one that wasn’t connected to the internet. Even
though the internet could be helpful in getting information about
someone, it was dangerous and treacherous. It allowed others to
hack your computer and take control. That person could see, change,
and download all your files, and that’s why the internet wasn’t an
option for this particular laptop; this one had his assignments on
it.

 


Marc pulled up the file from his last case before Alec was
murdered three years ago. A wave of guilt flowed over him at the
thought of his dead partner and his attraction for Bailey Hudson.
“Bailey Hudson,” Marc whispered as he watched the picture of what
appeared Bailey Hudson on his laptop. “Who are you? Why are you
still breathing? You should be dead because I put a bullet in your
head,” Marc whispered to the screen that showed a huge picture of
Bailey Hudson’s face. Well, he was planning on getting to know this
man who called himself Bailey Hudson. To Marc, there was no doubt
that the picture of the man on the screen and the flower shop owner
were one and the same.

 


Marc’s phone rang, but he let it go to voice mail when he saw
that it was Celia, his sister. “Not now, sis,” he said to the empty
room. Marc knew that he needed a strategy to get to know Bailey. He
sighed because he couldn’t deny that he was attracted to the flower
shop owner. This was wrong on so many levels.

 


The phone rang again, and Marc sighed when
he saw that it was Celia, again. What was it with her? His family
never contacted him, and that was precisely the way he liked it.
Marc let it go to voice mail again; he would listen to the message
when he felt like it. The Blake Clan had practically banished him
after he told them that he liked men instead of women.

 


Blake Senior had tried to disinherit his
oldest son, but Marc’s grandfather had put a clause in his will. It
said that Marcus Blake Senior only could inherit and keep the
family business if his oldest child would inherit it after him. The
moment that Blake Senior would cut his oldest child off, he would
lose control of the family business, and Marc would get everything.
It was a complicated clause, and at that time, no one had
understood. Now all of Marc’s siblings and his parents did
understand.

 


Marc read the file he had on Fabian Copely, the man with the
blond curls and the big green eyes, and shook his head. He was
getting confused, and that wasn’t like him. “Why aren’t you dead?
Who are you?” Marc whispered to the man with the big green eyes
that gazed back at him from the computer screen. Well, only one way
to find out, Marc had to do a background check on Bailey
Hudson.

 


A look at his wristwatch let Marc know
that it was already after ten o’clock. He sighed as he grabbed his
phone to check his voicemail. Why had his sister called him? It was
the only member of the family that he’d stayed in contact
with.

 


Marc pressed the button to listen to the
voicemail. “Marc? It’s
Celia. The reason that I call you is to let you know that our
mother is very sick, and she wants to see you. Please contact me as
soon as you hear this message.” Marc frowned; why would his mother
want to see him? How ill was she? Was she dying? The second message
was the same as the first one. Marc debated if he would call right
away but decided against it. He would contact his sister in the
morning.

 


Marc poured himself a whiskey and strode into the living room.
He sat down and grabbed the remote control, and zapped until he
found a documentary about archeology. However, he wasn’t able to
concentrate; his thoughts continued to wander off toward the flower
shop owner. Marc rose from his chair and went into the study again.
Something was bothering him, and that drove him mad. So, he fired
up his laptop again and clicked on Fabian Copely ‘s file. Fabian
looked exactly like Bailey Hudson; still, something was different.
Was there really a difference, or was it wishful thinking because
he was attracted to the man. He shut his laptop once again and went
into the living room.

 


Marc sat in the chair in front of the window, which offered a
great view of the beautiful garden. However, it was night, and the
garden was cloaked in darkness. Marc was a hard ass, but he also
respected nature. If the garden were illuminated at night, then it
would disturb the nightlife. The garden of the manor was all about
animals. That meant no lights in the night. Marc had installed
floodlights just in case of intruders. Well, safety
first.

 


Marc sighed as he stood and grabbed another bottled mineral
water out of the fridge. When he returned to the living room, his
phone signaled that he had a message. Marc sighed when he saw that
it was another message from his sister. He put the phone back on
the table. This was getting ridiculous; what the hell did she want?
Well, there was only one way to find out; Marc grabbed his cell
phone again and dialed his sister’s number.

 


Celia answered on the first ring. “Marc, finally. What took
you so long?” Celia sounded irritated. “Well, hello to you too,
sis. So, tell me, how is mother doing?” Marc asked matter of
factly. “Marc? Mother is dying. She is holding on because she wants
to see you. We don’t know how long she has. That she still is
breathing is sheer willpower. Marc, please, come home,” Celia
begged. “Alright. I’ll take the first flight out,” Marc promised.
“Thank you. Thank you,” Celia whispered. Marc ended the call and
called the airline.

 


Marc was in luck; the next flight out was in two hours. He went
upstairs and packed his carry-on. Marc wanted to book a hotel, but
on second thought, he decided against it. Celia would have his
head. They would expect him to stay at the Blake Estate.

 


Marc entered the plane, put his carry-on in the overhead
compartment, and sat down. He had
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