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			Prologue

			Elsie

			Five Years Ago

			“Don’t chew your nails,” I hissed at myself, clasping my hands together.

			Had I ever been this nervous slash excited and anxious in my life? At least my mother was in her office and not witnessing this. She’d likely get her phone and video it all.

			I might want a video of what was about to happen—or what I thought was about to happen. What I hoped with all my heart was going to happen. My palms were starting to sweat now. He might touch my hands! Quickly, I began to wipe them on the front of my jeans.

			The flash of black from the familiar Mustang had me standing straighter as I took a deep breath. He was here. I had to calm down, act cool. But it wasn’t every day that a girl’s best friend, who she had secretly harbored a crush on for years, came over to ask her to prom.

			I mean … Calvin hadn’t said that was why he was coming over when he texted me. He’d said it was important and to meet him on the front porch.

			Calvin Sawlan had been showing up unannounced at my house for years. The fact that he had told me to meet him on the front porch was what clued me in that something was up.

			I placed a hand over my heart, hoping that the rapid beating wasn’t as loud as I feared it was. I’d die if he heard it.

			I watched as he climbed out of the driver’s side, and a smile spread across my cheeks so big that it hurt. I might need to tame that too. Looking at myself in the mirror, that hung in the foyer, I tried to look less excited.

			“Act cool,” I whispered to myself as I walked to the door to go outside, like he’d requested.

			Over-the-top prom proposals had been going on all week at school. I watched each one, envious but not hopeful that I’d be on the receiving end of one from Calvin. I feared Johnny Marsh or Baron Strum might ask me, and I didn’t want to say yes to either of them. I was holding out hope that Calvin would ask. Every day that passed and he hadn’t asked another girl, my daydreaming of this coming moment had gotten stronger.

			Just yesterday, Calvin had asked me if I thought Josh Towle’s flash mob with the soccer team, asking Nyla Jacobs to prom, was cheesy or not. He’d seemed very interested in my response.

			Was that what he was going to do? Was there going to be a group of football players doing a flash mob in my front yard?

			Calvin had been torn between both his parents after their divorce. He was a people pleaser—at least where they were concerned. His father wanted him to play football. His mother nurtured his talent in acting, dance, and music. He had chosen to live with his father when they split—or that was what he said. I often wondered if she had just left without asking him to go with her. Whatever the case, once she was gone, he had allowed football to take over his life, and I hated to see him not use his other gifts.

			Perhaps he was going to today! For me.

			Reaching for the doorknob, I twisted it and hoped my face wasn’t as flushed as it had been. Swinging open the door, I tried not to blind him with my overbright smile and prayed I looked casual as I stepped onto the front porch.

			Calvin was almost at the bottom of the steps. His curly, dark brown hair was messy from driving with his windows down, and his chocolate eyes flashed with mischief. His lips curled up at the corners, awakening the flutters in my stomach. It was easier when he had a girlfriend. My reactions to him were kept under control, although my heart ached frequently. I didn’t obsess over every smile or glint in his eyes, trying to read more into it when he was in a relationship.

			Since he’d broken up with his last girlfriend a month ago, however, I had been letting my guard down a little at a time. Wanting more than anything to see the tiniest spark in his eyes that told me he saw me as something more than his best friend, his buddy.

			My eyes did a quick glance around the yard and down the street. I didn’t see any other people who could be hiding or preparing to join him in a flash mob. That was okay. I didn’t need some grand gesture. I just wanted my prom to finally be with Calvin. I’d wanted it since I’d hit puberty. Just like I wanted him to see me as more than his friend. Other guys noticed me. His friends did, but none of them asked me out. I liked to think he had marked me as off-limits.

			“You sure look happy,” he said.

			I was!

			“Yeah,” I agreed.

			“Good. Then your creative juices will be flowing, and I need help,” he told me, then nodded toward his Mustang. “I have seven handwritten notes in my car that I want to hide, and I need your help to make it special. You know what girls like,” he explained.

			My heart slowly started to sink. This didn’t sound like a prom proposal.

			“Okay,” I replied, then cleared my throat, no longer smiling.

			“I want to ask Kirsten to prom, but last year, she went with Mike Halloway, and his daddy’s money had paid for that damn helicopter banner to be flown over the field during cheerleading practice so he could ask her. Dad is not gonna pay for me to do shit like that.” He wagged his brows mischievously. “So, I’m going to send her on a scavenger hunt. I need it to be a fucking epic one though. Help me?”

			My heart began to crack, and a lump swelled up in my throat. Why had I let myself believe that Calvin was seeing me the way I saw him? It had been stupid, and now I would have to suffer the pain in silence.

			I nodded. “Sure. I’ll help.” While you prepare a prom proposal for some other girl. No problem.
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			One

			Forge

			Present Day

			It had taken a full five minutes before my heart rate returned to normal. The way my older brother’s body had tensed as he listened to whoever had called him triggered immediate panic.

			I hated fucking phone calls. My biggest fear was that it would be one bearing bad news about my mom.

			I’d just left my parents’ house an hour ago to have breakfast with her, and she’d eaten more than she had since returning from treatments she had undergone in Texas the past six weeks. She’d looked so frail and weak though. It was jolting every time I looked at her.

			The diagnosis of her liver cancer had been a horror none of us had been prepared for.

			Christmas had been very different this year. All of us under one roof, pretending for her, making memories—it had been hard.

			“Yeah, we can do that. If she’s that important to you,” Oz said to whoever the fuck had him scowling. Which was something he did regularly so you never could be sure if it meant anything or not. “Get a burner and text me from it. I’ll send you the address, then destroy the phone. Don’t keep yours on you, and if she has one, get rid of it. She brings nothing of her own with her. Trackers can be placed in anything. In fact, go buy her new clothing, shoes, even fucking panties and bras.”

			What the hell? I sat up in the chair I’d plopped down in when arriving and paid closer attention. It sounded like there was a female being tracked by someone who knew what they were doing. But what woman would Oz be agreeing to help? Was she related to Winslet, his wife?

			I really fucking hoped it wasn’t another political cleanup. The last one had been a disaster. Than Carver had been fun before that shit went down. We’d enjoyed late nights, shared females, and lived the bachelor life. Not anymore. He was so fucking obsessed with the illegitimate daughter of our former governor that he’d become like my brothers. Boring.

			Oz ended the call and sighed heavily while running his hand through his hair. “Fuck,” he muttered.

			“Who was that?” I asked him.

			He rolled his head from side to side, cracking his neck, then glanced at me.

			“Calvin,” he said.

			I knew a couple of Calvins. He needed to be more specific.

			“Calvin who?”

			“Calvin Sawlan. Our cousin. Mom’s only nephew,” he said, sounding annoyed that I’d not immediately thought of him.

			That Calvin hadn’t even come to mind. Hell, we rarely saw the guy. He lived in Memphis with his dad—or he had the last time we saw him. I wasn’t sure where the fuck Aunt Jianna was. She sure as shit hadn’t been by to see Mom.

			“What does he want?” I asked, pissed off that he’d called Oz for help with something.

			His mother was a bitch. Mom had always checked in on her, helped her when she was struggling financially, never held it against her that she had left her kid to run off with some country singer. Which hadn’t worked out for her. I think that had been husband number two. It had been short lived. Last time Mom had mentioned her, she was getting married again.

			“His best friend—a girl he has been friends with since childhood and he considers family—both her parents were murdered,” he said, leveling his eyes on me. “Her dad was involved in a sting operation and was working undercover to weed out Telos Kris.” He said the last word in a slow drawl.

			“Telos Kris, as in the head of the biggest drug ring in the US?”

			Oz nodded. “Yep. Seems they had a lead, but like always, Telos was one step ahead of them. The three cops who were working closest to his men were all found dead in their homes, along with their families. Happened last night. It’ll be released to the media soon enough.”

			“And this friend of his wasn’t killed like the other family members?” I asked.

			“She was with Calvin and other friends on a ski trip to Colorado. She was contacted and told to stay put until law enforcement got to her and put her in protective custody, but”—he shrugged—“he knows well enough that won’t guarantee her safety. He asked if we could keep her safe until Telos was found and this was over.”

			I let out a short, hard laugh. “They aren’t gonna fucking find him. Ever.”

			Oz nodded. “I know, but we have a connection. If we can talk to him, offer some trade-off for her to be left alone to live her life, then that’s her best chance.”

			I stared at him. Had he lost his mind? Why were we helping some chick for a cousin we barely knew? We had our own problems. While Calvin was calling to ask us to take in his friend, he sure as shit hadn’t asked about Mom.

			“Why do you care? This ain’t our problem.”

			Oz’s gaze narrowed on me. “Calvin is our family. Mom’s family.”

			“He’s not my fucking family,” I shot back.

			“Yeah, he is. What is your problem?” Oz asked angrily.

			I shot up from the chair, needing to get out of this room. I felt caged all of a sudden. That had been happening a lot lately. As if I couldn’t breathe. Like the walls were closing in.

			“You’ve not even gone to Linc or Bane about this, and you’re promising shit,” I pointed out as I walked over to the window. “Last I checked, you can’t do something like this without approval.”

			Oz didn’t say anything, so I spun back around and glared at him, not real sure why I was so fucking angry. The ball of fury had seemed to be showing up randomly and often. Burning inside me until I had to find an outlet before I exploded.

			“I planned on going to speak to Linc,” he finally said, studying me. “But first I want to know why this has you so goddamn pissed off.”

			I didn’t know.

			“Where the fuck is she gonna stay?” I shot back at him.

			Again, he didn’t respond, but his brows were drawn together in another frown.

			“If they want her dead, then wherever she is has to be high security.” As if he didn’t know this. I just hated the silence. I also hated him staring at me like that. As if he could read my thoughts. Get in my head. Hell, if he could, then good fucking luck understanding it.

			“This isn’t about helping Calvin or the girl,” Oz said. “This is about Mom. Was she not okay this morning?” The concern in his tone had an edge.

			“No, she wasn’t okay,” I snapped. “She’s fucking dying!”

			Staying in here was no longer possible. I needed more space. I had the urge to run, break into a sprint, and go until my legs couldn’t go anymore. Get the hell away from all of it.

			I didn’t wait for him to respond, and if he did, I didn’t hear it as I bolted for the door.
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			Two

			Elsie

			Was there a description for this feeling? Numb yet not. Pain, horror, fear … and then a humming that drowned it out. Told me this wasn’t real. It was all just one awful nightmare. A cycle that kept repeating itself since I’d been woken up by a phone call, warning me to stay where I was. Not to show my face. That a security escort would be there to get me soon.

			One that I hadn’t waited on. Instead, I’d listened to Calvin over the DEA my father had worked for. Had worked. Past tense.

			I winced as the sharp pain hit my chest again, reminding me how I wasn’t numb.

			“We land in the next ten minutes,” Calvin said, breaking into my thoughts.

			I blinked and lifted my gaze from my hands clasped together tightly in my lap to see him watching me. I knew all his facial expressions. I could read him like a book. I’d spent most of my life memorizing every detail about my best friend. And right now, he was hurting for me, concerned, and determined. I believed he would keep me safe.

			I trusted him over anyone else in the world … but then he was all I had left. The other two people I trusted …

			I sucked in a breath as images I didn’t want to think about plagued me. I’d not seen any photos, but the officer who had called me—my father’s friend—he’d said they were murdered in their beds. I’d gone into shock at that moment and not asked more questions.

			The “how” was taunting me, causing horrific scenes to play out in my head.

			“My cousins and uncle can keep you safe. I swear it. They can protect you far better than the fucking DEA. They didn’t protect their own and now …” He trailed off, his eyes flickering regret at mentioning it.

			He was so sure of these cousins and uncle of his. People I’d never met or known existed, and I’d thought I knew everything about Calvin until today. I’d been to his family get-togethers, parties, and met other relatives, but they had always been from his father’s side of the family. His mother rarely came around to see him. I’d not realized he had any contact with her family.

			“I trust you,” I replied, my voice sounding raspy from not speaking the past two hours. “But I’m worried that they don’t realize the complete situation. If we get there and they—”

			“I told them everything. Oz—that’s the oldest of my three cousins—he knows all the details. And …” He paused and sighed heavily. “The media has the story now. I told him more than the media knows.”

			I still didn’t understand why he felt these men were safer than the DEA. I’d never even heard of Madison, Mississippi. Perhaps their location was one of the reasons that Calvin decided I’d be safer there.

			There were a million things I should ask. That I should care about. Like how they would be able to protect me, how long I’d be there, or if it was some cabin hidden in the woods with hillbillies who had an illegal firearm stash. But the aching void in my chest wiped out all other concern.

			Calvin moved to the edge of his seat and reached across the space between us to take my hands in his. “I can’t stay with you. I’ve got to get back to LA. Even if I could, I couldn’t keep you safe. I’m not … I’m not like my cousins. Hell, I’ve never used a gun in my life. The only way I can leave is knowing you’re safe, and there is no safer place for you than with them.”

			I nodded. He really believed that. I didn’t think it was accurate though. The security system on our home had been the best. My father had always had protective measures in place to keep us safe due to his job. Yet this Telos Kris person had had no problem getting through it or the security systems of the other families who had been murdered.

			Calvin’s mouth tightened with frustration. He was reading me, much like I did him. We knew each other too well.

			“Look,” he said, squeezing my hands in his. “I didn’t want to tell you this. I wasn’t sure how you’d react to it, and I needed to get you to agree to get on this plane with me and leave.”

			I waited as he seemed to have an internal battle with himself. Finally, he blew out a breath and leveled his eyes on me.

			“My mom’s sister, Aunt Ellender, married a man who was born into a family that is dangerous and powerful. I’m not sure how long the Savelles have been involved in it, but it goes back generations. My father kept me from them most of my life because he’s scared of them. Who and what they are. But I’m not. I mean, I wouldn’t piss any of them off, but I also know that they will protect you for me. They’ll do it for their mom.”

			I waited to see if he’d say more, and when he sat there, staring at me, gauging my reaction, I decided that perhaps I should ask those questions.

			“What do you mean by a dangerous, powerful family?” I asked.

			Calvin bit his bottom lip and glanced out the window as the plane began to lower before turning back to me. “Their part of the Southern Mafia.”

			What? What did that even mean? I hadn’t realized Mafias were still a thing.

			“Um, what is that exactly?”

			He continued to hold my hands in his. “The Southern Mafia is all over the South. There is a branch in every Southern state. They are wealthy, powerful, and control most all government officials in those states. They are exactly what it sounds like. Organized crime. They know who Telos Kris is. They’re not scared of him. In fact, they may be more feared than he is. They have more power than he does. He is a criminal that has to hide. They are just as dangerous, but they get to live out in the world controlling things.”

			“We are landing,” the flight attendant interrupted as she stepped out of the closed-off area in the front of the plane. “Sit back and tighten your seat belts,” she informed us, then went over to sit in the chair she’d been in when we took off and buckled herself up.

			Calvin let go of my hands and sat back, taking his seat belt and clicking it back together. I’d not taken mine off during the flight. This wasn’t the first time I’d flown on a private plane with him. He liked to take these over commercial, and seeing as his father still bankrolled his life, he could afford it.

			Today, however, it had been necessary. I didn’t need to travel openly or where my flights could be tracked. The little that I’d comprehended after being told that my parents were both dead included the fact that their killers may very well know of my existence and want me dead too. No one could be sure if they’d hunt me down with my father dead and their retaliation made clear.

			I stared out the window. Not sure what to feel. There was too much to process, and my emotions were drained. Perhaps the numbness would take over. I’d much prefer it.

			I gripped the armrests as the wheels hit the ground, and we came to a stop. There was no snow outside, like there had been when we left Colorado. When we got off the plane, I wasn’t so sure that there would be officers waiting on me. Calvin had taken my cell phone and destroyed it. I’d had to leave all my things behind. The clothing I had on were things he’d bought for me at the resort’s boutique. It would be difficult for them to track me, but they had ways.

			“They’ll find you and question you about my location,” I pointed out.

			He nodded. “I know. I expect it. And I intend to tell them.”

			When he didn’t say more, I realized he truly believed that even the DEA would be afraid to come get me from this Southern Mafia.

			The flight attendant stood up, and I unbuckled to do the same. For the first time in my life, I was questioning my trust in Calvin. I didn’t think he would put me in danger knowingly, but I was afraid he’d made the wrong decision.

			He stood up with me and gave me a reassuring smile, then took my hand in his. “It’ll be okay. I swear it.”

			No, it wouldn’t be okay. Nothing in my life would ever be okay again.
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			Three

			Forge

			My laughter felt foreign to my own ears as I lay back in the passenger seat. Turning my head, I looked over at my younger brother, Kash. It was fucking good to have him back home. Even if the circumstances sucked.

			“Drink the water,” he told me, not taking his eyes off the road. “I mean, I get it, but Oz will be pissed about it.”

			The it he was referring to was my intoxication at three in the afternoon.

			I’d left Oz’s office at Carver’s Bootleg Whiskey this morning and ended up at a bar none of us ever go to so I wouldn’t be interrupted. When I could barely stand up, I knew I couldn’t drive, so I called the one person who wouldn’t fucking bitch at me about it. He’d shown up, just like I had known he would, and then informed me we’d all been summoned to the house. The one I lived in.

			Bane Cash owned it, but several of us lived there. Although not as many as it had been when I moved in.

			They were all getting fucking matched up with pussy and getting their own places. I hated it. I wanted things to go back to the way they had been. Although I did like Bane’s kid, and his wife, Halo, had made him tolerable. Oz was better with Winslet too. So, maybe those two should keep their women, but the others had fucked shit up. Than and Ransom had been just fine before their females. I liked them better single.

			Gathe had said I could move in with him and his brother, Locke, seeing as they were still single and the good parties now took place at their house. Before we’d found out Mom was sick, I’d been planning on making the move. But now I was staying over at my parents’ house more often, and moving seemed unimportant. It had fallen on my scale of priorities.

			Kash picked up the bottle of water he’d brought with him and handed it to me. “Drink.”

			I took it and laughed again. “I’m not scared of Oz,” I said before taking a long pull from the bottle.

			“I know. But the less pissed he is, the less annoying it will be.”

			Good point.

			“Bane’s okay with this then? This chick staying at the house?” I’d have thought Bane wouldn’t want her there because of Halo and Hawkins.

			“It’s the safest place other than Linc and Luther’s. There is plenty of room, and with him, Ransom, me, and—most of the time—you there, no one is getting in the gates. Oz is on the property too. None of Telos Kris’s men are that fucking stupid.”

			I knew this. I just didn’t get why we were doing it. Mom wouldn’t care about some girl her nephew was attached to. I doubted Oz had even talked to her about it. But Dad would know. He had agreed with Oz if we were going through with it.

			“Mom doesn’t need this. Her sister’s shit isn’t hers to worry about.” I was sobering up from anger alone.

			“Mom isn’t going to be told about it,” Kash said. “You’re right. She doesn’t need to worry about anyone but herself. We are taking care of it for her. She’d want us to, and you know it.”

			Maybe. Probably. Okay, yeah, she fucking would. She loved her sorry-ass sister even though the woman didn’t deserve Mom’s love.

			“I’m moving to the Bowens’,” I said, deciding now was the time.

			“No, you’re not. It’s part of Linc’s requirements. All three of us stay in the house. The family will protect her, but she’s our responsibility. Not theirs.”

			Fuck. I should have moved out months ago.

			Kash pulled up to the security gate and tapped in the code. I straightened in my seat as we continued the drive up to the house.

			“I’m scared too. I’m angry. I want to be furious with the world. But that isn’t going to help Mom get better. She wants us happy,” Kash told me.

			“And we are all doing our damnedest to act like it for her sake. When she’s not around, I can’t keep it up.”

			Kash pulled into the parking spot that had become his in the garage. “Don’t take your rage out on Calvin’s friend. She lost both her parents suddenly and violently.”

			I reached for the door handle and shoved it open. I was aware of her situation. I just didn’t care. She wasn’t mine to worry about. She was a stranger whose father hadn’t done his job and protected his family. Slamming the door behind me, I stalked toward the house, wanting to get away from my little brother’s lecture.

			While I wanted to just go to my room, I knew Oz would be expecting me in the great room. His truck was parked out front, along with one of the family’s black Escalades. Which meant that the girl and Calvin had been picked up from the airport and were already here. Might as well get this shit over with.

			I stopped in the game room and went over to the liquor cabinet to grab a bottle of whiskey.

			“Don’t,” Kash said behind me.

			“Didn’t ask permission,” I replied, snatching one of the better bottles from Carver’s distillery.

			“Are you trying to cause shit with Bane and Oz?” He sounded annoyed.

			Shrugging, I opened the bottle and took a swig before responding. “You numb the pain with Cressida. I numb mine with this,” I replied, holding it up, then continued to the great room.

			He muttered a curse behind me, but I kept going, staggering to the left a little, then smirking. Maybe I was still drunk. I could hear their voices before I entered the room. Oz’s gaze swung to me the moment I walked in and then to the bottle in my hand. Although my eyesight wasn’t completely steady, it was clear that he was annoyed.

			I chuckled under my breath and made my way toward an open spot on the sofa.

			“Forge,” Oz said, and I plopped down, then glanced up at him.

			“Yes, Oz?” I asked, grinning as I took another drink.

			His jaw was jutted out as he clenched his teeth. He needed to lighten up. I shifted my focus to the guy to his left. It had been years, but I recognized Calvin. He had more of our mother’s features than we did, and that pissed me off. Why? I didn’t know, but it did.

			“Long time,” I drawled, sticking the bottle between my thighs and stretching an arm across the back of the seat.

			“Yeah, it has been. I appreciate y’all doing this for me,” he replied.

			“We’re happy to help,” Kash told him.

			I just laughed. Because, no, we fucking weren’t.

			“Ignore him. He’s drunk,” Kash informed him, as if that wasn’t obvious.

			My gaze moved over the room. I didn’t really care what else was said. I wasn’t sure I’d remember it anyway. A pair of wide gray eyes stared at me. I paused momentarily, forgetting that I was pissed and annoyed. Thick black lashes made them appear almost like a pale silver instead of gray. There was fear and something else I recognized, but couldn’t place. It was forlorn, lost, dark.

			When they blinked, I snapped out of whatever trance I’d been in, and my gaze began to take in the owner of those eyes. Hair the color of the blackest ink, parted in the middle and hanging in waves over her shoulders. Skin that reminded me of porcelain yet not as pale in color. Then, finally, I checked out the lips, and, mother of God, they were a perfect Cupid’s bow, unpainted yet a rosy pink.

			There was no way that this was just Calvin’s best friend. That was utter bullshit. A man wasn’t just friends with a woman that looked like that. I hadn’t gotten past her damn face, and I was already imagining bending her over the portion of the sofa she stood behind and fucking her.

			I reached for the bottle between my legs as my eyes traveled down what I could see of her body, then muttered a curse as I took a long pull of the whiskey. Big tits. Best friend, my ass.

			Tearing my eyes off the girl, I looked back at Calvin, who was watching me with uncertainty.

			You brought her here, dipshit. She’s a smoking hot piece of ass. We aren’t blind.

			“Best friend, huh?” I asked with a smirk, and his gaze darted to her.

			“Forge.” Oz’s tone was a warning, but I did not care. He could suck a dick.

			“What?” I asked, grinning at him. “You don’t believe that shit either. Unless our dear cousin is gay.” I looked back at him. “It’s okay if you are. To each his own and all that shit.”

			“Jesus Christ,” Kash muttered.

			“You can just call me Forge, little brother,” I replied, then looked back at the girl. “Is it a best friends with benefits thing?” I asked her.

			The instant reddening of her cheeks made me chuckle.

			“Go sleep it off,” Oz barked at me.

			I ignored him and winked at her. “I’m just getting to know our new housemate.”

			“Forge, Kash,” Winslet said cheerily as she entered the room. “I didn’t know y’all had arrived.” She walked to the large coffee table and put a tray of cookies, muffins, and some slices of lemon cake down. “I just need to go get the plates,” she informed us.

			“Why don’t you take Elsie with you?” Oz told her.

			Winslet kept her smile, but I could see the question in her eyes as she looked back at my brother.

			“He wants to get her away from me,” I drawled, then held up the bottle in my hand. “I’ve been drinking.”

			She cut her gaze at me, and then without missing a beat, she looked over at Elsie. The name didn’t fit her. It sounded young and cute. She was more siren-like. I was gonna need to give her a new name.

			“I can show you how to use the espresso machine. It’s fabulous once you get the hang of it. That is, if you like coffee,” Winslet told her.

			She nodded. “I do.”

			Winslet began to chatter on about nothing important as she walked back over toward Elsie. But Elsie wasn’t paying her much attention either. Her gaze was back on me. I puckered my lips at her as if to kiss the air, then took another drink.

			This might not be so bad after all. I needed a distraction, and she was proving to be just that.
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			Four

			Elsie

			We hadn’t made it to the kitchen yet when Calvin called out my name. I spun around to see him hurrying after me. Relief at the sight of him and hope that he’d changed his mind about my staying here were instant. I was sure that the woman I had been following was very nice. She appeared to be. Her smile was genuine, and her brown eyes were kind. But she wasn’t enough to make me want to stay here. I’d already been apprehensive about things when the one they called Forge came staggering into the room.

			Calvin smiled at Winslet, looking over my shoulder. “I, uh, need to talk to Elsie,” he explained with that charming smile of his.

			“Of course,” she replied, and I heard her footsteps continue on as Calvin’s gaze came back to meet mine.

			“It won’t always be like that,” he said in a whisper. “He’s just drunk. Oz is the oldest, and he will handle him.” Calvin reached out to take my hand in both his and squeezed it. “This is the safest place for you. The security when we entered the gate? You saw that. No one is getting in here that they don’t allow. And Winslet seems nice, doesn’t she? There are two other females who live here. Kash’s girlfriend and Bane’s wife. Bane owns the house, and they have a little boy. You’re gonna be okay here. I swear it.”

			That sounded reassuring, but what about Forge? Did he live here too?

			“I’d stay with you if I could. But I’ve got that internship, and filming starts next week. You know I have to be there,” he continued.

			I nodded. I understood, but the scared little girl inside of me who had become an orphan overnight wanted to beg him not to leave me. I wouldn’t though.

			“I’ve got to go meet with Bane in his office,” Calvin continued. “He was on his way home. They need more information about things so that they can help keep you from danger.”

			Again, I just nodded. What else did I say? He was doing all he could for me. I should be thankful he had a connection like this. Otherwise, I’d be hidden from everyone—including him—isolated from the world, and I didn’t want that either.

			“I’m sorry you’re not even getting a chance to grieve,” he said, pulling me to him and wrapping his arms around me. “I can’t imagine what you’re feeling. I wish I could ease it, but there aren’t any words to make that better.”

			I sniffled and clung to him, needing the comfort. He was right. I’d been told my parents were murdered, and I would be, too, if I wasn’t hidden. There had been no time to fall apart. To cry. I’d had to go into flight mode. It still seemed like a nightmare I was stuck inside. That it wasn’t real.

			“Would you like to be alone? I can ask them where your room is and take you there,” he asked.

			“Yes,” I replied in a cracked whisper. I didn’t want to be expected to talk or respond to anyone.

			“Come with me,” he said, then pressed a kiss to my temple before releasing me and heading in the direction that Winslet had gone.

			He was looking in doors as we passed them until there was an arched entrance to a bright, large kitchen. Winslet was heading back toward us, carrying plates and napkins.

			“Is there any chance you could show Elsie to the room she will be staying in?” Calvin asked her.

			Winslet’s gaze turned to me, and there was sorrow there. It wasn’t forced, and it wasn’t pity, just what seemed like genuine pain for me. “Of course,” she replied. “I’m sure you could use some time alone.”

			“Thank you,” I told her, and she held out the items in her hand to Calvin.

			I glanced at Calvin, and he gave me a small, reassuring nod before I followed her down a new hallway that led to a staircase. I’d been in big homes before, but this one might be the largest. There was a chance I would get lost if I ventured out on my own.

			“The en suite is fully stocked with everything I thought you might need. But if there is anything I didn’t put in there, let me know,” Winslet told me. “Halo will be here later today. She had a doctor’s appointment and then went to lunch with her mother-in-law. But you will love her. Oz and I don’t live here, but we are on the property. Halo is Bane’s wife and a sweetheart.”

			I listened as she spoke, but said nothing. I hadn’t realized Oz didn’t live in this house. Did Forge? Thinking about him made me … uncomfortable. I wasn’t sure what the name for my reaction to him was, but I didn’t like it.

			Winslet stopped at the last door on the right of the wide-open hallway she had taken me down once we reached the top of the stairs. “I tried not to put you in a hard-to-find room. This place can be intimidating at first. Or that’s just me because I have no directional sense,” she quipped and gave me a small smile, then opened the door.

			“Who … all lives here?” I asked, glancing back at the other doors.

			There were four total in this hallway, and there had been another hallway further down.

			Winslet turned and pointed at the door across from me. “That one is just another guest room.” She then pointed at the one up from it. “That is Kash and Cressida’s room.” She then pointed at the other door on my side. “That is Forge’s room.”

			I tried to hide my reaction and was thankful she headed inside the room she had said was mine. “Kash, Cressida, and Forge haven’t been here much lately, so this hallway will be quieter. The other one has Bane and Halo’s master suite, Hawkins’s room, and Ransom and Noa’s room, but their house is almost finished, and they’ll be moving out soon. Noa you will love, and if you’re a romance reader, then you are really gonna love her.”

			I followed her into the bedroom to find a much larger space than I’d imagined for a guest room. Were the other rooms bigger than this? Wouldn’t one of the couples who lived here want this one?

			“The bathroom is through that door, and that’s the closet there. Calvin gave Oz your size in clothes and shoes, and luckily, my things will all fit you, so I brought you some items since you had to leave yours behind.”

			“Thank you,” I replied, feeling emotion clogging my throat.

			As nice as she was, I wanted to be alone. Tears that I hadn’t been given the time to shed were threatening to overtake me.

			“I’ll give you some peace and quiet,” she said softly, as if understanding what I wasn’t saying.

			I nodded, not sure I could speak, and waited until the door closed behind her before letting out the first sob and sinking to the floor. Pulling my knees up under my chin, I wrapped my arms around my legs and began to rock as I let free all the pain. It didn’t make anything easier. The horror of it all just sank in deeper.

			I wasn’t going to wake up from this. It was my reality.

			Things that I wished I’d said to my parents when I talked to them yesterday raced through my head. If I’d only known it would be the last time I heard their voices, that my mother’s laugh met my ears, I’d have said so much more. I’d have told them how much I loved them. How thankful I was that they were mine.

			But I’d not said any of that. I was in a rush to get off the phone. Calvin had knocked on the door to my suite and told me they were leaving for the slopes in ten minutes. Had I even said I love you before hanging up? I couldn’t remember, and that one detail was like a wound deep in my soul that I didn’t think would ever heal.
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