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“You need to buy more supplies?” Lucas chuckled. “Absolutely. A man can never have too many art supplies,” Daniel grinned. He and Bailey had become regulars ever since the bookstore, annex library, and annex art supplies opened their doors four months ago.

Lucas shook his head, grabbed him, and pulled him close. Daniel lifted his head, and the next moment his lips were claimed. The kiss was long and full of passion as they rubbed their jeans-clad erections against each other.

“Oh damn, we don’t have time for this. Bailey will be here in about ten minutes,” Daniel panted as he slowly pushed Lucas away. Lucas was about to say something when the intercom chimed, signaling someone at the gate. “The man is always early,” Daniel chuckled as he pressed the button to open the large cast-iron gate.

They walked into the hall to open the front door. “Are you ready to empty the store?” Bailey said cheerfully as he passed Daniel and Lucas and walked into the house. “Good morning, guys,” Marcus, who had played chauffeur for Bailey, greeted his friends. “Hi, come in,” Daniel smiled warmly. “Do we have time for coffee?” Marcus asked. Because of their morning delight between the sheets, there hadn’t been time for a second cup of coffee.

Lucas scrutinized his friend, then he grinned. “Sure, and, uh, did you have time for breakfast?” Marcus shook his head. “Nope,” he said. “And I’m hungry as fuck.” “Well, then, let me fix you something before you drop to the floor,” Lucas laughed.

Bailey rushed into the kitchen. “No no no. We need to go now! We don’t have time for breakfast,” he cried in horror at hearing Lucas offering Marcus something to eat. Marcus looked confused; he said, “I understand that you wanted to be here at the agreed time, but I don’t understand why I don’t have time to have breakfast. You two have all morning to buy everything the store has to offer.”

“No, we need every minute, every second, because they got a new shipment, and that takes ages to explore,” Daniel said. Both men stood, arms crossed, glaring at Lucas and Marcus. “Argh, I’ll grab something on the way,” Marcus sighed as he pushed the chair back and moved away from the table. He looked longingly at the stove where a lonely skillet stood, waiting for eggs and bacon that didn’t come.

“Opposite the Storyteller’s Corner is Sam’s Bakery, and he has the best croissants in Madison Valley, as you might know,” Daniel winked as they got into Lucas’s SUV. “Yep, good idea. You two visit the bookstore, and Lucas and I will wait patiently while having a nice breakfast,” Marcus grinned; he, too, was addicted to the delicious croissants of the bakery.

Bailey turned his head when he heard another car; he looked at Marcus in question. “Keith and Dan will come with us because you never know,” Marcus said. “And we won’t risk your safety,” Lucas chimed in. “Ah, I love having my very own protector, and a handsome one at that,” Daniel gushed, making Lucas laugh. “Don’t forget,” Lucas said as he ruffled Daniel’s hair, knowing the man didn’t like that. “Aw, don’t mess with my hair. It took me ages to style,” Daniel grumbled.

“Oh, yeah,” Lucas laughed as he reached for Daniel’s hair again. This time, Daniel was quicker and dodged Lucas’s hand.

Ever since he fled the cult and was rescued by Lucas, Daniel had come a long way. He even cursed and always ensured his hair was styled perfectly. When Daniel was in the cult, under Aldo Applegate’s reign of terror, he didn’t even have decent clothes to wear. When he was with Lucas, in the beginning, Daniel hadn’t dared to look the man in the eye because Aldo had harshly punished him. Now, he expressed his unvarnished opinion and felt confident.

They parked the car in front of the Storyteller’s Corner, and Marcus and Lucas watched Daniel and Bailey enter the store. Keith got out of the vehicle and went into the store as well. Dan stayed seated, but his watchful eyes said it all. The man was on alert.

Daniel gazed at the blond man with round spectacles. The man stared back at him with a strange expression on his face. “Are you coming?” Daniel looked at his friend and walked up to where Bailey was waiting. “What took you so long?” “I don’t know, but the guy behind the counter seems familiar, though I can’t place him,” Daniel whispered as he moved beside Bailey.

“Are you sure? Because you practically don’t know any residents. Maybe he looks like someone you knew from the cult.” Bailey tried carefully. Daniel looked thoughtful; that thought hadn’t occurred to him. He didn’t know every cult member because he had been locked up most of the time. Still, he tried to visualize the faces of those he did know.

Daniel shook his head. “No, that’s not it.” He looked at his friend and added, “And yes, I’m sure.” Bailey pressed his lips together, then smiled. “Okay, that’s good enough for me. Now, let’s get some more supplies,” he said. Together, they walked to the back of the store, where they knew they would find the art supplies.

“Oh, look,” Daniel whispered, pointing to the rack that said, New Arrivals. “Oh, man, we don’t have that color. I’ve got to have it,” Bailey whispered, pointing at the jar that contained a beautiful midnight blue color. “Yeah, me too,” Daniel agreed.

Suddenly, Daniel froze. “What’s wrong?” Bailey asked, and he was now on full alert because he saw the fear in Daniel’s expression. “Oh, hell,” he whispered, and even though he didn’t know what Daniel was terrified of, he took his phone and dialed Marcus.

“Marcus? Something is wrong with Daniel. The man is terrified, but I don’t see anything strange. Can you and Lucas?” “We’re already inside the store,” Marcus said. Within seconds, they reached Bailey and Daniel.

“Baby?” Lucas said softly. Daniel turned, and the relief was evident, and he threw himself into Lucas’s arms. Lucas held Daniel tight against his body but didn’t say a word, patiently waiting for Daniel to tell him what had him so upset.

“I want to go now,” Daniel softly said. “Why don’t you give me the paint tubes, and then Keith will take you to the car?” Lucas said, using his most soothing voice. So, something had scared Daniel, and Lucas was hell-bent on finding out what it was. He had already scanned the shop but couldn’t find anything out of place. Still, if Daniel had felt something was wrong, then there was something wrong; of that, Lucas had no doubt.

Daniel lifted his head and briefly looked at Lucas. He straightened his shoulders and said in a defiant tone, “No, I will pay for it myself. You’re here now, and I know that I’m safe.” “Okay, but I won’t leave your side. And when we’re home, you’re going to tell me what had you so upset, okay, baby?” he insisted.

“Can we go now?” Daniel asked instead of answering Lucas. The former assassin nodded as he put his hand on Daniel’s lower back and guided him to the cash register. “Do you know what spooked Daniel?” Marcus asked. Bailey shook his head. “No, I’m sorry, but I have no idea. One moment, he’s enthusiastically picking out the new colors, and the next moment, he freezes,” Daniel explained apologetically. “Do you need more time?” Marcus asked. “No, I have everything I need. Besides, Daniel needs to get away from the store,” Bailey said. Marcus knew that Bailey was right, so they, too, headed for the cash register.

Keith and Dan stood waiting next to the vehicle. “I checked the area, and it’s safe,” Keith informed them; he and Dan had searched the area for anything out of order. “Come, baby. Let’s go home,” Lucas softly said.

The ride home was made in silence. Bailey had asked if his friend was okay. Daniel had seemed surprisingly calm; there was no sign that he had freaked out just minutes earlier.

Everyone had gathered in the living room, and all eyes were on Daniel. Lucas caressed Daniel’s cheek, kissed him gently on the mouth, and then gave him a reassuring smile. “Can you tell us what happened in the bookstore that had you freak out?” he softly questioned. They had arrived home, and even though Lucas wanted to give Daniel time to collect himself, he had been eager to talk to the others immediately.

“Well, it was as if someone was watching me, which made me think of Aldo Applegate. The feeling was so strong, so powerful, and that’s why I freaked. I was certain that he would come into the store and take me away from you,” Daniel explained in a surprisingly calm voice. Lucas knew that Aldo had been in Madison Valley before and that he probably knew where they lived. He went immediately on high alert after Daniel told them he had felt Aldo nearby. “I’m not going insane, am I? He’s here, isn’t he?” Daniel said. It wasn’t a question, not really, but more a statement.

Lucas saw that Mario was already on the phone. He knew that the man was ordering more of his men to come to Madison Valley. “We will go into town and see if we can spot them,” Keith said. And with we, he meant Dan and Brad, who nodded simultaneously.

“And I will hack some traffic cameras; maybe we can locate them that way,” Byron offered. Lucas glanced at Marcus, and Bailey knew that the men were silently communicating. “We will go back to the former cult grounds and see if we overlooked something. My gut feeling tells me that we missed something,” Lucas said.

“And what can we do?” Daniel asked. “Yeah, what can we do? You seem to have a task for everyone except us,” said a defiant-looking Bailey. Lucas sighed inwardly; he knew that he had to be careful because he didn’t want to spend the night on the couch. He looked at Marcus, who shrugged. 

It was Byron who helped them out. “You two can help me sort out traffic cameras. Even though Madison Valley isn’t that big, it has a lot of cameras,” he said. “Okay, but I want to hack something,” Daniel said, beaming at Byron. “I can teach you a thing or two,” Byron replied, smiling. “I want that too,” Bailey said. “Sure, why not?”
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“I don’t like it, but I know that you and Marcus can handle yourselves,” Daniel grumbled. He didn’t like them returning to the former cult grounds. He had a bad feeling about their trip to investigate the premises once again. “We will be careful, I promise,” Lucas smiled as he kissed Daniel’s cheek. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

“So, do you really think we missed something? I mean, we searched the grounds thoroughly,” Marcus softly said. “I know, but,” Lucas paused, glancing sideways before his eyes were on the road again. “It’s just a gut feeling,” he said and sighed. “I can’t explain, but I’m sure we missed something,” he finally added.

“Okay, if you think we missed something, then we probably did. Do you have an idea of where we should start the search?” Marcus questioned. “I’m not entirely sure, but I think that we could start by investigating the main house again,” Lucas replied. Marcus nodded; he knew that when Lucas’s gut feeling warned him, they should listen.

After about an hour’s drive, they reached the grounds. Lucas parked the car next to the main house, and both men got out. They immediately began to scan their surroundings, but as expected, nothing stood out. It looked like there hadn’t been people for a long time. The vegetable gardens were withered, and weeds were growing everywhere.

Even so, Lucas had the feeling that they were being watched. And his gut feeling was never wrong. “We’re being watched,” he said. “I know,” Marcus replied while staring at the trees on the edge of the property. “You think this person is hiding behind the trees?” “Yep, it’s what we would do,” Marcus said. “Yeah, you’re right. Damn!” Lucas cursed, nodding toward the main house; he said, “Let’s go inside. I don’t like being a target.”

To their surprise, they found the front door locked. “I’ll be damned. The last time we were here, the front door was wide open. Now, it’s locked?” Marcus growled. Lucas looked at his friend. “Maybe a couple of Aldo’s men came back to check on things and locked the place up,” he suggested. Then he took his gun, aimed, and fired once. “Now it’s unlocked,” he said with a wicked smile.

They went inside and started searching the rooms, one by one. They checked every room and came up empty. Marcus looked at his friend in question. Lucas shook his head. “Damn, I was so sure we’d find something. I don’t get it; my gut feeling is never wrong,” Lucas said, glancing around the living room, hoping to find anything.

“Let’s walk around the house,” Marcus suggested. “Yeah, but my gut feeling tells me that something in the main house isn’t right. Still, we didn’t find anything out of place,” a thoughtful-looking Lucas said.

“Wait! This doesn’t look right,” said Marcus as Lucas recommended they go home. He turned and gave Marcus a look of confusion. “What do you mean?” “Come and take a closer look.” Lucas stepped closer until Marcus stopped him. “Not too close because then you’ll miss it,” he said. Frowning, Lucas stopped and stared at the building; Marcus was patiently waiting for Lucas to connect the dots. And sure enough, it only took two seconds for Lucas to see what Marcus meant.

Lucas looked from the building to Marcus and then back at the building again. “Well, I’ll be damned,” he whispered. “Well said,” Marcus chuckled before they took the time to examine the building thoroughly once more.

“I don’t get it. The living room is smaller than the outside walls. The building itself should be smaller, which means there might be a hidden room somewhere.” “I’m sure such a room exists; we just need to find it,” Marcus growled. They had knocked on every wall in the room, but they hadn’t found a hollow-sounding wall panel. The walls, as the men discovered, were made of solid concrete. If a hidden door had been there, they would have found it.

“Let’s go outside; maybe we’ll find a clue to where the entrance to that damn room is,” Lucas said. “It’s so obvious that the building is much larger on the outside, but if there’s a secret room, they managed to hide it perfectly,” Marcus replied.

It was growing dark when the two men finally got home, where their anxious partners greeted them. “Next time, call so I can have food ready,” Mario growled good-naturedly. Lucas, who was holding Daniel tightly, sniffed the air and grinned. “Something smells good,” he said. “I cooked Vietnamese beef stew,” Mario replied. Daniel gently pushed Lucas at arm’s length and lifted his chin to look into his man’s gorgeous brown eyes. “You’ll like it,” he assured him. Lucas smiled. “I know.” “You do? Why are you so sure? Have you eaten Vietnamese stew before?” Daniel asked. Lucas shook his head; he said, “No, I’ve never tasted it, but I smell the lemongrass and star anise. Plus, everything Mario cooks tastes amazing.” “Yeah, you’re damn right. However, I must admit that Byron is a hell of a chef. That man is a wizard in the kitchen,” Mario said.

“Alright, let’s eat, and then you two can tell us what you found out,” Mario urged. Lucas and Marcus exchanged looks, which drew the attention of Daniel and Bailey. They knew their men well enough to tell that something was going on, and they weren’t happy about it.

They went into the dining room, and it was all Daniel could do not to bombard Lucas with questions. He knew better, because the man wouldn’t answer until they all sat down and had food on their plates.

Keith, Dan, and Mario entered the room carrying stew, rice, and baked potatoes. Marcus chuckled when he saw Bailey’s eyes light up at seeing the stew. “So, I guess you had it before?” he asked. “Once, and it tasted like heaven,” Bailey replied with a smile.

When they all had their plates filled, Lucas began to explain. It was a brief explanation because there wasn’t much to tell. “So, what you’re basically telling us is that you didn’t find anything?” Mario asked. And his expression said it all; he hadn’t expected them to find anything.

Marcus cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention. “Well, that’s not entirely true. We did discover a secret room.” Bailey gasped, and Daniel had gone very still. “And you call that nothing?” Keith exclaimed. “What kind of secret room?” Mario asked calmly. “We don’t know because we couldn’t find the entrance,” Lucas admitted.

Lucas had observed Daniel the entire time he spoke, but couldn’t find signs of fear or stress. Either the man had hidden his feelings well, or he didn’t care much anymore. Daniel didn’t see himself as a victim but as a survivor. He had fought for his sanity, fought for his life when Aldo forced heroin on him, and finally fought to live as normally as possible. He achieved all of that because he possessed an almost inhumane willpower.

Everyone who knew Daniel and what he had been through admired him for his positive attitude. Daniel had surprised him the previous night when he asked out of the blue if they should adopt a dog.

“Daniel?” It was Byron who spoke. “Yes?” “You know Aldo pretty well because you always paid attention to what he was doing and how he reacted to certain things, correct?” “That’s correct,” Daniel replied, looking a bit confused.

Byron continued. “Lucas told us that the hidden room must be next to the living room because the measurements didn’t add up. The outside of the building appeared larger than its interior. So, how would Aldo prevent everyone from sneaking into that room? Where would he create the entrance?” He eyed Daniel and then asked, “Do you know about a secret room?”

I’m not sure. All I know is that I heard people talk about a hidden room, one that was only used by Aldo,” Daniel softly replied. “So, no one else had access to that particular room?” Lucas gently questioned. “No! Once, when I was hiding from Aldo, I overheard Frank and Gregory talking about a hidden room. Both were angry and felt insulted because Aldo apparently didn’t trust them enough to show them the room. That same evening, I heard Aldo yelling at Gregory and Frank for being ungrateful bastards. He even went so far as to tell them that if they didn’t stick with the program, he would kill them,” Daniel explained. He was quiet for a while, then added, “Aldo would never create an entrance that connected the living room with the secret room.”

Mario had remained quiet and listened to what the others were saying, then turned to Daniel. “Why do you think that Aldo wouldn’t put a door between the rooms? I mean, he could hide it by making it look like a bookshelf or something similar,” he said.

Well, Aldo knew that some of his followers were nosy and might have investigated the change in the room. But by building the entrance outside the building, no one would notice. And no one did, not even me, until now,” Daniel explained. Then his eyes grew wide. “What is it, sweetheart?” Lucas asked, his tone showing concern. Daniel looked at Lucas and then at his friend. “Chickens. When the cult lived here, there were chickens kept at the side of the house. It wasn’t a logical place to keep chickens. So, maybe it was because of the entrance to the secret room,” Daniel said triumphantly.

Aren’t you weirded out that no one ever noticed what happened or what Aldo did? I mean, the person who looked after the chickens must have noticed something was off,” Bailey said.

“It was Toby who looked after the chickens, and he, too, vanished overnight. Aldo told us he was sick, and he never mentioned it again.” “Let me guess. No one ever brought up Toby again,” Bailey said. Daniel looked thoughtful again. “Yeah, you’re right. It’s horrible, I didn’t realize Toby never came back,” he whispered. “Maybe he found the secret entrance, and Aldo killed him over it,” Bailey said.

“Well, baby, that’s not your fault. Don’t feel guilty over something you couldn’t have changed anyway. If you had inquired about Toby, then Aldo would probably have had you killed, too,” Lucas said as he wrapped his arms around Daniel and held him tightly.
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“Both of you do exactly as we say. If not, then Keith will take you home,” Lucas said sternly. Daniel and Bailey nodded; they knew that Lucas was dead serious about sending them home if they didn’t listen. They also knew that there was still an unknown shooter who could strike at any moment. The marksman had shot and killed three cult members, but that didn’t say anything about what his next move would be. Was he friend or foe?

“We know how risky it is to return to the cult grounds and search for the entrance to the hidden room because there’s still the marksman,” Daniel said. Lucas’s smile was rueful when he said, “I’m glad that you see how dangerous the situation still is.”

The men got into their cars and drove to the former cult grounds. Mario had insisted on coming too and bringing his men with him as well. The drive was quick and uneventful. Bailey saw the tension in Daniel. He squeezed his shoulder gently as he whispered, “No harm will come to you. You’re safe.” Daniel gave him a grateful smile and nodded. “I know,” he whispered back.

The men stood in front of the house. “So, this is the main house,” Mario growled. “Yes,” Daniel whispered. “Son, that’s all in the past, and whatever happened to Toby wasn’t your fault. Don’t you forget that,” the former mob boss said as he ruffled Daniel’s hair. Mario always ruffled Bailey and Daniel’s hair as a sign of his affection. Bailey thought that it had to do with the fact that he wasn’t there when Bailey was just a child. Mario was the only one who was allowed to ruffle Daniel’s hair because, to him, it somehow felt good.

Lucas stepped behind Daniel and placed his hands on his shoulders. “Are you ready to show us where you think the hidden entrance is?” he softly asked. Daniel didn’t answer, but he nodded once and slowly moved to the side of the house.

Everyone followed Daniel, who suddenly stopped. “What is it, baby?” Lucas asked. “The roses,” Daniel whispered. “What about them?” “They’re gone—all of them,” Daniel softly said. He knew that the roses near the big tree had disappeared overnight, but he hadn’t noticed that the roses next to the chicken coop at the side of the house were gone as well. “Alright, let’s forget about the roses,” Mario said. “Can you still show us where you think the secret entrance to the hidden room is, son?” he added, voice soft and tone soothing.

Daniel didn’t reply; instead, he walked to the side of the house. “Here. I think that it’s here,” Daniel pointed to the space in front of him. He crouched down and brushed away the sand with his hand. “There. Look,” Bailey, who stood directly behind Daniel, whispered as part of what looked like a trapdoor. Daniel stepped aside, and even though he had come to show them where the hidden entrance was, he wasn’t eager to walk the cult grounds again.

“Is everything alright?” Bailey softly asked as he put his arm around Daniel’s shoulder. Lucas, Marcus, and the rest of the men were removing the sand, and the trapdoor slowly appeared.

Keith walked over to Daniel and Bailey. “Come with me,” he softly said. Bailey was about to follow, but stopped when Daniel didn’t move; instead, he stared at Lucas. “Let them do what they do best. It might not be safe for you, and Marcus and Lucas ordered me to take you away from here,” Keith urged.

“Both of you promised Marcus and Lucas you would listen, and they want you out of here like yesterday,” Keith urged when Daniel still didn’t move. “Come, Daniel, after all, we did promise,” Bailey gently urged. “Alright, but it’s under protest,” he sighed as he let Keith lead them away from the house and Lucas and Marcus.

Keith was, as always, on high alert when he had to protect Daniel and Bailey, and now wasn’t any differentThere was little that went on that Keith didn’t notice, and it was that alertness that led Keith to spot someone hiding in the trees.

“Oh, sweet hell,” he whispered as he guided the confused-looking Daniel and Bailey straight back to the main house. Daniel and Bailey instinctively knew that something was very wrong. They didn’t question Keith but followed him to where the hidden trapdoor was. “Don’t look to the trees, but hurry down the steps,” he whispered.

Once they descended the steps, Keith pulled the trapdoor closed, and they hurried down. “Stop,” Keith, who had taken the lead, yelled. “Oh shit,” Daniel whispered. “Yep,” Keith replied. The steep stairs suddenly ended, then started going up again without any flat area in between. If someone wasn’t paying attention or didn’t know, they could easily break their legs.

They slowly climbed the steep staircase until they reached a door. Keith signaled for them to stay quiet as he gradually opened the door and looked straight into the barrel of a gun. “Holy shit! I could have killed you,” Dan snapped as he put his gun away.

“What are you doing here? Keith, you needed to get them away from here,” Lucas said, noticing Daniel and Bailey standing behind Keith. “Yeah, well, that’s a bit tricky when a marksman is hiding in the trees,” he replied calmly.

“Are you kidding me?” Marcus growled. “No, I’m not kidding you. Someone is or was hiding in the trees just now. It seemed safer to come back to you guys. We were sitting ducks out there,” Keith said.

“We could check and see if we can catch the bastard,” Brad offered. Dan nodded once in agreement. Mario also nodded. “Go, but be careful because we don’t know who we’re dealing with. If it’s the same shooter from before, then the bastard is damn good,” he said. “That may be, but we’re not bad either,” Dan grinned, and then they were gone. “No, you’re not,” Mario smiled.

Daniel looked uncomfortable, but Lucas didn’t see fear or panic, and for that, he was grateful. What they had encountered in the hidden room so far had been horrifying, and he hated to involve Daniel. Before Lucas could decide what to do with Daniel and Bailey, Daniel spoke. “I know where this room was used for.”

“Baby, why don’t you stay outside and let us investigate?” Lucas tried, but he should have known better. “No, I can’t. I need to be involved. I want to assist you in searching the room,” Daniel insisted. “Yes, me too,” Bailey chimed in. That got Marcus’s attention, and he was about to tell Bailey no, but one look from the man he loved more than anything shut him up. Lucas and Marcus reluctantly stepped aside to let Bailey and Daniel pass.

The room was sparsely furnished, with a small bed, a wooden chair, and a dresser drawer. The bed had leather straps at the headrest and foot, which were used to restrain someone. The only wooden chair in the room was also equipped with the same leather straps. In the corner, there was a camera on a tripod, and when Lucas saw the equipment, he got a
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