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​Chapter One
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Life was good as Cassie and Peaches now had their dream. They both had good men and a new life filling their houses with love and laughter. They had come from nothing and now they had everything. They had been through hell together. But they had their own families and were part of something much bigger.

The most astounding of it all was that they weren’t afraid anymore. No more looking over their shoulders, no more being afraid of the dark, no more pain or going hungry. They had dared to grab that brass ring and hang on. They had dared to take that ride and now they had it all.

Cassie smiled as she thought of how her life had turned out while she buckled her babies into a twin stroller and looked at the clock. It was the last day of school. She, Reva and Peaches had made plans to pick up the kids from the school bus then take everyone out for ice cream as a treat for getting through a year of school. Her second set of twins, Christian and Nicky were six months old now as they were seeing their world growing every day. 

Sam and Jemmia were in kindergarten this year while Piper was in preschool. They were finding school to be a great experience. Alaina, Jackie, and Benny along with Jesse, Elliott, and Tiffany. Reva had left her youngest with his daddy, as this was an outing for just the kids.

Cassie rushed the stroller out of her front door and walked along the parking lot, making her way slowly to the front gate. She was early but Reva would meet her soon enough. She took a deep breath of fresh, clean air and she had to smile.

When she got to the front gate, she punched in the code and the gate opened. Passing through it, she punched the code to close it again before she started up the long driveway. Today was going to be a great day among many that she had been blessed with.
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She seemed to be paying attention to her children or she might have seen the older man standing in the trees, watching her walk down the drive. She missed seeing the malice in his eyes and his clenched fists as he growled under his breath.

He waited until she got to the turn off before he moved. He needed to back up and hike through the trees surrounding his compound and go to the far side where he had parked his truck this morning. He’d been coming here for a week now just to watch the routine of the compound and make sure the men he once knew were still here. 

As soon as he saw Deke and Gator, a rage inside grew. 

After all this time, most of the men he knew were gone but it had been twenty something years since he’d been here last. When he got to his truck, he got behind the wheel and raised his hand to rub his forehead. His finger rubbed across an old scar and his head began to throb. He hissed as the pain inside his head grew but he tried to tamp it down. He had other things to do right now and this would be his first strike against his past.

Starting the truck, he tried not to hear the engine rev up. He would have rather it been his cycle revving up but this was the best he could do at the moment. He couldn’t be seen in this area because some people had long memories and he didn’t want anyone to know he was back just yet. He checked the highway for traffic and didn’t see anyone coming or going, so he knew he had to make his move now.

He pulled out on the highway and caught sight of his prey. He aimed his truck in her direction and pulled out slowly. As he got closer, he stepped down on the gas pedal and his truck rushed forward. 

Cassie turned and the look of fear on her face fed the rage inside him when his truck slammed into her as she flew up in the air. The stroller tipped and he heard the babies cry out but he was too busy watching their mother hurl over the side of the road into the ditch. He stomped on the brakes and put the truck in park then got out to see what the damage was.

Rushing over to the side of the road, he peeked down into the ditch. The woman was lying in the tall grass, not moving. Her head was tipped at an angle. Blood was most definitely present as she seemed to be sleeping peacefully and her pillow was a rock.

So now, he smiled.

Suddenly, he heard babies screaming and turned to see them. The stroller laid tipped on its side, so he walked over to it and released the babies. When he picked up one of the boys, he tisked under his breath as he shook his head. With an evil glee filled grin, he said, “I think I’ll take you with me for a while. That will drive your daddy completely round the bend, wondering what happened to you. Yeah, I think I’ll just do that. Oh, but don’t worry baby boy, you won’t be gone long. I can’t stand kids, especially damn whiny babies. I just want your dad to know that life is short, too short sometimes.”

He looked down at baby number two still crying in the stroller and sneered. “You stay here with your mama.” Shaking his head, he called her out, “Imagine that your mom is sleeping on the job. She should be taking care of the pair of you instead of being out cold.” He sniggered.

Again, he stared at the baby in his arms. “You both look like your daddy, damn. Come on kiddo, let’s get the hell out of Dodge while we still can. I don’t want your dad to know I’m back just yet. He has to learn a lesson here. One that has been coming to him for a longass time.”

With the crying baby in his arms, he lumbered over to the truck to put the baby in the front seat and buckled him in then went around to the driver’s side. Getting behind the wheel, he started the truck engine again and this time, he tore out of the area. 

[image: image]

Reva slowed her car down and stopped beside the crawling child. She opened her door and called out, “Christian, what in the world are you doing out here alone?” 

Christian was crying as he struggled while the dirt on the side of the highway hurt his knees but he crawled along anyway. He was just learning to crawl so he took his time but eventually got quite a ways away from where he started. 

Reva scooped him up and dusted him off then noticed all his scratches. “What in the world happened, baby?” she asked him softly. Christian was crying again and snuggling into her. Reva felt fear race through her.  “Where’s your mom and brother, little man?” Her breathing grew rapid as panic set in

Confused and afraid, she looked up and down the highway again. Finally, she saw something in the distance. Narrowing her eyes, she began walking toward the object. As she got closer, she saw it was Cassie’s twin stroller tipped over and wrecked.

Reva started into a run toward it. When she reached it, she realized it was empty and there was no sign of Cassie or Nicky.

She gazed down at the child in her arms and asked, “What happened baby? Where is your mom and your brother?” Then she turned and began to call out, “Cassie? Where are you, girl?”

She walked up and down the highways her heart pounded so loud she could hear it in her ears. She desperately kept looking for any sign of Cassie or Nicky. A car or two came along and she stepped out of the way. “Cassie, where are you?"she kept calling out over and over again. "Cassie, answer me, where the hell are you honey?” Tears were now rolling down Reva's cheeks.

Just then, Christian leaned over Reva’s arm and she couldn’t straighten him out again. She turned and that was when she saw Cassie down in the ditch. “Oh, my God...” Reva shouted in fear as she noticed Cassie was out cold and she wasn’t moving. She covered her mouth with her hand as she rushed back to her car and grabbed her phone. With trembling fingers, she dialed 911 and told the operator to hurry, there had been an accident, and Cassie Tory was lying in a ditch unconscious.

Then she took a deep breath and adjusting Christian in her arms, she tapped another number.  Her body wouldn’t quit shivering as she had trouble not dropping the phone. Christian was sobbing again while Reva waited for Gator to pick up her call.

Finally, he answered. "What's up, babe?

“Gator—?” She couldn’t speak right for a second as she swallowed and tried again, “C-come quick and bring Deke w-with you. Cassie’s been hurt.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Gator demanded. “Where are you?”

Reva swallowed hard one more time as her throat was swelling with sobs. “I-I’m on the highway b-by the turn off for the— compound and...and I found Christian crawling on the highway. He was alone and there was no sign of Cassie or Nicky. K-kept looking for her when Christian leaned over my arm trying to jump out of my arms— and I saw Cassie in the ditch. S-she’s hurt Gator. I don’t know how bad but I called an ambulance then I called you. Y-you need to bring Deke and get here fast.”

“We’re on our way honey,” Gator assured her and then the line went dead.

Reva was sobbing by now as she looked down at Christian and shook her head. “Oh baby, where is your brother? Your dad is going to have a fit and lord help us all if your mom is hurt too bad. This is terrible, just terrible.”

Christian sobbed in her arms and he couldn’t say
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