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      The forest swallows me up as my heart pounds in fear. It’s pitch-dark, even the moon is hiding tonight. My feet slip on the spongy crunch of dead pine needles and twigs and other things I’d rather not think about. The wind has picked up, giving the area an eerie vibe as I try and follow the path Riley indicated. The tall trees creak and groan as they sway; the crack of a branch breaking in the distance pushes me on.

      I must find her.

      Hailee.

      She’s the only female friend I’ve had other than my sister, Daisy. But I guess Daisy doesn’t count because she’s family. Hailee, though… I knew how her father and my boss have been manipulating her to be who she isn’t. So, I’d become the only person she could talk to about it.

      Stumbling into a tree, the rough and cracked bark biting into my hands, I blink away the sweat dripping into my eyes…and make out the slightly raised ground.

      I fall to my knees in the mud and soil and, using my hands, I dig. I shout for help until my voice is hoarse. I expose a foot.

      Fuck!

      I throw myself to the opposite end when I sense others join me. We’re all frantically digging. Her face appears, her eyes wide open in fear.

      My heart lurches.

      No, not fear.

      Death.

      No way is that bastard going to win.

      “Help me,” I beg, dragging her from the earth.

      “Hailee?” I shove my finger into her mouth to get soil out.

      Once her mouth is cleared, I start CPR. I have no idea how long I try to resuscitate her, but someone drops opposite me.

      “Her pulse is weak, but it’s there.”

      “Sutton, let the EMT in,” Wyatt says.

      I blink at him, not comprehending what he means.

      He grabs me under the arms and lifts me to my feet. “Let them work on her.”

      I nod and wipe my hands on the leg of my jeans.

      “This is your fault,” I tell Wyatt. “If you hadn’t made her do what she did to get between Ethan and Riley, then Hailee wouldn’t have been taken.”

      Wyatt sighs. “I’m sorry.” He backs away.

      My eyes are focused on Hailee as the EMTs move her on to a stretcher. “I’m her fiancé, I’m going with you.”

      “We’re moving out fast,” the lead EMT says.

      I trail behind them as a cop leads the way back through the undergrowth.

      I’m filthy and probably don’t smell too good either, but I’m not leaving her. She’s always been alone, at least that’s what I sensed.

      I feel sick to my stomach at what that bastard did to her. He’s lucky he’s already dead.

      The trip in the ambulance is a blur as I hold her hand and let the EMTs do their job. I don’t let go until I’m forced to at the hospital as they wheel her away from me.

      I stand with my hands on the sealed doors and my head bowed, willing the fear inside of me to dissipate.

      She must be okay.

      I need her to be okay.

      A throat being cleared behind me draws my gaze. I look the man over. He’s in an expensive suit with not one crease. The only show of dishevel is his short hair standing on end as though he’s been running his fingers through it, and his eyes, which are red and swollen.

      Who is this man?

      The man swallows hard. “Richard Green. Hailee.” He pauses. “She…She’s my sister.”

      Forcing myself to pull away from the doorway, I grimace when I reach to shake his hand and quickly pull back. “Sutton Bayfield. I need to get cleaned up.” I hesitate. “I told them I’m her fiancé. I’m not leaving her.”

      He smiles. “She mentioned you the last time we spoke. I’m glad she has a friend who really does care about her. I won’t say any different.” He stares at the double doors before looking at the state I’m in. “I’ll wait here until you get back.”

      “I’m not sure I can leave.”

      “You’re going to need to be clean if you want to go in with Hailee.”

      I look down at myself and know he’s right. “I’ll rustle up a set of scrubs from somewhere. I won’t be long.”

      He nods, and as I walk away, he calls to me, “Sutton, whatever you do, keep her away from our father.” Richard turns away and stares at the doors.

      I drift away to find someone who may be able to help me get a set of scrubs to change into. I play over in my mind the words Richard had said. Why would I need to keep her away from her father? What’s the man done?

      Then the idea that he could be abusive filters into my mind. Is that what Richard meant?

      My sister, Daisy, and I know exactly what it’s like to grow up in an abusive household. I’ll do everything I can to protect Hailee if William Green turns out to be like Mitchem John Deane and his brother, Michael.
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      I hate hospitals.

      The antiseptic smell makes me want to hurl and I can’t think straight. I’ve kept Hailee company for the five days she’s been in here and I’m so ready for her to leave. I don’t see that in our near future though. She was shot and then buried in the ground. Just the thought of what happened sends a wave of fear through me.

      I can’t get the sight of the grave out of my head. Every time I close my eyes, I see the mound of soil with Hailee beneath. The bastard had buried her alive. The fear and sickness that had rushed over me at the sight is something I hope never to feel again. Hailee’s tormentor is dead.

      As is mine… One of mine.

      Breathing heavily, I drop into the plastic chair beside the coffee machine and take a few minutes. I can’t go back in the room with her until I have myself under control. We’ve become friends and the last thing I want is for her to worry about me when she has a long way to recovery. Her gunshot wound is healing nicely, but the psychological effect of her trauma will last a long time.

      Becoming hot and clammy, I use my shirt sleeve to wipe at my brow, then I slowly inhale before slowly exhaling. This is a technique my sister taught me. On the fourth set of inhales, an alarming scream shatters the silence around me and has the hair on the back of my neck standing on end.

      Hailee?

      Jumping up, I dash toward Hailee’s room and hear another scream rip through the hallway. My heart thunders in my chest, and as I slide to a stop in the doorway, I take in the scene before me. Hailee is huddled in the far side of the bed. She looks terrified as two photographers stand over her. I see nothing but red. Anger doesn’t do justice to how I’m feeling right now.

      I roar and grab the closest photographer by the neck of his hoodie. I yank him out into the hallway and shove him with force. He falls to the floor as I turn and head for the other guy and get him by the neck. “How the fuck did you get in here?”

      “He got us in,” he chokes.

      “Who?” I growl, and reluctantly release my hold around the asshole’s neck. I step in front of him when he tries to leave. “I want a name.” While he’s standing terrified in front of me, I grab his camera and remove the storage card. “A name. Now.”

      He sighs. “Her dad, okay? William Green. He wants her story told in the papers. That’s why we’re here.”

      I glance at a terrified Hailee and yank the man from the room. Just in time too. Two hospital security guards are running toward us.

      “Since when does the hospital let reporters in to take pictures of patients against their wishes?” I snarl.

      “We’ll sort this out. It won’t happen again.” The senior security guard helps his colleague to remove the men.

      Two nurses finally rush into the room. I hear them talking to Hailee, but I can’t move my feet. I grip the doorjamb and force myself to relax. The last thing I want is for Hailee to be afraid of me.

      Muffled crying gets my attention and I swivel around and look at Hailee. I want to tell her father where he can shove the press. The man is not going to get anywhere near his daughter with the attitude he has. I won’t let him.

      I glance at one of the nurses, and when she meets my gaze, I know she’s worried. “She just wants you.” She pats me on the arm. “Let me know when she’s settled and I’ll check her vitals and administer a painkiller if it’s needed.”

      I nod.

      Moving slowly as to not frighten her, I softly whisper, “Hailee, it’s just us now.” I reach out and rub her shoulder.

      She lifts her tearstained face.

      I drop into the chair and quickly remove my boots before tugging the side of the bed down. It’s a regular hospital bed, but Hailee is small enough for me to fit. I get comfortable on my side, then I gently pull her into my arms. A hand goes to the back of her head, and I hold her against me. My lips graze the top of her head and I rest there.

      “I want to punch your dad in the face.”

      “Me too,” she mumbles and then sniffles. “I was asleep. I woke up to flashes going off in my face. I didn’t know where I was or what was going on.”

      “I’m sorry. I left for five minutes to get some coffee. I didn’t see them.” I kiss her brow and gently move her face away from my shirt so I can see her eyes. “Are you hurting more than usual? Did they touch you?”

      “I moved quickly, and it hurt.”

      “Let me call the nurse back.”

      “Not yet,” she says. “It’s nice being held. I haven’t been held in a very long time.”

      “Me either,” I whisper, settling her into my arms.

      This girl has been under my skin since I met her as Ethan’s agent. I’d known what she was up to from the start because I’d overheard her conversation with the Vikings Manager, Wyatt. It had felt wrong not warning Ethan, but Hailee had asked me not to. So, I hadn’t.

      We’d become friends, but when she was kidnapped, I realized I felt more than friendship toward her. I wasn’t ready to go there with her or anyone. I’m still not, which confuses me because I’m not sure I can let her go. I want to keep her.

      With a trembling hand, I brush damp strands of hair away from her face. Sad eyes hold mine. “I want to take you someplace your father won’t be able to find you. I need you to be safe while you recover.”

      She searches my eyes and says, “I’ll go anywhere with you, Sutton. I trust you.” She glances away and says softly, “I’ve never trusted anyone before.”

      I swallow hard and wonder what kind of upbringing she had. I cup the back of her head. “I’m going to have a word with a friend, who also happens to be a doctor here. I want to know just what it would entail if we sneaked you out of here. Medication and care, that sort of thing.”

      “You’re serious?”

      I smile. “I am. I want you to feel safe again, and that’s not going to happen here where anyone can get to you.”

      “You make me feel safe,” she says softly. “My eyes are struggling to stay open.”

      I brush my lips over her eyelids. “Then sleep. I’ll hold you.”

      She gives a soft sigh. “Thank you.”

      I rest my cheek on the top of her head and close my eyes too. The stress of being inside a hospital along with worry over Hailee has caused lots of restless sleep this past week.

      Thankfully, Wyatt had agreed to let me take ten days off to be with her.

      Now, to plan her escape. I know just the place to take her.
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      Gasping for air.

      Blackness.

      Held down.

      Incredible pain.

      Panic…

      “Hailee, wake up,” a voice growls in my ear. “Wake up. Open your eyes. You’re safe. It’s Sutton. Wake up, Hailee. Please. You’re scaring me.”

      “Sutton,” I say, my throat feeling scratchy and raw.

      “Yeah, it’s me.” He sounds relieved. “Open your eyes for me, Hailee.”

      He holds my hands tightly and I slowly start to breathe and concentrate on pulling myself out of the nightmare. I peel my eyes open slowly and find Sutton’s face hovering above mine. He isn’t crowding me. Our only connection is through our hands. I swallow a few times, and say, “You got me out of the ground. You were looking at me like you are now, although you looked wild the last time.”

      He drops his forehead to mine and sighs. “I was scared witless last time. This time you scared me with the scream you released, but I know you’re safe. I won’t let anyone harm you. I promise.” He offers me a slight smile and kisses my brow, then he moves to the rolling table in the room. He pours me a glass of water.

      “You’re spoiling me.”

      Shaking his head, Sutton helps me sip the water, and says, “I’m not spoiling you; I’m looking after you.” He sighs softly. “I’ve talked to my doctor friend, Jeremy, and my sister, Daisy. We can leave when you give the word.”

      My eyes snap to his and nerves flutter in my belly. “The doc says I’m okay to leave?”

      “I have antibiotics and pain meds already packed along with dressings. He’s emailed a full set of instructions.” He smirks. “An idiot’s guide, he called it.”

      I giggle, feeling lighter. “Can we leave now?” I pause. “Or maybe in the morning. You must be exhausted.”

      “Tomorrow. I have a meeting at the arena. Evening would be best. Less people about.”

      I rest my head against the back of the bed and watch Sutton in the room. He’s the same age as me but has an air about him that would make me think he was older if I didn’t know any different. The tattoos I’ve always noticed make my mouth water for more. I want to see them all. I especially enjoy watching him moving around and the way his jeans cup him in a sexy way. Not that I’ll ever admit anything. My cheeks burn, which makes me thankful the lights are dim.

      Sutton catches me staring and smirks. He doesn't comment, but says, "I haven't seen your brother since the crew brought you in."

      "Ask the doc. Richard will be calling daily." I stroke his thumb. "Regardless of how it might look, he cares a lot." I pause. "Are you sure that you want me staying with you? Some of your teammates won't like it after what I did."

      "They are aware of everything
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