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PROLOGUE

          

         Santa Barbara California, 

         Two years ago. 

          

         Officer Kayne Dobrescu pulled into his designated parking space, shut off his Titan
               Sidewinder Softail motorcycle—a holdover from his bachelor days—and let out a heavy
               sigh, staring at the apartment building his family called home. 

         God, he was tired. No, exhausted—mentally, physically, emotionally exhausted. He'd
               just finished the second of back-to-back double shifts, and it had been ten days since
               he'd had a day off. Officers were discouraged from working so many hours for safety
               reasons, but the department had been seriously short-staffed lately, and Kayne desperately
               needed the money. He had a wife and three precious children who depended on him for
               everything.

         He hated how little time he got to spend with them these days. It seemed like he only
               ever saw them anymore when they were sleeping, and he missed them with every fiber
               of his being. But he was the sole provider, and they depended on him to keep a roof
               over their heads and food in their bellies, and ensure they were cared for while he
               worked. 

         Resigning himself to the inevitable argument that he was sure would ensue sometime
               tonight between him and his wife, he unstrapped his helmet and climbed off his bike, thinking of the three bright spots
               in his dreary world. As tired as he was, he wanted to spend time with his kids. So,
               he'd lock up his gun and dump his duffel bag full of duty gear in his closet, pack
               up two toddlers and a baby, and head to the park. There he’d spend the afternoon pushing
               swings, rolling around in the grass, chasing them through the sand, and racing them
               down the slide; all the while listening to their sweet little voices say, “Again,
               Papa, do it again!” followed by uncontrollable giggles of delight. 

         Kayne was grinning by the time he reached the door. He made a big procession of getting
               his keys out and noisily rattling them as he unlocked the door, knowing they would
               hear and be ready to pounce. He pushed open the door, bracing for impact.

         Deafening silence greeted him.

          He glanced toward the corner, only to see the stroller in its usual place. Reason
               said they could be anywhere, but his gut screamed something was very, very wrong.

         Instinct trumped reason. He palmed his service weapon and began searching for the
               unseen threat. Living room, clear. Kitchen, clear. 

         Senses on high alert, he eased around the corner and made his way down the hallway.
               As he reached the bathroom door, an unidentifiable noise stopped him in his tracks.
               After a moment he heard it again, a soft sob. Oksana. 

         With little regard to his own safety, he pushed open the door, having no clue what
               he was about to find within, but needing to know his family was safe. His terrified
               wife, Oksana, stood over Niki and Natalia's bodies. She was fully dressed and sopping
               wet. Both children lay prone on the floor, wrapped in towels.

          For one brief second Kayne thought she'd looked happy to see him, but then it registered
               what was wrong. Niki and Natalia lay unmoving, their skin blue, their sightless eyes staring at the
               ceiling. His children were dead.

         “My God, Oksana, what have you done?” A part of him, the cop part, realized there was no chance of bringing them back,
               but the father in him fell to his knees, needing desperately to try and save his children.
               Christ, she’d drowned them. She’d fucking drowned them. 

         “Call 9-1-1!” he shouted, even as he began to administer C.P.R. He checked Niki, who
               was closest, and confirmed what he already knew. No pulse, no respiration. Sealing
               his mouth over his son's, he gave him two quick breaths before turning to his daughter
               to repeat the process. Somewhere in the back of his mind he wondered where Tasha was,
               but, right now, Niki and Natalia needed him. He had to focus on them.

         Kayne had no idea how long he'd been administering to his children—breathe for Niki,
               breathe for Natalia, begin chest compressions on both simultaneously, repeat process—when
               the unmistakable sound of a bullet being expelled and a new round chambered in a semi-automatic
               pulled him out of panic.

         Kayne stilled and looked over his shoulder at Oksana. 

         “I'm so sorry.” 

         Her voice was barely a whisper. The firearm was pointed toward him, held in a violently
               trembling hand. How the hell had she gotten a hold of his service weapon?

          She spoke again, but he couldn’t hear her over the rush of blood pumping through his
               body. A look of determination crossed her face, and she swiftly turned the gun on
               herself, placing it against her head. Before he could stop her, before he could do
               more than shout, “No!” she pulled the trigger, doing the only thing she could to him
               that was worse than killing him. 

         Leaving him to live with the knowledge he'd failed his children and his wife. 

          

          

         

   

ONE

          

         Snow. 

         Shitloads of it, as far as the eye could see. 

         Usually when people thought of Arizona—if they bothered to think of it at all—they
               pictured Phoenix with its desert and cacti, not realizing that mountain communities
               like Payson existed. With an elevation of 5,157 feet, Payson resembled the northwestern
               suburbs of Denver topographically and climatically speaking, though it was home to
               a mere thirty-thousand full-time residents. 

         More than seventy miles from the nearest city, tucked between the Mogollon Rim to
               the north, the Hellsgate wilderness to the east, Mount Ord to the south, and the Mazatzal
               Range to the west, Payson provided a gateway to some of the best hunting, fishing,
               and camping areas in the state. In short, the sleepy little town was an outdoors-man’s
               paradise. 

         Though he'd simply been trying to outrun his past, somehow State Trooper, Kayne Dobrescu,
               had managed to snag one of the most coveted assignments the Highway Patrol offered.
               He'd gladly take a little snow in winter over the 120 degree weather on the desert
               floor he'd been putting up with for the past two years. 

         The radar gun whined, alerting him to a speeding vehicle, and Kayne glanced up from
               his paperwork. The midnight-blue Tahoe was traveling twelve miles an hour over the
               posted speed limit, on a dark highway, through an area known for nighttime elk migration.
               Tangling with one of those beasts could almost ensure a fatality. 

         By the time he'd tossed his paperwork on the passenger seat, maneuvered his patrol
               car out of its hiding spot and onto the highway, and activated his emergency lights,
               the Tahoe was pulling over. He liked cooperative drivers. While it wasn’t necessarily
               an admission of guilt, it went a long way in his book and usually meant the difference
               between a warning and a ticket.

         Kayne called the traffic stop in to dispatch, noting the vanity plate: IM 10-7, a radio call sign officers used to signal off duty. He exited his patrol car. The
               interior lights in the Tahoe came on, affording him a dim view through the tinted
               windows as he approached the vehicle. 

         A quick glance inside told him the driver was a woman with a car full of young children.
               Two of them small enough to be in safety seats, all four sound asleep.

         “Good evening, ma'am—”

         “Sorry,” she said at the same time and handed over her license and registration before
               he’d requested it. She wasn’t strikingly beautiful, but she was more than girl-next-door
               pretty. She had long curly hair, not really blond, not brown either, but a dozen shades
               in between. It fell across her shoulders and disappeared down her back, leaving the
               ample curves of her breasts on display beneath a clingy pale blue sweater.

         At the touch of her hand, he took a quick step back. Damn! He had no business thinking
               about how nicely those breasts would fill his hands. 

         “Been pulled over before, huh?” he asked, all business. Something about her made him want to flirt, just a little. A foreign
               emotion, one he’d best steer clear of. 

         “Now why would you assume something like that?” she said innocently. Too innocently. 

         So she wasn’t above a little harmless flirting either. Hm…Was she trying to get out
               of a ticket or did she feel the spark too? And why the hell do you care?

         “So, what am I going to find if I run this?” He glanced at the license. Jessica Hallstatt. He didn't pay much attention to her stated height and weight—they were rarely reliable,
               though from what he could see, she was close to five-foot-three and about 130 pounds.
               He did note she was three years younger than his own thirty-four years. 

         “That's a really good question. Last I heard, they still hadn't had any luck pinning those murders on me. You know that whole lack
               of physical evidence is such a hindrance, and since I always Priority Mail my drugs...”
               She paused, tapping one slim finger against her chin, as though deep in thought. “I
               don't know, you tell me.” She laughed, revealing a little dimple in her left cheek.
               

         Kayne shook his head and introduced himself. He had to touch her again.

         She grinned. “I heard we had a rookie in town. I dispatched for Payson Police until
               two years ago.”

         Kayne leaned against the door while they quietly made small talk for several minutes.
               Then one of the kids made a noise, reminding him that he had no business flirting
               with this woman, and so he said, “Keep your speed down and take care of those kids.”

         “Nice to meet you.” Jessica gave a tired smile. “And thanks for the warning instead of a ticket. I'd
               say I won't do it again, but I think we both know that would be a lie, and I’ve tried
               to make it a habit of only lying to myself.”

         Kayne's mind drifted to Jessica time and again throughout the rest of his shift. He
               found himself recalling the way his skin had tingled at the sound of her slightly
               sultry voice, or the way his gut clenched at the feel of her smooth delicate palm
               brushing against his larger calloused one. Each time, he pushed those thoughts away.
               Sure she was pretty enough with that heart-shaped face and sassy little dimple, but
               she had to be married. Even if she wasn't, she screamed forever, and he wasn’t that
               man anymore. 

         It wasn't until later that night, when he took off his uniform, that he realized he
               still had her driver's license and registration. He'd tucked it into his shirt pocket,
               as he did on any stop, and forgot about it.

         “Damn.” He didn’t need a distraction, no matter how sexy that dimple was. 

         ***

         The next morning, Kayne woke to the sound of his phone. He debated whether to answer
               for three solid rings. It had interrupted a very erotic dream involving a petite blonde
               with huge, whiskey-colored eyes. He had no business fantasizing about Jessica, he
               thought, even as he reached down and fisted his throbbing cock, giving it a couple
               of lazy strokes to relieve some of the ache before he answered the phone.

         “'Lo,” he grumbled into the phone. By the sound of radio traffic in the background, he
               knew dispatch was calling. 

         “Morning, sunshine.”  

         Candice. No one should be that happy this early in the morning.

         “Sarge needs you to cover day shift.”

         “When?” 

         “Uh, now?”

         “Great.” Kayne sighed. Apparently sleep was overrated.

         “If it makes you feel better, he has someone to cover your shift so you can take me
               out tonight.”

         Kayne wasn't sure if she was joking or hinting, so he felt it best to nip it in the
               bud with a simple, “I don't date.”

         Before she could respond, Kayne heard, “Eleven-three-two traffic!” in the background—an
               officer calling in a traffic stop. Thankfully, it would keep her from questioning
               him further. He hung up, climbed out of bed and into the shower, pretty sure his day was sliding
               downhill fast.

         After a quick shower, Kayne threw on a clean uniform, strapped on his bullet resistant
               vest and duty belt, and headed out the door. 

         Following a cursory safety inspection, he settled into his patrol car, ready to begin
               his shift. One of the advantages—and sometimes disadvantages—of working in a remote
               area was having a take-home vehicle, thus allowing him to respond immediately to afterhours
               emergency callouts. 

         “Hey, you eat yet?” Del St. Phillips, a seasoned State Trooper asked when Kayne radioed
               10-8. His onduty status.

         Kayne laughed. He switched his radio to the simplex channel and responded to Del’s
               question. “That requires cooking, and cooking requires going to the grocery store.”“How about the Knotty Pine?” 

         “The place everyone says has great biscuits and gravy?”

         “Yep.” 

         Kayne was all for Del’s suggestion and headed toward the restaurant. When he arrived,
               Del was already in the parking lot. Kayne shook his hand and followed him into the
               restaurant. Though the sign read Please Wait to Be Seated, Del headed directly to a booth in the back corner. “The girls always save the corner
               booth for the officers that come in for breakfast.” 

         After ordering the house special—eggs, bacon, hashbrowns, and a side of biscuits and
               gravy—Kayne asked, “Hey, you know a Jessica Hallstatt?”

         “Sure do, why?”

         “I just need her address.” When Del continued to stare at him he elaborated. “I pulled
               her over for speeding last night and forgot to give her license back. There's just
               a P.O. Box listed.” With so many rural locations lacking proper addresses, Arizona
               had allowed box numbers until just recently. Most licenses were good until a driver
               reached 65, so updating had been a pain.

         Del nodded. He leaned forward, his eyes narrowing slightly. “Did you ticket her?”

         “No.” Truthfully the thought hadn’t crossed Kayne’s mind. 

         It seemed to be the answer Del wanted. He nodded and said, “She lives out on Highway
               260, the big place in the meadow. Hallstatt House, it's called. ”

         “Wow, that's some house,” Kayne said. The thing had to be well over twenty-thousand
               square feet. With its battlement-topped towers and stone façade, it reminded him of
               a castle. “What does her husband do for a living?”

         Del continued to study him for a minute. “He's dead.” 

         That got Kayne's attention like nothing else. He refused to think about why. 

         Del gave a heavy sigh. “It's not a secret, so I'm not gossiping, mind you. Her husband
               was a fire-medic. About two years ago, he responded to a motor vehicle accident down
               on Corvair Curve. There was an equipment failure, and he couldn't extricate before
               it exploded. He died later at the hospital. Jessica built Hallstatt House with the award from the wrongful
               death suit. It's an Event Center, in addition to their residence.” 

         Kayne hadn't gotten a good look at the kids last night, but he was pretty sure the
               youngest wasn't much older than two. About the age his oldest daughter, Natalia had
               been. He wished, not for the first time, that Oksana had spared his children when
               she decided to end her life. How had Jessica handled finding herself suddenly left
               with four children to raise on her own? He knew it couldn’t have been easy, but did she realize how lucky she
               was? He would give anything to still have his with him. 

         “You okay?” he heard Del ask and realized he’d been staring off into space.

         “Yeah, sorry.” He tried for a smile. He couldn’t explain his feelings at that moment, even to himself.
               Sadness for Jessica’s loss, inexplicable jealousy that she still had her children. Anger, always fucking anger. 

         “I guess you two share that in common, don't you?” Del asked speculatively.

         “What do you mean?” There was an edge to his voice that Kayne couldn't help.

         “I heard you lost your wife.” 

         “You heard I lost her or killed her?” Kayne asked, the anger seeping through.

         Del met his gaze square on and held it. “I heard she died, but did you? Kill her,
               I mean.”

         “She was the only one who committed murder that day. She drowned our children—my children—before killing herself.” 

         Initially, he'd been the prime suspect in his wife's death, and it had been splashed
               all over the media. The initial responding officers hadn't believed his story. Oksana
               had used his service weapon, and due to the bathroom’s close quarters, Kayne had been
               covered in higher amounts of gunpowder residue and body matter than should have been
               on someone who was several feet away when she pulled the trigger. The fact that the
               detectives couldn't locate Kayne’s infant daughter, Tasha, only compounded the issues. Thankfully, once they received the autopsy reports, they'd eventually concluded that
               Oksana had killed the children. Believing she must have dumped Tasha's body somewhere
               before he'd arrived home, they'd searched dumpsters and landfills for weeks, then
               dragged local waterways, all to no avail. 

         Unable to return to an apartment filled with so many memories and the stamp of such
               tragedy, Kayne had stayed with a buddy for a couple months, waiting and praying for
               them to find Tasha. But they hadn't, and just like he couldn't return to that apartment,
               he couldn't return to the agency that had investigated him. So he'd applied and been
               accepted into Arizona's Highway Patrol and spent eighteen months patrolling the area
               they referred to as 'the ditch' in the unbearable desert heat. Which in a way seemed appropriate, because he certainly was living in hell. 

         A month ago his supervisor had come to him and asked if he'd like to transfer to this
               remote mountain town. Not wanting to face another summer of 110 plus degree weather
               for the better part of the season, he'd jumped at the chance. Now he sat here face-to-face
               with an officer who didn't seem surprised by his revelation, and while that shouldn't
               have bothered him, it did. He hated that people who didn’t know him, knew such intimate
               details about him. 

         Christ, he couldn’t deal with this today. Kayne stood, threw some money on the table,
               and stormed out.

         He knew he had to let go, to find some way to forgive Oksana and move on before she
               completely destroyed his life. Some days he felt so dead inside he was afraid she'd
               already succeeded. Other days, like today, every emotion was so raw—anger, betrayal,
               and overwhelming grief pulled him under, making him wonder why he bothered to live.
               

         Kayne had no idea how long he'd been standing there staring at the snow-packed escarpment
               when Del laid a hand on his shoulder and asked, “Do you want to talk about it, son?”
               He heard nothing but compassion in the older officer's voice.

         Kayne shook his head. No, he didn't fucking want to talk about it, he just wanted
               to forget. Not that that would ever happen in this lifetime. “I need to get to the
               office,” he managed to say.

         “I'm here if you need someone to listen, and I give you my word it goes no further
               than me.”

          Kayne gave a brisk nod, unable to say anything else.

          

         

   

TWO

          

         Jess startled awake when something warm and heavy pounced on her chest. Her blurry
               eyes popped open to reveal curious azure ones staring back at her through a veil of
               chocolate curls. Gracie. With creamy skin and fat rosy cheeks that dimpled when she
               smiled Gracie was a beautiful toddler.

         The little imp leaned forward, resting her forehead against Jess’s. “You, wake?” she whispered.

         “No,” Jess whispered back. She wasn’t awake. “Snuggle?” Jess desperately needed a
               little more sleep 

         Gracie looked thoughtful for a moment then nodded. “A’kay.”  She grabbed the covers
               and tugged them back far enough to burrow in next to Jess.

         Jess cuddled her two-year-old daughter close and let her mind drift willing it into
               sleep. But like last night, her mind filled with thoughts of Officer Dobrescu and
               the traffic stop instead of finding sleep. 

         She’d taken the children into the city for an afternoon of shopping, dinner, and a
               movie at IMAX. It had been late by the time they’d left Tempe. After two hours of driving Jess had desperately wanted to be home. It’s why she’d been speeding. 

         The blacked out patrol car had been sitting in one of the local State Trooper’s favorite
               spots to run radar. Expecting them to still be on their winter schedule where officers
               only came out on an on-call basis between the hours of 10 pm and 6 am, she hadn’t
               anticipated anyone being there. The moment she’d looked at her speed she knew he’d
               be stopping her, so she’d pulled over to wait. Having been a dispatcher, she knew
               how dangerous traffic stops were. She’d had her license and registration out, the
               interior lights on, and her hands in plain sight by the time he approached the vehicle.
               

         Jess had heard that the new officer was good looking, but she hadn’t expected the
               sight of him to make her heart skip a beat. Or the feel of his warm calloused hand brushing against hers to send goose bumps skittering
               across her flesh. He’d flashed a smile and flirted a little and she’d felt her cheeks heat. Heck just
               thinking about how she’d flirted back had them flaming hot. Jess never flirted, especially
               with sexy, charming men who were so decidedly out of her league. 

         “Mama.” Gracie mumbled, pulling her out of her thoughts. 

         “What, baby?”

         “Maddy make breakfast. Say no tell mama,” Gracie said worriedly.

         Crap! While her ten-year-old daughter knew how to cook, she wasn’t allowed to do it
               without an adult present. 

         Jess threw off the covers, resigned to be facing the day with lots of strong coffee
               and little sleep. She grabbed her warm fuzzy robe and slipped her feet into house
               shoes before heading toward the kitchen and the disaster she was sure was in the making.  

         ***

         Twenty minutes later, the door swung open, and two little girls stared up at Kayne
               from the foyer of Hallstatt House. He was taken aback by how much the littlest one
               looked like his deceased daughter. Good God, how many times did he have to torture
               himself like this, seeing his wife’s or children's faces in that of a stranger’s?
               

         He shook the thoughts away. This beautiful little girl had nothing to do with his
               past. It was the coloring that had thrown him off. Natalia, his eldest daughter, had
               had similar blue eyes, framed by the same type of chocolate curls as the toddler in
               front of him. 

         “Officer Dobrescu, can I help you?” 

         Kayne looked up to see Jessica watching him, her brow furrowed in confusion. He knew
               he'd been staring at the baby like he'd seen a ghost. 

         The toddler reached out and wrapped her tiny hand around one of his large fingers.
               She tugged, leaning all her weight into it. “In!” she demanded.

         Kayne looked to Jessica for permission. 

         “Please, come in,” she said a little reluctantly and stepped out of the way.

         “Up, up!”  The little girl held up her hands expectantly.

         “Gracie...” Jessica’s tone was a warning.

         “Peease.” She turned huge blue eyes on him, batting her eyelashes. 

         Kayne couldn't help the bittersweet smile. She was adorable and knew it. And so fucking
               much like his own two-year-old had been before she died. It broke his heart just to look at her. 

         “I don't think your mama wants strangers picking you up.” Kayne dropped down on his
               heels to be closer to her level. “It's not safe.” He watched as Gracie pondered his
               statement for a moment. 

         “What you name?” The little darling reached out a hand and laid it on his chest.

         “Kayne.” He instinctively covered her tiny hand with his. 

         “Gracie.” She pulled his hand to her chest. “Be mine friend?” 

         Kayne fought to keep from laughing, even as his heart wept. He looked at Jess, who
               nodded.

         “Yes, Gracie.” His voice thick with emotion, he managed to add, “I can be your friend.”
               He stood up, taking her in his arms, being careful not to catch her delicate skin
               on any of his duty equipment. 

         “Maddy and Ash made breakfast.” 

         He looked down at the little green-eyed blonde tugging on his uniform trousers. She
               looked to be about four or five. The age his son Nickolai had been.

         Jessica laughed softly. “I think they are trying to invite you to breakfast. Have
               you eaten?” 

         No, he hadn't. He'd been too angry. 

         Pushing those emotions aside, Kayne focused on the woman before him. Jessica looked
               like she'd just crawled out of bed, and damned if that didn't make him want to drag
               her right back into it. She was tiny, just as he’d expected. Her hair, a riot of dark
               blonde curls that fell almost to her waist, beckoned his fingers to tangle in it while
               he kissed those luscious, berry-stained lips. The functional robe she wore was anything
               but sexy, but it left his imagination to run wild. What, if anything, was she wearing
               beneath? He felt his body begin to respond and realized that was a bad idea.

         “I really shouldn't stay. I just came by to give you back your driver's license.”
               He pulled it from his pocket and handed it to her, along with the vehicle registration.
               “Sorry.” 

         “I'll probably need that in the near future.” 

         “Planning on speeding again?”

         “Without a doubt.” She laughed, and there was that dimple again. 

         Oh, boy! Time to get the hell out of Dodge.

         “Anyway I better get going.” He tried to hand Gracie off to her mother, but the little
               imp was having none of that.

         “No! Pease, pease!” Gracie hung on tight. 

         Kayne looked down at the little girl clinging to him like a spider monkey, then to
               Jessica, at a loss. He hadn’t held a child since the last time he’d held his own.

         Jessica took the decision out of his hands. “Isabelle, show Officer Dobrescu to the
               kitchen while I get dressed.”

         ***

         Jess flinched inwardly as soon as the invitation left her lips. Inviting Kayne to
               breakfast probably wasn't the smartest idea she'd had, but her brain clearly wasn’t
               functioning this morning. There for a minute she thought she'd seen lust in his eyes,
               but that was ridiculous. She looked like she'd just crawled out of bed. The Hausfrau
               look was anything but sexy. Especially to someone like him. 

         “Yay!” Gracie threw her arms around his neck and nosily kissed his cheek.

         Kayne followed Isabelle into the kitchen, and Jess quickly introduced him to her ten-year-old
               daughter, Madelina, and her seven-year-old son, Ashur, then excused herself to get
               dressed.

         The moment she was out of sight, she raced to her room. Quickly she threw on jeans
               and a T-shirt, ran a brush through her hair, scrubbed her face, and brushed her teeth.
               She applied a little mascara but pulled up short when she reached for her lip gloss.
               What the hell was she doing? She had no interest in trying to impress the sexy officer.

         And was he ever sexy. 

         Even Kevlar couldn't hide that tall, lean-muscled body. Butterflies had taken flight
               in the pit of her stomach the moment the girls opened the door, and they hadn't settled
               down since. She could look, she reasoned, there was just no point in wanting to touch.
               As if someone like him would want to touch her. He exuded sexuality. And she…well,
               didn't.

         Jess tossed the lip gloss back on the counter, thoroughly disgusted with herself, and headed for the kitchen. When she rounded the corner, she froze mid-stride, surprised
               by the scene playing out before her. Instead of taking a seat, Kayne had taken over
               the kitchen. He laughed at Ash's tractor joke; said something quietly to him that
               made Maddy gasp and turn and threaten both of them with her spatula as she puffed
               up in righteous indignation. Boy and man laughed harder and bumped fists. 

         Jess stood there watching, trying to remember a time when her husband had ever set
               foot into her kitchen for anything other than a beer or a snack for himself. He'd
               certainly never done anything like this. 

         Still holding Gracie, Kayne cut two waffles into bite-sized pieces and poured two
               sippy-cups full of milk, before planting Gracie in a highchair and Isabelle next to
               her. He'd obviously spent time around small children, yet he wasn't wearing a ring.
               As if that meant anything.

         ***

         God he'd missed this, Kayne realized as he looked at the children surrounding him.
               All so different in appearance and yet each happy, healthy, and loved. They chatted animatedly amongst themselves, arguing as they made a list of where they wanted to go today and
               questioning if their mother would agree. The library was surprisingly at the top of
               everyone's list.

         “Do they have children's activities?” Kayne asked.

         “A few, but we usually just go to check out books,” Maddy offered.

         He'd learned that everyone called her Maddy. Ashur answered to Ash, and in true seven-and-a-half-year-old—one
               mustn’t forget that extra half—fashion, claimed to be a computer whiz. Isabelle was
               princess and fashion diva rolled into one, and decided she liked it when he called
               her 'Sabella, once he explained it was his baby sister's nickname. 

         Grace didn't care what anyone called her, as long as she was the center of attention.
               Having only spent a few minutes with the kids, it was still abundantly clear to Kayne
               that each was advanced for their respective age.

         When he voiced that observation Maddy said, “Mama has been reading to us since she
               got us.”

         “Got you?” Kayne’s brow furrowed in confusion. 

         Maddy shrugged. “We're adopted.”

         Which explained the vast differences in their looks. “All of you?” Kayne couldn't help but study Gracie.

         Jessica returned. “Yes, all of them, and you're in my kitchen.” 

         There was a first—he'd never had a woman complain about him working in the kitchen.
               In fact, his mom had demanded he know how to cook, and cook well.

         “Your kids were in the kitchen.” 

         “You're not one of my children.” She handed him a plate of food.

         “Short-stuff, hang out with me for a while, and you probably won't be able to tell
               the difference.” That got the laugh he was hoping for.

         Though he felt like he should be helping, Kayne reluctantly accepted the plate and
               took the seat next to Gracie's high chair. 

         Ash leaned across the table and whispered, “We're not allowed in the kitchen, either.”

         Gracie leaned over and scooped up a handful of his eggs, then dropped them onto her
               plate. She smiled up at him and mumbled “thanks” around a mouthful of waffle. God,
               even her personality reminded him of his daughter. How many times had Natalia done
               that exact thing? 

         “Yet you guys made breakfast anyways?” He was desperate to leave thoughts of his own
               children behind. This was such a colossal mistake. He had no business here.

         Maddy gave a mutinous smile. “Mama cooks breakfast on school days, but weekends we're
               stuck with cold cereal or leftovers, unless we can convince her otherwise.”

         Ash let out a giggle. “You just happened to step foot on the H.M.S. Bounty.” 

         Kayne stage whispered to Jessica, “Well Captain Bligh, gonna make them walk the plank?”
               

         “I guess that depends on how well they clean up the kitchen.” 

         Four hopeful sets of eyes looked at Kayne for a response. Apparently they expected
               him to help.

         Kayne was looking for a tactful way out of spending any more time with the kids when
               he heard his call sign among the relentless chatter coming across the police scanner
               sitting atop a kitchen cabinet. “Eleven-three-eight, copy traffic.” 

         Saved by the dispatcher. 

         Jessica gave him a knowing smile as she stood. She stretched up on tip-toes to turn down the scanner, giving him a peek of creamy
               white skin just above her waistband when her shirt lifted up. With the scanner turned down, he could respond on his portable radio without feedback.
               He learned the call was a disabled semi-tractor-trailer blocking the highway.

         Kayne rose to leave. “Sorry, kiddos, you’re on your own this time.” As if there’s going to be a next time, Dobrescu? 

         “Kiss, kiss, kiss!” Gracie struggled desperately to climb out of her high chair to reach him.

         Kayne eyed the syrup-covered cherub. “You sit still, and I'll hug you.” 

         She nodded once, tilted her head toward him, and puckered her little lips. Kayne felt
               as though his heart was being squeezed by a giant fist. He hugged the little girl
               from behind, bombarded by the smell of baby-shampoo and innocence. His throat was
               tight with emotion when he whispered, “Be good for Mama, baby.” They were the last
               words he'd ever said to his own children.

         He brushed his lips across Isabelle's downy head. “You too, sweetheart.” 

         Maddy jumped up and gave him a hug, and he bumped fists with Ash, before he tossed
               a quick goodbye to Jessica. Then he got the fuck out of there before he truly embarrassed
               himself by breaking down and bawling like a baby. 

         He missed his children more in that moment than he had since the day he’d watched
               their bodies lowered into the ground next to their murdering bitch of a mother. 

          

         

   

THREE

          

         Jess and the kids spent several hours at the library before tackling other errands.
               It had been a week since they'd seen Kayne, and the kids couldn't quit talking about
               him. He'd certainly made a positive impression on them, and on her. He struck her
               as the last person who'd be comfortable in the kitchen or around children, and yet
               he'd seemed like a natural. Not that any of it should matter.

         Her cell phone rang as she pulled out of the library parking lot. She recognized the
               ring tone—Del St. Phillips. Del and his wife, Polly, were as close to parents as Jess
               had. She'd been raised by a step-father and his apathetic wife after her mother died
               when she was eleven. They’d uprooted her halfway through her senior year, moving her to Chicago. The moment
               they'd been legally able to sever ties, they had. She'd come home to Payson and Polly,
               her mother's lifelong friend. And while she didn’t call them Mom and Dad, her children
               called them Grandma and Grandpa, and that suited everyone just fine, especially Polly,
               who'd never been able to have children of her own. Something Jess and Polly had in
               common.

         “Hey, Del, what’s up?”  As if she didn’t know.

         “Just wanted to remind you it's the first Sunday of April tomorrow, Jess.” Each month
               after church service, a group of friends held a potluck picnic at some designated
               location. While Jess no longer attended church, she still took the kids to the potluck.

         “I know there's only one reason you called to remind me about the picnic—you're afraid
               you'll miss out on my chicken salad sandwiches.” She always made chicken salad sandwiches
               for the potlucks. The good kind, made from scratch with roasted chicken, celery, red
               onions, and seedless grapes in a mayonnaise base.

         Del didn't deny the accusation. “It's at Green Valley Park this time, so the kids
               can sled on the amphitheater hill.” 

         Jess looked up at the cloud-covered sky. There'd still be snow on the ground tomorrow.
               Probably some fresh powder added to it. “Don't you work tomorrow?” 

         “I should be there by two. Save me a couple extra sandwiches. I'm bringing a friend.”

         “Ha! I knew it.” Jess bid him goodbye and turned into the grocery store parking lot. Once she'd parked, she added celery to the list of items she was already getting.

         “Right behind you,” a familiar voice warned just as Jess turned to open the back door
               to unbuckle Grace.

         Kayne. Jessica felt her nipples pucker and goosebumps race across her skin, but was pretty
               sure her body’s reaction wasn’t from the cold weather. 

         “Are you stalking me?”  God, he was so ruggedly handsome. All planes and angles and
               muscle—there was no softness about him. Except when laughed or smiled, like he had
               last Saturday with the kids. 

         “I was about to ask you the same thing. You pulled in right behind me.” He smiled.
               Yep, that was it, right there, and it had been directed toward her.

         “Kayne, Kayne, Kayne!” Gracie shouted, uselessly struggling to get out of her car
               seat. 

         “Hey, squirt, quit giving your mama such a hard time.” He laughed, and took the squirming bundle
               who was still chanting his name, even once she'd been freed from her car seat. 

         Grace threw her arms around his neck and gave him a slobbery, toddler kiss right on
               the lips. 

         Kayne gave her a bemused smile. “Hey, sprite, what was that for?” 

         Gracie giggled and buried her head in the crook of his neck, suddenly shy. Jess took
               Isabelle's hand once Maddy and Ash were out. With the doors locked, they started walking
               down the lane.

         Kayne fell into step beside her. “So, shopping with the kids. Brave woman.”

         “There's such a thin line between bravery and stupidity,” Ash replied. “At least that's
               what Mom says.”

         “I also tell you to do your homework, pick up your room, and keep your feet off the
               furniture, but you can't seem to remember those,” Jess pointed out.

         “Sorry, what was that? I couldn't hear you.” Ash laughed and ducked behind Kayne.

         She expected Kayne to say something about not protecting him from his mother's wrath,
               but he simply took Ash's hand and gave him a reassuring smile.

          Kayne asked with quiet concern, “Is she always this friendly with strangers?” 

         Jessica looked up and realized Gracie was just about asleep against his chest. “Here,
               let me take her.” Gracie was usually very shy around most people, but when Jessica
               tried to take her from Kayne’s arms, she started crying and clung to him. Jessica
               tried to not let it hurt her feelings, but it stung a little.

         “I'll take her with me.”  Kayne grinned. “I'm just getting stuff at the deli. I'll
               take Ash too, and we'll find you when we're done.” 

         Gracie had tucked herself into a little ball against Kayne's Kevlar-covered chest,
               her little fist over his heart, a sign she was content. Jessica knew nothing about
               Kayne other than he was a police officer, but he seemed like a decent guy, and Gracie,
               who trusted few, adored him. Besides Ash would be with him too, so she should be okay.
               The turmoil must have showed on her face. 

         “Look at me.” He ducked his head to make eye contact. “I would die before I let anything
               happen to them.” 

         Jess read the truth in his unwavering gaze and nodded.

         ***

         Kayne should have left once he was done at the deli. Hell, he should have pretended
               like he'd never seen Jessica in the parking lot and steered clear of her and the kids.
               For a guy who believed that cuddling after sex implied too much of a commitment, he
               had no idea what he was doing here. Granted, he sure wouldn't mind having sex with
               her, but this whole domestic scene was too much. 

         And yet he stayed.

         Kayne took a moment to study her. She was such a pretty little thing with her long
               curly hair, a dozen different shades of dark-blond. Her eyes were the color of aged
               whiskey; warm, sexy, and full of secrets. Every time she flashed that shy, dimpled
               smile his direction, he felt it all the way to his groin. He wanted to lean in and
               lick that little dimple and work his way down the rest of her body. Shit, he had himself
               half-aroused over a damned dimple.

         Kayne turned his focus on the game Jessica was playing—I Spy with a twist. She'd give the kids clues, and the child who figured out what she was
               looking for got to put the item in the cart. 

         She was a good mom. Unlike Oksana. Her children not only loved her but respected her, and she them. Kayne knew he had
               no business here. He'd failed his family in the worst possible way and lost everything
               that had ever mattered. There was nothing he could offer this family. And sex, no
               matter how great, wouldn’t be worth hurting them. It was time to get the hell out
               of Dodge and forget about Jessica Hallstatt and her sexy little dimple.

         ***

         Sunday morning dawned cloudy, but thankfully it had stopped snowing sometime during
               the night. Kayne studied the ceiling above the couch where he'd passed out again,
               trying to find the motivation to get up and go to work. Even with the alcohol, he'd
               had a restless night, his sleep interrupted by erotic dreams involving a whiskey-eyed
               beauty. Vivid dreams of caressing every square inch of Jessica’s luscious body with
               his hands and mouth. He'd suckled her breasts, tasted her honeyed core, and nibbled
               her sweet little clit until she came against his mouth, and then he'd covered her,
               surged into her, and lost himself in sheer ecstasy.

         Kayne shoved down his boxer-briefs, fisted his throbbing cock, closed his eyes, and
               let the images wash over him. He could picture her above him, her firm breasts bouncing
               each time he rocked up into her. Her soft, silky hair would curtain them as her lips
               met his, their tongues mating in time with their bodies.

         She'd touch herself, he decided. She'd play with her nipples, toying and teasing.
               Were they a sweet peach or a rosy berry, he wondered? He figured they were small and
               rosy, the color of her lips, slightly upturned like her pert little nose.

         Kayne stroked his length from root to tip, letting his thumb brush across the sensitive
               head before stroking back down. In his mind, Jessica made sexy little kitten noises
               as she rode him, and he felt her body tremble with impending orgasm.

         God, he was so close to the edge, but he fought it, wanting it to last, wanting to
               watch her orgasm first. And then she was whispering his name, a plea, a prayer, to
               make her come. Her hot core clenching tight, she sobbed his name. He shouted hers,
               and the waves dragged them under. 

         ***

         Jess woke with a gasp, her face instantly flaming hot as the images slowly faded.
               She'd never had an erotic dream in her life, but that one had been Technicolor vivid.
               She'd been skin to skin with Trooper Dobrescu, straddling him, her hands braced on
               his chest as he surged up into her again and again. Whispering hot, dirty words in
               her ear, encouraging her to touch herself, to touch him as his hands settled on her
               hips and guided her up and down his thick shaft, slowly withdrawing to the tip, only
               to plunge back into her. Stretching her, stroking her clit with each thrust, until she came.

         Embarrassed by the dream and her body's uncharacteristic response, Jess shoved it
               to the back of her mind and climbed out of bed to start her day. Someone like Kayne
               would laugh if he knew she was having any dream about him, much less one of those. He was way out of her league, and she wasn't foolish enough to go down that road
               again.

          

         

   

FOUR

          

         Kayne had just checked on duty when Del asked to meet before he headed south to his
               own district. Arriving first, Kayne pulled over into the empty parking lot behind
               the county complex. A moment later, Del pulled up alongside, facing the opposite direction
               so they were driver’s side window to driver’s side window. “I wanted to invite you
               for lunch, today.” 

         “Sure, where?” After last week’s blow up at the restaurant, he figured the other officer would avoid
               him. Since he was offering an olive branch, Kayne decided no matter how awkward he'd
               feel, he needed to mend some fences.

         “Green Valley Park, by the amphitheater.”

         Seemed like a strange place. “What time?”

         “It starts at two, but we'll be there a while, so come by whenever you can.”

         “What starts at two?”

         “A group of us get together and have a picnic the first Sunday of every month, right
               after church.”

         Kayne balked at the mention of church. “I'm not really the church-going type.” A hell
               of an understatement—he and God weren’t on speaking terms.

         “Trust me, you aren't the only one. We'll feed you anyway.” Del didn’t give him a
               chance to argue further. “See you at two.” With that parting statement, he drove off.
               Rumor had it the man would give his own mother a speeding-ticket, yet he seemed a
               good sort. Certainly someone Kayne would want at his back in a fight.

         When two o'clock rolled around, Kayne pulled into his driveway. He logged off duty
               with dispatch and went inside. Due to the snow, it had been a day full of traffic
               tickets and stranded motorists. He quickly stripped off his wet uniform, beyond glad
               his shift was over. He was very tempted to stay home, but one look around the quiet
               little house, with its sparse furniture and depressing atmosphere, made him realize
               he didn’t want to spend the afternoon alone. He quickly changed into a sweatshirt,
               jeans, and hiking boots. Grabbing a jacket and the keys to his truck, he headed out
               the door.

         He knew where the park was, and finding the picnic wasn't a problem. There weren't
               many people out today, and those that had braved the cold were all under a central
               ramada. He realized immediately why they'd chosen the amphitheater—it doubled as a
               sledding hill for the kids. Several hiked up the side and sledded down the center.

         “Hey, glad you could make it,” Del said, appearing next to Kayne as he stepped into
               the ramada. “Come, let me introduce you around.”

          “Here are a few guys you might want to get to know.” Del introduced him to Officer
               Nick Astenbeck, and Detectives Trace St. Moritz and Rafe Chatham, all from the local
               police department, and two doctors, Mark Oberly and his partner, Stephanie Heywood.

         “I'm actually a nurse practitioner and midwife,” Stephanie clarified before exchanging
               some ribald banter with one of the detectives about playing doctor. 

         The guy manning the grill introduced himself. “I'm Joe Sutton, fire-medic. I’m assuming
               you’ve met Buck Johnson,” Joe motioned to the man standing next to him. “Our illustrious Superior Court judge.” 

         Kayne nodded. “Nice to meet you.” He hadn’t had any cases adjudicated by the man yet, but he’d heard the guy was unwaveringly
               fair. 

         Judge Johnson gave him a genuine smile. “You too, son. Sorry I can’t stay and visit, but I’ve got a wife and sick granddaughter at home.
               My Evie insisted I bring the dishes she made for the picnic so they didn’t go to waste.”
               He patted his slightly rounded stomach. “Not that they would have, but I learned long
               ago never to argue with a woman.” 

         Joe pinned the judge with a look. “You know your wife sent you down here with the
               food hoping you’d stay out of her hair for a while.”

         Judge Johnson gave a hearty chuckle. “You may be right. I’m gonna grab my phone out
               of the truck and give her a quick call. Save me a burger.”

         Kayne tuned into the bantering conversation between the detective, Rafe, and the female
               doctor, Stephanie. 

         “...I'm amazed you even remember her, since you've slept with every available woman
               in town.” 

         Kayne had no idea who they were talking about.

         “Not every one of them.” Rafe looked toward the sledding hill.

         Rafe and Stephanie continued to argue, but Kayne's sights locked on the woman in a
               pink ski jacket and matching beanie walking towards him, the one Rafe watched with
               undisguised interest too—Jessica. Kayne tensed, his hands reflexively curling into
               fists at his side. He wanted to wipe the undisguised lust off the guy’s face. Oblivious
               to the attention, Jessica and Maddy trudged through the snow side by side, Jess holding
               Gracie and pulling Isabelle behind her on a sledding disc. Jess and Maddy appeared
               to be deep in conversation. Kayne didn't realize he'd been staring until she looked
               right at him and faltered in her step. She obviously hadn't known he'd been invited.
               After this morning, he felt more than a little embarrassed being here.

         Jessica stopped in front of him but didn’t make eye contact. “You know there are anti-stalking
               laws in this state.”

         “Stop picking on the boy. I invited him,” Del scolded affectionately.

         Kayne already felt awkward enough seeing her face-to-face after letting her star in
               this morning’s fantasy. By her comment, she was feeling uneasy too. “You know, I really
               should go. I have—” 

         “No, no! Stay!” Gracie launched herself at him without warning. 

         Kayne lunged forward and caught her before she could earn herself a trip to the emergency
               room. 

         Jessica frowned. “I was kidding.” 

         Yeah that made two of them, he thought even as he hugged the little daredevil close.
               He'd only known one other child who behaved like Gracie, but Natalia lay in a tiny
               white coffin, under six feet of earth.

         “Pease? Pease!” Gracie pleaded with those big, blue eyes of hers. She reminded him so much of his
               daughter Natalia that his heart ached. Hell, Natalia had even pulled that dive bombing
               stunt a time or ten, and like the little imp in his arms, she'd been wholly unrepentant
               about it.

         “Burgers and dogs are ready,” Joe announced.

          “Grab a plate, dig in.” Del tried to take Gracie, who was determined to stay right
               where she was.

         “I'll wait.” Kayne snuggled the little sprite closer, though he knew he'd regret it
               later. “Let's get the kids fed first.”

         “Maddy, grab the wipes and get everyone's hands clean while I start filling plates.”
               Jessica walked off without waiting for a reply. Her tone left Kayne wondering if she
               was that unhappy with his being there.

         Managing to extract himself from Gracie by distracting her with his keys, he stepped
               into line behind Jessica. “Let me help you.” When the alarm to his truck started beeping
               off and on, Kayne cringed. He was going to end up regretting handing her those keys.
               

         “Thanks, but I've got it.” 

         He noted Jessica blushing, the way she wouldn't make eye contact. Had he done something
               to embarrass her? Something she knew about, he amended, thinking again of her debut
               role in his fantasy.

         “Hey, the least I can do is be your slave,” he teased. 

         Her reddening cheeks darkened. 

         Hm. What was that all about? He nudged her with his elbow. “You know, to make up for stalking you.”

         “That one is for Grace.” She nodded to the plate in front of him.

         “What else should I put on it?”

         “Not much. She won't eat anything if the foods are touching in any way.”

         That surprised a laugh out of him. “Natalia was just like that.” 

         “Who?” Jessica made eye contact with him for the first time.

         “She was my daughter.” God, he didn't want to talk about this. Why the fuck had he
               even mentioned her? 

         “Was?” Jessica’s voice was soft and hesitant.

         He looked toward the snow-covered hill, watching Ash snowboard down it. “She was about
               Gracie's age when she died. Two years ago.”

         “Oh, God. I'm so sorry, Kayne.” She rested her dainty hand on his forearm.

         He couldn't help but look down, surprised at the strength in her grip. When he saw
               the tears welling up in her eyes, he had to look away, feeling his own threaten to
               do the same. He didn't want her pity.

         Taking a quick step back he said, “I'll go get Ash for you.” Then he quickly walked
               away. 

         Kayne needed the walk to clear his head. He tried so hard to keep his kids off his
               mind, pissed at himself for mentioning Natalia to a stranger. He had no idea what
               the hell he was doing here. He'd planned on staying away from Jessica and her kids.
               He needed to stay away from them, because he knew one of these nights, as he sat on his couch
               with a bottle of whiskey and his loaded firearm on the coffee table in front of him,
               that he was going to screw up his courage and actually pull the trigger. 

         He never wanted to give anyone the chance to miss him the way he missed his children.
               He would not break someone the way Oksana had broken him.

         Kayne watched Ash board down the little hill until he stopped next to him. “Lunch
               is ready.”

         “I just want to board.” 

         Yeah, Kayne knew that feeling. Getting lost in some virgin powder sounded really fucking good right now. “There will be other times.” Kayne held out his hand. “Come on, I'll pull you back.”

         Ash took his hand without hesitation, his trust absolute, and Kayne remembered another
               little hand reaching out with unyielding faith. That little boy had been younger,
               not quite four.

         Ash followed Kayne through the buffet line, copying his every move. They piled lettuce,
               tomatoes, pickles, and onions on huge, juicy cheeseburgers. Everything Kayne scooped
               onto his plate, Ash did too. Kayne wondered, for a moment, if Niki would have done
               the same as he grew older. He shoved the thought away; it was no use to think such
               things. His son was dead. 

         Knowing Ash was watching his every move, Kayne skipped the frosty beer he really wanted,
               and grabbed a bottle of ice cold root beer instead. He took the seat on the end of
               the picnic table, leaving a space between him and Isabelle as a buffer. He would eat
               and then leave.

         Suddenly Isabelle jumped up and started dancing around. “I have to go potty!”

         Jessica stood up, still holding Gracie. “Will you see if you can get her to eat something?”
               She plopped Gracie into Kayne’s lap, grabbed Isabelle's hand, and took off running
               without waiting for a response.

         Gracie took a half-dozen bites off his plate then started rubbing her eyes with chubby little fists.

         “Someone's sleepy,” Polly observed.

         “Play in snow!” Gracie pouted, turning those big blues pleadingly toward him.

         Kayne patted his shoulder. “Lay your head down until everyone is done eating.” 

         She nodded and snuggled up in his arms, laying her head against his chest and placing
               her fist over his heart. Like Natalia used to do. It was as if he was holding his
               daughter, and that thought sent a chill down his spine.

         Kayne closed his eyes tightly and hummed a few bars of a Russian lullaby. Pulling
               the baby in close, he fought the waves of pain and longing that threatened to pull
               him under. He hadn't realized the Kevlar vest he'd been wearing last time had also
               been protecting his heart. It had protected him from remembering what it truly felt
               like to hold his daughter, as he held Gracie now.

         He'd loved holding Natalia like this. Inhaling shampoo, baby powder, and innocence. He'd read her stories about princesses in faraway castles and knights who slayed
               monsters. On Sunday mornings, he'd curled up with his son on the couch, reading the
               sports section and the comics while his girls slept in. He remembered rocking Tasha
               to sleep in the old wooden rocking chair. He'd never had the chance to get to know
               his baby girl, and that fucking killed him. 

         Goddammit, he didn't want to remember. It hurt so fucking much. He didn't understand how a heart
               already dead could die a little more. But by holding Gracie like this, his just had.

          

         

   

FIVE

          

         When Jess walked back into the ramada, Kayne's eyes were closed. Gracie lay sleeping
               against his chest, his large hands holding her lovingly close. Yet his expression
               was anything but peaceful. The lines in his face spoke of pain.

         She laid a hand on his shoulder, and he jumped as if she'd tasered him. Eyes the color
               of thunderheads met hers for an instant before he looked away, revealing unshed tears
               and unbearable pain. Her own heart felt as if it were breaking in response.

         He stood quickly, his hands unsteady as he transferred Gracie into her arms. Without
               a word, he walked to the edge of the ramada and stared toward the snow-covered mountains.
               

         “Can we go play in the snow?” Ash asked. “Kayne promised.”

         Kayne spoke, his voice gruff, barely above a whisper. “Clean up whatever Mama tells
               you to first.” He walked toward the snow hill without a backward glance. 

         The three kids scrambled to their feet and quickly bused the table without argument.
               They wasted no time in following after him.

         Jess looked around, making sure she wouldn’t be overheard by anyone else at the picnic.
               Judge Johnson had most of the remaining picnic attendees attention; telling one of
               his tall-tale fishing stories. “What did I miss?” It was obvious something had happened.

         Polly leaned in close. “It was the strangest thing...he looked close to tears.” 

         Del interrupted her. “He lost his wife and children a couple years ago.”

         “He said his daughter died.” Jess watched Kayne lead the kids up the hill. He hadn't
               said anything about a wife or more than one child.

         Del studied her closely. “Is that all he said?”

         Jess nodded. Surely it couldn't be worse than that.

         “I should tell you to ask him, but...look, all I'll say is that his wife drowned their
               children, waited until he got home, and shot herself right in front of him. Anything
               else you're going to have to get from him.”

         Jess stared at Del in wide-eyed horror. She couldn't have heard him correctly. “Oh, dear merciful God!” She managed to croak out.

         Jess wasn't naïve. Having been a dispatcher, she was regrettably aware of what the
               worst of humanity had to offer. She knew how badly it hurt to lose a loved one, but
               she couldn’t begin to understand how Kayne could still function after losing everything
               that mattered. Worse, his children had died at the hands of the one person who should have protected
               them the most. She didn't understand how anyone could cope with that type of loss.
               

         “Oh, sweetie, it's okay.” Polly wrapped her arms around Jess. It wasn't until then
               that Jess realized she was crying.

         She brushed the tears away. “When?”

         “It was about the same time Jarred died, so maybe you don't remember it. They suspected
               Kayne for a while, because they never found the baby's body. But I've seen inside
               that boy's soul, and there’s no way he could have done what they tried to accuse him
               of. Now, enough of this depressing gossip, why don't you go play and let me have that baby?” Del pried a
               still-sleeping Grace out of her arms.

         From the bottom of the hill, Jess watched Kayne, with Isabelle on his lap, line their
               disks up with the other kids on an imaginary line.

         “On your mark, get set...go!” Kayne reached over and gave Ash a big push, then did
               the same for Maddy before he shoved off himself. They came screaming and giggling
               down the hill and finally stopped a few feet away from her.

         “Will you race me, Mommy?” Ash asked excitedly.

         “Sweetie, there aren't enough sleds.”

         “Here, ride with ‘Sabella.” Kayne held out the disc for her to accept.

         “I think I've climbed that hill enough for one day.”

         “Just once?” Kayne asked. 

         Even with his emotions in check, she could still see the sadness. She wanted to wrap
               her arms around him and not let go. Not good.

         “Once,” she relented.

         They all cheered. 

         ***

         Three runs later, Jessica stood again at the top of the hill, Kayne by her side. The
               last run had ended in a tie, and the children demanded a rematch between Kayne and
               her. They would be the judges.

         “I don't know why you bothered coming up the hill; you know I'm going to win,” Kayne
               taunted.

         “Uh, probably because you threw me over your shoulder and dragged me, kicking and
               screaming, like some Neanderthal.” She huffed. She still couldn't believe he'd done
               that. Acted as if she weighed nothing.

         “Trust me, short-stuff, if I'd gone caveman, we wouldn't be standing on a hill talking.
               You'd be naked in my bed.” 

         Jess gasped as an illicit shiver snaked down her spine. 

         “And I've yet to make you scream,” he tacked on. 

         No, after he'd smacked her on the ass, she'd been too shocked to do anything other
               than be still, afraid she'd hurt both of them if she struggled. And then when his
               thumb had started caressing her inner thigh, she'd thought it was her imagination.
               Now, after that comment, she had to wonder. 

         “I'm still going to win.” He smirked

         “Ha!” Jess scoffed. “I could stand up on this disc and still beat you to the bottom.”

         “This I gotta see.” 

         Jess planted first one foot then the other, treating it like a snowboard. Kayne followed
               suit, though he made it look so much easier. He smiled smugly down at her. “Did I
               mention I grew up on a surf board?”

         “I didn't know there were oceans in Belarus.”

         He eyed her suspiciously. “What makes you think I'm from there?”

         “The kids said you told them you were born in the city where the Werewolf King once
               ruled. I assumed you were referring to Vseslav of Polotsk.”

         “Impressive. I was six when I moved to California, so Belarus was still part of the
               Soviet Union at that point.”

         “Well that explains it. All that California sun bleached your brain.” She laughed.

         “Ha, ha. Come on, let's see how good you are…unless you're chicken?” He challenged. 

         She hesitated until he started flapping his arms and clucking. The children cheered
               louder. They'd even garnered attention from several of the picnickers, specifically
               Rafe, Joe, and Trace. God only knew who those yahoos were rooting for.

         Fine! She could do this. It was a nothing hill, but she was pretty sure this wasn't
               one of her brightest ideas. Best to just get it over and done with. 

         She shifted her weight forward, and down the hill she went, picking up quite a bit
               of speed. She heard Kayne yell something, but she was too focused on trying to stay
               vertical. He had been right, it was nothing like snowboarding. It was more like a
               log roll. 

         She only made it halfway down before she fell flat on her back. Hard. Knocking the wind out of her.

         She was vaguely aware of Kayne dropping to his knees beside her. “Oh, Christ. Baby, are you okay?” 

         That was a very good question. If she could catch her breath, she might just be able
               to answer. 

         “Are you hurt?” 

         “I think...I'm okay,” she panted, and tried to sit up.

         He gently pushed her back down. “Lay there for a minute,” he urged. “I can’t believe
               you did something that fucking stupid!” 

         Now he was shouting? He was the one that had dared her in the first place.

         “Sorry, guess I'm just not the surfer type,” she said dryly.

         “Jesus, I never meant for you to actually do it. I thought you'd have better sense
               than that.” He threw his arm in the direction of the hill.

         Unbelievable! She flung a handful of snow at him.

         “Hey! What was that for?” he demanded.

         She lobbed more snow at him, too mad to respond. Stupid? Jackass! Jess picked up another handful of snow, but he caught her wrist.

         “Everything okay here?”  Jess heard Rafe ask from somewhere close behind. 

         Kayne made the fatal mistake of looking toward their audience, and Jess took advantage
               by dumping a handful of snow down the neck of his jacket with her free hand. 

         “Son of a bitch!” He reared back, giving her enough room to scramble free. 

         Kayne stood up slowly, shaking the snow off of him. He was all lithe predator, and
               she'd just become his prey. 

         She scooped up more snow and took aim. 

         Kayne stood his ground. “You're asking for it,” he warned. 

         She lobbed the snow at him and took off running. 

         “Oh no you don't!” He chased after her, and she felt a snowball hit her in the ass. “Open season on Mama!” Kayne hollered.

         Oh no he didn't! That was uncalled for. But sure enough, the kids joined in and had Jess running for
               cover.

         “I'll make cookies for whoever joins my team.” Jess dashed behind a tree.

         “Hey, no fair!” When the kids turned on him, Kayne ducked behind the pillar of an empty ramada.

         Jess laughed. “All's fair in love and snowball fights!” It had been a long time since
               she'd played with the kids like this. Too long.

         “Fine. Anyone who joins me gets a movie next weekend.” Kayne upped the ante.

         Jess dodged the snowballs her children chucked at her. “Hey, no bribing my children
               against me.” 

         “All's fair in snowball fights,” he mocked, laughing unrepentantly, and lobbed a fat
               snowball that struck her in the ass again.

         “Movie and pizza,” Jess countered when another snowball hit her from the other side.
               They had her surrounded. How the hell had that happened? She retreated, making a beeline
               for the half-wall near the amphitheater stage. 

         “IMAX and the video arcade at Arizona Mills.” 

         He was offering them the mall? Foolish man. He had no clue what he was getting himself into. “Playing hooky from school tomorrow. HA!” Top that! 

         “Now that's cheating.” Kayne peppered her with snowballs until she reached the wall.
               “But...since you have tomorrow off. Snowboarding in Flagstaff.”

         “There's no school tomorrow!” Ash shouted. 

         Damn, she was hoping they'd forgotten that.

         “New rules,” Ash announced. “You two against the rest of us. No prisoners.”

         “Hey!” Jess couldn’t believe they were siding against her. “Where's your loyalty?”

         “We can be bought,” Maddy said. “Consider us privateers. Highest bidder, and all of that.”

         Kayne jumped out from behind his hiding place, launching snow balls at the kids’ feet,
               and ran toward Jess. He dropped down behind the half-wall next to her. “So what are
               you going to do about this?” His eyes were full of mischief, and he grinned from ear
               to ear. God, he was beautiful when he smiled. Happy looked good on him. 

         “Me? This is your fault. ”

         “Hello, you're the one who offered them cookies. I should arrest you for encouraging
               truancy.” 

         She just bet he’d like to use those cuffs on her.

         Kayne leaned in close. His warm breath tickled her neck, making her shiver. “I'd be
               very gentle,” he whispered seductively. 

         Shit, had she said that out loud? 

         “Your skin is so delicate, I'd have to be.” He caressed his cold knuckles across her
               cheek. Slowly he leaned toward her, his eyes on her lips as if he were about to kiss
               her. Before she could turn away, a snowball pelted the back of his head, spraying
               her face. 

         Kayne jerked away. He studied her for a long moment, a confused look on his face.
               Then, as if remembering where he was, he hollered, “What’s your offer?” He tossed
               a couple snowballs over the wall at the kids. 

         Maybe she'd misread him. God she had never been any good at this guy stuff, and she
               didn't want to start now. Kayne was much too male for her. More accurately, she wouldn't
               be enough for someone like him.

         “Movie and snowboarding.” There was a long moment of arguing before Ash sighed heavily. “And Build-A-Bear.” 

         “’Sabella?” Kayne chuckled.

          Jess nodded. Isabelle loved the bear shop.

         Kayne pitched his voice loud enough for the kids to hear. “I think we can take them.”
               

         “You're not surrendering?” Ash sounded nervous.

         “Not a chance!” Kayne turned to Jessica. “Okay, on three, stand up and start throwing. They’re right out in the open.” Kayne motioned to the pile
               of snowballs he'd formed. 

         She nodded and failed to stifle a giggle. He flashed a heart-stopping grin in return.
               

         “Retreat!” Ash ordered as soon as Kayne started lobbing snowballs at their feet with incredible
               accuracy. 

         Jess fell into Kayne's side laughing. He wrapped her in his arms as if they'd done
               this a hundred times. Kayne smiled down at her. “You're going to give into their demands
               anyway, aren't you?” 

         For a long moment, they stood there lost in each other, until she remembered he'd
               asked a question. “I've never been able to say no to them, Jarred,” she stammered
               nervously. 

         Kayne's arms dropped, and he took a hasty step back. She wasn't sure who was more
               shocked over her slip. But before she could apologize, Kayne turned and walked away.

         ***

         Desperate to get the fuck out of there, Kayne didn't say goodbye to anyone. He needed
               to be alone. He’d been so wrapped up in the moment—something he shouldn't have allowed
               to happen—that he'd forgotten he didn't belong. Until Jessica had called him by her deceased husband's name. He knew it had been an accident, but it had been the wakeup call he'd needed.

         She'd met her one true love, and he'd been taken from her, and Kayne had no place
               in her life. Didn't want one. Did. Not. He'd already failed one wife, one family. He would never be put in that position
               again.

         Granted, Oksana had been so terribly young and struggled to find her place in a new
               country so unlike Russia. In the beginning, the only happiness she seemed to find
               was at the Russian Community Center. It was more than an hour drive, each away, but
               Kayne hadn't cared; it had made her happy, and that was all that mattered. So he'd
               made the round trip twice a day, three days a week, for months until she got her driver's
               license. Once that happened, she’d gone every day. Even when she was heavy with child,
               she'd made the long drive to be with her friends.

         Some days he felt like the cops were right—that he had killed her. Not by pulling the trigger, but by how he'd handled things. Why had he,
               a professional, not seen the warning signs for what they were and been able to stop
               it? He'd failed his children, by failing his wife.

         Jessica though…she was different. She was a good mother to children that hadn't come
               from her womb. It took an incredible person to open themselves up like that. The thought
               that he could, in some way, taint that made him physically ill. They'd already lost
               too much. Though Jessica needed someone, it wasn't him. And if the idea of her with
               another man made his stomach churn, he'd just have to get over it.

         ***

         Later that night, Kayne climbed into the shower, utterly exhausted. Alone in his quiet
               little house with no one to care for, no one to be strong for, he let the emotions
               wash over him. He punched the tile as hard as he could again and again, until his
               knuckles bled, then slumped down to the floor and sobbed.

         Christ almighty! He missed his children so damned much. For the first time in nearly two years, he
               even missed Oksana. Regardless of what she'd done, he couldn't help but miss the glimpses
               of the girl he’d thought he'd known before that fateful day. He hated the silence,
               his cold empty bed, and the nightmares that never faded. 

         How in God's name was he supposed to endure seeing his precious children's lifeless
               bodies laid out on a tile floor, wrapped in towels, ready to be disposed of as if
               they were garbage, every time he closed his eyes? How the fuck was he supposed to move past helplessly watching someone he had vowed to love kill herself? To have her blood and matter covering his
               body and not have it indelibly imprinted onto his soul. The memories haunted him.
               

         Autopsies confirmed both children had been dead for hours, so why had she waited?
               Did she get what she was looking for by seeing his reaction to what she'd done before
               she killed herself? If her intent was to destroy him, she’d succeeded. If she’d put
               the gun to his head and pulled the trigger that day instead of hers, it would have
               been a blessing.

         Eventually, when the water chilled, when he’d started shaking from the cold instead
               of the anger and heart wrenching pain, he shut off the water and climbed out. He managed
               to pull on a pair of sweats then sat down on the couch with a bottle of whiskey and
               his firearm, determined. This would be the night. All he wanted was to be with his
               children.

         After his fourth shot of whiskey, he picked up his service weapon and made sure it
               was loaded and chambered. A useless delay tactic. God, he was such a fucking coward. Then with a trembling hand, he set the firearm
               down before throwing back another drink. 

         Inevitably, his thoughts drifted to Jessica, and her sweet little family; to Gracie
               who reminded him so much of his Natalia. By some miracle was Tasha still out there
               somewhere? Was she safe? Loved? 

         Kayne drifted into unconsciousness with images of a little girl toddling toward him
               who looked very much like Gracie Hallstatt, but she was calling him “Papa.”

          

         

   

SIX

          

         It took Jess two days to screw up her nerve to call Kayne and apologize. She wasn't
               sure why it mattered so much, why she couldn't just leave well enough alone, but it
               did, and she couldn't. How screwed up was that? She didn't want a relationship with
               him, knew one could never happen. Yet she still felt the need to reach out to him,
               and try as she might, that need wouldn't leave her alone. Every time she closed her
               eyes, she pictured the raw look on his face as he held a sleeping Gracie at the picnic.
               No one should have to bear that type of pain alone. 

         “Hey, Kayne, it's Jess. Um, Jessica Hallstatt.” she said, when he answered. 

         “Hi.”

         “Listen, I just wanted to—”

         “I'm sorry—” 

         “Apologize—” 

         They fell into an uncomfortable silence for a moment, and then she forged ahead. “I
               don't know how to do this.” The moment the remark was out of her mouth, she realized
               how telling that statement was. How encompassing. Hearing his voice kicked her heart
               rate into the triple digit range. 

         “This?” 

         Great, how was she supposed to answer that? She should just hang up now and save both
               of them any further embarrassment. Instead, she asked, “Do you like Mexican food?”
               

         “Uh, yeah.”

         “Would you like to come for dinner tomorrow night?” Silence. She quickly added, “It's Wednesday, which is game night, and I promised the kids
               homemade Mexican food. They'd love to see you.”

         There was a long pause in which she was certain he was going to say no, but he surprised
               her. “Sure, I'd like that.”

         ***

         “Dobrescu.” Kayne mumbled into the phone the next morning. Leaning forward, he rested his elbows
               on knees and scrubbed his face with his free hand. He heard radio traffic in the background,
               interrupted by occasional silence—dispatch. The silence occurred when the dispatcher
               keyed up to respond to the officer and muted phone conversation. “Hey, sorry about that. Kayne?”

         “Yeah.” Why the hell had he answered the phone without looking at the caller I.D.? No easier
               way to get roped into working an undesired shift.

         “Wow, asleep at noon—you take your day off seriously.” 

         Kayne recognized the flirtatious voice. Candice again. Though most of the guys called her Candy. He simply grunted, hoping she'd get to the point.

         After a moment she took the hint. “Sgt. Balentine wants you to cover a traffic detail
               for a few hours.”

         “When?”

         “As soon as you can check 10-8.”

         “I can't work past four, I have a date...er, uh plans.” He couldn't—shouldn't—call it a date. 

         “The date excuse sounds better.” She laughed. “Especially if it's with me. What time are you picking me up?” 

         He'd thought she would have caught a clue by now that he wasn't interested. “Look,
               Candice, I'm seeing someone.” 

         “I won't tell her, if you don't.” Her laugh said the remark wasn’t necessarily a joke.

         After reluctantly agreeing to the shift, Kayne threw on a uniform and tossed some
               street clothes in a duffel bag. That way if he didn't have time to come home, he wouldn't
               be stuck in a uniform all evening.

         He waited for a break in radio traffic before calling in for duty. “Eleven-three-eight,
               I'm 10-8, enroute,” 

         “Good morning, sir, scene is mile post 247.5, southbound State Route 87.”

         “Copy.” And wasn't that a fun spot—Corvair Curve–a steep sharp curve on a winding highway
               halfway down Oxbow Hill, about five miles south of Payson. 

         “Hey, Kayne,” Sgt. Balentine greeted. “I need you to come down to the scene. First curve after the warning grid. We're going to be here for a while.”

         “Did dispatch advise you this carriage turns pumpkin at sixteen hundred hours?” 

         “Negative, we'll do our best.” Our best, was similar to a parent saying maybe. As in, not fucking gonna happen.

         Kayne arrived on scene and realized God and everybody was there. From the looks of
               the apparatus, he surmised it must be a HazMat situation. It took a moment, but he
               located Sgt. Balentine. “What happened?” 

         “Fuel tanker straightened out the curve.”

         “Did it explode?”

         “No, but it's leaking.” He gestured toward the firemen. “We're all stuck here until
               the fuel company deigns to grace us with their presence and clean this mess up. Be
               warned though, their crew’s on edge. They lost one of their own on a similar call
               a couple years ago.” 

         “Did you work the accident the night Jarred Hallstatt died?” The words were out of
               Kayne’s mouth before he could stop himself. Surely there couldn't have been two similar
               accidents that close to each other. 

         “What the fuck is it to you?” asked an angry voice from somewhere behind him. 

         Kayne turned to find two firemen carrying equipment toward them. One he recognized—Joe
               Sutton, the guy who'd been manning the grill at the picnic. The other one he was pretty
               sure he'd never seen before. “Just wondering if this was the same place.”

         “You gonna start taking people on tours? He's buried just up the road. That going to be on the tour too?” 

         Kayne was certain he’d never met the belligerent hose-monkey. He’d remember this guy. “What the hell is your problem? It was a simple question.” 

         “No problem, just a stupid firefighter waiting around for something to explode. Maybe
               we can go two for two. You wanna be the one to choose who gets blown to shit and leaves
               a wife and kids behind this time?”

         Kayne could see how his question might have sounded insensitive. It only made sense
               for the men who'd been there that night, or those who’d known Jarred Hallstatt, to
               be feeling the stress on this scene. Emergency personnel were generally a superstitious
               lot, he also allowed. They knew what vicious bitches the fates could be. They planned
               vacation time around full moons, avoided saying the word “quiet” in any context while
               on duty—unless they wanted all hell to break loose—knew dead body calls came in threes,
               and that officers always sat or stood with their back to a wall. Kayne figured he
               could probably write a book about emergency services superstitions. 

         “This place is notorious for accidents. Bad ones,” Balentine explained. “Once we had
               a vehicle jump the guardrail, leaving it intact so no one knew about the accident.
               Hunters found the car suspended in a tree, the bodies trapped inside, months later.” 

         Wasn't that a pleasant thought, though Kayne had seen far worse. 

         “Hope you brought paperwork or a book.” Translation: you’re going to be here for a while.

         “Both. I figured I was here for eye candy.” Kayne batted his eyelashes. His sole purpose
               was to be present in case a problem arose. 

         “Your girlfriend find that funny?” the belligerent hose-monkey asked.

         “You'd have to ask her.”  Where the fuck had that come from? Jess was not, and never would be, his girlfriend. Nor would anyone else be for that matter. He'd
               never let another woman that close. 

         Thankfully, Balentine interrupted what Kayne was sure would turn into more than just
               a glaring contest with this idiot. “The Deputy at the top of Oxbow Hill is supposed
               to turn all traffic around.”

         A few moments later, Balentine left Kayne to deal with the scene and the belligerent
               hose-monkey, who he'd just learned was Fire Lieutenant Cody Johnson. He'd been Jarred
               Hallstatt's best friend. To Kayne, Cody looked like a weasely little creep. Five-ten
               and one-eighty, he had sandy blond hair and generic brown eyes that were set a little
               too close together. There was nothing spectacular to make him stand out, unless Kayne
               counted a weak chin and a nose a few sizes too large for Cody’s lean face. As if Kayne
               were any judge of what women found attractive. It made him wonder what Jarred had
               looked like. Birds of a feather and all that.

         Kayne had just finished his backlog of paperwork and opened his book when Cody walked
               up. “Sorry to interrupt story time, but any ETA on the fuel company and their plans
               for this ticking time bomb?”

         It was going to be a long fucking afternoon. Kayne bit back a sigh. He picked up his
               mic and radioed dispatch. “Eleven-three-eight, ETA on the fuel company?”

         “Unknown ETA, they're coming out of Yuma,” dispatch replied.

         “You're shitting me,” Kayne mumbled to himself. He pressed the talk button again and
               asked, “Are they aware this thing could take out the side of a mountain if a squirrel
               decides to chuck an acorn at it? And let me tell you, we've got some angry mutant
               attack squirrels around here.”

         “Standby.” A moment later, a message came across his onboard computer. Should we put an APB out on Alvin, Simon, and Theodore? 

         Kayne heard Cody cough and turned to see him fighting a smile. He'd read the message. Glad
               someone found her amusing. 

         “Girlfriend?” Cody asked.

         “Hell no! She's worse than the squirrels.” 

         They both laughed, finally relieving some of the tension.

         “Look, sorry about earlier.” 

         Hm, an olive branch? Kayne shrugged. “I didn't mean anything by it. I was just wondering if it's the same
               place.”

         “Part of orientation for rookies?”

         “No, a friend mentioned it.” Something told Kayne it wasn't a good idea to divulge
               his association with Jessica, especially since he couldn't put a label on it. 

         “It's the same damned spot.”

         “I'm sorry he died.” Kayne sincerely meant that. Though he didn't know her well, he knew enough to know a woman like Jessica Hallstatt
               deserved happiness. 

         Dispatch interrupted any further conversation. “Eleven-three-eight.”

         Kayne picked up his mic. “Go ahead.”

         “ETA four hours, and eleven-three-one said no dice on a replacement.”

         Shit! 

         “Copy.” Why the hell had he answered his phone? Even if the fuel company arrived in four
               hours, it would take them hours to transfer the remaining fuel and clean up. Which meant he was stuck here well into the night. Unbelievable!

         Kayne picked up his cell phone and called dispatch. 

         “Hey, don't kill the messenger,” she said in lieu of a greeting.

         “I told both of you I had plans. Where the hell is everyone else?”

         “Still MIA. They probably heard the chatter over their scanners and knew better than
               to answer their phones.”

         “My plans aside, the fuel company needs to get here now, not four hours from now.”

         “Sorry, babe, not happening. Saguaro Fuel says their only available crew is coming from Yuma.”  

         With no other option, Kayne called Jessica to cancel.

         She answered on the first ring. “I heard.”

         “I'm really sorry, short stuff. Rain check?”

         “Hey, no big deal. It was just dinner and board games.”

         But it was a big deal to him. Of course he couldn't tell her that. “I have Saturday off. Maybe
               we can do something then.” The words were out of his mouth before he thought better
               of the idea. Are you asking her out on a date, asshole? Thought you'd decided to leave her the
               hell alone.

         “I have a rehearsal brunch I’m catering at ten. Polly's going to have the kids all
               morning. I'm so sorry.”

         He tried to push the inexplicable disappointment aside. “No big deal.”

         Her voice was soft, hesitant. “We could do something afterward.”

         Say no, say no, say no! “Sure, what did you have in mind?”

         “Whatever you'd like.” 

         He was sure she wouldn’t want to hear what he’d really like to do with her. “How about
               we drive into the city? I'm sure we could find something to occupy the kids too.”

          There was a slight pause before she said, “You don't mind taking them with us?” 

         Was she disappointed he'd assumed they'd be along or surprised he'd include them?
               He couldn't tell. “That's up to you, but I assumed we'd do something as a...” His
               voice trailed off. He'd been about to say “family.” What the fuck was wrong with him?
               He shoved the confusing thoughts into the corner of his mind. “I just thought you'd want them along.”

         “I think they'd like that.” Her sweet voice caressed his ear making his body tingle.
               

         “Do you just want me to meet you somewhere?” Please say yes! The thought of being stuck in a vehicle for two hours with her and the kids was too...familial. 

         “That's fine. My husband didn't like traveling with the kids either.” 

         Dammit. That’s not what he’d meant. “It's not that.” He struggled for a way to explain,
               but decided on the simple answer. “My truck won't hold us all.” Not technically a
               lie. 

         “We could take the Tahoe. I might even let you drive.”

         “Oh, I can guarantee that would be the case. I'm an old-fashioned guy. I'd insist
               on driving, and opening your doors, and pulling out your chair.” 

         “Careful, you might spoil me.” He heard the smile in her voice. Should he care that
               his response had made her happy? 

         “I don't mind spoiling you a little, short-stuff.” Jesus Christ, Dobrescu, what the hell? He didn't understand it—it was as though his mouth had a mind of its own. It shouldn't
               matter that she liked being taken care of. He didn't want that type of responsibility.
               

         “Hey, lover boy,” Cody said.

         Kayne jumped. How long had he been standing there? 

         “Hate to interrupt, but can I use your phone? Mine's dead, and I'm not hiking back
               down to get Sutton's.” Reception in the canyons was often shoddy at best. “Dispatch
               is trying to contact us.”

         “Hey, baby, I gotta go. One of the firemen needs to borrow the phone.”

         “Have fun bulldogging those angry mutant attack squirrels.” Jessica giggled.

         Giggled. Kayne couldn't help but laugh, even as he wondered what the hell he was getting himself
               into. Tomorrow, he decided. Tomorrow he'd call and tell her he had to work. 

          

         

   

SEVEN

          

         It was close to sunset when the deputy at the roadblock radioed Kayne. “Hey, Dobrescu,
               you've got a visitor headed your way.”

         “What! Who?”

         “Uhh...I figured she was your wife. Sexy little thing with kids in a blue Tahoe. She's bringing you dinner.”

         “No, no, no! Do not let her down here!” The asshole had one goddamn job, and he'd fucked it up when it
               mattered most. God, it was a fucking HazMat scene.

         “Sorry, man. Crazy stalker chick is already on her way.”

         “She's not a stalker!” Kayne all but shouted through the radio. “Idiot!” he added
               to himself as he glanced in the rear-view mirror in time to see Jessica pulling up
               behind his patrol car. Son of a bitch!

         “What are you doing here?” Kayne demanded, slamming the patrol car's door with far
               more force than necessary. Jessica's smile faltered. Damned if that didn't make him feel guilty, but Jesus, she of all people knew better
               than to be down here. 

         “We brought you dinner.” She held the bag out to him, all friendliness gone.

         “Jessica, it's not safe here. That jackass never should have let you through the roadblock.”
               Kayne took the bag from her and sat it on the trunk of the patrol car. “Come on, I'll
               walk you back.”

         But Jessica wasn't listening to him anymore, she was staring past him, the color leeching from her face as he watched. She looked
               like she'd seen a ghost. Goddamnit!

         Kayne gentled his voice. “Come on, baby, you need to go.”  He stepped sideways, blocking
               her view of the accident scene. “Are the kids with you?” 

         She merely nodded, trying to look around him.

         “Jess, what are you doing here?” Cody shouted as he ran toward them. 

         Kayne had a funny feeling things were about to go south. As if they already hadn't.
               “Honey, I'm glad you came to see me, but you need to leave.” Honey? See him? 

         She ignored Cody too. “That's where Jarred died, saving Grace.”  

         Saving, Grace? What the hell did that mean? Enough was enough. He had to file that revelation away for later inspection. “Jessica,
               look at me. Now!” When she did, Kayne softened his tone. “Baby, you need to go. Let me walk you back
               to the truck.” 

         She stood there looking helplessly at Kayne as tears began to fall. 

         “Come on, sweetheart, don't cry. I’ve got you.” He closed the distance and wrapped
               her in his arms. 

         “What the fuck? You son of a bitch!” Cody roared. 

         Jessica startled at Cody's voice and took two huge steps backward, cowering as if
               she expected someone to attack her. Without warning, Cody tackled Kayne to the ground.
               Yep, the situation had officially gone south. 

         Kayne threw Cody off with little effort and scrambled to his feet. Cody took another
               swing, but Kayne evaded, standing his ground between the belligerent idiot and Jessica.
               The little weasel might be no match for him, but Cody could do some serious damage
               to someone as tiny as Jessica with one misplaced fist.

         That bastard, Murphy, decided right then to invoke his law, because it was at that
               exact moment Sgt. Balentine drove up with the Fuel Recovery Team. He bailed out of
               the patrol car, stammering into his radio about a fight in progress. Several firemen
               grabbed Cody from behind as he tried to lunge at Kayne again.

         “What the fuck is going on?” Balentine demanded.

         “Just a misunderstanding,” Kayne said, eying Cody.

         “Why's your girlfriend on a HazMat scene, Dobrescu?”

         “For Christ’s sake, she's not mine!”

         “Then who the hell is she?”

         “Nobody!” Kayne’s knee-jerk reaction was to deny any association with her. One look at the
               hurt on Jessica's face though, and he knew that hadn't come out right. 

         “I'm so sorry.” Jessica turned and ran toward the SUV. 

         Several expletives rolled off Kayne’s tongue as he followed after her. Though he knew
               he needed to get her out of there ASAP, he couldn’t let her leave like this. He caught
               her arm, stopping her as she reached the SUV. “Jessica, wait! I didn't mean that the
               way it sounded.”

         “We were eating dinner, and the scanner was on.” He had to lean in to hear her, her
               voice little more than a whisper. “The kids realized you were stuck down here, and
               I just thought...”

         “I'm not mad that you brought me dinner.” No one had ever done that for him before,
               but that wasn't the point. How the fuck had this gotten so far out of control? “This
               isn’t a safe place. I don't want you or the kids hurt. Please, let me get you out
               of here, and we'll talk later.”

         She raised her chin defiantly. “There's nothing to say.” 

         “Jess—”

         “I'm fine!”

         Did she realize tears still clung to her lashes? “Why don't I stop by when I'm finished?”
               He didn’t know what purpose it would serve, but he hated to see her hurting. 

         She quickly shook her head, looking everywhere but at him. 

         “Call me if you change your mind, okay?” 

         She nodded, and he opened the door for her to climb in.

         “Kayne!” Gracie squealed. “Hug, hug! Huuugg!” She strained against her car seat. 

         He glanced back to realize she only had the two little girls with her. “You left Maddy
               and Ash home alone?” He couldn’t stop himself from voicing the accusation.

         “They're fine for a few minutes.” Finally, she was showing a bit of spirit. “I was
               babysitting when I was Maddy's age!”

         “Hug, hug!” Gracie’s tone warned that a two-year-old meltdown was imminent. 

         Kayne opened her door and quickly hugged her, allowing her to kiss his “owie.”  He’d
               probably have a bruise where Cody slugged him come morning. He glanced at Isabelle,
               her large verdant eyes silently pleading for attention that she was too shy to request.
               He walked around the car, ignoring the dozen people looking on with avid interest.
               “Hey, 'Sabella, you being Mama's helper tonight?” 

         She simply nodded and hugged him tighter. Man he did not need this. He didn’t need
               to feel this connection with these children or their mother. 

         Kayne radioed the deputy to confirm he could send Jessica back north in the southbound
               lanes and prayed to God the idiot could at least get that right.

         He leaned in the driver's side window, cupped the back of Jessica's neck, and dropped
               his voice to a whisper. “I'm sorry.” Kayne brushed his lips across her temple. She
               smelled of almond and vanilla. Subtle, like shampoo, and woman. Hot desirable woman. “Be careful.” 

         He felt her nod in response. Unfortunately, a part of his anatomy was thinking about
               doing some nodding of its own, and his lack of control made him angry. The words came
               out before he could stop them. “Get going before you cause me any more paperwork.”

         Jessica gave him a hard glare and put the SUV in reverse, slowly backing through the
               maze of vehicles. Angry was good. Angry would keep her from wanting to get close to
               him, and he seemed to have no willpower where she was concerned.

         Kayne returned to where Balentine, Cody, and several other firemen, including Joe
               Sutton, still stood openly watching him. Balentine pointed toward Kayne’s chin. “Am
               I arresting the fireman?”

         “No.” Kayne really didn’t care about Cody. He was too busy trying to figure out what
               the hell to do about Jessica or the revelation that Gracie had been rescued from a
               car accident the night Jarred Hallstatt died.

         “Stay away from her!” Cody’s shout brought Kayne’s thoughts back to the present.

         Yeah, probably a good idea, but damn, now his mind was whirling with insane possibilities. “Or what?” Kayne didn't understand why he was pushing Cody. He wasn't one for fighting these
               days, and he already planned to stay away.

         Cody took a threatening step forward. “I swore to her husband I'd take care of her,
               and I'll be damned if I let someone like you get near her!” 

         “Actually what you said—” Joe began. 

         Cody turned on Joe. “Shut the fuck up, Joe.”  He swiveled back to Kayne and shoved
               a finger under his nose. “And you! Stay away from her!” He stormed off without waiting
               for a response.

         The fact that Cody had to look up a good four or five inches to threaten Kayne made his threat laughable. Kayne looked at Joe. “Is he normally
               that cheerful?”

         “He's kinda had a thing for Jess since we were all in high school.” Joe pulled off
               his Payson Fire Department baseball cap, only to put it right back on. “But there's
               nothing going on there, no matter how much Cody wishes there were. Jarred, he...”
               Joe stopped, shrugged, and looked away. “I was with him the night of the accident.”
               

         “What happened?” Kayne wanted to understand how Gracie factored into this. 

         ***

         Joe rarely talked about the night Jarred died, but he'd seen Jess at the picnic last
               Sunday. He’d watched Dobrescu interact with her and her children. It had been the
               first time Joe had seen her genuinely smile in a long, long time. Maybe even before
               Jarred had died. He’d also witnessed the longing in Kayne’s eyes, and the pain, when
               he'd held Jess's little girl. Joe recognized the look of a man who'd lost everything.
               Though it had been fifteen years, he still saw traces of the same emptiness looking
               back at him in the mirror. 

         Pushing away those dark thoughts, he focused on Jarred, remembering his dying wish.
               

         “Jessica said Gracie was saved that night?” 

         “Yeah. Total miracle she survived.” Joe could still picture that tiny, perfect baby that
               he'd pulled out of Jarred's fire jacket. 

         “What happened?” Kayne asked, seeming truly interested. 

          “Cody was supposed to be working that night, and I think that's why he's so touchy.
               He had an old girlfriend show up and wanted to get laid, so Jarred covered for him.
               Survivor's guilt is an ugly thing.”

         Kayne nodded his understanding. Joe swore he could still hear the echo of that call
               if he listened hard enough.

         ***

          “Medical, Engine 111, mile post 247.5, State Route 87. Single vehicle roll over. Witness reports vehicle through the guardrail, down the embankment. Turtled.” Turtled—great. The vehicle was on its roof. Joe threw on clothes and raced out the door as the on-duty
               battalion commander. 

         “Engine 111, enroute,” Jarred reported.

         “Battalion One, enroute,” Joe radioed as soon as Jarred un-keyed his microphone. Even
               though Jarred was engineering 34,000 pounds of fire truck and equipment across snow
               and ice-packed highways, Joe was responding from the far north end of town. 

         Jarred advised they were on scene. “We're seeing smoke. I can hear a baby crying.” 

         Several long moments later, the rookie—Joe couldn't remember the guy’s name—radioed
               in. “Hallstatt’s grabbed a medic bag and gone over the embankment.”

         “Who’s on backup?” Joe radioed. 

         “Negative, Captain. I’m pulling gear, but he’s already over the ledge and working on extrication.”

         Joe blinked. The crazy fucker had slid down a near-vertical hundred-foot drop, and
               made it in one piece.

         “Engine 111, I’ve got a male driver deceased, and the passenger side windshield’s
               been shattered. Standby,” Jarred’s voice echoed through static. 

         “Copy Engine 111, standing by.”

          No sooner had Dispatch responded than Jarred keyed up again. “I’ve located the female,
               also DOA. Still no signs of the…son of a—” Jarred’s transmission cut off mid-sentence.

          “Jarred, I see flames!” The rookie’s warning came just as Joe cleared the top of Oxbow
               Hill. 

         “I've got the baby. Just drop the fucking winch. Do it now!” Joe heard something in Jarred's voice that he'd never heard before—fear. 

         Jarred's microphone stuck open, and Joe heard him whisper to the baby. “Stick with
               me, sweetheart, I'll keep you safe.”

         Joe bailed out of the battalion truck as the rookie shouted, “The damned thing isn't
               working!”

         He could smell the gas and see the flames. Fuck, fuck, fuck! “Get a goddamn rope!” Jesus Christ it wasn’t rocket science. 

         The rookie pulled a rope off the truck and handed it to Joe as he passed by. “Hang
               on buddy, rope’s coming down, now,” Joe yelled so Jarred could hear him, a second
               before he tossed one end down the embankment. “Tie off, and we'll pull you up.”

         Joe turned his back to feed the rope through one of the eyes on the front of the fire
               truck, intending to use it as a makeshift pulley 

         “The baby’s under my jacket!” 

         Before Joe could respond, the scene exploded into a fireball. 

         Mother of God! 

         Joe froze for several heartbeats, unable to believe what he was witnessing. Vehicles
               exploding on an accident scene were Hollywood myth. It rarely happened. Yet what was
               left of the car was fully engulfed, and Jarred lay in a fetal position, against the rock wall, unconscious.
               A huge chunk of burning debris covered his legs and lower back.

         Joe barked orders, even as he grabbed a medic bag, ready to plunge over the edge.
               He glanced up at the sound of squealing tires. Cody Johnson. Cody could command the scene from up top and get them the hell out once Joe had Jarred ready to move—he wasn't fucking waiting around for equipment. With a salute of acknowledgment,
               Joe bailed over the edge to save a brother.

         Joe fought to free Jarred from the debris. His heavy-duty fire turnouts had been ripped
               by shrapnel from the explosion. Third degree burns and blood covered most of his back
               and legs. But the baby, the perfect little baby, was unharmed. Jarred had curled himself
               around her, sheltering her with his body.

         With the help from the crew of a second engine company, Joe was able to get both Jarred
               and the baby packaged to travel and top-side in a matter of minutes.

         Jarred coded as they loaded him in the ambulance, but they brought him back. “The
               baby?” he panted between moans of agony.

         “She's fine. You saved her. Just relax.” 

         Jarred nodded once.

         Joe glanced at Cody as he rechecked Jarred's vitals. Joe slammed fluids in as fast
               as the large bore IV would let him, to partially compensate for the extensive blood
               Jarred was losing. 

         “Did someone go get Jess?” He wasn't willing to say it out loud, but Jarred's odds
               weren't good.

         Before Cody could answer, Jarred said, “No. Don't let her see me like this. Tell her...”
               He paused, gasping through a wave of pain. “Tell her…I'm so sorry I wasn't a better
               husband—”

         “Whoa. Tell her your goddamned self. You're not going anywhere!” Joe was not letting Jarred
               give up. Not yet. 

         Jarred ignored him. “Had a fight. Asked for Divorce. Tried to love her; never meant to hurt her. Want her to be happy. Tell her...find
               someone...who deserves her. Not someone...like us.” Jarred made eye contact with Cody.

         And yeah, Cody was an alley cat who'd had the hots for Jess since high school. Everyone
               knew it, but Jarred had been the one to win her heart.

         “Ha! You stick around you son of a bitch, or I swear I'll make a play for her the
               moment you're gone,” Cody said. 

         Jarred flipped him off, a tight smile tugging the corner of his lips. “Someone  else...at...accident...didn't see...only heard...ran—” Jarred struggled to put words together,
               but they made little sense. His voice trailed off, and then so did his vitals. 

         Jarred coded a second time as they pulled up to the emergency entrance. They offloaded
               him, wheeling him through the doors, Joe straddling his body and doing chest compressions.
               Cody rattled off a status report while he worked the ventilator mask in time with
               the compressions. They wheeled him past the nurse’s station and a hysterical Jessica.
               Jess wasn't stupid—if she'd been standing there any length of time, she'd heard their
               inbound report and knew this wasn't his first code. Goddamnit! 

         By the time Joe handed off compressions to a trauma nurse, Cody was already standing
               outside the room consoling Jess. After Cody's threat in the ambulance, seeing him
               holding Jess pissed Joe off, but he said nothing, and, a moment later, Jess moved
               away from Cody and into his arms. She'd always been like a little sister to him, and he could feel her heart
               breaking as they stood there watching. Waiting. How could Jarred have treated this wonderful, gentle woman so badly?

         Several minutes later, one of the nurses shouted, “He's back!”

         “When can that whirly-bird fly?” Dr. Mark Oberly demanded. Because of the storm, the
               helicopter had been grounded. The closest trauma and burn center was more than a two
               hour drive in an ambulance, and Jarred didn't stand a chance of making that trip.

         “They’re saying four to six hours minimum. And yes, they know it's one of ours,” the nurse said.

         “Pansy-ass-motherfuckers. This weather is nothing like what we flew through in A-stan,” Dr. Oberly muttered.

         After a string of curses that echoed Joe's own thoughts, the doctor barked orders,
               requisitioning blood, prescribing medications, dictating surgical instruments, and
               calling for an operating room. “Okay boys and girls, these wounds are no different
               than those we saw sustained from an I.E.D. So...we're gonna do the dirty work and let the city boys pretty him up later. A dozen
               faces turned to the doctor with expressions that left no room to doubt they thought
               he'd lost his mind. Payson's hospital wasn’t equipped to deal with Jarred's injures,
               but Mark was. And those who'd ever served in the military knew that being prepared
               to improvise, adapt, and overcome created survivors. 

         A woman shoved her way forward, snapping on gloves. “Five years as a trauma nurse
               at Lennox Hill—where do you need me?” 

         Joe couldn’t remember her name. She'd only been in town a few weeks, and Joe had only
               ever said a word or two to her, but in that moment, he fell a little bit in love.
               

         Two others—the on-duty anesthesiologist and a male nurse—stepped forward, both ex-military
               too. The rest of the staff quietly backed out, refusing to meet anyone's gaze. Joe knew
               he shouldn't be angry, but, God, if this had been their husband or brother lying there,
               they'd do everything they could, to hell with the consequences. 

         “Jessica?” A nurse walked up, holding the still-crying baby who was now wrapped in
               a blanket. “I need to go help Dr. Mark. Will you watch the baby? She checked out fine.
               Just needs to be held.”

         Jess, who'd been one step shy of a hysterical meltdown, reached for the baby automatically.
               She immediately started rocking her, comforting her, and in the process, comforting
               herself. Joe had been about to protest, but realized the nurse knew what she was doing.
               Jess needed something to focus on other than Jarred. The baby, who'd been crying non-stop
               since they'd put her in the second ambulance, took one look at Jess, curled up against
               her chest, and fell asleep, one tiny fist resting over Jess's heart.

         “Joe! I need another set of hands. Get your ass in here!” Mark shouted. 

         Joe rushed forward, thankful to be in the action instead of on the sidelines, because
               Mark hadn't been the only one who'd served in the Middle East.

         After hours of balls-to-the-wall surgery, watching Mark pull every goddamned hat-trick
               he knew, and inventing a few he'd never dared before, Dr. Mark Oberly made one of
               the toughest calls of his career. 

         “Time of death?” he asked. 

         A nurse read off the time.

         Sunrise.

         A time meant for beginnings.

         ***

         Kayne watched the emotions play across Joe's face as he finished his story. Finally,
               Joe turned to Kayne and said, “I was with Jarred in the ambulance that night. His
               final wish was for her to find someone who deserved her.” He pinned Kayne with a silent challenge which said
               far more than Cody's belligerent threats. If you're not good enough, leave her the hell alone. 

         With that, Joe walked away.

         Which is exactly what Kayne needed to do with Jessica. Walk away. God knew he sure as hell wasn't good enough. But good God. Gracie, who looked so much like his deceased daughter, was an infant found at an
               accident scene about the time his infant disappeared. Was he crazy to even imagine the possibility? 

          

         

   

EIGHT

          

         Wednesday went by without a word from Jessica, then Thursday, and still nothing. Kayne
               tried to convince himself he was happy about her distance. After all, he'd made the
               decision to stay away from her. But damn if he didn't feel like he'd lost something
               important. He liked her. He felt drawn to her, which was dangerous for both of them.
               It took everything in him to not turn into her driveway every time he passed by her
               house, which he did several times during an average shift.

         He'd enjoyed spending time with her kids too, he admitted. Sure it made him feel raw,
               rubbed over wounds that would never heal, but try as he might, he couldn't get them
               off his mind. Gracie especially. And he'd done some checking. With Arizona's sealed records laws, he only had two
               ways to find out who Gracie really was. One involved cops and lawyers and a court
               and him looking like a fool—a crazy one at that—or the other option was spending time
               with Jessica and trying to learn about Gracie's past that way. 

         Deep down, he knew it was crazy to hold out hope that Tasha was still alive after
               all this time, or that he'd accidentally stumbled upon her. But his mind wouldn't
               let the possibility go. So, when Friday afternoon rolled around and Jess still hadn't
               tried to contact him, Kayne threw in the towel. He'd have to be the one to make a
               move. 

         Twenty minutes later, Kayne pulled onto the cobblestone drive, circled the fountain,
               and parked in front of the three-story mansion that served as both an event center
               and a residence for Jessica and her children. Seeing the white tent as he drove in
               reminded him that Jessica was catering some type of brunch tomorrow. 

         He hadn’t taken time to appreciate the house the last time he was here, and he did
               so now. The place was truly beautiful with its granite façade and battlement topped
               towers. It sat in a large meadow atop a slight rise, surrounded by native flowers
               and vegetation. While a place like this could never fit in to a small town like Payson,
               the builders had done everything they could to make it blend in with the landscape.

         Gracie and Isabelle answered the door moments after Kayne rang the bell. “Kayne, Kayne!
               Up, up up!” 

         He dutifully picked Gracie up hugging her close, feeling his lungs expand, drawing in his first full breath in days. “Hey, ‘Sabella.” He smiled, crouching to her level. He gently brushed his hand across her baby fine
               hair and kissed her forehead. “Where's Mama?” He was surprised they'd answered the
               door alone.

         “I'm right here.” Jessica stood in the edge of the shadows, a phone to her ear.

         “Mind if I come in?” The fact that he was already in the foyer made it kind of a moot
               point. Still, he felt he should ask.

         “I'm kind of busy.” She sounded angry. He probably deserved that after the way he'd
               treated her Tuesday.

         Before he could say anything, she tuned back into her phone conversation. “Yes, I'm
               still here.” She listened for a moment, and then the conversation became heated. Perhaps
               some of her anger wasn't directed at him. That was good, right?

         “That's just not going to work.” She paused. “I use you guys because you don't make
               these types of mistakes. I have to have the stuff tonight. No, I will not accept a credit!”

         When Maddy walked up and leaned into his side, Kayne hugged her. Damn, he was going to
               have to talk to Jessica about how friendly her kids were with strangers. “What's going
               on?”

         “A food delivery got lost, and it's stuff Mama needs for the brunch tomorrow.”

         “Obviously I'm gonna have to drive down and pick it up. Can someone have it ready
               when I get there?” Jess asked. There was another long pause. “There’s no way I can
               make it by five, especially through rush hour. Someone’s going to have to wait around.
               This is your mistake after all.” 

         Go Jessica. He liked her fiery side. It was so much better than what he’d witnessed Tuesday.
               Kayne looked down at Maddy. “Where is this place?”

         “South Phoenix. I only ever went once. Uncle Cody was supposed to go and get stuff,
               but got called to a fire, so Mama ended up having to go and took us with her.” 

         Kayne's hackles went up at Maddy’s mention of the belligerent hose-monkey.

         “Maddy, take everyone upstairs to get their shoes on,” Jessica whispered. 

         Maddy nodded. She eyed Gracie, who’d wrapped her little arms around Kayne’s neck,
               then walked away shaking her head. “I’ll bring her shoes down.” 

         Jessica made a comical mad face at Gracie, who giggled in response. “No, I'm still
               here. I know where it is. You have the list in front of you, right? You can have it
               all ready? Okay, I'm on my way.”

         Jessica ended the call and blew out a heavy sigh. “Kayne, I'm sorry, I really have
               to go. My assistant is sick and so is Polly. I have to find a babysitter for tomorrow
               morning, and now these idiots didn't process my order, so I have to drive clear down
               to...” She paused then rattled off an address.

         “Whoa! First off, you are not going down to that neighborhood by yourself after dark.” It was a bad part of Phoenix
               even in broad daylight.

         “I don't have a choice! Besides, I know how to take care of myself.”

         “Yes, you do, but you're still not going. Give me the address and the keys. You can
               stay here and do the other things you need to. And forget about a babysitter. I'll
               watch the kids tomorrow.”

         “I don't need your help. I don't want it!” 

         “Gracie, go ask Maddy to change you. I smell a wet diaper.” Kayne sat the toddler
               down. 

         Gracie wrinkled her nose in disgust and scampered off.

         Once he was sure they were alone, Kayne turned to Jessica. “I'm sorry about the other
               day. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

         “I just...it was...I didn't think about it being the exact same place, and then I
               saw the firemen...and for a second, I thought…” She shrugged helplessly.

         “I know, short-stuff. I'm so sorry the deputy let you through.” Kayne understood what she
               was trying to say. She'd seen one of the firemen and thought, for just one second
               in time, she was seeing Jarred standing there. He'd done it a hundred times himself. Caught a glimpse of someone with the same hair color, or some other feature as Oksana
               or one of his kids. Every time, his chest would constrict and butterflies would ricochet through his
               gut before logic took hold. His heart would lodge in his throat, knowing he'd held their dead bodies, and buried them
               in the ground side by side. Hell, he felt it every time he saw Gracie. Gracie, the
               reason he was here. 

         ***

         Jess nodded and looked away. Crap she wanted to be mad at him. She wanted to tell
               him to quit wasting his time and leave her the hell alone before he broke her heart.
               Which she knew from experience was exactly what someone like him would do. 

         “I know you don't need my help, but I'd like to help.” 

         Jess had surmised that Kayne was lonely. It seemed he'd isolated himself from the
               world after his family died. Who could blame him? She knew firsthand what it felt
               like to lose someone who mattered so much that the pain never went away. 

         As the week passed, and she hadn't heard from him though, she got angry. Then she
               was glad, because she really didn't want anyone in her life, even a little bit. She
               hated that she would find herself thinking about him, or turn the scanner up a little bit louder when she knew he was working. She'd picked up
               the phone a dozen times to call, but thankfully stopped herself in time.

         “Do you have stuff to do while I'm gone, or would you like to ride along?”

         “I have so much to do.” She had no idea how she was going to get everything done,
               even without having to go to Phoenix. Especially with the kids under foot. This wasn’t the time to have Polly and her assistant sick. 

         As if reading her mind, Kayne said, “I’ll take the kids. You work on what you need
               to here.”

         “Kayne, I can't ask you to do that.”

         “You didn't, I offered. I want to.” 

         “Please be careful with them.” She’d worry about her children no matter who they were
               with.

         “Never doubt that I'd give my life, without hesitation, to keep them safe.” 

         Jess read the sincerity and determination in Kayne’s eyes and truly believed he meant
               every word. She helped get the kids ready and out the door. Once alone in her kitchen,
               her thoughts traveled a dark road. She knew the death of his children ate at his soul.
               She could see the failure he felt in his eyes. Jessica laid her hand over her now
               useless womb. She of all people knew what it felt like to lose the most precious person
               in life.

          “Hey, you okay?” 

         Jess gasped and spun around. She hadn't heard Kayne walk back in. With Maddy by his side, no less. God, how long had he been standing there?

         “What's wrong?” she asked skirting his question. 

         Kayne studied her for a moment through slightly narrowed eyes. “Maddy wants to stay
               and help, is that okay?”

         Jess squinted at her daughter. “You don't want to go?” 

         Maddy shook her head. 

         Jess wondered what was going on, but figured she'd find out once it was just the two
               of them. “Go put your shoes up and get an old shirt on.” 

         Maddy nodded and took off.

         Or she could ask Kayne. “What’s going on?” 

         “She just wants you to herself. She says it rarely happens.”

         Now that she thought about it, Jess couldn’t remember the last time she’d spent alone
               with Maddy. “I know Kayne, it's—”

         Kayne stopped her by placing a finger over her mouth. “Shh. I'm not judging. ” He
               trailed that finger over her lips, caressed her check with the back of his knuckles.
               Forget butterflies, there was a convention of Samba dancers in her stomach. 

         “I'm simply telling you what's on her mind.” He pushed her hair back and placed a
               soft kiss on her temple. “I think you're a wonderful mom,” he said, his lips brushing
               her cheek. “You're doing a great job.” 

         Then he kissed first one corner, then the other, of her mouth. And finally, oh God,
               finally his lips touched hers. A gentle back and forth caress first, and then he settled
               his lips on hers. He shaped the kiss, his lips firm and full, warm and moist. His
               lips grew bolder as she opened beneath them. 

         He pulled back for a moment, those knuckles caressing her cheek again as he searched
               her face. Before she could gather her thoughts, his lips descended again, this time all but
               devouring her. Shocked by a heat she'd never felt before, she put up no resistance. A firestorm
               tore through her body, singeing everything in its path. She moaned when her nipples
               puckered painfully hard and felt a deep growl rumble through his chest in response.
               

         Kayne wove his fingers though her hair, cradled the back of her head, and deepened
               the kiss, sucking every drop of breath out of her already deprived lungs. His tongue
               caressed her lips before plunging deep to mate with hers, coaxing her to respond.
               She did so willingly.

         She'd never responded this way to Jarred. Jarred never kissed you like this.

         “God, Jessica, I—” 

         Kayne never finished the thought. As suddenly as he'd taken her in his arms, he let
               go. He took a huge step back, putting the counter between them, still gasping for
               breath as he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. It took a second to realize
               Maddy was whistling as she came bounding down the back stairs.

         Good heavens! What was wrong with her? She'd forgotten Maddy was in the house, and
               the other children were waiting in the Tahoe. She'd forgotten everything but Kayne.

         “You girls have fun.” Kayne paused at the door, raking lust-filled eyes across Jess's
               body. Hello, were the damn ovens on already? Talk about spontaneous combustion. 

         ***

         Kayne shook his head in disbelief. What had he been thinking? More like, what had
               he been thinking with? He'd only intended to chase those dark shadows from Jessica’s
               eyes, and he'd ended up mere moments away from fucking her right there on the kitchen
               counter. In fact, if Maddy had taken another five minutes, she might have walked in
               on the crescendo, he'd been that close to losing control. 

         He could not afford that type of involvement. He had nothing to give her. Them, he amended, glancing in the rear-view mirror. 

         God, he was driving down the highway with a Tahoe full of kids, listening to a children's
               hip-hop sing-along CD. Gracie was kicking the back of his seat to the beat of the
               music and loudly singing off-key. Ash played a hand-held video game, and Isabelle
               was talking to her imaginary friend, who Kayne had learned was always buckled into the front passenger seat before they left the garage. He took a deep
               breath and slowly let it out.

         If his parents could see him now, they'd be in heaven. To Kayne, it felt closer to
               hell. Every time he looked at Gracie, he saw Natalia. A part of him died a little
               more when he realized this was what it could have been like. Should have been like. If Oksana had only spared his children.

         It made him sick to think of the fear they must have suffered in those moments before
               they died. And where the fuck had he been? Working overtime so that he could pay for daycare and avoid his wife. Sure, she'd been acting differently. Better. Or so he'd thought. Still, he'd placed
               his kids right into the hands of a mentally unstable woman who'd murdered them. 

         Kayne glanced at Gracie in his rear-view mirror. She had the same chocolate curls,
               the same sky blue eyes that Natalia had inherited from Oksana, and though Tasha had
               been so very young, he knew she would have looked just like her mother and sister
               too. There was so much of Gracie's personality that was like Natalia's too, but maybe
               that was just because of Gracie's age. He honestly didn't know, and needed to find
               out. He needed to know about the accident and where Gracie had come from. How had
               she been the only survivor in a car crash, and why hadn't another family member stepped
               in to claim her? And a thousand other questions he couldn't even begin to contemplate.
               

         Somehow, he needed to get answers without hurting anyone in the process. Other than
               himself, that was. He knew it was going to hurt like hell when—if—he found out that
               the precious little girl happily rocking out wasn't his missing daughter. If he handled
               it well, he could quietly slip back out of their life without anyone knowing he'd
               ever had an agenda. 

         So what the hell was he supposed to do about Jessica? He'd never felt that much need
               for someone, been so consumed he forgot where he was or who was around. All he'd been
               able to think about was getting inside her. No finesse, no foreplay, just raw, fuck
               her against the wall, S-E-X. And wouldn't that impress the hell out of her? 

         Shit, he needed to get laid. 

         It had been months since he'd had sex and years since he'd had any desire to make
               love to a woman. Hell, he wasn’t sure he’d ever made love, even to his wife. 

         Barely eighteen, Oksana had emigrated from Russia to escape a violently changing political
               climate. Embroiled in a coup, her father had begged Kayne, the son of a childhood
               friend, to marry Oksana while he still held the power to get her out of harm’s way.
               What should have been a flat out no, turned into a reluctant yes when Kayne learned
               that she'd be married off to a man almost twice his own age if he refused. A man Kayne's
               department had been investigating for ties to organized crime activity.

         Her beauty had taken his breath away, but she'd been spoiled and selfish—and lost.
               For nearly six months, she'd cried herself to sleep at night over her lost homeland.
               It had taken another six months to consummate their marriage. 

         And only because she'd confronted him, convinced that their separate bedrooms and
               his extensive overtime meant he was having an affair; that he was in love with someone
               else. But it didn't, and he wasn't. He wasn't in love with Oksana either, and though
               he hadn't said the words, she'd seen the truth reflected in his eyes. She'd fled to
               her room sobbing, and he'd escaped into a bottle of whiskey, trying to drown his guilt,
               knowing he was about to break his vows by ending a marriage that had failed before
               it ever began. 

         Yet, somewhere in the middle of the night she'd crawled into bed with him, and the
               only thing his inebriated brain cared about was that he hadn't had sex in over a year.
               The events of that night were still hazy, but he knew he'd fucked her, and in turn,
               himself. For weeks he'd prayed that she wasn't pregnant, but that prayer had gone
               unanswered, and nine months later, his son Niki was born. 

         By the time Niki was six months old, Oksana was pregnant with Natalia and suffering
               from depression. But it wasn't until after a condom failure gave them Natasha that
               Kayne finally accepted that the life he'd hoped for would never be. He’d made the
               best of a bad situation because of his children and stayed the hell away from her.

         After the murders, he'd been too fucked up in the head to be intimate with anyone. When the need became too great, when he got sick and tired of his own
               hand, he sought out a willing partner for a no strings fuck—mutually satisfying unemotional
               sex, no cuddling, no endearing words, no promises or repeats. Deep down, he knew Jessica wouldn't agree to something
               like that, and if he was honest with himself, he couldn't have unemotional sex with
               her. Merely being in her presence stirred up too many feelings. So where did that leave them? 

         The simple answer was nowhere. God, he was losing it. Time to forget about Jessica. You keep saying that, his inner voice mocked, and then you change your mind. 

         ***

         Once again, the night found Kayne sitting on the couch staring at the whiskey and
               his service weapon. For the first time, he wasn't tempted to touch either of them.
               He clicked on the TV and started flipping channels to fight off sleep, certain that
               he'd be bombarded with nightmares. But when he did sleep, when he did dream, it wasn't
               nightmares that haunted his sleep, but rather a beautiful moment in time.

         He was holding a brand new, red-faced, slimy wet, and mad as hell baby girl. At first
               he didn't know which baby he was holding, and then he saw the birthmark. A crescent moon just above her right ear. Tasha.

          

         

   

NINE

          

         The blaring alarm startled Kayne into wakefulness. He fought to keep Tasha's image
               in his mind, knowing there was something he needed to remember, but it had already
               faded. She'd been a sweet quiet baby. She'd slept through the night almost from the
               beginning. It was foolish to hold out any hope that she lived, but if she did, he
               prayed she was safe and happy. Loved.

         Kayne laid there thinking of all the excuses he could use to call in sick today and
               go back to sleep. People shouldn't have to work on a Saturday. They should have fun. 

         Fun. Jessica. 

         He was supposed to be babysitting. Realizing where he was going made four hours of
               sleep more than tolerable.

         After a quick shower, Kayne threw on jeans and started to grab the top T-shirt in
               his drawer, but after a moment’s debate, went hunting for one he hoped Jessica would
               find funny and not offensive.

         When Kayne reached the house, he pulled around to the garage door and called Jessica.
               “Hey, short-stuff, I'm here, will you open the garage?”

         “Uh, sure.”

         “Is there somewhere else you want me to park? I figured since I’ll be cleaning the
               Tahoe out after letting the kids eat dinner in it last night, you wouldn't want the
               truck sitting outside during the party.”

         “Oh, right, sorry. My brain’s not functioning yet. Give me a minute; I'm on the other
               side of the house.”

         “You mean that security system won't let you open the garage door remotely?”

         “It does, I just don't know how to make it happen.”

         Jessica had shown Kayne around the mansion last night. The place was incredible. Though
               they only occupied a small wing of rooms the house/event center was expansive, with
               sixteen-bedrooms and nearly as many bathrooms. There was an indoor pool, a ballroom,
               a theater, and the largest play room he'd ever seen, filled with, what he guessed,
               was every toy FAO Schwartz had ever made. And the state of the art electro-biometric
               security system was a tech's wet-dream. The thing monitored occupants by detecting
               not just their heat signature, but also by identifying the pattern of a specific heartbeat.
               

         By the time Kayne climbed out of his truck, Jessica was standing at the door in a
               long fluffy robe and fuzzy slippers, her Tasmanian Devil pajama pants peeking out between. Her head was covered in hot rollers held in place
               by bright pink clips. She held Gracie—still in her own footie pajamas—against her
               chest. The little cherub looked to be sound asleep. Kayne had to fight not to smile.
               They definitely weren't dating, or he would have never seen that look this early in
               the game.

         Jessica started laughing when he got close. “Perfect. 'God created cops so firemen would have someone to look up to.’ You declaring war?” She pointed at his T-shirt.

         “Maybe. I have one about dispatchers but—”

         “No, this one is good.” She smiled as she petted his chest. Tracing the design. Damn she needed to quit doing that. He felt himself grow hard, as if she were stroking
               his cock instead.

         “So do you get good reception with those in?” Kayne pointed to the hot-curlers. Anything to get his mind off lustful thoughts of Jessica.

         She blushed. “I was hoping you wouldn't notice them.”

         “Short stuff, if I didn't notice something like that, I'd have to turn in my badge.
               And I had to dig through an awful lot of Crackerjacks boxes to find it.”

         Her voice became defensive. “Well, I didn't have a choice. I have to dress up for
               these things.”

         Note to self: Jessica is not a morning person. “So what do you wear to something like this?” 

         “Something dressy with heels.”

         Kayne ducked his head, making sure Gracie was really asleep. “Pantyhose and little heels, or stockings and sexy heels?” His voice turned gruff. God, if Gracie wasn't in her arms...

         “Why?”

         “So I can accurately imagine helping you undress later.”  Damn! Apparently his verbal
               governors weren't working this morning. 

         Jessica sucked in a quick breath then started chewing on her bottom lip, as the shock
               slowly changed to something else. There was a gleam in Jessica's eyes when she motioned
               him forward with the crook of her finger, as if she were about to share a secret.
               “Think red, stretch lace, strapless corset, matching thong.”  Her voice sounded rough,
               like she'd been screaming his name all night long. “Silk stockings held up by dainty,
               satin, garter ribbons and matching fuck-me,” —she whispered the word  as if she weren’t used to saying such things, making it sound
               far more dirty than it should have— “red heels.”

         Stunned, he didn't protest when she handed Gracie over to him. Kayne's hand snaked
               out and snagged Jessica’s arm when she started to turn away. “What exactly are you
               wearing over that?” he growled. The red in his vision wasn't over what she'd described,
               but an angry haze at the thought of any other man getting even a glimpse.

         Jessica batted her eyes innocently. “As little as possible, of course. This is your fantasy after all.” 

         The little devil had the nerve to laugh as she walked away. Oh, she was going to pay
               for that, he thought grimly. When he finally got her into bed, she was going to pay.
               

         So today we're back to fucking her? He wished that voice would just shut the hell up.

         ***

         Jess could feel Kayne's eyes on her as she walked away. God, had she really done that?
               She'd spent enough time around officers to know she'd just waved a red flag in front
               of a bull. A man like Kayne wasn't going to back away from a taunt like that, so why
               had she taunted him? Hadn't she learned the hard way that she'd be nothing but a disappointment?
               

         She had nothing to offer Kayne, and, while he might be kind to her children, he would
               want at least one of his own, were he to decide to start another family. Not as a
               replacement for the ones he lost, but a man like that would want a child with his
               blood coursing through its veins. Something she could never give him.

         She knew all of this, yet as she dressed, she put on sheer silk stockings and some
               barely there panties. She pulled out the black suit with the pencil skirt that, while
               still professional, was a little too short, and paired it with a lacy, red camisole that played peek-a-boo under her suit jacket.
               Then, in a moment of utter insanity, she unearthed the box hidden in the back of her
               closet, pulled off the lid, and stared at the beautiful red satin heels. She looked
               longingly at the sexy red dress she'd bought them to go with. She'd planned to wear
               it to dinner for her anniversary. But it had never happened. Jarred had left her,
               then died, within hours. She'd packed away the dress and shoes and spent her anniversary
               planning a funeral. 

         Reluctantly, she put the shoes away. One day she'd wear them, but it would be with
               that dress. One day she'd matter enough to someone that she'd have reason to wear
               it. Until then, the shoes would stay in a box, and the beautiful dress would stay
               in the bag, and her hopes and dreams would stay hidden away so they couldn't be trampled
               by another man with his own agenda. 

         Jess dressed and finished her hair and makeup. Following the heavenly aroma of bacon,
               she entered the kitchen to see Kayne had breakfast ready He looked her over from head to toe. Was it possible to look relieved and disappointed
               at the same time?

         “Bacon and eggs with toast okay? Or would you like me to fix you something else?”

         “Toast and eggs are fine.” She'd avoid the bacon, though she loved it. She was a full
               size larger than when Jarred was alive, and he'd constantly been after her to lose
               weight. 

         “Nice shoes.” Kayne set a plate in front of her that was loaded with eggs, buttered
               toast, and three slices of bacon. 

         “Thanks.” She blushed. They were practical black, not sexy red, and yet he managed
               to make it sound dirty. 

         He was the devil. It was the only explanation as to why he tempted her on every level.
               With his black hair and charcoal gray eyes, his lean, muscular body, and his rugged
               good looks, he most certainly looked the part. 

         The only thing he was missing was the—

         “Apple?”

         “Excuse me?” God, had she said something out loud?

         “Juice. Do you want orange or apple?”

         Juice, right. She was the only one lost in the whole devil in the Garden of Eden fantasy. “Just
               coffee, but I'll get it. You sit and eat.” She jumped to her feet, needing a little
               distance. She figured her face had to be as red as those satin heels she'd put back
               in the box. What was wrong with her? Getting involved with someone like Kayne Dobrescu
               would be a horrible mistake. And she'd made more than enough of those for one lifetime.

         ***

         Kayne's morning consisted of a thorough cleaning of the Tahoe, a run-in with the belligerent
               hose-monkey, and a trip to the park to feed the ducks and play on the playground.
               Five hours later, he and the kids walked in the door, and he still hadn't been able
               to get the image of Jessica out of his mind. She was a solid foot shorter than his
               six-foot-three, with a sexy hourglass figure, breasts that would fill his large hands,
               a tiny waist, and hips made for holding while he made love to her. Fucked her. Love was not a word he was willing to associate with a woman ever again.

         After sending the kids upstairs to clean up and change, Kayne made his way into the
               kitchen. Jessica had changed into a T-shirt, jeans, and cowboy boots. Her hair, still a riot of curls down her back, made him think of sinking his hands
               into it and holding on as he claimed her body. He felt his body stirring at the thought.
               She stood talking to a young woman. Her assistant?

         Oblivious to Kayne's baser musings, Jessica introduced him to her assistant. While
               she was talking, she pulled her hair up and secured it with a clip, making him want
               to weep. It was criminal to hide such beauty. 

         Once her assistant walked away, Jessica turned to him. “Any problems?”

         Before he could stop himself, Kayne reached out and opened the clip, releasing her
               hair. It spilled down her back. “Other than a run-in with Cody? Nothing.”

         She gave him an annoyed look, took the clip from him, and began the process of piling
               it back up on her head. “What happened?”

         Kayne released a heavy sigh. It was a shame to hide all that glorious hair. “Nothing important. Wanted to know where you were and why I had the kids, then stomped off.”

         “He can be kinda immature sometimes, but he was Jarred's best friend, and he only
               wants what's best for me and the kids.” 

         Kayne highly doubted that.

         “He was there when I really needed him after Jarred died. He was the one who discovered
               the winch had been faulty. He helped me find a lawyer and sue the company for the
               death compensation. I don't think I would have done that on my own, but he really
               pushed for it. Because Jarred ignored protocol, they were threatening to deny survivor's
               benefits. Cody took care of everything I needed.” 

         Kayne's anger flared white-hot. Exactly how much had Cody been there for her? “Were
               you two...?” Did you fuck him? As if it was any of his business who she'd slept with in the past. Or in the future. 

         Kayne watched as her creamy complexion rouged in embarrassment. She looked everywhere but him. “No. I've only ever...just Jarred.” 

         No answer had ever pleased or disgusted him more. Pleased to know she hadn't been
               with the little weasel, or anyone for that matter, and disgusted that he was still
               thinking about having meaningless sex with her. And that's exactly what it would be,
               because they had no future. He was only here to uncover the truth about Gracie's identity.
               Once he had his answer, once his heart finally accepted what his brain knew—that Gracie
               was not his baby girl—he'd have no reason to stick around. 

         You're so full of shit. You can't go five minutes without thinking of that sexy little sprite standing in
               front of you.

         “Fuck off,” he muttered under his breath. That voice was truly beginning to piss him
               off. 

         Jessica cocked her head questioningly. “What was that?” 

         “Just admiring your shirt.” Shoving his darker thoughts away, he managed a smile. “So it's a battle of the T-shirts,
               is it?” He appreciated the way she filled out her You-Might-Be-A-Dispatcher-If: T-shirt. He loved those doll baby, or baby doll, or whatever the hell those shirts
               were called that emphasized a woman's figure instead of cloaking it in a big baggy
               sack.

         “Be sure to read the last one.”

         “You might be a dispatcher if: You tell grown men where to go and what to do when they
               get there.” Kayne leaned in, dropping his voice to a whisper. “I'd let you tell me where and
               how.” He enjoyed watching the blush that crept up her neck and face. 

         “You have a one-track mind.” Jessica laughed nervously and turned her attention toward
               some papers on the counter. “Behave, or I won't show you your surprise.”

         She smelled incredible, tempting Kayne to bury his nose in her hair. If she used hairspray,
               he couldn't tell. The curls looked soft and silky with the scent of almonds and vanilla.
               He wondered what it would feel like curtaining them as she leaned over and kissed
               him Wait, what?

         Her statement finally registered. “My surprise?”  

         ***

         Jess waved the game information printout between them. “Do you know what this is?”
               

         Kayne captured her wrist and held the paper still, his grasp firm but gentle. He eyed
               the paper curiously. “Info on tonight's hockey game?” 

         “Coyotes vs. Redwings. Interested?” Jess had to force herself to stand still instead of jumping up and down
               with excitement. 

         “Seriously? How did you get tickets? The game sold out moments after the Coyotes made it into
               post season.”

         “I have my sources.” A previous client had the resources to get them, and he'd owed
               her a favor for averting a disaster during his daughter's wedding the previous year.
               The scheduled venue had sustained water damage a mere forty-eight hours before the
               wedding. Jess had been able to accommodate them, and her client had been eternally
               grateful, even sending her referrals from time to time. 

         Jess fought not to grin. “So, think you can find someone to go with you?”

         “Wait...no, I made a promise to the kids.” He edged back, crossing his arms over his
               chest, his face drawn up in a scowl. “Maybe Joe or Del or somebody would like them.”

         “They are once in a lifetime tickets, Kayne.” Was he seriously going to pass on playoff
               tickets? She could hardly believe it. Jarred would have been on the phone and halfway
               out the door. 

         “Pass.”

         She took pity on him. “Kayne, there's five of them. I was just teasing. I confirmed
               Gracie can sit on my lap.”

         Kayne stepped closer, his face inches from hers. “Don't play head games with me, Jessica!”
               

         God, he sounded as furious as he looked. Her pulse spiked, and she reflexively tried
               edging back, only to find herself up against the counter. 

         “Oksana played head-games, and it drove me batshit crazy.”

         Her hand trembled as she brushed the hair out of her face. “I'm not her.”

         Kayne took a half-step back as if realizing he was scaring her. “I'd never hurt you,
               Jessica,” He softened his voice. “Never.”

         She nodded but didn't relax until he turned and leaned against the counter at her
               side. 

         “So we're really going to the game? All of us?”

         “Yeah, all of us.”

         He cocked his head studying her. “Do you like hockey?”

         Jess nodded. “I've watched enough games, but I've never been to one.”

         “Did their father ever take them?”

         Jess hesitated. How much should she tell him? “No. He...didn't spend much time with
               the kids.” Or me. But she'd never admit to anyone what a disappointment she'd been to her husband.
               

          

         

   

TEN

          

         Kayne carried Gracie as they made their way into the Westgate Plaza's city-center.
               Though crowded, the place was a veritable ghost town compared to what it would be
               in a few hours. Jessica had a firm grip on Ash and Isabelle's hands, keeping them
               close, so he wasn't surprised when Maddy fell in beside him and hesitantly reached
               for his. He looked down to see the hope and doubt in her pretty green eyes. “Is this okay?” they silently asked. 

         Kayne squeezed her hand in reassurance, and her little face lit up with delight. His
               chest tightened in response. Kayne knew to the outside world they looked like a happy
               family, and that scared the shit out of him. He took a deep breath, trying to fight
               off the panic. He wasn't going to stick around long enough for anyone to get attached. 

         Gracie kissed his cheek, pulling him out of his dark thoughts. “What was that for?”
               

         “No be sad, a'kay?” she said.

         “I wasn't sad, just thinking.”

         She looked doubtful and kissed him again. The more time he spent with her, the more
               she reminded him of Natalia. God, he needed to know who she was before he got involved
               any deeper. Which meant he needed to find some alone time with Jessica. A dangerous proposition in and of itself. His body refused to accept the message that she was off limits. Somehow Kayne had
               to get the idea of fucking her out of his mind. He couldn't let it happen. Both of
               them would be hurt when he walked away. And walk away he would. 

         Eventually they chose a place for dinner, then headed toward the arena at the far end of Westgate.

         “Where are we sitting?” Kayne hadn't thought to ask earlier, just thrilled with the
               idea of going to a playoff game with Jessica and the kids.

         Jessica shrugged and stepped up to the will call window. “Somewhere on the lower level. I was told they were really good seats.” 

         The attendant took Jessica's identification. “Ma'am, if you and your party will step
               over there, someone will be right with you.” He picked up his radio and asked for
               a club representative.

         That piqued Kayne’s curiosity. “Is there a problem?”  

         “No, sir. I'm sorry for the delay. If you'll please just step over there out of the way, someone
               will be right with you.”

         A moment later, a man in a suit walked up to them. “Ms. Hallstatt, I apologize for
               the delay. I’m David Williams, the Concierge Manager. I understand our GM is an acquaintance
               of yours. He's asked me to personally ensure that you and your party are taken care
               of tonight. If you'll follow me, I'll escort you in.” 

         Kayne looked to Jessica, who shrugged. She seemed as surprised as he was over the
               VIP treatment. 

         Kayne couldn't remember the last time he'd enjoyed just being some place. No. That
               wasn't true. He'd taken his family to the hills on one of those rare warm winter days
               a few weeks before they died. They'd had a picnic in a meadow, and he'd played with
               his children until they'd worn themselves out. Afterwards, he'd lain down with them
               on a blanket, and his son had whispered, “I love you, Papa,” before drifting off to
               sleep. 

         Damn! He didn't want to think about that. Not now. He sure as hell didn't want to remember
               how Oksana had laid their baby on his chest and curled up beside him, just to be close
               and talk. Kayne shoved the unwanted memory away before it fully formed, and focused
               on the present. 

          Williams stopped in front of a souvenir shop. “If you'd like to pick out a souvenir
               now, I can have them autographed before you leave tonight.”

         “Seriously?” Jessica gasped. “The kids would love that.”

         “All five of us.” Kayne chuckled pointing to himself as one of the kids.

         Jessica rolled her eyes. “By all means, lead the way Peter Pan.”

         ***

         Nearly an hour later, drinks and snacks in hand, they followed Williams down the concourse
               and through a short tunnel into the lower seating area. The man kept walking right
               up to the glass, then toward center ice. 

         Holy hell!

         Most hockey fans would sell their soul to be sitting at the glass, center ice, during
               any game, much less the playoffs. Jess was momentarily speechless. She’d never imagined
               anything like this when she'd called in the favor for tickets.

         Kayne ushered them into the aisle in front of him. “I'll take the end seat, if that's
               okay?” 

         Jess knew it was the die-hard cop putting himself between them and danger, but she
               couldn't resist a little ribbing. She laughed. “Wouldn't have anything to do with
               the fact that that’s the center line seat, would it?”

         “No, of course not.” His expression was pure innocence. 

         Jess had planned on sitting at the opposite end to be the other “kid goalie” but when
               an argument broke out over who got to sit by Kayne, Jess solved the problem diplomatically.
               She took the seat herself. 

         It seemed like such a good idea until she realized how much room Kayne took up. His
               leg and arm constantly brushed against hers, making it difficult to concentrate on one of the most spectacular games she'd ever
               seen. 

         Kayne amazed her. As focused as he was on the game, he never lost track of the kids.
               The moment one of them left their seat, he had his eye on them, and he didn't get
               angry if it took his attention away from the game. Jess couldn't help but feel disloyal
               to Jarred when she realized she was measuring him against what she saw in Kayne. The
               simple truth couldn't be avoided: Jarred never would have taken her and the kids to
               something like this, much less been a good sport about it. 

         Jess was on the edge of her seat as the last few seconds of the third period wore
               down. The Coyotes were ahead by one, but the Redwings had the puck.

         “5, 4, 3, 2...1!” Everyone erupted in cheers. The 'Yotes had won.

         Before she realized how or why, Jess was in Kayne's arms. He lifted her off the ground,
               hugging her close. She wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist,
               and she was kissing him, or kissing him back, she wasn't quite sure. Lost in the moment,
               she didn't care. 

         ***

         Kayne found his arms full of luscious female, not certain how she'd gotten there.
               The initial kiss only lasted a moment, barely long enough to register her soft lips
               against his firm ones. But the feel of her body? Her arms wrapped firmly around his neck, those tight thighs snug against his hips,
               his hands cupping her ass—Oh yeah. That was Richter Scale worthy. He couldn't resist dipping his head for another taste of her sweetness. The
               world all but disappeared around them as she melted into him.

         The Redwing's player being checked against the glass directly in front of them broke
               the spell, and Kayne set her down and stepped away. Holy hell, he was not into public
               displays, and he'd all but devoured her in front of God and everybody. As penance,
               his jeans were suddenly about three sizes too small. 

         Williams materialized next to him. “That was some game.”

         “It was incredible.” Almost as good as that kiss. Shit!

         “Would you like to meet the players?” Williams asked.

         “Most assuredly!” Kayne picked up a sleeping Isabelle—how she'd managed to sleep through all that noise
               he had no idea—and followed Jessica, who held Gracie, and the other kids, out onto
               the ice.

         ***

         Jess stood back and watched while Kayne intermingled with the players, shaking hands
               and introducing the kids. She was amazed that he included them. Jarred would have
               insisted she keep the kids off the ice so he could interact with the players. Ha,
               who was she kidding? He would have insisted she and the kids stay home and taken four
               of his buddies to the game. In his opinion, an event like this shouldn't be wasted
               on children who wouldn't appreciate it. And she would have given in to keep the peace.

         What was it about Kayne that made him so different? Was it just because he missed
               his own children that he was so attentive to hers, or would he have treated his the same? Would he be the same way with her, or would he turn out to be like Jarred in
               that aspect? Was she willing to find out? She was pretty sure he wanted her in his
               bed, but was that all he wanted? If so, was she willing to settle for sex without
               a relationship? She of all people knew a marriage license meant nothing when it came
               to commitment and fidelity.

         ***

         Hours later, Kayne found himself back in Jessica’s kitchen. “Thank you for today,
               Jessica.” 

         The kids had fallen asleep within moments of climbing into the Tahoe, and Jessica
               had followed not long after. It had been a quiet drive, giving Kayne some much needed
               time to think. Though a part of him—the selfish bastard who had enjoyed today more
               than he'd had any right to—was glad he hadn't been given the opportunity to find out
               more about Gracie. The other part of him, the honorable part, was disgusted that he
               was worming his way into this family's life and vice versa. Every moment he spent
               with them provided not only the children, but Jessica, as well, an opportunity to
               get attached. How could he be so selfish? 

         “It’s okay to call me Jess, everyone who knows me does.”

         He nodded, but doubted he would. He needed to keep distance between them any way he
               could.

         “The kids had a really good time. So did I.” 

         She moved a little closer, and Kayne had to fight everything in him to stand still.
               He wanted to run almost as badly as he wanted to take her into his arms. “I should
               probably go, it's really late.” He took a step backward. The flash of disappointment
               that crossed her face firmed up his resolve. He needed to get out of there. 

         “Oh, wait a minute.” She reached for her purse. “Let me give you your ticket. You
               do keep them, right?”

         “Yeah.” Kayne accepted the ticket stub, pulled out his wallet, and flipped it open, intending
               to put it inside. He paused, staring at the picture of his family. He'd taken it that
               day in the meadow. Oksana held their baby, while Natalia sat on her lap, and Niki
               stood beside her. All he had to do was turn his wallet around and show the photo to
               Jessica. Would she see Gracie, or would she see a child with similar features?

         “Kayne, are you okay?” Her voice was soft with concern.

          No, he wasn't. He couldn't do this. Where would it leave him when she confirmed that
               there was no possible way Grace was his missing daughter? 

         “I have to go, Jessica.” Before he could beg her to let him stay, to let him be a
               part of her life, of her children's, before he could admit, even to himself, that
               maybe, just maybe, it didn't matter so much who Gracie really was, he got the hell out of there. 

          

         

   

ELEVEN

          

         “Mama! Up, up. Up! ” Gracie demanded.

         “Mama, sleep, please?” Jess was willing to beg. 

         After Kayne left, she'd spent several long hours tossing and turning, trying to figure
               out what had gone wrong. She'd hoped he would have kissed her again at the very least.
               But it seemed like he couldn't leave fast enough. Maybe she had been the one to throw
               herself at him at the game. God, how embarrassing was that? No wonder he'd kept his distance
               as he'd helped her get sleeping and exhausted kids into bed, then left at the first
               opportunity. 

         “Up, mama. Sun up, you up!” Grace’s voice was insistent.

         On a morning like this, bribery wasn’t only acceptable it was completely necessary.
               “I'll let you wear a pretty to church if you lay back down for a while with me. Just
               one hour?” Gracie loved “pretties,” especially necklaces.

         “Mine pretty?” Grace bounced excitedly. “Mine spesha pretty?” 

         Her special pretty? That was asking a lot. 

         “If I say yes, will you go back to sleep?” Jess would agree to just about anything at this point.

         “Yes!” Gracie bobbed her head and climbed under the covers to snuggle. Obviously she
               considered it a foregone conclusion that she'd be wearing her special necklace. 

         ***

         Jess sat in front of her vanity mirror, trying not to fuss with her hair. She’d tried
               not to dress up, choosing to wear only a simple floral skirt and a matching solid-color
               silk blouse. It was church, not a date. After Kayne’s sudden departure the night before,
               she wondered if he'd even show. The kids had invited him, and he'd said he would think
               about it. But the look on his face had told her church was the last place in the world
               he wanted to be. Truthfully, she couldn't blame him.

         “Mama, you look really nice today.” Maddy smiled encouragingly.

          Jess returned the smile. “Thanks, sweetheart.” 

         “Mama, mine pretty!” Gracie climbed onto Jess’s lap.

         “How about a different pretty?”   In the light of day, Jess regretted the agreement. She worried that something might
               happen to the only link to Gracie's past.

         Though the clasp had been broken, the delicate chain had been knotted around her neck
               the night she’d been pulled from the accident. When the police department released
               it from evidence, Jess had placed it in her jewelry box for safe keeping until Gracie
               grew up. On occasion, Jess would show it to Gracie, knowing someday she'd have to
               tell her what had happened to her parents. 

         Jess still believed it a miracle that Grace had survived. In fact, that was how she'd
               chosen her name. By the grace of God, go I. 

         Despite all of Jarred's faults, he had been an incredible fire-medic. He'd given up
               his parents’ dreams for him to be a doctor, stepped away from his family's money,
               and followed his heart. He'd loved it more than anything else—including her. It was
               that love and dedication to his job that had given Grace, and, in turn, Jessica, a
               miracle. 

         Jess could still remember standing in that emergency room helplessly watching Mark
               Oberly and his team try to save Jarred. Joe Sutton’s arms wrapped around her had been
               the only thing holding her together. All she'd been able to think about was that their
               last words had been in anger. He'd walked out and never come home. But he'd unknowingly
               given her a gift with his death, because Jess hadn't been able to let go of the baby,
               and the local CPS office had reluctantly agreed. They assumed they'd quickly locate
               next of kin, and the issue would resolve itself. Cody had been furious that Jess would even consider keeping the baby. But Joe seemed
               to understand her need to do so, and had stood beside her. In fact, he’d spent those
               first few nights on her couch, making sure she wasn't going to lose her ever-loving
               mind. 

         Days had turned into weeks, and weeks into months, and finally Gracie's maternal grandparents
               had been located. When Oxnard's Missing Persons got a hit and match on dental records
               from Payson's Jane Doe, Jess had feared she’d lose Gracie. But they'd denied any knowledge
               of the man or baby, and admitted they hadn't seen their daughter, Ludmyla, in over
               a year, claiming the relationship had been strained at best. 

         Jess had been shocked when she discovered the grandparents refused to take custody
               of Gracie. But Jessica hadn’t been able to work up any real hatred toward the grandparents,
               because she'd fallen absolutely and thoroughly in love with Gracie. 

         Jess took a moment to study the pendant: a three dimensional trefoil knot with a half-carat
               heart-shaped diamond in the center, surrounded by three smaller, colored-stone hearts,
               each set in a loop of the trefoil. Jess had always assumed the pale pink stone represented
               Gracie's October birth month. The pendant had a phrase engraved on the back in Cyrillic.
               She'd assumed it was Russian, but upon translation the words had made no sense. And
               yet it was still the only tie to Gracie's past. Her grandparents had been adamant
               they wanted nothing to do with her. 

         “Mine spesha pretty, Mama!” 

         Jess reluctantly clasped it around her neck, fearing she'd made a horrible mistake
               by agreeing to let Gracie wear it. 

         ***

         By the time Jess turned into the church parking lot, she was so nervous she could
               hardly breathe. Though her children had continued attending after Jarred died, she
               had not. She’d been too overwhelmed, then too angry to step foot within those walls.
               Thankfully, Polly had been more than happy to have this weekly time with the kids. What would everyone think of her showing up after all this time? What if Kayne showed up like he’d promised the kids? 

         Not likely after last night. Besides, why the hell did she care what anyone thought
               anyway? 

         Jess pulled into a space near the door, took a deep breath, then another, and turned
               off the engine. She climbed out and opened the back door to unbuckle Gracie. 

         Maddy frowned. “Mama, you don't have to get out. I can take them in.”

         “I heard a rumor that Mama was staying for church today.” 

      

   
      
         Jess glanced over her shoulder. Kayne. He'd come! 

         “Kayne, Kayne! Out, out, oowt!” Gracie all but howled.

         Kayne shook his head and laughed. “Hold on a minute, you little imp.” His body pressed
               against Jess’s as he leaned in and addressed the children. “Good morning, kids.” 

         “About last night. I'm sorry,” his voice whispered in her ear. 

         Jess's heart stalled for several beats before taking off at a gallop, making it impossible
               to do anything but nod. What was he sorry for?

         ***

         Kayne wanted to say more, but he couldn’t find the words. How did he admit he was lost, confused, and, quite frankly, totally fucked-up in the
               head? His gut clenched at the thought of giving them the power to destroy what little
               there was left of him, or worse, him having the ability to hurt them. He'd spent a
               sleepless night staring at that fucking gun. But every damned time he reached for
               it, images bombarded him. Not the faces of his dead wife and children, but of Jessica
               and hers. He’d already gotten too deep. 

         He'd reasoned that if he cared about them he'd stay the hell away, but as the morning
               wore on, as he watched the clock slowly creep forward, he couldn't help but remember
               how it had felt to be with Jess and the kids yesterday. He’d felt alive for the first
               time in years. Selfish bastard that he was, he couldn’t find the will to stay away. 

         Now here he was. As pissed as he was at a God who’d let innocent children be murdered
               by their mother, a church was the last place he ever dreamed he’d be stepping foot
               into. 

         He wasn’t sure how Jess felt, but the kids were happy to see him. After taking Gracie
               from Jess, he walked around and unbuckled Isabelle while Jess gathered her purse and
               the diaper bag.

         “Morning 'Sabella.” He nuzzled her neck until she giggled.

         “You look very pretty Madelina.” He said her name with a Romanian accent, befitting
               its origin. “But this guy?” Kayne ruffled Ash's hair. “I don't know where you found this one.”

         “Under a rock.” Ash laughed. “That's what Jarred used to tell everyone. That he was out hiking one
               day and found us.” Ash’s smile died, and he looked uncertainly at his mother. 

         It hadn't escaped Kayne’s notice that when the kids did mention their father they
               called him Jarred. “Well, I know I'm sure glad he found you.” Kayne ruffled Ash's
               hair again.

         ***

         Jess's chest clinched at the sight of her son's uncertainty. Apparently she'd made
               a horrible mistake in not talking more about Jarred with her children. But other than
               Isabelle, who they’d adopted as an infant, he'd spent so little time with them. Ash
               had been so young, and Maddy had lived with them for such a short time before Jarred
               died, it seemed better—easier—to let them forget. 

         She smiled at Ash. “He knew you were ours the moment he saw you.”  

         What was one more lie to protect her children’s innocence? She and Jarred had fought
               tooth and nail about bringing Ash home. He felt she should be happy with Isabelle.
               But Jess wanted a big family, and so she’d stood her ground. Jarred had reluctantly
               agreed. Very reluctantly. Not long after, they were red-foldered to be Maddy’s parents. Jarred hadn’t said
               anything when she came to live with them. He’d simply proceeded to ignore all but
               Isabelle. Which had broken Jess’s heart, time and again.

         As they walked through the door, Kayne leaned in and whispered, “Think the roof will hold?”

         Jess shook her head, but couldn't help the giggle that escaped. She noticed Del standing
               in the vestibule, wearing his uniform. She glanced at Kayne. “Aren't you supposed
               to be working today?” 

         “No, Sunday and Monday are my normal days off. I've been picking up overtime.” 

         He didn't say it, but it hit Jess—while all her bills disappeared with Jarred’s death,
               Kayne’s had not when Oksana died. In fact, he would have accrued more debt by paying to bury a wife and children. She
               shuddered at the thought. 

         Del didn't seem surprised to see them together. He walked up and shook Kayne's hand,
               a huge smile on his face. “Welcome, son, glad to see you here.”

         “Thanks.” Kayne looked uncomfortable. 

         When Jess realized Del was studying the two of them thoughtfully, she felt her own
               face heat in embarrassment. 

         “Interesting game last night.” Del smiled a Cheshire Cat smile. “Went over to the fire house to watch it on the big screen with Joe. We're sitting there and Joe says, ‘Hey, that looks like Jess.’ The camera's panning the area right behind the benches at center ice. Of course,
               I was sure he was wrong. I knew you'd have told us if you were going to a playoff
               game, if for no other reason than to rub it in.” 

         Oh crap. Jess was pretty sure she did not want to hear the rest of this. 

         Her reaction must have shown on her face, because Del chuckled and winked. “A little
               later, they showed the area again, and sure enough, there y'all are, watching the
               game.”

         Jess hurried to explain. “I called in a favor. It was last minute, and Kayne and I
               already had plans to take the kids to the Valley.” 

         “That's what Joe said. Said he'd run into Kayne yesterday. Kayne took the day off to babysit  the kids while you worked.” Del looked far too pleased by that fact.

         Kayne shrugged. “We were cleaning the Tahoe.” 

          “Hope you can play nice in the sandbox,” Del said out of the blue. “Here comes trouble.”
               He nodded toward the front door, his demeanor suddenly all cop.

         Jess followed Del's line of vision. A furious-looking Cody stormed through the front
               doors. Since he was glaring at Kayne, she assumed he was the source of Cody's anger.
               

         “Wonder how Jarred feels about being replaced?” Cody snapped.

         “Now, Cody...” Del scolded.

         “On national television, with a highway hog?” Jarred hissed, all but getting in Jess’s face. “What the hell happened to not being
               ready to date?” Cody didn't wait around for a response; he continued inside without
               looking back.

         Jess slowly turned to Del. “What did he mean?” 

         “The cameras scanned the crowd when the final buzzer sounded. You two seemed quite
               pleased with the game results.” 

         Jess felt the color drain from her face.

         “Oh, no.” Kayne’s head fell forward, his chin resting on his chest. 

         Maddy giggled. “They showed Kayne kissing you right there on the big screen.”

         Jess felt slightly ill. Not once had she stopped to think about how the kids would
               feel about her and Kayne being anything more than friends. Would they be happy if
               she was happy? Or would they feel like she was stealing their friend? And what would
               happen when he discovered she wasn't good enough for him and walked away? Would he
               still want anything to do with the kids? Would she want him to?

         Jess stopped and took a deep breath. They hadn't taken the relationship any further
               than friendship. Okay, some really friendly friendship. But they could leave it at
               that. She couldn't let the kids get attached to someone who wouldn’t stay, and it
               was painfully clear that after all he’d lost, Kayne was no longer the staying type. If she was saddened by that, she'd just have
               to get over it.

         ***

         “Kayne?” Maddy leaned around Jessica to hold out the program to him. “I know you're not our
               dad, but... would you take us to this? I've never gotten to go.” 

         Kayne read the announcement she was pointing to. The church, in conjunction with two
               others, was hosting a community wide Daddy-Daughter overnight camping trip in a couple
               of weeks. His gut reaction was to say no, but when he looked into those soulful eyes
               brimming with hope, he weakened. Could he do this? Could he let this little girl in
               and not betray Natalia and Tasha's memory? What would it feel like to step in, even
               as a surrogate, for one moment in time? 

         Kayne realized he wanted this, wanted those memories with Maddy and her sisters, regardless
               of who Gracie may or may not be. Wasn't that really why he was here today? 

         “I would be honored.” Kayne sent an apologetic look toward Jessica, realizing he should
               have discussed it with her. She gave a tight nod but said nothing. He was pretty sure
               he was going to hear about it later. But at the moment they were in church. Since
               lightning hadn't struck, and the roof hadn't caved in, he figured he could sit back
               and relax. Enjoy just...being.

         Church had started off a little rocky, but now sitting here with Jessica by his side
               and Isabelle on his lap, it felt strangely comfortable. Jessica didn't know it, but
               he was quietly playing rock paper scissors with Ash behind her back. Well, at least
               he hadn't thought she'd noticed, until she leaned in close and told him to knock it
               off.

         Gracie climbed into Kayne’s lap when Isabelle vacated it sometime later. She held
               something shiny in his face. “Look, mine pretty.”

         “Very pretty.” Kayne flashed her an indulgent smile.

         Not one to be denied, Gracie planted her little hands on his cheeks and made eye contact.
               “Mine pretty. Look.”  

         So Kayne obeyed. And froze. Gracie's “pretty” looked exactly like the necklace he'd given Oksana the day Tasha had been born. He felt the air being sucked out of his lungs. He blinked a couple
               times to be sure he wasn't imaging it, but the pendant didn't disappear.

         Jessica laid a hand on his arm. “Kayne, what's wrong?” 

         He barely heard her through the roar of blood pulsing through his arteries. 

         “Where did you get this?” He could hardly hold the pendant, he was shaking so badly.

         Jessica hesitated, her eyes giving away her internal debate. Finally she made eye
               contact. “Gracie was wearing it the night Jarred rescued her.”

         “You've known about it all this time, and you didn't say anything?” He knew his voice
               was too loud, but my God, he'd trusted her. He'd laid his soul out for her, let her
               see his misery and pain, and all this time she'd fucking known who Gracie was and
               hadn't said anything?

         Del leaned forward and laid a hand on his shoulder. “Kayne, what is going on?”

         “This necklace. I gave it to Oksana the day Tasha was born. It disappeared the day Tasha did.”

         Jessica shook her head quickly. “No, you must be mistaken.”  

         Like hell he was.

         Oh, God. He was holding Tasha. She was alive, and she was safe, and she was in his
               arms. He pushed all other thoughts from his mind, and his heart soared in the moment. His sweet baby girl was alive.

         Gracie scrunched her brow up. “No cry, a'kay?” Then she hugged him.

         “Okay.” But God, he couldn't help it. 

         “Kayne, look at me.” Jessica’s voice was demanding, but he didn’t want to deal with
               the anger he felt bubbling just below the surface. He didn't want to take his eyes
               off Tasha, terrified she'd somehow disappear, that he'd wake up and this moment would
               have only been a dream.

         Del stood up. “Let’s take this outside.”

         Kayne knew he was causing a scene, but if anyone else were in his shoes they'd be
               causing one hell of a scene too.

         Jessica tried to take Tasha from him, and he shoved her hand away though not with
               enough force to hurt. No way in hell was he letting his little girl go. Didn't she have any idea what she'd done to him? How could she have kept Tasha's
               identity a secret?

         “Kayne, hand me my daughter.” Her panicked voice left no room for argument. “Kayne, please, hand her to me, you're scaring me.”

         Damn it, he wasn't completely immune to the pleading in her voice or the fear in her
               eyes, but he couldn’t let Tasha go. He couldn’t.

         Del placed a firm grip on his shoulder. “Kayne, hand Jess the baby and walk outside.”

         ***

         Jess wasn't sure what was going on, but she could tell Kayne was losing it. Was it
               possible that he suffered from PTSD? Something about Gracie's necklace had set him
               off, and she wasn't sure what to do. 

         Trace St. Moritz appeared in the aisle. “Hey, what’s going on?”

         “We're fine, Trace,” Jess stammered quickly. Whatever was going on with Kayne didn't
               need to be exacerbated by getting official law enforcement involved. “Everything's
               fine. Some confusion over Gracie.” 

         Trace raised an eyebrow, letting Jess know he thought she'd lost her marbles if she
               expected him to believe that. 

         Thankfully Kayne—albeit reluctantly—handed Gracie over to Jess and planted his hand
               beneath her elbow, guiding her out of the sanctuary. While not painful, his grip was nothing like the friendly contact she'd grown accustomed
               to. In fact, she felt like a prisoner he was escorting to prison.

          

         

   

TWELVE

          

         Del turned on Kayne when they reached the vestibule. “Now what in blazes is going on?” 

         “That is the necklace I gave Oksana the day Tasha was born. Each gem is a birthstone
               that represents Oksana, Nikolai, Natalia, and Tasha's birth months.” He turned to
               fully face Jessica. “All this time you've known who she was, and you never did a damned thing about it?
               How could you?” His voice broke.

          Jess stood her ground. “You're wrong. She was with her mother that night.” 

         He shook his head, recalling the conversation with Joe the day of the tanker accident.
               “No, she was with someone who was dead and couldn't tell you anything. You assumed
               they were her parents.”  

         Trace blew out a frustrated sigh. “Kayne, there has to be thousands of those necklaces,
               at the very least.” 

         Kayne shook his head. “No, it was custom made, and those are their birthstones. On
               the back it has an inscription and my initials. Look. It's written in Russian; it translates to, 'With My Last Breath'. I know it's
               there.”

         “Oh my God.” Jessica’s eyes darted up and to the left, a sign she was trying to pull a memory
               instead of creating a lie, but eventually she said, “Maybe the necklace was lost?”
               A hopeful look brightened her face. 

         “Jessica, you've never seen Natalia's photo, but they look like twins. My God, I should
               have demanded answers then,” he said half to himself. “How long have you known who
               she really is? From the beginning? Did you keep her on purpose?” Fuck he was losing it, and he couldn't help it.

         Jessica gasped and stepped away. “What? No!” 

         “That's pretty circumstantial.” Del edged closer to Jessica. 

         Kayne took a step back. He needed to keep his distance. He was so goddamned mad at
               her he wasn't sure what he was capable of. And he didn't want to risk hurting her.

         Kayne thought frantically for some other way of proving Jessica was holding Tasha,
               and then he remembered the dream. “She has a crescent moon birthmark over her right
               ear. It looks like a Cheshire cat smile.” Kayne looked to Jessica for confirmation.

         “Oh God.” Jessica sank onto the bench behind her. 

         “Just for argument’s sake, let’s say she is your missing daughter?” Trace asked. “How
               did she end up with that couple in the car that night?”

         “I don't know!” Kayne tore his attention away from the lone tear trailing down Jessica's
               color-leeched face long enough to look Trace in the eye. “I don't know what the fuck
               happened that day!” 

         “So you’re suggesting someone just magically happened to be there to kidnap a baby
               while your wife was drowning the other two?” 

         Kayne flinched at Del’s words. No matter how many times he heard it, or thought it,
               he'd never become immune to those words. 

         “Come on, Kayne, think of how that sounds.”

         “I don't give a shit how that sounds. I don't know how it happened. I just know Jessica is holding my daughter. I know it.” Kayne pounded a fist against his heart, his voice breaking.

         “Maybe you know it because you were there.” 

         Kayne saw Jessica flinch at the harsh sound of Cody’s voice, but she remained silent.
               When the hell had he joined them?

         Cody taunted, “I think those detectives were right. I think you killed your wife and
               kids. I bet you gave that baby to someone to hide for you until things cooled off
               with the cops and you lost track of her.”   

         How the hell did Cody know so much about the case?

         Of course Cody wasn’t done. “So, somehow you’ve finally tracked the kid to Payson
               and you think you can just snuggle up with Jessica and get your daughter back without
               being tried for murder.” 

         Asshole!

         Kayne wanted nothing more than to slug Cody. Hard. He owed him one as it was, and the crap he'd just spewed made driving his fist into
               his face all the more desirable. But one look at Jessica, and he could see the doubt
               in her eyes. Heartbreak replaced all his anger. Yeah, he'd hoped she wouldn't believe
               that bullshit, but that's all it had been, he now realized. 

         Kayne dropped to his knees in front of her. “It's not true. I never knew. I swear
               to God I had no idea.”

         “There's nothing to know, Kayne. She's not Tasha,” Jessica responded hotly.

         Del cleared his throat. “There's a congregation full of people just itching for the
               closing prayer so they can stick their noses in this. Let’s take this someplace we
               can sit down and try and sort it out.”

         Cody laughed, the tone humorless. “No, I'm not letting him anywhere near Jess or the kids.”

         Kayne surged to his feet. “Back off!” He’d had enough of Cody’s interference. “You're
               not a part of this.” 

         “Like hell I'm not. Anything to do with Jessica has to do with me. I stood by her
               when she fought for that kid.” He threw his arm out, pointing at Gracie. “Children's
               Services wanted to take her away, but no, Jess couldn't let her go.” There was a heavy note of disgust in Cody’s voice. “I
               wish to hell they would have taken her away, or better yet, that she'd just died in the crash!” 

         Jessica gasped. “How can you say such a thing?”

         Kayne took a threatening step toward Cody. The only thing stopping him from beating
               the shit out of Cody was the fact they were standing in church. Motherfucker! 

         The foolish idiot pressed on, oblivious to Kayne’s barely restrained fury. “But she
               survived, and Children’s Services gave in. She's Jessica's now, and you can't take
               her away!”

         “Take her?” Kayne and Jessica said in unison. 

         Kayne hadn't thought of anything past the fact that Tasha was alive. How could Cody
               even think that he'd take her from Jessica? Kayne was finally beginning to think clearly
               enough to realize that if Jessica had known about the necklace, she wouldn't have
               risked the chance of him seeing it today.

         Cody took a threatening step toward Jessica. “You are being so fucking stupid! Use
               your damn brain. He's trying to take her away from you.”

         That son of a bitch! To hell with being in church—Kayne punched Cody. “You ever speak
               to her like that again,” he said, standing over Cody's prone body. “And I'll do more
               than deck you.”

         “Are you threatening me?” Cody stared up at Kayne as he wiped blood from his mouth
               with the back of his hand.

         “Enough! This is a house of God. Get up, dust off, and walk out.” The blood vessels
               in Del's forehead stood in relief, a sure sign of his anger.

         “I want to press charges for assault. I want him arrested,” Cody demanded as Trace
               unceremoniously hauled him up off the floor.

         Del glared at Cody. “You mean like the charges he filed against you the other day,
               when you decked him at that accident scene?” 

         “Do you really want to go down that road, Cody?” Trace asked. “He can still press
               charges, and he was an officer in uniform.” 

         Cody reluctantly shook his head. “No.”

         Trace cocked his head. “There's the closing hymn. We've got about two minutes to get
               out of here.”

         Hitting Cody had felt good. Kayne wished he could have done it a dozen more times. 

         “Jessica, take...Gracie.” God it was hard to call her that. “To the Tahoe, I'll get the other kids.” It broke
               Kayne’s heart to see his baby curled up in a frightened little ball against Jessica.
               Of course, she didn't understand anything other than all the adults around her were
               mad and upset, and it had something to do with her. 

         When Jess nodded and turned to walk away, Cody demanded, “You going to let that psychopath
               around your kids?” 

         “I will go get them.” 

         Kayne’s head snapped left at the unexpected sound of Maddy’s voice. Oh, sweet Jesus,
               one look at her tear-stained face told him she'd heard and seen too much.

         Kayne held out his arms. “Come here, sweet pea.”  

         Maddy didn't hesitate. She threw herself into his arms and began sobbing uncontrollably.

         “I'll get the other kids,” Del said. “We'll meet you by the Tahoe.”

         Kayne scooped up Maddy. He nodded toward the exit door. “Jessica, lead the way.” 

         Kayne could feel someone right behind him as they walked. Joe Sutton's words from
               the other day about watching his back around Cody ran through his mind. Was the belligerent
               hose-monkey crazy enough to try something while he held Maddy in his arms?

         “Right behind you.” Trace. Kayne relaxed slightly.

         Maddy lifted her head and made eye contact. “Is it true? Is she really your daughter?”
               

         Hell yes! Kayne opted for diplomacy. “I think so, sweat pea.”  He sat Maddy in the front passenger
               seat of the Tahoe, retrieved some Kleenex from the console, and handed it to her. “We're going to find out.”

         Kayne looked down at Gracie, who was curled tightly against Jessica. “Tash... Gracie?” Her eyes were open, but unfocused and glazed.

         “Mama, pretty off. No want. Pease. Pease!” Gracie’s eyes filled with tears, and her lip began to quiver “No want. Off!”

         God, she was breaking his heart. “What is she saying?”

         “She wants the necklace off.” Jessica’s own eyes were brimming with unshed tears.
               

         Kayne reached out and fumbled with the tiny clasp, his hands shaking badly. He managed
               to unhook the chain. Slowly he turned it over, praying that the words he expected to see would be there.

         С моим последним дыханием. With my last breath.

         “What does it mean?” Jessica cocked her head questioningly.

         “It's a promise. A prayer.”  How did he explain words that held meaning only in his heart? Though he’d given them to Oksana, they’d only ever been words. 

         Kayne released a heavy sigh. “Should I die before I hold you in my arms again, know
               that my very last thoughts were of you and our beloved children. Know that with my
               last breath I plead for God to help you find peace and joy in this life without me;
               that he keep you safe until we are together once more. Know that I whispered, I love you. Forever. With my last breath.”

         They were words a husband would say to a beloved wife, the mother of his children.
               Even with all the turmoil in their relationship, he’d tried his damnedest to love
               her, and had foolishly believed she'd loved him. But it had been nothing but a lie.
               

         But Jessica? She’d loved and been loved by a hero. One who’d given his life to save Kayne's daughter.
               And here Kayne stood with Jarred's wife, his family, unworthy of any of it, knowing
               a good man had sacrificed all of this for a child. Where the fuck was the justice
               in that? 

         Kayne walked Jessica and Gracie to the driver's side of the Tahoe. “Gracie, time to buckle up.” Kayne held his hands out, and she readily transferred from Jessica to him, clinging
               like a frightened little monkey. He wrapped his arms tightly around her for a long
               moment, closed his eyes, and took several deep breaths, slowly letting them out. He’d
               never truly believed he'd be able to hold one of his children again. “It's okay, baby,
               you're safe.” Thank God, you're safe.

          

         

   

THIRTEEN

          

         Jess had no idea how she'd managed to get home, but she felt thankful as she pulled
               into the garage and put the Tahoe into park. She was still reeling from the fact that
               Kayne had suspected Gracie of being his daughter all along. Thinking back to that
               first time he’d met Gracie—the expression on his face when he’d looked at her standing
               in the foyer—it was as if he’d seen a ghost. From the very beginning, he'd only been
               interested in getting close to his daughter. She’d been a fool to think for even a
               moment that he’d been interested in her. 

         Jess shoved her foolish heartache aside and tried to wrap her mind around the possibility
               that Gracie was indeed his daughter. No matter how she looked at it, it made no sense. He’d told her his wife had killed
               their kids, that the baby's body had never been found. If Gracie were that baby, how
               was it possible she'd not only lived, but ended up more than five hundred miles away
               at an accident scene?

         Lost in thought, Jess gasped in surprise when Kayne opened her door. 

         “It's just me, Jessica,” he said. “I'm not gonna hurt you.”

         But he already had. And now he was threatening to destroy her family. 

         Mentally and physically numb, she could do little more than follow Kayne and the kids
               into the house. 

         ***

         Kayne wearily rubbed his forehead. “I think I have a migraine.”  

         With Trace’s help, Kayne had fixed the kids lunch while Jessica took them upstairs
               to get changed. Once they ate, Del had taken the kids downstairs to play. Kayne and
               Jessica remained, with Trace St. Mortiz to referee, trying to sort everything out.
               This was only made harder by the unwelcome Cody, who’d followed them home and proceeded
               to insinuate himself in the conversation. So far they’d gotten nowhere. 

         Jessica started to stand. “I'll get you some ibuprofen.” 

         He stayed her with a hand on her forearm. “I'll get it.” He headed toward Jessica's
               bathroom, needing a moment or two to himself.

         “Remind me to be offended later,” she called after him. 

         Shit! Of course, he shouldn't know where she kept medication. However, a bathroom,
               the medicine cabinet especially, was the best place to learn about someone, and Kayne
               had taken advantage of the opportunity afforded him the other night.

         He'd learned Jessica didn't take any prescriptions. The only sign of birth control
               had been an unopened box of novelty condoms that had expired. She used cinnamon flavored
               dental floss and baking-soda toothpaste. By the sheer number of choices of  sea salt
               scrubs, bubble baths, and  oil beads—the ones that  were deadly if, God forbid, the
               slippery little suckers ever spilled out onto the floor—it appeared that she thoroughly
               enjoyed the oversized Jacuzzi tub on a regular basis. The array of natural sea sponges in a basket on the tub’s edge helped cement that theory. He had also discovered she used very little makeup or hair products,
               and that she loved the smell of almonds and vanilla. Both were in everything from
               her shampoo to her body lotion.

         Kayne grabbed a couple Advil and swallowed them dry. As he walked back into the kitchen,
               he overheard Cody: “I don't give a shit who he thinks she is, I won't have you spending any more time with him.”

         “Cody, please, you're not helping.” 

         He hated hearing the pleading in Jessica’s voice. It pissed him off that the dip-shit
               had a say in anything involving his daughter.

         Kayne dropped back onto one of the stools and glared at Cody. “Why, exactly, are you
               here?”  He understood why Del and Trace were present, but Cody was just pissing him
               off.

         Cody stepped a little closer to Jessica. “To protect Jess.”

         “Bullshit. Stay the hell out of my way,” Kayne growled with no small degree of malice.
               And away from my family! He barely managed to bite back the words. Christ Almighty, where had that thought
               come from?

         God, he felt old. His adrenaline was metabolizing, and fear had buried its claws deep,
               refusing to let go. What if he was wrong? What if the necklace being found with Gracie
               really was some horrible coincidence? But his mind vehemently denied the possibility
               even as he thought it. He didn't believe in coincidences.

         “Jessica, I'm so sorry, but I need to know more about what happened that night. How
               did this happen?” He pointed to the necklace he'd stretched out on the counter in front of
               him.

         Jessica walked over and stood beside him. “What are you going to do when you realize
               she's not your daughter?” She reached out and laid her hand on his forearm. “Please
               don't do this.”

         Kayne twisted away from her touch, shoved a hand in his back pocket, and with jerky movements, pulled out his wallet, and produced the photograph. “Look
               at it!” he said angrily. “The necklace is right there. There are no others like it,
               because I designed the fucking thing myself. In fact, the center diamond has a goddamned
               serial number engraved on it.” Oksana was forever taking her wedding bands off and
               forgetting them, so he'd incorporated her engagement ring into the pendant. “If anyone
               had bothered to run it, they would have discovered its connection with the open homicide
               investigation.” He'd given all the details to the investigating detective.

          Kayne had obsessed about that damned necklace, and the detective had shown little
               interest in a missing piece of jewelry. Holy shit, even then, gut instinct was telling
               him he needed to find what happened to that pendant. He hadn't been able to see past
               his grief to do more than leave it to the investigators, who were busy trying to pin
               the murders on him and find his baby girl’s body. But that was the problem, wasn't
               it? They'd been looking for a body. They'd scoured dumpsters and landfills, dragged
               waterways. They'd done everything to recover a body, when they should have been looking
               for a living child. 

         Trace cleared his throat. “I was the investigator on that case. We ran the serial
               number, hoping to identify the bodies and locate a next of kin for Gracie. We never
               got a hit. I don't know who told you they put it into NCIC, but they lied.” 

         Kayne knew that if Santa Barbara had entered the serial number, the national database
               would have notified both towns that the other agency had interest in the serial number.
               Just one more reason to hate the detective that had tried to nail him for murder.

         “Tasha looks just like her sister, Natalia. Gracie has the same birthmark as Tasha. Who the hell else could she be?” 

         Trace leaned in to look at the picture. “What the hell?” He glanced at Kayne then
               back to the photo.

         “That's my wife and children. That is Natalia, Tasha's older sister.” Kayne pointed
               to the toddler on Oksana’s lap. The photo had been taken only days before his world
               tilted. “Natalia was a few months younger than... Gracie when this was taken, and that is Gracie.” He pointed to the baby in Oksana’s arms.

         Del walked into the kitchen. “Hey guys, I’ve got a callout. I’m gonna have to take
               off.” He paused to look at the photograph. “Wow. She looks just like Gracie.”

         “No she doesn't!” Jessica shouted. “That's Gracie downstairs with her siblings, not
               Tasha. That's my daughter.” Jessica burst into tears. “That's. My. Daughter.”

         “Hey, come here.” Kayne tried wrapping an arm around Jessica, but she sidestepped
               him.

         “Don’t!”  She held up a staying hand when Cody moved toward her. 

         Kayne gave Cody a back-the-fuck-off glare. 

         Everything in Kayne ached to pull Jessica into his arms and keep her close, but she’d
               made it clear she didn’t want to be touched.“Hey, don't cry,” he soothed. “We're going
               to figure this out.”

         “There's an easy way to confirm Gracie’s identity,” Trace said. “A DNA test is simple
               and quick. Three days, and we’ll have an answer. There's no sense in getting worked
               up until we know either way.”

         “No way!” Cody grabbed Jessica’s arm. “You are not agreeing to any such thing. If she is this
               Ta-whatever, then this is proof he killed his wife and kids, and something went wrong.
               Jessica you need to stay the hell away from him before you end up dead too.” 

         Kayne had never taken a life, not even in the line of duty, but holy Christ he'd like
               to beat Cody to within an inch of his.

         “Kayne, look at me.” Trace stepped between Kayne and Cody. “Look me in the eye and
               swear to me you had nothing to do with the deaths or that baby’s survival.”

         “I swear to God, I did not.” Kayne didn’t hesitate. 

         Trace studied him a long moment then nodded. “We searched for a relative for months.”
               He went on to explain how they'd  eventually identified the woman, since she’d been
               thrown from the car, but the male driver and any identification he might have had
               burned beyond recognition when the vehicle exploded. Though they’d been able to pull
               a VIN off the vehicle, it had come back listed as an Owner Notice of Sale. They’d
               contacted the previous owner, who’d only been able to tell them that he’d sold it
               to a young man who’d paid cash. 

         “You know, the craziest thing about the whole accident,” Trace said, “Was that there
               was no sign of a car seat. From the radio transmissions, we know the driver was still
               in the car and the woman went through the window and was dead on impact. So how in
               the hell did that baby get out of the car and next to the woman without a scratch
               on her?” 

         Cody laughed. “Obviously Jarred pulled her out. The seat had melted in the fire.”

         “No, there was no car seat.” Trace’s voice was adamant. “In fact, there were no signs
               she'd been in the accident at all. Never made sense.”

         Hearing that sent a chill down Kayne's spine. What the hell had really happened that night?

         ***

         Kayne caught Jessica in the hallway a few minutes later. She'd gone downstairs to
               check on the children. He wanted to see Tasha so badly his chest ached but knew Jessica
               needed a few moments to herself, so he'd stayed put. Mostly. He'd finally had enough of Cody's death glares and stepped into the hallway, only
               to realize Jessica was leaning against the wall. 

         “Hey, how are you holding up?” Though his voice was quiet, it startled her.

         “How do you think I'm holding up?” She looked away and furiously tried to wipe tears
               from her face.

         Christ, he hated to see her cry. “Jessica, I'm so sorry.” Kayne tried to take her
               in his arms, but she backed quickly away. 

         “Don't. Just. Don't!” She warded him off with her hands. “I was just fine before you
               ever showed up.” 

         Yeah, that was probably true, but he hadn't been. “I'm scared too.” God, that statement didn't even begin to touch the surface of the fear he felt right now. 

         “Mama?” Maddy's voice interrupted.

         “Hey, sweet pea, where are your sisters and brother?” Kayne wanted to give Jessica
               a moment to compose herself. He couldn't tell how much Maddy had heard, but damnit,
               he wanted to keep them out of this as much as possible. 

         “Ash has them on the stairs. It's nap time, and I was wondering if I should put them in bed or let them skip.”

         “No, put them down for nap. We don't need five-o'clock meltdown on top of everything
               else,” Kayne answered automatically. “When you're done, you can pick a movie and watch
               it downstairs. Nothing over PG.”

         Cody stepped into the hallway. “Wow, still trying to make family decisions, I see.” 
               

         “Maddy, go on.” Kayne ignored Cody. He watched to make sure she actually headed upstairs
               before he dealt with Cody. 

         “Not gonna run up and do it yourself, Jarred?” Cody sneered. “Oops, there for a moment
               we both forgot who you were.”

         “Cody! Stop it!” Jessica cried. “Just Stop!”

         “When are you going to wake up? He's trying to destroy everything we built,” Cody
               spouted, pushing Kayne to the edge of his limit. “You think it's a coincidence he
               landed in Payson? Use your brain for once. See him for what he is.”

         “And what, exactly, am I?” Kayne ground the words out through a tightly clenched jaw.
               

         Cody’s smile was far too smug. “You mean other than a child killer? Not only did you
               murder your own family, you're the reason Jarred is dead. If Gracie is who you claim,
               that is.” 

         He turned back to Jessica. “You think about that, Jessica. He's the real reason your
               husband's gone, and your kids are fatherless.”

         “I have never killed anyone in my life, but today isn’t over yet.” Kayne ushered Jessica
               back into the kitchen. There was no way he was leaving her alone with that asshole,
               and he wasn’t sticking around to listen to anything else Cody had to say.

         “Did you just threaten me?” Cody shouted. 

         Kayne ignored him.

         But Cody wouldn’t let it go. “How old did you say your wife was when you married her?
               She doesn't look much more than a child herself. You sure seem interested in little
               girls.”

         Kayne stumbled, momentarily forgetting how to walk. Cody couldn’t have hit the mark
               better if he’d tried. Eight years his junior, Oksana had turned eighteen a mere three
               days before their wedding. A fact Kayne hadn’t learned until he’d met her face-to-face.
               

         Son of a bitch! He shouldn't have to be the one to leave.

         With jerky movements, he grabbed the photo and shoved it into his wallet, then the
               wallet into his pocket. Kayne walked around the corner, took the long hallway around
               to the garage, and left.

         He had never in his life truly wanted to kill anyone until that moment. He had to
               get out of there before he gave into that desire. He wasn't abandoning Jessica and
               the kids with that asshole, he assured himself. He was taking them out of the line
               of fire. Cody clearly wasn’t going to give up, and, for whatever reason, Jessica wouldn’t
               send him away. Besides, Trace would keep the asshole in line. 

         At the highway junction, he headed north away from his empty house. He couldn’t stand
               the thought of being there right now. He'd just left the one and only place he wanted
               to be. Christ Almighty! Tasha was alive, and, by some miracle, he'd found her.

         ***

         Jess rounded on Cody the moment the garage door closed behind Kayne. “Who the hell
               do you think you are? This is not your house! These are not your children! I'm not your wife!” And he's not a goddamned pedophile! She couldn't even voice such a vile accusation without being ill. “You had no right
               to treat him like that!”

         “The hell I don't. I'm not letting someone like that into your life.”

         “It's not your fucking choice!” Jess shouted. Granted, she'd known Cody had had a
               crush on her way back in high school, and after Jarred had died he'd encouraged her
               to start dating again. But not once had she ever thought he'd meant start dating him. Yet that was the only logical explanation. Had Cody been waiting around for her all
               this time? She nearly scoffed at the idea. He changed girlfriends more often than
               he changed underwear. 

         Jess picked up her cell phone and tried calling Kayne, but it went to voice mail.
               She hung up and tried again. And again. She was leaving a message after her fourth try, pleading with him to call her back,
               to let her know he was okay, when the text came through. Code-4. Cop speak for “I'm okay.” Not bloody likely!

         “What is your problem, Cody?! You know what, forget it. Get out of my house and don't come
               back.” 

         He crossed his arms defiantly. “Don't you talk to me that way; I have every right
               to be here.” 

          “The hell you say. Get. Out. Now.”

         Trace stepped between them. “Cody, she asked you to leave. Now.”

         “Fine.” Cody glared at Trace for a long moment. “For tonight. But we're not through. Not even close, and you'd better get that through your head. I'm done playing this cat and mouse
               game with you.” With that, Cody stormed out. 

         What the hell was that supposed to mean?

          

         

   

FOURTEEN

          

         Kayne sat at the stop light, staring at the sign over the office doorway he’d just
               watched Jessica walk through, followed by Cody a moment later. A family law office.

         It had been another sleepless night. He'd taken the 300 Road, an unpaved forest control
               road that crossed the top of the Mogollon escarpment, passing through a Keystone forest
               made up primarily of Ponderosa and Pinon Pine to a quiet little spot nearly a hundred
               miles from any major light source. He'd lain in the back of his truck in the pitch
               black of night, staring up at the stars, trying to clear his mind. The heavens had
               been dripping with light, something people from the city never got to experience.

         Over and over, memories of his family played through his mind as he struggled to put
               the pieces together. Try as he might, nothing added up, unless... 

         Unless Oksana hadn't killed their children. And yet, he'd seen her standing over their bodies. For fuck’s sake, she'd apologized
               before she shot herself. 

         Goddamn her! 

         If she hadn't done it, why would she leave him alone to try and pick up the pieces
               of such a horrific tragedy? 

         So fucking alone.

         But the night held no answers, only more questions, and, when morning encroached,
               he hiked to Myrtle Pointe, climbed out on the rocky outcropping, and sat with his
               feet dangling over the edge as he watched the sun crest the mountains. Awed by the
               majestic view as light chased shadow across hills and over hollows, through the valley
               more than two-thousand feet below, he sat there, finally realizing he wasn't alone
               anymore. He'd found Tasha, and with her, a desire to live. 

         In that moment, he'd also thought he might have found something more, if he could
               just figure out how to reach out to Jessica. But sitting here, watching first Jessica,
               then Cody, walk into that attorney's office, he realized she obviously didn't feel
               the same.

         A car horn sounded behind him, forcing him forward. He glanced at the clock; it read
               8:05am. She hadn't wasted any time seeking out an attorney, and she'd chosen to side
               with Cody over him. Damned if that didn't hurt more than Kayne cared to admit.

         Jessica had made her choice, and oh Christ, jealousy was an ugly bastard. He couldn’t
               stand the idea of Cody being close to Jessica, much less touching her. The thought
               made his gut clench. Which was absolutely ridiculous. 

         He told himself not to panic, that surely there was a reasonable explanation, and
               yet divorces and child custody fights didn't happen in church. The realization that
               Jessica might try to keep him from his daughter cut deep. Betrayal tasted bitter on
               his tongue, scorched down his throat into a pool of acid that ate at him from the
               inside out. 

         He'd planned on heading home, showering, and then contacting the detective in Santa
               Barbara to let him know Tasha had been found, which would bring in the FBI, because she'd been taken across state lines. Whoever
               had done so had to have some knowledge of his children’s murder. It was the only answer
               that even remotely made sense. Kayne also planned to find out why the diamond's serial
               number had never been entered into NCIC. 

         Christ, Tasha had been so close to being returned to him, so damned close. But someone
               somewhere had dropped the ball. He needed answers before he spoke with Jessica. He
               needed to know what his rights were. Was he going to have to sue for visitation with
               his own daughter? 

         Jessica had home field advantage. She'd grown up in Payson, and worked in law enforcement.
               In a town this size, that pretty much guaranteed she knew most of the legal community,
               which meant they knew her. So, it stood to reason that even if all things were equal,
               they'd side with her. He had to find out about the adoption laws. Surely there was
               a protection clause for kidnapped children. He had to have some rights to see his
               daughter, didn't he?

         The best place to start was at the courthouse. He suspected the files would be sealed,
               but perhaps someone in the law library could answer some general questions. 

         Kayne made a right at the next intersection and pulled up to the small, two-story
               building that housed several county agencies, including the Gila County Superior Court.

         The desk clerk smiled up at him. “Officer Dobrescu, are you here for court?”  

         “No, actually I needed some information. It's a personal matter.” He glanced at the
               people waiting to see the judge. A personal matter he didn't want the whole town knowing
               about. 

         “Well, let me buzz you back.” 

         He merely nodded his thanks and walked through the door when he heard the magnet release.

         Kayne made his way into the small law library, nodded at the guy in the suit making
               copies who made eye contact. Kayne didn't recognize him, but figured him for an attorney
               or a judge. Thankfully, the room was otherwise empty, except for the clerk. A willowy,
               strawberry blonde with a girl-next-door face sprinkled with a charming dose of freckles,
               Janet was her name, he thought.

         “Officer Dobrescu, what can I do for you?” She leaned forward, her interest a little
               too friendly for his taste. Especially today of all days.

         Kayne folded his arms over his chest. “I have some questions about adoption law.”
               And thank you, that had her shifting away from him.

         “Oh, are you and your wife thinking of adopting?” She eyed his left hand. The one
               that had been ring-free since the day he buried it with Oksana. 

         “No, not exactly.” He tried for a friendly smile. “I'm just curious how the whole process works. I mean,
               once an adoption is final, is it permanent? Or can it be reversed for any reason?”

         “No, in Arizona once the parents sign away their rights, it's pretty much a done deal.
               They can't just change their mind. Unless they can prove consent was given under fraud
               or duress, that is.”

         Kayne rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “What if the parents didn't sign?”

         “Were the kids taken away by Children's Services?” she asked.

         He shook his head. “I believe the baby would have been considered orphaned or abandoned.
               At least that's what Children's Services thought, but the child had actually been
               abducted from another state.”

         The copy machine stopped working, and the man turned to Kayne. “That's a whole different
               issue.” He held out his hand. “I'm Brian Ellis, attorney. I couldn't help but overhear
               your conversation.”

         Kayne accepted his handshake. “Kayne Dobrescu, State Trooper.”

         “Highway Patrol doesn't usually get involved in such things. They’re normally handled
               by the locals or the Feds.”

         Kayne’s body vibrated with nervous energy. “You've dealt with this type of stuff before?”

         “Not here. I'm new to Payson. I retired from Phoenix—well I guess you could call it
               retiring. I opened up practice here after twenty-seven years as a Judge. Mostly family court.”

         Yes! “I could sure use some advice. When would you have time to sit down and talk, in
               private?”

         “I have a few minutes now. My last case was rescheduled. Truth is, I'm still pretty
               new, and this town seems unsure of newcomers.”

         “Tell me about it.” Kayne sighed. It was a huge factor in all of this, Kayne realized. Damn, he didn't want to fight her for visitation.

         They found an empty room, and Kayne pulled up a chair across the table from Brian
               and waited for him to pull a legal pad out.

         Brian adjusted his glasses. “So tell me what's going on.”

         Kayne let out a frustrated breath. “I don't have a lot of money. I can make payments,
               but I can't afford a large retainer.”

         Brian cocked his head thoughtfully. “I take it this is a personal case. The first
               hour is free, so relax. Once we talk, if it's a case I think I stand a chance of winning,
               we'll go from there. If it's something that isn't probable, I'm going to tell you
               flat out. As much as I like money, I like my integrity better.”

         Kayne nodded. “Okay.” He could accept that. 

         For the next hour, Kayne told Brian everything he knew, suspected, and feared. He
               told him about the death of his other two children, and Oksana's suicide, about the
               investigators’ belief of his guilt, all the way through yesterday's events. 

         Brian leaned forward. “How long has the adoption been final?” 

         Kayne sighed. “About a year. I think.”

         “As in not quite a year, or as in just over a year?” he asked.

         “I don't know.” Kayne shrugged. “Does it really matter though?”

         Brian stared thoughtfully at his notepad for a long moment before meeting Kayne’s
               gaze. “It could make a difference. In Arizona, there’s a clause that says an adoption
               may be protested if there are factual errors in the adoption, but once a year has
               hit, then everything is considered valid and rectified. It may be irrelevant in this
               case, since the child was abducted, but it could give you an advantage if it comes
               down to a case of best interest of the child.”

         “Best interest?” Kayne didn’t like the sound of that.

         Brian nodded and jotted down a note. “She’s been with this Jessica Hallstatt for nearly
               two years, almost her whole life. A bonding specialist could argue that it would be
               abusive to remove her from her only known parent. However, we’d argue that she shouldn’t
               have been with Ms. Hallstatt in the first place, and since she’s so terribly young,
               transition would have far less long-reaching effects.”

         “So you're saying she can't keep me from seeing my daughter?” Kayne feared to hope
               he understood this right.

         “No, what I'm saying is she has no legal rights to Tasha. At all. If we're within the year window, we can file to vacate the adoption. We'll ask for
               a change of venue to get it out of Payson so that she doesn't get a sympathetic judge.
               We don't want her to play the dead-hero-husband, or I'm-one-of-you card. That way
               we’ll be on even ground if she tries for best interest. It may take a while, but we'll get your daughter back where she belongs, and you won't
               have to deal with this woman or her boyfriend again.”

         Kayne jerked back in surprise. “Wait, that's not what I want. I mean, I want my daughter,
               but I don't want to hurt Jessica. Tasha has grown up as Gracie Hallstatt to this point.
               She shares a room with a sister. She has siblings and a mom who love her dearly.”

         Brian furrowed his brows, a look of confusion on his face. “If her life is so great,
               why are you trying to disrupt it?”

         “She's my daughter! I didn't give her up, she was taken.” Kayne slammed his hand on
               the table. “I want to be in her life. I need to be in her life.”

         Brian smiled a dangerous smile. “Then that's what you have to remember. You don't
               get to have it both ways. This isn't some divorce where you can share custody. In
               this case, it's either or. You get her back or Jessica keeps her.”

         Kayne knew he was right. Whoever held custody decided everything from visitation to
               where a child lived, attended school, and associated with. Kayne needed that control.
               Perhaps he really was a selfish bastard, but knowing his daughter was alive, safe,
               and loved wasn’t enough. He needed to be in her life. 

         Brian promised to do some snooping. “I’ll locate the original case. While it’s technically
               sealed, I can find out when it was filed and finalized, and then proceed from there.”

         Kayne nodded. “That seems fair.”

         Brian’s gaze was intent. “Be prepared for this to move fast. Judges don’t like to sit on these types of cases. Every day a child stays with one
               party keeps them from bonding with the caregiver they belonged with.”

         Kayne dreaded asking the next question. “What about your fees?”

         “I’m not charging you for this.”

         Brian chuckled when Kayne just stared at him in disbelief. 

         “Look, I could lie to you and tell you I’m doing it pro-bono for purely altruistic
               reasons. But the fact is, this is a once in a lifetime case. I’m too old to worry
               about making a name for myself, but I’d be lying if I said this wasn’t what any petitioning
               attorney would consider a dream case.”

         Kayne swallowed hard, trying to dislodge the lump in his throat. “Thanks.”

          With an assurance that Brian would file an Order for Paternity by day’s end, Kayne
               headed home.

         He thought he'd feel better having put something into motion, but the reality was
               it had left him with a heavy heart. He didn’t want to upend anyone’s life, but he
               would not walk away from his daughter. At this point, all he could do was wait for Brian to call and advise him of their next step. In the meantime, he had phone
               calls to make. Starting with a detective that made the belligerent hose-monkey look
               like Kayne’s best friend.

         ***

         Jess had mixed feelings as she walked out of her attorney's office. The adoption had
               been finalized for exactly one year as of midnight tonight. After five o'clock today,
               when the courts closed their door, no one could protest the accuracy of the adoption.
               That was the good news.

         The bad news: In short, Child Protective Services had dropped the ball. They hadn't
               posted notification and severed parental rights. They'd just assumed Gracie's parents
               had been the man and woman in the car with her that night. They hadn't searched missing
               persons databases, tried to locate a birth certificate...and the list went on and
               on.

         But, even if every ‘I’ had been dotted, every ‘T’ crossed and the year had long since
               passed, it still might not matter. Bottom line: Ultimately, it would be up to a judge
               to determine Gracie’s fate. Her attorney's final advice, one that Cody had belligerently railed against,
               was that Jess should work out an acceptable joint custody/visitation agreement with
               Kayne. Once paternity was established, of course. Jess was still beyond furious with
               Cody for showing up and insinuating himself in the meeting. She didn’t give a damn
               if he’d been the one who originally hired this attorney and his partners to deal with
               Jarred’s case. 

         She needed time to think. Alone, away from Cody. She didn't understand his obsessive need to run roughshod over this situation. He
               sure as hell wasn't helping matters. Or at least didn't seem to be. But every time
               she steeled herself to tell him he needed to stay away, he'd drop a reminder about
               all the times he'd been there for her, about how he'd ensured she had the life she
               was currently living, instead of one full of struggle and uncertainty without Gracie.
               So she’d held her tongue and hoped she wouldn't regret it. 

         ***

         Jess stood in her front doorway, watching the car pull away late that afternoon, unable
               to make her mind process the papers she held in her hands. 

         Court decrees.

         The first was an order to establish paternity. The judge was giving her twenty-four
               hours to present Grace to the nearest lab for a paternity test. That, Jess would readily
               agree to, since she was still holding onto the hope that this was all some horrible
               mistake, and they'd discover Gracie was not Kayne’s daughter. Surely this was nothing
               but a series of unfortunate coincidences. 

         The second order, however, nearly brought Jess to her knees. It was a petition contesting
               the adoption and seeking immediate custody of Gracie upon confirmation of paternity.
               

         The son of a bitch was trying to take her baby away. Oh, God. She couldn't breathe. 

         “Maddy, watch the kids,” she managed to choke out to her ten-year old daughter before
               racing to her room. 

         Somewhere in the back of her mind she knew she should call someone, but she barely
               managed to make it to her bathroom before she threw up. After, she collapsed to the
               ground in a heap of sobs. How could Kayne do this? Didn't he realize how many lives
               he'd tear apart by taking Gracie away? Didn't he care?

          

         

   

FIFTEEN

          

         “Dobrescu.” Kayne answered the phone, trying to wipe the last of the soap out of his eyes. He'd
               heard it ring several times in succession and figured it was an emergency.

         “Kayne?” The small feminine voice sounded distraught.

         “Maddy?” He knew it was her even before she confirmed. “Sweet pea, what's wrong, has something
               happened?” He felt his heart skip a beat or two.

         “Mama—”

         Kayne panicked. “Is she hurt?” he demanded, not letting her finish whatever she would
               have said.

         “No. I don't know. After the man left, she locked herself in her room, and I can hear
               her crying.” Maddy's voice quivered as she spoke.

         A man? Had someone hurt her? If the son of a bitch had laid a finger on her, Kayne would
               hunt him to the ends of the earth. “Tell me exactly what happened.” Kayne ran the
               towel swiftly across his body. He dropped it and ripped open his dresser drawer. He grabbed the first pair of jeans that met his fingertips.

         “The man handed Mama papers, and she's upset about them. Told me to watch everyone and went to her room.”

         “I'm on my way, sweet pea, just stay on the phone with me.”

         Kayne managed to get jeans on—not an easy task one-handed, especially when he was
               still wet. He grabbed his shirt and shoes and ran out the door. He debated half a
               second then opted for his truck instead of his patrol car. He placed the phone on
               speaker so he could pull his shirt on as he stopped at the first red light.

         When the house came into view, Kayne let out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been
               holding. “Sweet pea, I'm pulling up to the front door—” He had been about to ask her
               to come open it when it flew open, and there she stood, dancing from foot to foot,
               Gracie in her arms.

         “I'm here, sweet pea.” Kayne fought for a calm he didn’t feel. These children needed
               assurance. 

         Maddy flew into his arms. “Thank you.” 

          Gracie turned instantly and scampered up his chest, clinging to him. He held them both close for a long moment before taking them inside.

         “Hey, Kayne.” Ash eyed him warily from the other side of the kitchen island.

         “What’s wrong buddy?”

         “They're hungry.” He shrugged.

         Kayne glanced at the clock; it was nearly six-thirty. “You haven't had dinner yet?”

         Ash shook his head. “No. We were just trying to decide.” 

         Damn it! How could Jessica just leave them to fend for themselves? A small voice tried
               to tell him he was being unreasonable. It wasn't as if she'd left them alone, she
               was still in the house. He had to believe that if there were a true emergency, she'd
               be able to react. But a louder voice was claiming she was just like Oksana.

         “Okay, Maddy, get drinks, Ash plates, 'Sabella silverware, and you…” He looked down at his daughter. He’d been about to tell her she needed to get in
               her highchair, but he was loathe to put her down. “You need to help me find the hotdogs.”
               

         Gracie popped her thumb out of her mouth. “A’kay.”

         Kayne pulled out a pack of hotdogs and some leftover mac-n-cheese—thank heavens Jessica
               dated storage containers—and within minutes, had them sitting down to dinner.

         Once the kids were situated, he headed into the lion's den. He had no idea what he'd
               say to her; he figured that would depend on what was written in those papers. Damn
               it all to hell, why hadn't Brian called him first? Knowing there was only one way
               to find out, Kayne took several deep breaths, slowly let them out, and then gently
               knocked on her door. “Jessica?”

         ***

         Jess literally jumped at the sound of Kayne's voice.

         “Jessica?” Kayne’s voice resonated through the door again.

         Her fear quickly turned to rage. She lunged to her feet and ripped the door open.
               “You son of a bitch! What are you doing in my house?” 

         Kayne took a quick step back. Good! Maybe someone would finally take her seriously. 

         “Maddy called me. What happened?”  

         His voice was calm, controlled, and that pissed her off more. “What happened? What
               happened?” She scoffed in disbelief. “You're going to stand there and play stupid, when you
               did this?” She waved the court papers in front of him.

         He stoically stood there, his arms hanging loosely at his sides. “I don't have any
               idea what those say. May I see them?”

         She stared at him, astonished. “How can you say that with a straight face? You had
               an attorney file papers asking that my adoption of Gracie be overturned so you can
               take ‘immediate full custody’ of Gracie—excuse me Tasha Dobrescu—and you have the nerve to stand there and try and tell me you don't know what these
               are?” She waved the papers at him again for emphasis. 

         Kayne raised his hands in surrender. “Whoa, wait a minute. I spoke to an attorney
               this morning, just like you did. But that’s all.”

         Jess gasped in surprise. “You were spying on me?”

         “Hell no!” He crossed his arms defensively. “I was stopped at the light, on my way home. I drove around all night, trying to make
               sense of everything. I saw you and Cody walking into that attorney’s office.”  

         Kayne threw up his hands and let them fall to his side. “Do you have any idea how
               fucking hard it was for me to walk out of here and leave her last night? All I wanted
               to do was hold my baby, but I had to leave, because you wouldn't get rid of Cody.
               So yeah, I talked to an attorney just like you did. But he was supposed to call me
               before he did anything, because I was hoping to work something out with you.”

         Okay, this was what her attorney had suggested she do. Jess took a deep breath and
               slowly let it out, trying to calm her racing heart. “Like what?”

         Kayne blew out a heavy sigh, looked away. “Fuck, I don’t know. Something that will let you and the kids stay in her life too.”
               He shrugged. 

          Oh, God, he planned to take her baby away and let them see her on occasion? All thoughts of her attorney’s advice fled her mind. “Get out.” The demand was little more than a choked whisper. 

         Kayne stood there staring, that damned look of concern on his face, as if he gave
               a shit about her. About any of them. 

         “Get out!” she screamed. She looked around for something to throw at him. Anything would do.
               

         “Jessica, calm down.” He put his hands out, palms forward, a gesture of surrender.
               “You have the kids so upset that Maddy called me in tears.”

         “She had no business calling you. I'll make sure it doesn't happen again.” Jess wiped
               furiously at the tears flooding her eyes. “I'll make sure they realize you were only
               using them to get close to their sister. That you're trying to take her away from
               us.”

         “Damn it, Jessica stop! That is not true!” He took a breath. Softened his voice. “Please, I'm begging you.” He slowly reached his hand out to her. “Baby, you’re trembling
               like a leaf. Let's sit down and talk about this. There has been a horrible mistake.
               We can fix this.”

         Jess stepped out of his reach. “Don’t touch me!” She couldn’t bear to be touched by
               him right now. God, she felt so horribly used. A hysterical laugh bubbled up and spilled over before she could stop it. “Yeah, horrible
               mistake is an understatement.” 

         But she was the one who’d made the mistake. She’d sworn she’d never let another man use or abuse her again, and the first time
               she attempted to let someone close, he’d done just that. “Cody was right about you. He told me you'd try to take her away.”

         Clearly frustrated, Kayne ran a hand through his hair. “I never meant to hurt you, Jessica.”

         “Please go away. I have to fix my children dinner.” She tried to shove past him, but
               the fact that he had more than a foot and a good eighty pounds on her made it a futile
               attempt.

         Kayne ran his hand down her arm, captured hers in his own. “I already did. Mac-n-cheese with hot dogs.”

         Jess jerked free. “You just came into my house without my permission?”

         He studied her thoughtfully. “I'm so sorry you're hurting, baby. I didn't mean for
               this to happen.” 

         God, she did not want him to be this caring person. She needed him to be an asshole.
               

         “Will you call Polly to come watch the kids, and we'll sit down and talk?”

         “Get out!”  She couldn't do this. Not now! How could she talk to him about taking
               her baby?

         “Call Polly to come help with the kids.” This time, it wasn't a request. “Or I will.”

         “I don't need help with my kids. I've been raising them just fine on my own since
               my husband died, saving my daughter.” 

         The muscle in Kayne’s jaw contracted. God, he looked so angry. “Right. You're in such control you left a ten-year-old in charge, while you holed up in your
               room and had a meltdown.” He ran a hand over his tired face. “Damn it, Jessica, you
               need help so you can deal with this. Please, let me stay and help and let’s work this
               out. I don't want to fight you. All I want is my daughter—” 

         The doorbell rang before Kayne could finish. With a glare, Jess dared him to stop
               her as she shoved past him. Thankfully, he stepped out of her way.

         ***

         Kayne gave in and punched the wall. Fuck! Who the hell could that be? Right when he
               thought he was finally reaching her. He'd been about to explain that he didn't want
               to rip Gracie away from the only mom and siblings she'd ever known. He only wanted her to be happy,
               but he needed to be a key part his child’s life. 

         Kayne followed her as far as the kitchen, where he stopped to check on the kids and
               grab some ice for his throbbing hand. They were a little too quiet, making him wonder how much they'd heard. He prayed it
               wasn't much. He didn't want them involved in all this bullshit. As it was, he and
               Jessica weren't winning parents of the year. 

         “Where the fuck is he?” 

         Kayne heard the belligerent hose-monkey’s roar. Oh yeah, let the games begin. 

         Cody stormed into the kitchen, seething. “How dare you step foot in this house.”

         “Why don't we go in the other room?” Kayne said as diplomatically as possible.

         “No. Because you're leaving.” Cody glared in challenge. 

         Kayne laughed a humorless laugh. He'd like to see Cody try and enforce that command.
               Kayne hadn't survived the streets of St. Petersburg and then Los Angeles with his
               good looks alone. He’d learned to fight and survive from the moment he could walk.

         “You have no right to tell me what to do, and, at this point, I don't want you around
               the kids, especially my daughter.”

         “Are you going to let him speak to me that way?” Cody all but whined to Jessica.

         Jessica looked Kayne in the eye. “Please, just go.”  

         “Both of you,” she clarified when Cody snorted in triumph.

         Kayne’s gut clinched. He wanted to work this out. “Jessica, we need to talk about
               this before it gets any further out of hand.”

         “Get out!” Cody took a threatening step forward. 

         Hadn’t the little fuck learned anything yet? God, if the kids weren’t here…But they were, so he restrained himself. Barely.

         “Jessica, please. Don’t draw a line in the sand that can't be crossed.” Kayne tried
               to step around Cody.

         Cody lashed out and grabbed Kayne's arm. It took every ounce of reserve he possessed
               to not tear into him. “Get your hands off of me,” he growled as quietly as possible.
               “The kids do not need to see any more of this.”

         Kayne stepped around Cody and headed for the door, but paused to speak with Jessica.
               “You need to take those papers seriously, after all,” Kayne whispered for her ears
               only. “And expect a few more, because I'm done with this bullshit. You've obviously
               made your choice.” He paused to glance meaningfully at Cody. “Now I'm making mine.
               He will not be allowed around my daughter. All I wanted was unrestricted visitation.
               I never intended to take her from you or her siblings, because I never wanted to hurt
               you or those kids. You have no idea what it's like to lose a child, but you're about
               to find out. You've made it clear that I'm going to have to gain full custody and
               take her out of here to protect her.”

         “Kayne, wait,” Jessica called after him.

         Kayne stopped but didn’t turn around. He couldn’t look at her. “Forget it. I thought
               you were different. I thought your children mattered to you, but I see I was wrong. At least I found out now, before I let another woman destroy everything I care about.
               Call me when you're ready to meet for the paternity test. I want it done tomorrow.
               And keep that asshole the hell away from my daughter.” He forced himself to walk away.

         Kayne was just reaching for the door handle to his truck when he heard the front door
               slam against the wall. He turned, expecting Cody to have followed him out. He was
               looking forward to beating the shit out of him—oath to protect and serve be damned. 

         But it was Maddy. Jessica followed her, but stopped in the doorway, watching as Maddy flew down the
               steps, tears streaming down her face. 

         Goddamn it! How had what should be one of the happiest times in his life gotten so fucked up? 

          “Please don't leave.”  

         Maddy’s sobs broke his already battered heart. Oh baby, I don't want to. Fuck, how could Jessica do this to them? 

         Kayne closed his eyes, fighting down emotions that he couldn't let Maddy see. She
               didn't need to know how bad this was hurting him to walk away. She didn't need to
               know that he blamed her mother. Somehow, he managed to speak past the lump in his
               throat. “Shh, it's okay, It's all going to be okay.” He held her close, stroked her hair. 

         But it wasn't okay, and he had no idea if it ever would be. He was scared to death
               that he might lose Tasha all over again. What about Maddy, and the others? They'd wormed their way right into his heart, and he loved them too. How could he
               not? But what could he do when Jessica was too busy catering to Cody's wishes to be
               their mother first?

          

         

   

SIXTEEN

          

         After Kayne’s emotional—and quite frankly heartbreaking—departure, Jess had marched
               back in the house and demanded that Cody leave. He’d refused. It wasn’t until she’d
               had the phone in hand, 9-1-1 dialed, and her thumb on the talk button that he’d capitulated. But the look in his eyes had truly frightened her, it had promised retribution for
               her defiance.

         After a sleepless night, she’d called her attorney. He’d recommended she agree to
               the paternity test; within three days’ time they’d know if there was a case to be
               adjudicated. He’d also insisted they file a no-contact order against Kayne. Jess had
               argued the point. She knew Kayne wasn't dangerous. In the end she’d agreed on one
               condition, that an order was placed against Cody as well. Had he just stepped away
               and let her handle Kayne, things could have gone differently.

         Jess wasn’t prepared for the onslaught of reporters congregating outside the courthouse
               the following Friday. Somehow, word had leaked to the media late yesterday that the
               sole surviving child of the murder/suicide that had rocked Santa Barbara had been
               found. The media was having a field day with Children's Services’ failure to properly
               follow procedure. The front page of this morning's newspaper read CPS Fails to Protect the Child, Yet Again! Arizona's morning show trailer asked, “Are Child Services workers guilty of kidnapping
               or simply failing to do their job?”

         She stood there for several minutes trying to screw up the nerve to walk past all
               those people with their cameras and microphones and enter the courthouse. She was
               so afraid of what the judge was going to say. The paternity test had come back as
               a near perfect match. Kayne was indisputably Gracie's father.

         As if the mere thought conjured him, Kayne stepped into her line of vision and stopped.
               He made no move to violate the order in any way, but simply watched her with an unreadable
               expression on his handsome face. Jess's gaze shifted between Kayne and the courthouse.
               She wanted so badly to fall at his feet and beg him not to take Gracie away. To promise...she'd
               agree to anything in order to keep her daughter.

         He stretched out his hand as if to say, “Come on, I'll walk you in,” like he knew
               she was afraid to take those final steps alone.

         Before she could follow the stupid, foolish heart that kept telling her to trust him,
               her attorney rushed toward her. “Jess, here you are.” He stepped into her line of
               sight, breaking the spell. “Let's go in, I need to talk to you. Ignore the media.
               It's just a tactic by the other side to try and gain public sympathy. But it won't
               work; the judge is going to see right through it.”

         Jess nodded and followed him into the throng of people. In the back of her mind, she
               knew he was wrong. Kayne wouldn't have wanted this publicity. He wouldn't have wanted
               their lives invaded like this. He sure as hell wouldn't have put the kids at risk from crazy reporters
               willing to do anything to get a choice picture or an exclusive story. 

         Suddenly everyone converged around her, yelling and shouting, asking her if she'd
               known Tasha Dobrescu had been kidnapped when she adopted her. They questioned her
               involvement in the kidnapping and asked how much she'd had to pay for Gracie, making
               it sound as though she'd bought her off the black market like some illegal street
               drug. Between the camera flashes and the people pushing in around her, disorientation
               struck, and Jess froze. 

         When a pair of strong arms wrapped around her, she nearly screamed. But she recognized
               the warm voice in her ear. “I've got you, baby. Just hold on. ”  

         Kayne pulled her to his side. Shielding her face from the reporters with his campaign
               hat, he guided her up the walkway and through the doors. The second they were inside,
               he let her go to turn on her attorney. 

         “You just left her out there?” His voice was furious with disbelief. “And you, where
               the hell were you?” He glowered at Cody.

         Neither Jess's attorney nor Cody said a word. However, Kayne's attorney did. 

         “She's not your problem, Kayne. She put a restraining order against you, and you just
               violated it on national television for christsake. Let her attorney or her boyfriend worry about her and quit giving her ammunition to use against you!”

         Kayne looked her way, the disappointment in his eyes clear. He shook his head and
               walked away. How much worse was this day going to get before it was over?

         ***

         The bailiff stepped forward. “All rise, the Honorable Buck Johnson presiding.”

         Jess slowly rose on trembling legs, her heart pumping blood through her body so loudly
               that she nearly missed hearing the Judge say, “Everyone take a seat.” He adjusted
               his glasses, began shuffling papers, and continued, “Give me just a minute, and we'll
               get started.”

         “Relax.” Her attorney laid a reassuring hand on her forearm, his voice pitched low.
               “There's no way Buck is going to give custody to Dobrescu; especially not with Santa
               Barbara Police Department reopening their investigation into his family's death. He
               was their number one suspect. That's in our favor.”

         Jess nodded. She’d met and been interrogated by Detective Figueroa. He’d made it clear that he
               still viewed Kayne as his prime suspect. Her gaze strayed to Kayne, and her heart gave a betraying flutter. Damn it! Why did the man have to look so incredibly sexy? She hadn't paid much attention before,
               but now that she thought about it, he'd probably been on-duty for hours before coming
               to court, since he was in uniform. And yet his clothes looked freshly pressed, his
               badge and boots polished to a high shine. His right forearm rested on the butt of
               his firearm, his forefinger and thumb flipping the safety cover of his pepper spray
               up and down, up and down. That action was the only indicator that he was nervous.
               Otherwise, he appeared calm and in control. And her attorney was wrong; anyone who
               knew Kayne knew he hadn't murdered his wife and children.

         Jess pressed her fist against her roiling stomach. God, she didn't know how she was
               going to make it through this. What if she actually lost Gracie? What would she tell
               her other children? Except for Maddy, they were still too young to fully understand
               that they might lose their baby sister; to understand that Kayne could prevent them
               from ever seeing her again. 

         But would he really take Gracie away? She was terrified of that answer. After the
               events of this past couple weeks, who'd blame him for doing that? 

         She couldn't begin to imagine how badly this had to be hurting Kayne, and she hated
               that she cared. She glanced his way, only to find him staring at her, his eyes full
               of sympathy and understanding, and something else that looked suspiciously like pain.
               She didn't want his sympathy; she didn't want him to understand that it felt like
               some unseen monster had its talons buried deep in her heart, ready to rip it out at
               even the thought of losing Gracie. But most of all, she sure as hell didn't want to acknowledge his pain. Jessica was desperate enough to pray to a God she no longer believed in that she'd
               never have to lose another child. She couldn't survive it again. 

         I'm sorry, he signed in American Sign Language. So sorry, he mouthed, his left hand still resting flat over his heart. Jess closed her eyes
               and looked away, fighting tears. Yeah, she was sorry too. They should have found a
               way to work this out between them. Instead, they were sitting here in court after
               throwing angry words, and then attorneys, at each other. God, how had it all gone
               so horribly wrong? 

         Regrettably, one word came to mind: Cody. Jess still didn't understand how he thought he had a right to be involved in this,
               but his showing up today in spite of the court order proved he felt he did. Thankfully,
               the bailiff had refused him entrance. Jess glanced up at the judge. More than likely
               that had been his edict.

         Judge Johnson had denied Kayne’s request for a change of venue. She hoped that was
               a good sign, but truthfully doubted. She’d known the judge most of her life, and while
               she thought he had a soft spot where she was concerned, she doubted it would work
               in her favor. To the man, he faithfully and impartially discharged his duties as an officer of the
               court; he was uncompromisingly fair. 

         Judge Johnson cleared his throat. “Let's get started. I've read all the motions and
               responses and counter motions and counter responses and police reports from both Santa
               Barbara and here in Payson. I have a couple of questions.” Judge Johnson looked over his reading glasses at Jess. “Why did you keep Grace?”

         One of the easiest and most difficult questions he could have asked. Jess closed her eyes for a moment and let the memories she’d buried surface. “Standing
               in that emergency room, helplessly watching Jarred die was tearing me apart. We’d
               had a fight before he left for work, and our last words to each other had been in
               anger. Joe Sutton holding me was the only thing keeping me together. Then a nurse
               shoved this crying, screaming baby into my arms, and all the chaos just...stopped.”
               

          “She looked up at me with these huge blue eyes that were swimming in tears.”  Jess
               stopped, clearing her throat. “And I looked right back through my own, and I know
               this sounds crazy, but I heard Jarred's voice whisper, ‘Keep her safe.’  Not ‘I’m
               sorry,’ or anything else, just ‘keep her safe.’” 

         ***

         Kayne wondered if Jessica realized she was sitting there with her arms out like she
               was actually taking his daughter into them for the first time and rocking her. The
               smile on her face was so bittersweet it shredded his heart, watching her remember
               that moment. 

         Jess looked his way, her expression pleading. For what, he wasn’t sure. Understanding? Before he could decipher it, she turned back into that memory. 

         “She looked up at me, really looked at me, and there was so much sadness in her eyes,
               until I finally realized I wasn't the only one who'd suffered loss that night. I was
               helpless to do anything but promise that I'd do everything in my power to keep her
               safe. She gave me this gorgeous baby smile like she understood and believed me, then curled up against me and went to sleep
               with her tiny fist over my heart.” 

         Jessica smiled sadly. “She was still in my arms at sunrise when Mark, the doctor,
               came to tell me Jarred was dead.”

         It was so obvious that she'd loved her husband, desperately. Damn it, Kayne understood why she'd been instantly attached to the baby. Tasha had
               been the last person her husband had held before he died, and perhaps there was some
               absolution in that. But Kayne had lost so much fucking time, and he wasn't willing
               to miss another moment of his daughter’s life. 

         The courtroom remained silent for a long moment. 

         The judge pinned him with an intense gaze. “Officer Dobrescu, what would Tasha’s life
               be like if I granted you custody? Have you thought about living arrangements, daycare?”

         Kayne fought hard not to fidget. “Yes, Your Honor. I rent a small house, but she’d have her own bedroom, and I’m financially
               stable enough to provide for all of her needs.”

         The Judge looked over the top of his reading glasses. “Where will she be while you
               work?”

         Kayne hesitated. He knew Brian was going to kill him for this. “I know I’m going to
               need daycare for her. And I can afford it, that’s not an issue, but I thought…perhaps
               it would be time Jessica might like to spend with her.”

         Jessica’s head snapped his direction, her eyes searching. “Really?” There was such hope in that word.

         Kayne nodded. “I, of course, would pay you. I wouldn’t expect you to do it for free.”
               

         The light drained out of Jessica’s eyes. Obviously that had been the wrong thing to
               say, but he knew she already felt like he’d used her. 

         The judge cleared his throat. “Let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves. I’ve yet
               to rule either way.” 

         Judge Johnson pulled his glasses off and rubbed his eyes with fingers and thumb. He
               let out a weary sigh. “I'm not going to beat around the bush, folks. I have to admit
               this concerns me.” He tapped the thick file in front of him. “If I were to rule on
               face value of these documents, I'm not sure either of you would be getting custody
               of the child, and I'd probably be forced to order Children's Services to verify the
               welfare of the other children involved in this—”

         Jessica gasped. “No!”

         “The hell you say!” Kayne shot to his feet, outraged that anyone would think of taking Jessica's kids
               from her. “You can't take those kids from her, they mean everything to her! You have
               no idea what a bad mom looks like if you think Jessica is one!” Kayne seethed. God,
               was this day not unbearable enough? Now this? What the fuck had his attorney said that would make a judge think Jessica was an
               unfit parent? 

         “Let me finish.” The judge held up both hands, staying further argument. “Officer
               Dobrescu, please sit down.” 

         Kayne was beyond furious, but finally sat down when Brian stood, placed a hand on
               his shoulder, and all but shoved him into the chair. He pitched his voice for Kayne’s
               ears only. “Get control of your temper.”

         “I said if I was to take these documents at face value, but I've heard and seen some
               things that make me believe there is a more amiable solution.”

         “How do you figure?” Jessica's attorney, Paul, voiced what they were all thinking.

         “According to this statement by Cody Johnson, Kayne is a hothead—”

         Kayne shot to his feet again. “That belligerent hose-monkey—”

          “Sit down, son. I am well aware of Mister Johnson’s behavioral issues, so don't make
               me find you in contempt. I want a nice equitable outcome here.” 

         The judge gave another heavy sigh. “Folks...my hands are tied. In Arizona, only one of you can have custody, because you're not,
               nor have you been, married. I can make my ruling, and you guys can fight back and
               forth for the next couple years with appeals and home studies and bonding assessments.
               If you go that route, you’ll have a case worker breathing down your necks until all
               is said and done and the appeals have run out. All the while, that baby girl is going
               to be stuck in the middle, probably in foster care unless you can both agree who she’ll
               live with while you two are fighting it out.

         “The reality is there is precious little precedence. One vaguely similar case took
               years to reach a final verdict. I'm not saying that to scare you, I'm stating fact.
               And I'm ready right now to hand down my verdict...unless you'd like to hear a second option.”

         “What would Your Honor propose?” Brian’s voice held a heavy note of skepticism. 

         “Good choice of words, Brian. I'm suggesting that Ms. Hallstatt and your client might want to take a few moments and discuss the
               other option open to them.” He glanced first to Kayne then Jessica, making Kayne uneasy.
               

         “And what would that option be?” Brian glanced at Kayne and pulled a face. Obviously
               he had no idea what the judge was suggesting either. 

         “If Officer Dobrescu and Ms. Hallstatt were to choose marriage instead of going forward
               with this custody battle, they could both legally become her parents. I would void
               the original adoption, reinstating Officer Dobrescu's rights and waive the waiting
               period, allowing Jessica, as Kayne's wife, to legally adopt the child now.” 

         Kayne could barely breathe. He'd known today would be difficult, had known walking
               in here that only one of them would end up with Tasha, but seeing the pain in Jessica's
               eyes, actually knowing the verdict was moments away, was slowly eviscerating him.
               

         At first he was shocked when Jessica started laughing, the sound far more hysterical
               than humorous “You've lost your ever-lovin’ mind! I'm not marrying him. He doesn't
               even like me.”

         And then it hit him what the judge had just suggested. No fucking way! “Sorry, I've already been forced into one miserable marriage, and it ended rather
               badly. I won't be forced into another.”

         “No one is forcing you, son, let me be clear about that,” Johnson said. “I am merely
               pointing out a possible alternative solution that doesn’t risk upending that little
               girl’s world or sacrificing her happiness. I’ve seen you and Jess together. The snowball fight at the park, kissing on national television at a hockey game. I’ve also heard some
               very favorable reports of your involvement with Jess’s other children. I wouldn’t suggest this if I didn’t think you stood a chance of making
               it work.” 

         Christ, he'd do just about anything for his child, but this was insane. They couldn't
               even get along because of Cody's interference. 

         He wouldn't be around if you were married, a voice inside Kayne’s head whispered. He'd have no claim on Jessica or the other kids. 

         Kayne couldn’t even begin to imagine another forced marriage—and it would be forced, regardless of what the judge claimed. But Jesus Christ, he couldn't risk
               losing Tasha again. Besides, deep down he knew Jessica was nothing like Oksana. 

         “I'm willing to hear you out, but nothing more,” Kayne conceded after a long moment.

         “Jessica?” the judge asked. “Are you willing to gamble Gracie's future?” 

         Jessica glanced at Kayne then quickly looked away. “I'm listening.” Her voice was
               little more than a whisper. 

         “It's plain as day that both of you love this little girl, and I think you both care
               more about each other than you're willing to admit at the moment. I can give my ruling, and then whoever wins custody can choose if he or she decides
               to allow any further contact from the other parent.”

         “I would not keep Tasha from Jessica or the kids.” Kayne wouldn’t do that to her.

         “I wouldn't keep her from him, either,” Jessica whispered. 

         But she already had. 

         “So what happens when Jessica remarries? How's that going to factor in? Kayne, are
               you going to still give Jessica unlimited access to Grace knowing someone like Cody,
               for instance, will be there?” 

         The mention of Jessica marrying Cody sent ice water coursing through Kayne’s veins.
               He couldn't stand the thought of Cody being anywhere near her. The kids. That's what he'd meant. He couldn't stand the thought of him being anywhere near the kids. Right. 

         The only bright side of this so far was knowing that Cody had been slapped with a restraining order too. Of all the shit that had
               gone down, believing Cody had access to Jessica and the kids while Kayne was being
               forced to stay away had hurt more than he wanted to admit. 

         And then the judge said something that made Jessica's whole countenance shift. “How
               are the rest of the kids going to feel about being left out when Kayne takes Grace
               on some Daddy-Daughter outing, or on vacation without them? How will Grace feel when
               your new husband decides she already has a dad, and so she's not his responsibility;
               that he doesn't really want her around, but he puts up with her because he doesn't
               have a choice?” 

         Kayne watched what little color there was drain from Jessica’s face. Somehow the judge
               had struck a nerve. 

         “Can we think about it?” Kayne wanted to know why the hell that last comment had upset
               Jessica so much.

         “Sure, take a few minutes, talk it over. But one way or the other, we're going to
               get a resolution to this today.”

         “Wait, you expect us to decide now?” Kayne laughed in disbelief. Surely this wasn’t really happening. 

         The judge gave him a hard glare. “I am handing down a decision before we leave court,
               unless you give me a reason not to.”

         “Can we know the verdict first?” Kayne asked.

         “No.” Judge Johnson said flatly. “That would defeat the purpose now, wouldn't it?”

         “I'll do it,” Jessica whispered.

         “Excuse me?” Kayne was sure he hadn't heard her right. She couldn't be willing to
               consider this insanity, could she?

         She gave him a beseeching look. “I can't lose her, Kayne. I've always sworn I'd do
               anything for my children, and now...well now I guess it's time I prove it.”

         “Baby, you don't have to do this.” Kayne stepped around Brian to reach her. He couldn't
               stand the tears or the defeated look in her eyes. It spoke of a hopelessness he didn't
               understand. “I won't keep her from you.” He hesitantly placed a hand on her shoulder.
               When she didn't resist, he pulled her into him and wrapped his arms around her tightly.

         Fuck, this was a mistake. He was supposed to be pissed at her, but somehow his body wasn't getting the memo.
               

         She was so tiny, so fragile, compared to him. She didn't even reach his shoulder.
               Feeling her trembling in his arms killed him. Her soft sob undid him. He closed his
               eyes, fighting emotions he didn't want to feel. Fighting and losing. How could he
               rip this family apart? How could he bear losing Gracie, because that was who Tasha
               was—Gracie. The fates were vicious bitches. 

         He didn’t want this, and Jessica deserved so much better. How could he even consider
               intertwining himself into their lives? 

         Kayne tilted Jessica’s chin up until she made eye contact, fully intending to tell
               her he couldn’t do it. But one look into those whiskey-colored eyes, and he found
               himself saying, “I'll do it.” 

         The moment the words were out, reality hit him hard. Suddenly he felt very much like
               he had when he'd agreed to marry Oksana. 

         Trapped. 

          

         

   

SEVENTEEN

          

         “Where should I put my things?” Kayne looked expectantly at Jess. Word had spread—courtesy
               of Judge Johnson, she was sure—and within half an hour, Kayne's house had been descended
               upon by locusts...er friends. They'd come in trucks bearing boxes, tape, markers,
               and stacks of old newspapers. It had taken less than an hour to have Kayne packed
               and ready to move.

         Now he wanted to know where to put everything. How was she to answer? Was he expecting
               to move into the master bedroom with her? Their conversation had been stilted since
               they left the courthouse, since Cody's blow up. To say he hadn’t taken it well was
               the understatement of the year. 

         Now she stood in her house, feeling as though she were talking to a stranger. It was
               as if the weeks prior to discovering Gracie's true identity had never happened. Of
               course it had all been a lie. Kayne’s only intent had been to discover who Gracie
               really was. Well, he'd succeeded in that. 

         “Wherever you want, Kayne. I'm going to change.” She finally answered before walking away.

         “Take your time, we've got it,” he called after her. 

         She didn't bother acknowledging. Of course he didn't need her around; he now had everything
               he wanted. 

         Jess had finished changing and walked out of the bathroom when the first person carried
               a box marked clothes into the bedroom. Apparently, Kayne was moving into her bedroom. Jess showed them
               which closet Kayne would be using—the one that still held boxes of Jarred's clothes.
               She should have gotten rid of them when they moved into the new house last year, but
               she couldn't seem to let go of the past, and she didn't understand why. It wasn’t like there was anything worth holding on to. Hell, Jarred had planned to
               leave her. 

         She quickly shoved the thoughts away. She couldn't deal with any more today. 

         What had taken an hour to pack took fifteen minutes to unload with so many people
               helping. Not wanting to interrupt Kayne after Polly explained he was in the playroom
               with Gracie and Isabelle, Jess bid the volunteers goodbye and thanked them on his behalf. 

         “Jess, you should have seen it.” Polly wiped her eyes. “He all but cried when he dropped
               to his knees and took Gracie in his arms. And then he did the same to Isabelle. Both
               girls were hugging and kissing on him, so happy to see him.”

         Got guilt?

         Honestly, Jess was surprised Kayne had said two civil words to her—she’d done everything
               in her power to keep him away from Gracie. He would have been justified in never letting
               Jess or the kids see her again, given the way Jess had treated him this past week. So why
               had he agreed to this crazy marriage? It made no sense.

         Jess bid Del and Polly goodbye, promising to call if she needed anything. Not ready
               to face Kayne, she returned to her room—their room, she mentally corrected—and began moving the boxes of Jarred's clothes into her closet.
               She’d call someone to pick them up, not today, but soon. 

         She did however remove the engagement ring Jarred had given her and switched her wedding
               band to her right hand. While they hadn't had rings today—hadn't actually spoken any
               vows either, which shouldn’t matter, but surprisingly did on some level—she didn't
               think Kayne would appreciate her symbolically remaining married to Jarred. Then again,
               if he was anything like Jarred, the symbolism of a ring wouldn't matter. At least
               she could quit pretending to be mourning a man who’d never truly loved her. 

         Once the closet was empty, she unpacked Kayne’s clothes and hung up the uniforms someone
               had stuffed into a box. When she was done, she took his basket of dirty laundry and
               headed toward the laundry room.

         She heard Isabelle chatting animatedly as she neared the kitchen. Isabelle was telling
               Kayne, who stood beside the stove, about a party she was attending tomorrow. 

         He glanced up when Jess walked in, gave her a nervous smile. “Would you like a grilled
               cheese sandwich or some soup?”

         Jess looked at the clock. It was nearly noon. “Kayne, I'm so sorry, I got busy—”

         “Stop.” He held up his hand. “We're fine. We can fend for ourselves, can't we, girls?”

         Isabelle put one hand on her hip and gave him a “Seriously?” look. Jess had to fight back a bubble of laughter. 

         Kayne laughed outright. “Okay, so 'Sabella had to show me that you had homemade soup
               in the freezer.” He shrugged. 

         “I'm just going to go put these in the laundry.” Jess motioned to the laundry basket
               at her feet.

         “I can do my own laundry, Jessica.”

         “I…I don't mind. It will go in with everyone else's. There's a bag in the laundry
               room marked Dry Cleaners. I drop it off Monday morning after I take the kids to school,
               and it's ready Wednesday morning. But if you need a different schedule for your uniforms,
               let me know, and I'll adjust accordingly.” 

         He crossed his arms over his chest. “I don't need you to take care of me.” 

         Jess simply nodded and continued on to the laundry room. Apparently, he was going
               to suffer through until he could file for divorce in ninety days. So, why would he
               want to put any effort into their sham of a marriage?

         Jess started a couple loads of laundry, always glad for the second set of appliances
               with all the laundry four little kids went through in a week.

         It wasn't difficult to tell that Kayne was angry with her, and so she took her time.
               She'd almost forgotten what it felt like to live with hostility. To feel that no matter
               what she was doing, it wasn't enough. Jess knew from experience she could put up with
               about anything, and so she would. As long as her kids didn't suffer. 

         After putting it off as long as she could, Jess finally headed back to the kitchen.

         “Perfect timing.” Kayne sat a plate down on the island in front of an empty seat. “Sit down and eat
               something.”

         “You eat this one. Gracie and I usually share.” Besides, she wasn't hungry, and she
               didn't need to eat anything. One look in the bathroom mirror earlier had reminded
               her how badly she'd let herself go. She'd always had a weight problem, and at five-three, even a few pounds
               made a very visible difference.

         “So when you do eat, you eat like a two-year-old?”

         “No share, mama, no share.” Gracie moved her plate away from Jess.

         Kayne grinned. “See, even the two-year-old knows better.”

         Jess fought the urge to say something rude. Thankfully, Kayne's ringing cell phone
               stopped her from saying anything she might regret. Or worse, not regret.

         “Will you answer that for me?” He turned back to the sandwich he was grilling without
               even looking at the phone.

         She hesitated, surprised by the request. Jarred had been adamant that his phone was his personal business and off limits, no
               matter what. Eventually, she'd understood why. Having his wife discover he was cheating
               made for an uncomfortable home life. 

         “Hello?” There was a long pause, but she could tell someone was on the line. “Hello?”

         “Privet!” A woman's voice spoke in a heavy Russian accent. Hello! “S kem ya gavaryU?” the woman asked.

         “Menya zavout, Jessica,” she answered, remembering some of the Russian she'd learned when she and
               Jarred had considered adopting from Russia years earlier. “S kem ya gavaryU?” she asked in return. If the lady wanted to know who she was, she should get the
               same courtesy.

         “Jessica, who are you talking to?” Kayne cocked his head curiously, but made no move
               to take the phone from her.

         “I don't know.” She glanced at the caller ID which showed an unknown number.

         “Shto?” she asked into the phone. The lady had asked something, but she'd missed it, along
               with her name.

         “Mozhno Sasha Dobrescu?” the woman said, clearly impatient.

         “Sasha, she wants to talk to you.” Jess fought not to giggle and failed. When they were signing
               the marriage license in court, Jess had learned Kayne’s middle name was Aleksandr.
               Anyone who followed NHL hockey knew Alexander Semin’s nick name was Sasha, a common
               Eastern European pet name for Alexander, or even Alexandra as in Olympic figure skater
               Sasha Cohen’s case. 

         Kayne glared at the phone. “No, that's fine, keep talking, this is too good. I had
               no idea you spoke Russian.” He gave her the first genuine smile she’d seen from him
               all day. 

         “Tell that ungrateful bastard of mine I wish to speak with him,” the woman said in
               heavily accented English.

         His mother? She knew he had one, she'd never thought of asking him anything about her.

         ***

         Kayne groaned and took the phone. Just what he needed. He put it on speaker and laid it down. “Allo, Nina.” Kayne made his tone as cold as possible. “What do you want?” Why the hell
               was she calling him after all this time?

         “I am your mother, show some respect.” She huffed out an indelicate breath. “Were
               you ever going to tell me you took another wife, or more importantly that you have
               found my granddaughter? Do you have any idea what it's like to get a call from...someone
               like Valentin Krysin, demanding to know why I did not inform him that his granddaughter
               lives? Men like that are not someone you want as an enemy.”

         The very mention of Krysin's name infuriated him. “She is none of Krysin's business,
               or yours, for that matter. Especially not after what he said to me the last time I
               spoke with him.” They are dead, do not waste your energy mourning them. Forget about them. Move forward. Find another
               wife, start another family. Live your life.

         “He wouldn’t even take Oksana home.” Regardless of what she'd done, she had deserved
               to be buried in her homeland, the place she'd so desperately loved. She deserved to
               be some place that her mother could tend her grave, because God knew, Kayne couldn't
               even step foot in that cemetery. 

         Jessica started easing away, and though they'd been pretty frosty to each other, Kayne’s
               natural inclination was to reach out and pull her to him. He wrapped his arm around
               her, anchoring her in place at his side. She tensed and held her body rigid at first,
               but after a couple moments, she relaxed into him. And she fit. There was no other
               word for it. She fit him.

         Nina sighed. “Why do you hold on to the past so tightly, Sasha?” 

         Good question. Maybe because he never wanted to experience the bad shit again. Kayne
               drew a long shuddering breath. He wasn't going to think about his childhood, or Oksana,
               or anything else. He'd already done too much of that today. 

         “I finally took Krysin's advice. I have a new wife and family. And so now, I want
               to forget the past.”

         “You should have done that long ago. Oksana was never worth the energy, and the child
               would have been better off having stayed lost.”

         “What do you want?”  He hadn't heard from the bitch in years. She'd been nowhere to
               be found when the kids and Oksana had died. Not that she'd ever been any significant
               part of his life. No, that honor went to the Dobrescus who’d taken him in when Nina
               abandoned him at age twelve. God, he needed to call Ben and Luann. He'd been afraid
               to get their hopes up, only to have to tell them he had no rights to Gracie. Now though,
               he couldn't wait to let them know. 

         “I want to see Tasha. So does her grandfather.”

         “Absolutely not happening. Ever! I want nothing to do with any of you. I have to go.”  He hung up.

         Jessica patted the hand he still anchored at her waist and pulled away. She sat quietly
               playing with her food, taking small sips of the soup occasionally. 

         “I was a little surprised when I couldn't find any cans of soup in the pantry.” He
               tried for light conversation. “You should have seen the look on 'Sabella's face when
               I asked her.”

         ***

         Jess smiled, she knew that look. Isabelle giggled. “Mama, he didn't know soup goes
               in the freezer.” 

         “Sweetie, in most houses it doesn't. It does here because I make it and freeze it,
               but a lot of mommies don't have time to do that, so they buy it at the store, in a
               can.”

         “Yes, you guys are very lucky to have a mama who can be home with you all the time.
               It's excellent, by the way.” He pointed at his bowl with his spoon.

         “Thanks, but they aren't home with me all the time. That schedule on the refrigerator
               will give you an idea. They have dance, music, gymnastics, and play dates each week.
               Oh, and Polly watches them for a couple hours each day.”

         He walked over and studied the schedule. “Looks like you two keep Mama busy. I think
               she needs more than a few hours off, after all of this.”

         Jess bristled. “I'm not sitting around getting a pedicure and eating bonbons.”  She
               knew she was already on edge and should just keep quiet, but she didn't want him thinking
               she dumped the kids off somewhere while she went shopping or got her nails done. “On
               Mondays, I volunteer at Darcy's Kids, and on Tuesdays and Thursdays, I help out in
               Ash and Maddy's classes, in that order. The second Wednesday of the month is the school board meeting, but that's at
               night, I'm the secretary. And the third Thursday of the month...You know what, I'll
               give you a copy of my schedule.”

         “You're going to have to, because you lost me back at Darcy's Kids. What is that?”

         “Darcy used to work for the Parks and Rec department. She saw a need for an after
               school program for kids that...well, are on the borderline of needing intervention.
               For various reasons their parents struggle to provide the basics of life. The kids
               come after school, and she gives them snacks and then dinner before they go home, and they all get breakfast and lunch
               at school for free during the school year.”

         Jess took a breath and slowly let it out before continuing. Darcy’s Kids was a cause
               she was very passionate about. “She finds clothes for them, makes sure they all have jackets and good shoes and warm
               clothes in the winter. They get medical and dental care when needed. She goes and
               picks many of them up to take to church on Sunday. Helps their parents find services
               to keep their power on, or a roof over their heads, running water, food, clothes etc.
               She's a really awesome lady. I started working with her years ago, and while I know
               I don't really have the time, I can't force myself to stop.”

         Kayne leaned forward, his gaze intent. “And this is on top of running a business and
               raising four kids? Exactly when do you sleep, Jessica?”

         “Jess. Only strangers call me Jessica.”

         Kayne nodded. “Fair enough.”

          “To answer your question, sleep's overrated.” She shrugged. “And honestly, the business just pays for this place.”

         “I don't understand.”

         “I used the money I got from... Jarred's wrongful death compensation…for upfront costs of building this place. But
               now, the business pays me back with interest. And a big chunk goes to college funds
               set up for all four of the kids. I don't do the event planning full time. I book less
               than half of what I could. I'm not in it to get rich; I do it because I like it, and
               I want my kids to have every opportunity I can give them. But I try really hard not
               to sacrifice time with them.” 

         Kayne studied his empty bowl for a moment. “I'd like to sit down and go over finances.
               I know I can't cover as much as I'd like to, but I want to contribute as much as possible.”

         “I don't want your money, Kayne.” Jess stood and carried her bowl to the sink. “Weren't
               you listening? I don't need it.” God, had he even heard a word she'd said?

         He followed her and set his bowl into the sink with a loud clank. “I sure as hell
               am not going to live here for free. I’m not one of your charities.” He leaned in close.
               “I will at least cover Gracie's and my expenses.”

         Jess nearly lost it right there. She turned to the kids. “Isabelle, will you take
               Gracie upstairs and put your shoes on? We need to go to the store and get a birthday
               present for the party tomorrow.”

         “Okay!” Isabelle said excitedly.

         “Gracie pick present, a'kay?” Gracie asked Isabelle.

         “You can help pick out the presents, okay?” Isabelle said.

         “A' Kay!” Gracie bobbed her head enthusiastically and followed her sister out of the room.

         ***

         Jess whirled to face Kayne the moment they were gone, her face fuming. “Get one thing
               clear, here and now, Kayne Dobrescu. Children in this house will be treated equally,
               regardless of how you feel about the rest of them. I grew up in a house where it was
               unbalanced. You have no idea what it feels like to realize you're not wanted, but just tolerated because someone
               has no choice but to do so.”

         Jess brushed the hair out of her face with a shaky hand. “I swore I'd never let that
               happen in my house again. Ever! I know she's your daughter, and I can't stop you from walking out of here without
               looking back after the ninety-days is up. But while you're here, you are not going to hurt the rest of my children any more than you will be when you try and
               take Gracie away from them.”

         “Whoa, wait, what are you talking about?” Kayne was taken aback by her anger and her
               assumptions.

         She threw him a disbelieving look. “I'm not an idiot, Kayne, and neither are you.
               You know full well the only reason Judge Johnson forced us into this marriage was
               because he realized he had to give Gracie to you and couldn't stand hurting me. 

         “I know you don't want this any more than I do, but I will do whatever it takes to
               make you happy. Do anything you ask of me as your wife, and, when that's not enough,
               I won't ask questions. I will look the other way and not say a word over your activities
               outside this house, because I can't stand the thought of losing Gracie. The only thing
               I'm asking of you in return… no, I'm begging you…Do not make me watch my children be raised the way I was.”

         Jess stormed out without giving him a chance to respond, even if he could have formed
               a coherent response. Jesus Christ, what the fuck had Jarred done to her? And the damn judge; he'd known her past, and he'd preyed on her fears to force her
               hand. 

         God, they'd all walked away winners today, and yet at this moment, it felt like everyone
               had lost.

         Kayne took several deep breaths and slowly let them out, then did the only thing he
               knew to do. He picked up the phone with a trembling hand and dialed a number he hadn't
               called in almost two years. 

         “Kayne. Good to hear from you,” the familiar voice answered warmly.

         “Hey, Pop.”

         “Son, what's wrong?” Ben's voice came across loud and clear.

         “I think I made a huge mistake.”
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         By the time Jess reached the nursery, she’d managed to compose herself somewhat. She
               changed Gracie and grabbed the diaper bag, then took the hidden stairs down to her
               room. Their room. Part of her felt better for having laid everything on the table, and part of her regretted
               losing her temper. But she'd meant what she said—she'd do whatever he asked of her, except when it came
               to the treatment of the children. The kids had thankfully been too young to truly
               notice the way Jarred had doted on Isabelle and ignored Ash and Maddy, but they'd
               notice it now, because all of them had hero worship when it came to Kayne. He'd set
               a precedence, and they'd expect him to continue interacting with them all the same.

         When they reached the garage, Kayne was standing at the door, staring at the security
               monitor. A frown wrinkled his brow.

         Damn it! She needed to give him access to the house. Jess ducked in front of him to access
               the master file. She found his profile and changed his status so that he appeared as a green “family”
               dot instead of red “stranger” dot, and then gave him full rights to the house with
               a code, so he could come and go at will.

         “Pick a six digit code.”  She refused to look at him.

         Kayne stepped up behind her, reached over her shoulder, and typed in a number. He
               pressed “OK,” then did it again when prompted.

         Jess was fighting to stand still and not fidget. He was so close she could feel his
               body heat seeping into her. Could smell his aftershave, a scent so subtle it reminded
               her of the forest after a hard rain, when everything was fresh and new. One way or
               the other, he was going to break her heart before this was over. Hell, he was already
               doing it.

         She had to clear her throat before she could speak. “You'll remember it?”

         “How could I forget? It's somebody's birthday.” He looked down at Gracie.

         “You know her real birthday,” Jess whispered. Why hadn't that occurred to her? Of
               course he knew her real birthday, and God, she was going to cry in front of him. She
               looked away, blinking furiously.

         “How did they handle that?” Kayne’s brows furrowed in confusion. 

         “I made an educated guess.”

         He cocked his head curiously. “What did you guess?”

         “I picked October fifteenth.” Jess shrugged. 

         He nodded slowly. “Interesting choice.”

         “Are you going to tell me what it is?” she asked when he didn't say any more.

         “But then you'd know my pass code,” he said teasingly. 

         In no mood for his humor, Jess held on to her composure, barely. Of course he had
               no idea how hard she'd deliberated over what birthday to use. It had taken her weeks
               to settle on the fifteenth. Jess merely nodded. “Come on, girls. We need to hurry if we want time to
               look around at the toys.”

         “I'd like to go along.” Kayne opened the door to the garage and held it for her.

          No, no, no, no! She frantically thought of a way to discourage him. “We're just going to Wal-Mart
               for a little girl’s birthday gift.” 

         “I'd still like to come, if that's okay?” He reached down and took Gracie’s hand.

         Jess nodded again. She would have preferred some time away from him, but couldn't
               very well say so. Of course he wanted to be with Gracie, and Gracie wanted to be where
               the action was.

         Kayne settled himself behind the wheel. “Two minutes.”

         Jess furrowed her brow in confusion. “Excuse me?” 

         Kayne shook his head. “Elven-fifty-eight pm, October fourteenth. I can't believe how close you were.”

         Her heart twisted, thinking about that date. “I didn't listen.” 

         “What did you say?” He glanced her way then back to the road.

         “You have no idea how many times I nearly used that day, felt compelled to, but I
               just couldn't.”

         “Why?”

         Jess glanced back at the girls to confirm both had the headsets on and were watching
               a movie on the DVD player. “For over a year, Jarred and I tried to get pregnant, and
               finally it happened. He was so excited—we both were. We'd all but given up. In fact,
               I hadn't even realized I was pregnant until I was nearly eight weeks along.”

         She took a deep breath and slowly let it out before continuing quietly. “Everything
               was going great, according to my doctor. I went in for my twenty-eight week visit,
               and they did the ultrasound again. This time she was cooperative, and I found out
               it was a little girl. I already had a name picked out. I wanted to start decorating
               a nursery, but Jarred kept putting it off, so one weekend while he was away, I went
               and bought the stuff to start painting. I was up on the ladder cutting in the edges
               with a paint brush and fell. I thought I was okay. I thought I'd managed to defy the
               odds, but two days later I gave birth.”  She paused. “She was stillborn.”  

         Jarred had been nowhere to be found. He'd been “rock climbing” with buddies. Jess
               had later learned he'd been with his current girlfriend. “Her birthday was October
               fourteenth,” she added quietly. 

         ***

         Kayne wanted so badly to reach over and take Jessica’s hand, but now he didn't know
               how to act around her. He’d known there had to have been a reason she and Jarred had
               adopted, but he hadn’t known what. 

         “What was her name?”

         “Amy Sarah. It means ‘Beloved Princess,’” Jessica whispered. 

         Kayne glanced over in time to see a single tear break free and trail down her cheek
               when she closed her eyes. Fuck, that tore him up. He'd accused her of having no idea what it felt like to lose a child,
               how wrong he had been.

         Kayne searched for something to say. The best he could come up with was, “Oksana had
               no interest in picking names for the kids. I didn't do a very good job—they have little
               meaning.”

         “A name means nothing to a child. All they care about is being loved and wanted.”
               

         Something Kayne now knew to be a very important thing to Jessica. Being wanted. Cherished. 

         “Am I supposed to call her Tasha now?” Jessica leaned her head against the glass,
               staring out her window. 

          “Why did you pick the name Grace?”

         “Jarred had burns over most of his back and legs. His spinal cord had nearly been
               severed by shrapnel from the car exploding. It had even nicked his heart in several
               places. But he'd stuffed her in the front of his turnout jacket and curled up around
               her, putting her between his body and the mountainside. She didn't have a scratch
               on her.”

         “There but for the Grace of God go I.” He managed to squeeze the words past the lump currently lodged in his throat. Jarred
               had literally sacrificed himself. 

         “Yes,” Jess whispered.

         “We’ll leave it as Grace. I wouldn’t take that from her, Jessica—Jess—or you. Besides, it's the only person she knows herself to be.”

         “Thank you.” This time she actually met his gaze. And there was the kind, gentle countenance
               that he'd first seen in her eyes shining back at him. His chest constricted, and he
               had to look away. He couldn't risk allowing himself to get attached. 

         “What time do the kids get out of school?” Kayne needed to step away from the emotional
               minefield they were traipsing through. Everything was too raw today. For both of them.

         Jess looked at her cell phone. “We have an hour and twenty minutes before I have to
               pick them up.”

         “Then we should get to shopping. There are lots of toys to look through.” Kayne scooped
               Isabelle up and spun her around once, making her squeal with delight, before plopping
               her into the cart.

         “Me now, me now!” Gracie bounced in Jess’s arms.

         Kayne took her from Jess and tossed her in the air before securing her in the seat.
               God, he finally had his daughter back; a daughter who now came with a mom and three
               siblings who meant everything to her. 

         His father's words came back to him. Son, you can do this. God has given you a precious gift, and from everything you've said, this woman is special. You once had a dream, of a loving wife to stand beside you and give you a houseful
               of children. Don't let the past rob you of that dream. Kayne wasn't sure if his Pop had been speaking as a father or like the pastor he
               was. Either way, Kayne wasn't ready to agree. From where he stood, it felt more like
               the beginning of a nightmare.

         ***

         Kayne turned out to be as much of a kid as Gracie and Isabelle. They had to test drive
               and play with everything they could get their hands on. All three of them. Jess felt reassured seeing him interact with both girls and not just focusing on
               Gracie. 

         “Can you guys behave yourselves while I walk over to the kids clothing section?” Why
               she was even bothering to ask was beyond her. She'd been fighting hard not to laugh
               at Kayne for the last five minutes. He was sitting on a toddler size tricycle and
               pushing it around with his feet—something Jarred would never have been caught doing,
               especially in public—looking like the Grape Ape. 

         Kayne towered over her by more than a foot, and while she was pretty sure there wasn't
               an ounce of fat on him, he was large in stature, wide in the shoulders, narrow in
               the hips. He was wearing an Arizona Law Enforcement Association T-shirt that stretched
               across his muscled chest and biceps, then loosened over what she was sure had to be
               an incredible set of abs. That shirt disappeared into a well-worn pair of jeans which
               hugged his body in all the right places, and left little to the imagination, she was embarrassed to note. How he'd managed to fold himself
               up enough to even sit on the trike was beyond her.

         “Yes, we can behave.” Kayne looked up, a gleam of mischief in his eyes.

         “I meant behave well.” Jess gave a dramatic sigh.

         ***

         “Maybe we should go with you.” Kayne de-pretzeled himself and put the trike back on
               the shelf before helping the girls put theirs away also.

         They had already picked out two gifts for the birthday girl, and Kayne feared that
               her true reason for wanting to leave the toy section was because he'd embarrassed
               her. He knew he’d managed to do so with Oksana more times than he could count. She
               hated that he’d horsed around with the kids in public. To her it was undignified.
               To him it was simple fun; a way to interact and entertain his children.

         Kayne leaned over Jess’s shoulder to watch her pick through a rack of little girls’
               clothes. “So what are we doing over here?”  While her kids’ clothes weren't high end,
               Gap, OshKosh, and Old Navy, they weren’t brands Wal-Mart carried either.

         She glanced over her shoulder. “I'm getting a couple outfits for Casey.”

         Kayne couldn’t resist leaning in a little closer and inhaling—almonds, vanilla, and
               something uniquely her. “Who’s that?”  

         Jess took a step away. “The little girl who's having the birthday party tomorrow. She's one of the children from Darcy's Kids.”

         “Should we do something different than toys?” He gestured toward the tea set and the
               princess dress-up box in the cart.

         “Nope, one of those will be from Isabelle, and the other and whatever else I pick out here, will go into bags for other names
               to be put on the card. A lot of the kids coming can't afford gifts, and we make it
               very clear that they are not expected. We don't want anyone to not show up because
               they couldn't afford to bring a gift.”

         Kayne picked up Gracie’s stuffed lion. It had become a game. She’d accidentally drop
               it, and he’d retrieve it. “How many kids go to this place?”

         “She can only take fifty kids at a time, from age two to fifteen. It's free care.
               The older kids are usually on probation and doing community service with supervision.
               They have chores like helping the younger ones with their homework and helping keep
               the place clean and functioning. There's always a waiting list.”

         “So she just decided one day to do this?” He couldn’t keep the skepticism out of his
               voice. 

         Jess paused, and her face scrunched up in thought. “Sort of. Darcy was driving home one night and found this little girl, maybe three-years-old,
               wandering down the street. Through that incident, she realized a dire need existed
               in the community, and it snowballed from there.”

         Kayne held out his hands for the clothes she had draped over her arm. “Why don't you
               let 'Sabella and Gracie go with you when you are over there?”

         She handed over the clothes. “Most of the stuff I do is behind the scenes, while the
               kids are still in school. I stop by with them from time to time, which is how they
               know Casey, but if they’re there, that means there are two children who can't be—who
               need to be—to stay in compliance. The state is very strict with that fifty child limit.”

         ***

         Kayne watched as Jess picked out several sturdy, practical outfits and one frilly
               little girl's outfit, complete with ruffled socks. He looked at his watch. “Short
               stuff, you've got about fifteen minutes.”

          “I'm sorry, did you want to look at something?”

         He shook his head. “Nope, just wanted to come along. I figured after we picked up the kids, we could stop by and I'd get the truck.” He'd
               left his truck at the courthouse this morning. He’d parked within sight of the media mob, but Jess had had the foresight to park
               around by a seldom used side exit, so they’d sneaked out while Judge Johnson kept
               the media occupied. 

         “Kayne, why didn't you say so? I would have dropped you off first, and you wouldn't have had to waste your time
               being dragged all over Wal-Mart.”

         Kayne bent and picked up the lion again, he gave Gracie a mock scowl as he handed
               it back. She laughed. “I wanted to be here picking out tea sets and princess dresses.”
               

         She cocked an eyebrow, clearly not believing him, but she let it go. Oh, how wrong
               she was. He'd thoroughly enjoyed himself. 

         “Do you want to go pick out something for dinner while I get gift bags?”

         “Nope, I'm taking us out to dinner. Someone once told me your favorite food is anything
               you didn't have to cook.” It had been the night they went to the hockey game. Kayne
               gave a heavy sigh when Jess merely stared at him. “Look, regardless of the circumstances,
               we got married today and neither of us lost.” Kayne looked pointedly at Gracie. “That’s
               something to celebrate, don't you think?”

         Jess nodded then began digging around in her purse. “I'll call Polly and see if she
               can babysit.” 

         Kayne reached out and gently stopped her hand. “I meant all of us, Jess.”

         “Sorry. Of course.” She ducked her head, but not before he saw her blush. Kayne bit back a sigh. He hadn’t
               meant to embarrass her. He just wanted to make this as easy as possible on all of
               them.

         ***

         “Dinner was great, thank you.” Jess led the way down the hidden staircase from the
               nursery to the hallway just outside the master bedroom later that night. They'd gone
               to one of the kids’ favorite restaurants, and the evening had felt comfortable. Like
               the night they’d gone to the hockey game. That seemed like lifetime ago. 

         Kayne caught her arm, pulling her to a stop. “It was very nice, especially since you
               ate something for once.” 

         She didn't like that he noticed what she did or didn’t eat. She was already self-conscious
               about her weight and eating habits. 

         He released her arm and took a step back. “Anyway, I guess I should go get unpacked.
               I have to work at oh-dark-hundred.”  

         “I already unpacked everything. Let me show you.” Jess motioned him toward the his-and-hers closets off the master bath, happy to focus on anything but the bed that
               awaited them in the next room. “I moved all of the boxes out, so it's all yours. Your
               uniforms got wrinkled, but there's a steamer in the laundry room. I can iron them
               for you or show you how to use it, whichever you prefer.” If he didn't want her doing
               his laundry she doubted he'd want her doing his ironing, but she at least could offer.
               

         Kayne frowned, looking around the closet then back to her. “I don't understand.”

         “I put anything that didn't belong on a hanger in a drawer, but if you want them someplace
               else, just let me know, so I know where to put clean clothes in the future.”

         “Why are they in here?” Kayne furrowed his brow.

         Jess shrugged. “Where else would they be?” Now Jess was confused. 

         “I thought I was taking one of the other bedrooms.”

         Jess crossed her arms defensively. “I told you to decide where you wanted to be, and
               the next thing I knew people were bringing boxes in here.” Jess felt her cheeks heat
               with embarrassment. 

         “You want me to sleep here?”

         Want wasn't the word she'd use. Physically, she was attracted to him. She couldn't imagine
               there was a woman out there who wouldn't love the chance to sleep with him, but she
               knew it wouldn't be enough for her to desire him. She'd never been enough for Jarred,
               and Kayne was so much more...well, everything. She didn't want to see the look of
               disappointment in his eyes when he realized she lacked, but she'd made a promise,
               and she'd figure out how to live with the consequences. 

         Jess squared her shoulders and forced herself to meet his gaze. “I meant what I said,
               Kayne, and I won't go back on that promise. I'll do whatever you ask of me.”

         ***

         She had to be kidding, right? Kayne stepped forward, backing Jessica against the wall.
               He braced his hands on either side of her, leaned in close, and whispered in her ear.
               “You want me to fuck you baby, is that it?” He drawled the words out seductively. He knew he was going
               out of his way to be an asshole. Hell, he halfway expected a slap in the face, in
               fact, would have preferred it over the look that crossed her face.

         Jess gasped, then swallowed hard, and though she tried to mask it, he could see the
               fear blazing in her eyes. But with it was something else he couldn't quite name. Determination maybe.

         He scoffed in disbelief. “You're actually thinking about whether or not you can do
               it, aren't you?”  Damn, that pissed him off! Kayne shoved away from the wall. “I don't
               want a goddamned martyr in my bed, Jessica. My hand works fine, and at least it's
               a willing participant!” 

         He stormed off without a backwards glance before he said or did something else he
               couldn't take back. Goddamn it!

          

         

   

NINETEEN

          

         Kayne groaned as he fumbled shutting off the alarm on his phone. He'd been awake most
               of the night. But instead of being bombarded by nightmares of the past, it had been
               thoughts of the here and now keeping him awake.

         He was pretty sure someone had hurt Jess, he just didn't know if it had been limited
               to emotional or extended into physical as well. She’d told him once that Jarred had
               been her one and only, and the idea that any man, especially the one who'd vowed to
               protect and cherish her, might have abused her made Kayne see red. 

         Somehow, he was going to have to uncover what Jarred had done to hurt her and work
               his way past it. Knowing that she was willing to give herself to him out of fear of
               losing Gracie ate at what little soul he had left. He needed her to want him as much
               emotionally as he wanted her physically if they were to have any type of future. He
               wasn't about to let love play a role in this relationship, at least for his part.
               But women were different. Jess was different. She would need to be in love to be happy. As for him, he wasn't
               sure what he needed. Perhaps trust was the simplest answer. He needed to be able to
               trust Jess. 

         After last night though, how could he trust her to tell him how she truly felt? The
               thought of emotionally raping her made him physically ill. And in his mind, that was
               exactly what it would be if she felt her only way to keep Gracie was to give him her
               body under duress. They might have an eighteenth century marriage, but he sure as
               hell didn’t own her. 

         Kayne stretched, feeling his muscles protest. He was pretty sure the fact that he'd
               slept on an all-too-small couch in the family room hadn't helped his quality of sleep,
               but by the time he'd cooled off he was too tired to hunt down an empty bedroom.

         Kayne reluctantly dragged himself off the couch. He needed to take a shower and get
               ready for work. Belatedly, he realized all his personal belongings were in Jess's
               room. He was going to have to go in there to get ready for work. While he hated invading
               her privacy, circumstances were forcing the situation. At least he could access the
               bathroom and closet through the sitting room, therefore bypassing the bedroom itself.

         Kayne closed the bathroom door before flipping on the light, and froze in his tracks.
               Off to the right, hanging on a hook, was a crisply ironed uniform, his badge pinned
               in place. A large basket sat by his boots—which had been polished to a perfect shine—that
               held all his toiletries and some white fluffy towels. A sheet of yellow paper was
               folded and resting on top. He glanced back up at the uniform to realize his badge
               had been cleaned too. He reluctantly picked up the paper, knowing whatever it contained
               was going to piss him off.

         Kayne,

         I'm so sorry, for everything.

         Your portable radio is on top of the safe in the panic room, I plugged it in for you.
               I reset the code to the safe—you know what it is—so you don't have to leave your duty
               belt and firearm in the trunk of your patrol car. 

         Your lunch is in a cooler in the refrigerator. 

         Be safe,

         Jess.

         He'd never had anyone iron a uniform for him, much less polish his boots or shine
               his badge. And she'd gathered up all the things she thought he'd need to get ready
               for work: his razor, shaving gel, soap, shampoo, towels. She'd even made him lunch.
               While a part of him knew he should be happy, the reality was he hated it. He didn’t
               want her to be some mousy Stepford wife.

         Kayne had always taken care of himself, even when he was a small child. Especially when he was a small child, because Nina had been a horrid mother. It had gotten better when he went to live with the Dobrescus. Once he was married,
               he'd taken on the responsibility of caring for Oksana, because she'd been raised in
               a world that had sheltered her and, truthfully, she had no life skills. She'd never
               needed them because there was always a servant there to take care of her needs back
               home. He’d always been the caregiver, not the one taken care of.

         Once Nikolai was born, Kayne had quickly discovered motherhood did not come naturally
               to Oksana. She needed constant prompting to care for him. But Jess was nothing like
               Oksana. Sure she'd had a few bad days, but look at the wheel of insanity the fates
               had staked them on. 

         He should have talked to her last night instead of storming off. He'd been an absolute
               ass, and on their wedding night, no less. Even though he'd had no intention of consummating
               it—at least not last night—he should have stayed with her, held her, let her get used
               to him being with her. Instead, he'd let his emotions control him, and he'd walked
               away.

         Once Kayne was dressed for work and had peeked in on Maddy and Ash, who were both
               sleeping soundly, he headed for the nursery. He prayed he wouldn't wake Gracie, but
               he needed to see her before he left. 

         The nursery was dark, but he didn't dare turn on a light. He paused and brushed a
               kiss across Isabelle's forehead, tucked her bear in beside her, and pulled the covers
               back into place before moving on to Grace.

         Kayne didn't realize until he was hovering over the bed that Jessica was laying there
               with Gracie curled up in her arms. She stirred slightly then suddenly gasped and pressed
               back against the wall.

         “Hey, hey, baby, it's me.” His voice was a mere whisper. He dropped to a nonthreatening
               crouch. “Shh, it's okay.” He reached out and laid his hand on her shoulder. “It's
               just me.”

         Propped up on one elbow, she brushed the hair out of her sleepy face. “Is something
               wrong? Did something happen?” Her voice was husky. Sexy.

         “Everything's fine.” Kayne kept his voice low too. It was barely five-thirty in the
               morning, and he didn't want Jess having to get up with the kids this early. “I'm so
               sorry I scared you. I didn't realize you were in here. I just stopped to kiss Gracie
               before I left.”

         “I just needed to hold her.” Jess looked down at the sleeping toddler. She reached
               out and brushed a fat curl off Gracie's face.

         Kayne hesitantly sat down on the edge of the bed and reached out to lay his hand on
               Gracie's chest, over her heart. When Jess laid her hand on top of his, he closed his
               eyes, trying to push away the myriad of feelings, all of them at odds with each other.

         When it came to Jess, he wanted to be angry that she'd tried to keep him away from
               Gracie. At the same time, he wanted to take care of her, because he was pretty damned
               sure no one ever had. He wanted to protect her from her ghosts, but, above all else, he wanted her—in
               his bed, under him, surrounding him, wanting him.

         “I don't know how to do this,” Jess whispered. “I don't know what you expect of me.”

         What did he want? Hell if he knew. 

         “I'm not good at expressing feelings. Guys aren't hardwired to be all emotionally
               touchy-feely, and sometimes we handle situations badly. We're much more physically
               expressive by nature.” Was he really going to let that be his apology? Some bullshit I'm-a-man-so-I-don't-have-to-talk-about-it excuse?

         Before he could figure it out, Jess scoffed. “Tell me about it. Jarred went through
               an early midlife crisis after the doctor told us I couldn't give him any more children.”
               She looked guiltily at him, then away. “Anyway, it’s how we ended up with the sports
               car in the garage and Isabelle.”

         “'Sabella was a midlife crisis?” Kayne asked. How could a child be a midlife crisis?
               They'd adopted for christsake. It wasn’t like going to the pound and picking out a
               puppy. There was a long drawn-out process.

         “Contrary to what everyone would have you believe—probably myself included—Jarred was far from perfect.” 

         Kayne couldn't help but cock a skeptical eyebrow. From what he’d heard, Jarred had been a saint. Yet he knew it wasn't the truth; her reaction last night had proved
               that. 

         “Nobody knows I'm aware, but Jarred cheated on me. More than once.”

         There it was—he'd been right. The selfish bastard. Now the question was, had the abuse been limited to emotional or extended to physical?

         ***

         Somehow whispering in the dark had lulled Jess into a false sense of security and
               before she even realized she'd decided to confide in Kayne, the words were flowing
               from her. “I didn't know about the affair until long after the fact. Her name was
               Megan. When she found out she was pregnant, she planned to have an abortion, but Jarred
               talked her out of it. Offered her money to pay her “expenses”. In short, he'd bought his child and her silence.

         “Megan moved to Phoenix before she started showing and had Isabelle in some hotel
               room with Jarred and Cody's help, so there would be no record of Isabelle’s birth.
               She used the state's Safe Haven law to “abandon” the baby at the fire station on a
               night when Jarred and Cody were working.”

         Jess smiled sadly. “The first time I saw her, she was in Jarred’s arms, and I just
               knew he was never going to let her go. Sure enough, he all but begged CPS to let us keep
               her since we were certified. She was so beautiful and tiny, only a couple days old,
               and I fell instantly in love with her.” 

         Kayne brushed a curl off Jess’s face, tucking it behind her ear. “How did you find
               out?” 

         “Other than that she looked like Jarred?” Jess had been so naïve. No matter how many
               times she'd heard people claim Isabelle looked like Jarred, the possibility of what
               he'd done had never crossed her mind until the day she'd accidentally overheard Jarred
               and Cody talking about it.

         “Megan wanted to see Isabelle. I heard Jarred tell Cody she was blackmailing him.
               She wanted time with him and Isabelle or she’d tell me everything. Megan hadn’t been his first, and she planned on letting me know it.” Megan hadn't
               been the last either.

         “I sent her a text from Jarred's phone, pretending to be him, and she happily agreed
               to meet me. I figured she’d back off once she couldn’t use Jarred’s secrets against
               him, but what she really wanted was Jarred and her baby back.” 

         Jess brushed the bangs out of her face. “I told her that if she didn't walk away,
               I’d make sure God and everybody knew what she'd done. I reminded her that her congressman
               father’s very conservative constituents wouldn't look favorably on a home wrecker
               who'd been enticed to sell her baby instead of aborting it like she’d originally planned.
               In the end, Megan quietly walked away.”

         ***

         Kayne leaned back, reeling from what he’d just heard. What a dick! Not only was it immoral, it was flat out illegal. It momentarily made Kayne wonder
               if Jarred had known Gracie’s true identity. If so, the truth had died with him. Kayne mentally shook his head. He needed to focus on the here and now and what Jessica
               was telling him. “Did you confront him?”

          Jess quickly looked away. “No.”

         Kayne shot to his feet. “Why the hell not?”  Jesus! Admittedly, he didn't know Jess well, but he'd never imagined this side of her. The
               mousy side royally pissed him off. Albeit it was on her behalf, but still—he was pissed.
               

         Jess threw off the covers, flipped them back over Gracie, and stormed into the hidden
               stairway. Kayne was right behind her when they reached the first floor. “Why in God’s
               name would you let him treat you that way?” Kayne demanded.

         Jess threw her hands in the air, the action stretching her all too thin tank-top across
               her braless breasts. “God, are you really going to make me spell it out for you?”
               

         Kayne guiltily ripped his gaze away from those beautiful full breasts. “I guess you're
               going to have to, because I don't understand.”

         “Of course you don't. How could you?” She crossed her arms, covering her nipples.
               “You've never had to sleep with me. So I'll spare us both the disappointment. I wasn't
               enough for Jarred, and I sure as hell won't be enough for someone like you. So please,
               just be discreet, I'd rather not have your girlfriends flaunted in my face or the
               children to find out.”

         ***

         Jess turned on her heel, fully intending to bolt. Could she be any more pathetic?
               

         She hadn't taken half a step before steel bands of muscle lifted her off the ground
               and pulled her back into a warm wall of granite. “You do not get to drop a bomb like
               that and walk away,” he said softly.

         Jess struggled to free herself, but he was an immovable object. “Please, let me go,”
               she pleaded. She couldn't face him. Not after what she'd just said.

         “Not until you listen to me.” He sat her feet on the ground, but continued to hold
               her tight. “I'm so sorry he hurt you, but I'm not him. For as long as we are married—be
               that the next ninety days or sixty-years—I will be faithful to you and only you.”

         Jess nodded, hoping he'd just let her go. She knew he really didn't mean it, but she
               wasn't going to fight about it. 

         Kayne’s heavy sigh fluttered across her neck. Her nipples tightened in response. “I can tell you don't believe me.” It was as if
               he’d read her mind. “That's okay. For now. But you will learn to trust me, Jessica. Just like you'll learn that you could never
               be a disappointment.” He pulled her closer, his hot breath on her neck. “I've held
               you,” he said. “Tasted your sweet lips. I've seen the desire burning in your eyes, felt the flames lick my skin.” Kayne splayed
               his palm low over Jess's belly, pulled her tight, and she shivered when she felt his
               arousal against the upper swell of her butt. She wasn't sure what the emotion was,
               but she knew it wasn't fear, not of him. 

         “Did he force you, Jess?” He gentled his hold. 

         “No, he...I...” How could she tell him sex was uncomfortable for her? Her first time
               had been on her wedding night, and she'd expected there to be some pain, but it had
               been more than a little, and she'd been in tears by the time he was done. After that,
               while not painful, it had never been anything like what she'd read about in books.
               She'd never orgasmed during intercourse, and Jarred wasn't much for foreplay. At first
               she hadn't cared about more than pleasing him, she'd just wanted the closeness she
               felt by giving herself to him. But it hadn't taken long before he started complaining
               about her lack of response, then her lack of interest. Finally, his interest disappeared
               too. Except for those moments in the darkest hours of night when he'd reach for her
               in his sleep. 

         She'd been naive enough to believe it was his subconscious professing his true feelings
               for her, but the truth was, he was reaching for someone else, someone in his dreams,
               and she was only a warm body to live out the fantasy with. And when he was done, he'd
               get angry and blame her for seducing him, before storming off to God knew where, sometimes
               for days at a time.

         Kayne buried his nose in her hair. Inhaled deep. “Even if he was your husband, it didn't take away your right to say no. It doesn't
               take away your right now, either.”

         Jess shook her head. “He didn't force me.”  He hadn't needed to; she'd never said
               no to him. Not once. She’d always submitted, and he’d always been gentle with her,
               at least in bed.

         “You don't have to tell me. Whatever it is can be your secret, but know this: When
               I take you to bed, it will be different from whatever it was or wasn't with him. I'll
               go slow, because I want to learn all your sensitive spots. Like here.” He brushed his lips
               behind her ear. 

          Jess shuddered, feeling her nipples pucker painfully tight in response. 

         ***

         Kayne turned her to face him. He knew he needed to be careful with her, needed to
               go slow so he didn't scare her away. “Or here,” he said huskily. He grazed his teeth
               across the pulse point at the base of her neck.

         He knew he was playing with fire. Knew he wouldn't be able to finish what he was starting.
               At least not the way he wanted to. He worked his way up her neck and across her jaw,
               placing gentle kisses along the way. All the while, he slowly traced his hands up
               her ribcage, lazily drawing circles with his thumbs until he brushed the underside
               of her breasts and elicited a soft gasp from her.

         “Okay?” he whispered. He pulled back slightly to see her response.

         “Yes.” Her voice was breathless, her eyes glazed with want.

         Her tank top was old and worn, leaving little to the imagination. Her breasts were
               spectacular—round plump mounds with the nipples tilted up just slightly. Perfect.
               He brushed the tips with the pads of his thumbs, and she gasped. 

         “So responsive,” he whispered against her ear. “I need you to promise me one thing,
               Jessica.” 

         “Wh-what?” Her chest rose and fell quickly, her words little more than a breath.

         He nuzzled her neck, traced the whorl of her ear with his tongue. “I need you to know
               that I will never hurt you, that I will never force you. Ever. In return, I need you to promise that you'll be honest.”

         “Oh-okay.” Her fingers dug into his biceps as she clung to him. 

         “I want to put my mouth on you.” Kayne flicked her turgid nipples with his thumbs,
               and Jess whimpered. “Okay?”

         “Yes.” She moaned, so he did it again.

         He bent low and closed his mouth over her right nipple, taking an easy drag though
               the thin material. Jess trembled in his arms. “So sensitive.” 

         The thin material was too much, though, and he'd gathered up the hem and removed it
               before his lust-filled mind could stop him. He eyed her breasts appreciatively. “Beautiful.”
               God wasn’t that an understatement. He’d never seen such natural beauty in his life.
               

         High tight breasts, creamy white skin with mouthwatering, pale raspberry nipples and
               aureoles so light they were barely there. This time when he suckled a perfect little
               tit into his mouth, she moaned, laced her fingers through his hair, and arched into
               him, even as she pulled him against her. That's it, baby. Trust me.

         He alternated back and forth from nipple to nipple, while his hands roamed her body.
               “I want to touch you. Just touch, nothing more.” 

         She didn't pull away as his fingers tugged on the drawstring, freeing her pants at
               the waist. Slowly he slid his hand lower, palming her belly as his fingers trailed
               down, giving her plenty of time to pull away, to stop him. Kayne couldn’t suppress
               the groan when he discovered she was naked under those pants. The tips of his fingers
               slid through her soft curls and continued down to caress her slick folds.

         “Open for me, baby.” He nibbled her ear as he nudged her legs further apart with his
               knee. “You're so hot. Is that sweet honey for me?”

         ***

         Jess could do little more than nod. She was on fire. Every nerve ending in her body
               felt raw, and that terrified her. This felt so much like those things she'd only ever
               read about. But none of those heroines had ever found themselves in a situation like
               this, she was sure. And then she stopped thinking as one long finger stroked down
               her slit. She couldn't stop Kayne’s name from falling from her lips.

         “That's it, baby.” He circled the entrance to her core with a thick masculine finger.

         Tiny tremors skittered through her body, awaking a deep ache within. Even touching
               herself had never felt like this. To her shock, her hips thrust forward, her body
               trying to take Kayne's tantalizing digit inside.

         “Shh...not yet, baby. Easy.” He stroked, never touching her clit directly, teasing lazy circles
               around it, poising for penetration only to retreat again and again. He suckled her
               breasts, first one, then the other. Using his free hand, he teased her nipples, gently pinching and rolling
               each in turn, keeping her keen.

         Then he was on his knees, and before she realized what he was doing, Kayne leaned
               in and scented her. “God, you smell incredible,” he mumbled. 

         Jess was about to protest—Jarred had only ever gone down on her once, and he'd obviously
               not enjoyed it since he'd never done it again. But before she could form a coherent
               thought, Kayne had parted her nether-lips and swept his tongue across her most sensitive
               flesh, once, twice, and then again before gently suckling. The thick masculine finger
               that had promised more sank deep, then dragged deliciously through her wetness only
               to be joined by a second, pressing in, stretching her even as her muscles clamped
               down hard, and she shattered without warning. 

         White light blinded her vision. Her whole body contracted around its epicenter as
               a tidal wave rolled over her, pulling her under deep and hard, then throwing her back
               to the surface, gasping and clinging, violently shuddering. He drew out and plunged
               in again, relentless in his assault on her body and her senses. She could do little
               more than hold on as he used his lips and fingers and tongue to bring her to orgasm
               a second time. His name ripped from her lips.

         ***

         Kayne scooped Jess up, holding her close. He had yet to put on his Kevlar vest, so
               he was able to truly appreciate the feel of her body against his. But it served as
               a reminder that now wasn't the right time, and that he was seriously late for work. He continued down
               the hall, into the bedroom, and settled her on the bed, then sat beside her. He braced
               one hand on her other side so he could lean in close. “Baby, thank you.” He kissed her deeply, letting her sate herself on his lips. “I’ll see you tonight.”
               

         Jess's eyes flew open. “But you didn't...” She abruptly stopped and looked away. Swallowed hard.

          Ah, Fuck! Way to go, moron!

         “I want you, Jess. So damned bad.” He took her hand and placed it on his aching cock. He was so primed that when she
               reflexively wrapped her slender fingers around him, he nearly came. “Don't doubt that
               for even a second. I want you. But not yet. I wanted to show you the fire I see within you. You are a beautiful, responsive woman,
               and I'm sorry I can't finish this. You have no idea how sorry. But when you're ready
               to let me take you to bed, I'm going to need hours and hours, not minutes, with you.”

         Kayne stood up, slowly backing away, all too aware of the way her gaze fastened on
               his tented uniform pants. He couldn’t help but grin when the thought popped into his
               mind: The tan uniform made everything look bigger. 

         “Thank you.” She swallowed hard, again. “Be safe…Gracie just found you...she deserves
               more than stories of you.”

         Jesus, he didn't deserve her!

         Kayne stepped back toward the bed and bending low, braced his hands on either side of her. He kissed her once, twice, and again. The
               pressure was gentle with no demands, only an attempt to convey what he couldn't put
               into words, what he, himself, didn't even understand yet. And when she returned that
               last kiss, the power of it shot straight through him, in equal parts, to his groin
               and his heart.

         Damn! If he wasn't careful, he'd end up in serious trouble.

          

         

   

TWENTY

          

         Saturday proved busy as always. In addition to Jess's normal routine, and, after a
               long debate with herself, she decided to get a room ready for Kayne. After this morning,
               she wasn't sure where she wanted him to sleep, but her body screamed that she wanted
               him. Just thinking about the things he'd done to her with his mouth and hands, the
               way she'd shattered without warning, scared the hell out of her as much as it turned
               her on.

         Jarred had been a selfish lover. It was the only logical conclusion, because she would
               not admit to any possibility that her response had been to Kayne himself. She reasoned
               it could have been anyone with her that morning, and she would have responded the
               same way. 

         Ocean front property anyone?

         After some debate, she decided to give Kayne the in-law suite. The room was the largest,
               aside from the master suite, with a king-sized bed already in place and a double Jacuzzi
               in the bathroom. It would be the most comfortable for Kayne, and it was the only free
               room in their closed-off wing of the mansion. Though she very rarely used the rooms
               in the main part of the house for work, she kept their living separate. 

         She pulled out the new linens she'd recently purchased, a beautiful silk duvet set
               in a block patchwork pattern of blue, silver, and chocolate. She kept the accent pillows
               to a minimum, and, with Maddy's help, installed the coordinating curtains. The overall
               look was masculine enough to suit Kayne, while still homey.

         Yet, when it came time to move his clothes and personal items, Jess couldn't work
               up the courage to actually do it. In the end, she decided to let him make the final
               decision and moved on with other items on her list. 

         Kayne had several boxes of beautiful old leather-bound, first-edition books, printed
               in Hebrew and Cyrillic, which she carefully placed on upper shelves in the library’s
               second-story stacks. Well out of the reach of little hands. When that was done, Jess
               and the kids made cupcakes for the party and set them aside to cool. While the kids
               made birthday cards for the birthday girl, Jess carefully cleared out and packed up
               a display cabinet full of Jarred's antique toy fire trucks. Then she unpacked and
               replaced them with Kayne's impressive collection of beautiful Russian artifacts. 

         Jess was truly surprised at the quality workmanship on items he’d claimed were Romanov
               era replicas. The Faberge eggs especially appealed to her, specifically the large
               blue and white one with the elephant on top. The other three were just as beautiful:
               a golden egg with red and white enamel and what looked like cupids arrows and red
               stones; a mauve and gold egg covered in a trellis of jewels, containing a silver swan
               on a jewel like lake, and last, but certainly not least, a pale blue enamel over gold
               egg with a flower basket on top.

         Additionally he had several jewel-encrusted swords, a set of daggers, a large, intricately
               inlaid wooden chest covered in jewel-like stones, and a smaller gold and silver chest
               with stones inlaid to resemble stalks of wheat with a matching tiara inside.

         Kayne had told her these items, along with the books and a collection of artwork still
               stored at his parents, had been a wedding gift from Oksana's parents. With the exception of the inlaid wood chest and the tiara. Kayne said the wood chest was full of costume jewelry, and that Oksana had become
               upset when her mother had shown up with the gift. As such, Oksana had never allowed
               their children to play with the things. Curious, Jess tried to open the box to view
               its content, but apparently it had a hidden lock, because it wouldn’t open for her.

         Jess gave up and placed the box on a display shelf. She'd ask Kayne about it sometime,
               she decided. For now, she had too much to do to play around with some pretty baubles.***

         Kayne sat in his patrol car outside of Darcy's Kids as two o'clock rolled around.
               He signed off duty just as Jess pulled into the parking lot. She'd been on his mind
               all day long. He wasn't sure if going down on her would fall under the heaven or hell
               category. She'd been so damned responsive he'd forgotten his end game—to show her
               she was desirable. He wasn't sure who'd learned that lesson. He just hoped to hell
               he hadn't fucked up. 

         She gave him a cautious but seemingly genuine smile as he approached.

         “Hey, baby.” He brushed his lips across her temple. He turned his attention back to
               his phone, knowing that if he stared for too long, he'd get hard. Hell, he was already
               halfway there from smelling that soft almonds and vanilla scent, mixed with what was
               uniquely her. 

         “This phone program is very cool.” He hoped the benign conversation would give him
               a moment to will his libido into submission. Jess had sent him an app that would link
               her calendar to his.

         She smiled sweetly. “When I update mine, it will send you a notice and update yours
               as well, unless you want me to turn the feature off.”

         “No, this is good. I like knowing where you are.” He pointed her out on his GPS feature.
               “Do I need to do something with my phone so you can see where I am and what I'm doing?”

         “Yes, but I'll show you how, later. I need to get food in before it melts. Carry a
               tray of cupcakes?” She pointed to the covered trays stacked on the front passenger
               seat and floorboard. 

         “Those are cupcakes?” He couldn’t help but admire the beautifully arranged cakes shaped
               and decorated to look like a large basket of wildflowers.

         “Somewhere under all the icing, there are cupcakes.” Jess laughed. 

         What a beautiful sound.

          Her voice sobered. “So what are you doing here?”

         “I thought I'd—” Kayne stopped midsentence, suddenly certain he had made a huge miscalculation
               in coming. Not once had it occurred to him that she might not want him with her, that
               maybe she didn't want to share this part of her life. 

         Oksana had never wanted him around the Russian Community Center. She claimed it was
               her place to be free from the duties and responsibilities of being a wife and mother.
               As if she'd ever been either. 

         Kayne took a step backward. “I'm sorry. Maybe I should go.”

         “Kayne, stop.” Jess caught his arm. “I didn't know if you were here on business, or if you decided
               to meet us for the party. That's all.”

         “I wanted to see what this place was all about.” He studied her, trying to get a read
               on her true feelings. If she was unhappy about his arrival, she hid it well.

         Jess shrugged. Her eyes scanned the property. “As you can see, it's not much, but
               you're welcome. Just don't be surprised if someone puts you to work, or take it personally
               if your uniform gets a cold shoulder or a cagey look from some of the parents.”

         “I hadn't thought of that. Maybe I should go.” He felt foolish for presuming she'd want him here. This was her life, her friends,
               and he didn't belong.

         “Come on, you're here. Besides Judge Johnson is here.” She pointed to an old, rusted-out Chevy truck. “You can meet his granddaughter, Tiffany.
               She’s Maddy’s best friend and spends a lot of time at our house.”

         Kayne closed his eyes tightly. Contrary to what Jess believed, he knew in his heart
               he’d come so very close to losing Gracie yesterday. Jess’s next words pulled Kayne out of his thoughts. “Just don't arrest anyone unless
               they have an outstanding warrant for homicide. Anything else gets overlooked today.”
               

         Kayne nodded, grabbed one of the trays of cupcakes, and followed Jess through the
               door he’d seen the kids disappear through mere seconds after the Tahoe had come to
               a complete stop. He'd thought Jess was exaggerating until he received a few wary looks
               from several of the adults. They had that cornered fight-or-flight look about them.
               He fought to stay relaxed and ignore it, hoping if he stayed calm, they would too.

         Judge Johnson jovially slapped Kayne on the shoulder. “Now this is what I like to
               see. How are you doing, my boy? I see the whole family is here.”  His fingers tightened
               on Kayne’s shoulder. “You can call me Buck.”

         “Pretty good. Fairly uneventful day at the office.”

         He took the tray of cupcakes from Jess. “That's what I like to hear too, especially
               at the start of fishing season.” 

         Jess rolled her eyes. “Don't forget hockey, football, baseball, and basketball season.
               Oh and hunting season. This town all but shuts down for the first official day of hunting season.” Jess laughed.

         “Nice to see you aren't holding a grudge.” Buck leaned in and kissed her cheek.

         Jess frowned. “Oh, I'm furious with you, but that's work and...well, this isn’t. Which, speaking of, are you allowed to come watch game six of the Stanley
               cup playoffs at my—our—place next Sunday? Figured we might as well make use of that theater downstairs.”

          Kayne loved the built-in movie theater-like media room in Jess’s basement with its
               wall-size flat screen and stadium-style seating. He could easily imagine watching
               the playoff game in there.

         Buck looked at the ground, rubbed the back of his neck. “I don't know, Jess,” he hedged.
               “Kayne and his attorney might not feel comfortable with that. The case may be closed,
               but I don't want anyone questioning its outcome.” 

         “I don't mind. I'll let Brian know. He seems like a good sort, he might even be speaking
               to me by then.” Kayne laughed. Brian was anything but happy with him, and, in a way,
               he could understand why. Brian had made it clear that he felt Kayne had made a colossal
               mistake by giving in instead of fighting for rightful custody. Kayne hadn’t called him back yet, but he knew he couldn’t do that. He could not rip
               Gracie or Jessica or any of the rest of the kids’ world apart.

         “Well, then it's settled.” Jess thumbed over her shoulder. “I need to run back out
               to the truck for a minute. Keep an eye on Gracie and Isabelle?” 

         “Will do, short-stuff.”  Kayne laughed when she wrinkled her nose at the endearment. He watched her walk
               away before turning to locate the munchkins. The east wall was a series of French doors that had been thrown wide, allowing for an unobstructed view of the playground.
               A man lurked nearby, and his body language bothered Kayne.

         “You're Maddy's new dad.” A little girl hurled herself into Kayne’s side for a hug,
               pulling his attention away from the man he'd been watching. He’d swear the guy’s focus
               was on Grace and Isabelle. He assumed he was one of the other parents, but something about him didn't sit right,
               and that left Kayne feeling uneasy. 

         Kayne looked down into the smiling face of a precious little girl with Downs Syndrome.
               “I am.” Kayne’s own smile was bittersweet. He hadn’t been anyone’s dad for a long
               time, and a part of him felt disloyal to his deceased children. 

         “I'm her bestest friend, Tiffany.” The little girl bounced up and down excitedly.
               

         “It's very nice to meet you, Tiffany.”

         Maddy ran up to them and grabbed Tiffany’s hand. “Sorry, Kayne.” She started tugging on that hand. “Come on, Tiffany, I need a partner for the three-legged
               race.”

         “But I only have two legs,” Tiffany argued, letting Maddy lead her away. Kayne couldn't
               hold back a chuckle over her sweet innocence.

         Buck shook his head. “Maddy is an amazing child. My granddaughter can be very challenging
               at times, but Maddy has defended and befriended her from the day they met. Even on
               days like today, Maddy seeks her out to make sure Tiffany gets to participate, even
               knowing they're going to lose.” Buck gave a hearty chuckle as the two came in dead
               last.  “Boy, she does it with such grace and dignity.” Maddy gave Tiffany a high-five and
               a huge hug, as though they'd won first place. 

         “I thought Cody was your only child?” Kayne looked pointedly at Buck. To say Kayne
               had been shocked to learn that fact after court yesterday was an understatement. He
               still didn’t know what to think about how close he’d come to losing his daughter again.

         Judge Johnson had the good grace to look guilty. “Ah, yes. Cody got a young lady in
               the family way, so to speak, and refused to do right by her. When little Tiffany there
               was born, her mama abandoned her at the hospital, refusing to raise a child with Downs
               Syndrome. She at least had the decency to name Cody as the father. Regrettably, Cody
               refused to step in and raise her. My wife, who'd always wanted a little girl, took
               one look at Tiffany, and it was love at first sight. She’s been with us since the
               day we brought her home from the hospital ten years ago.”

         “How does Cody feel about her now?” Kayne couldn't help but ask. How the hell could
               he turn his back on his daughter? Especially one as precious as Tiffany.

         The judge gave him a long steady look as if to say, “Do you really have to ask?” before
               he replied, “Looks like that pretty little wife of yours could use some help.”

         Kayne glanced over his shoulder in time to see Jess carrying two giant, covered food
               containers, one stacked on top of the other. Of course she'd be supplying the food.
               He mentally kicked himself for not asking what she needed out of the truck.

         Quickly crossing the room, he took the containers out of her hands. “You're making
               me look bad, short-stuff.”

         “Sorry. I'll work harder at playing the damsel in distress.” She batted her eyes dramatically.
               “Would the big strong State Trooper help poor little ole me out and carry in the heavy
               food from the Tahoe while I start setting everything up?” She held out the keys.

         “Boy am I glad I'm wearing boots,” Kayne grumbled 

         Jess laughed. It was a good look on her. He loved seeing the sparkle in her eyes and
               that damned dimple he'd yet to get his tongue on. Kayne leaned in close and whispered,
               “We'll have to work on that whole rescuer-damsel fantasy later. Sounds like fun.” When he pulled
               back, he was well rewarded. Her cheeks were stained with a pretty blush.

         Jess hadn't been kidding, Kayne realized once he reached the Tahoe. She appeared to
               have brought everything from crustless sandwiches cut in the shape of butterflies
               and flowers, to fruit on shish-kabobs that looked like a bouquet of flowers, and vegetables
               cut and pieced together to look like insects. Even the ice cubes had gummy bugs frozen
               inside. She’d gone all out.

         Kayne learned, as the party progressed, that Jess was a whirlwind of activity. She
               never sat down once. She seemed happy, in her element, and he received several alerts
               on his phone, showing she'd added more activities to her already bursting schedule.
               A play date here, a doctor's appointment there. Notes about finding ways to solve utility, housing, and transportation issues for
               families of Darcy’s Kids. But the one that brought him up short read: Plan Mother's Day gift and Luncheon for Darcy's Kids. Mother's day. That definitely had to go on his calendar.

         Kayne was sure there had to be well over a hundred people in attendance. However,
               when it came time for Casey to open her presents, with but a few exceptions, the bulk
               of gifts were the ones Jess had purchased. It made Kayne’s throat tighten with emotion
               when he realized Casey was as happy over new socks and underwear as she was over dress-up
               clothes and a tea set.

         ***

         As the party wound down, Jess found Kayne standing off by himself, watching the kids
               play. His expression betrayed a whirlwind of emotions. “So what do you think?”

         He was silent for a long moment. “That I wish I'd had some place like this to come
               to growing up.” 

         “Was your mother that bad?”

         Kayne let out a heavy sigh. “She was a prostitute.” There was little emotion in his
               voice. “I guess I was about six when her Russian equivalent of a pimp sold us to an
               American looking for a wife. I don't even remember the guy’s name; we were with him
               for such a short time. Just long enough for Nina to get her citizenship.” 

         He paused and looked at Jess thoughtfully. “I remember he was nice. He read me stories.
               Let me call him dad.” Kayne shrugged. “She left him to be someone's high dollar whore,
               and I was pretty much left to take care of myself.” He laughed bitterly. “If it weren't
               for Ben and Luann Dobrescu, I'd be dead or in prison.” 

         For a moment, she glimpsed a bleakness in his eyes, then it was quickly masked.

         “Stupid twelve-year-old that I was, I tried to pickpocket a retired Force Recon Marine.
               Right in front of the cops, no less. Pop had turned in his uniform and become a youth pastor of all things.” Kayne shook
               his head. “He's this huge guy. Has a good two inches and forty-pounds on me still.”
               

         To Jess, Kayne was huge. She had a hard time imagining Ben. 

         “He gave me an ultimatum that day. I could either attend youth group for eight weeks,
               or he'd press charges. I didn't want anything to do with him or his church, but I
               wasn't stupid enough to choose the alternative. I was still attending six-months later,
               when Nina came home one night and told me to pack, that we were flying back to Russia
               the next morning. Some guy from her past wanted her back. There was no way in hell
               I was going. I was finally getting my life together.

         Kayne shifted his stance so he could keep an eye on Gracie and Isabelle when they
               moved from the sandbox to the swings. “I didn't know what else to do, so I called
               Ben. I went to live with them that night. There were eight of us—nine once my baby
               sister was born—in a three-bedroom house, until we started going off to college five
               years later. It was crowded and chaotic and there was never any extra, but there was always enough. Enough shelter, enough
               food, and certainly enough love. When I left home, it was with my Eagle Scout medal,
               an Honors High School diploma, and a full two-year scholarship to a community college.”
               There was unmistakable self-pride in Kayne’s voice. 

         Jess's heart broke for the child Kayne had been, and she thanked God for Ben and Luann
               Dobrescu. God, she'd accused him of having no idea how rough her childhood had been.
               Hers had been a walk in the park by comparison.

          

         

   

TWENTY-ONE

          

         Jess pulled onto the long paved driveway after the school board meeting the following
               Wednesday night, surprised to see a dark sedan parked along the driveway near the
               house. When she slowed down to try and get a better look, the driver flipped its lights
               on high, nearly blinding her, and sped away.

         Her gut clenched with disappointment. Kayne had obviously had someone here who hadn’t
               wanted her to know their identity. Though the last week-and-a-half hadn’t been perfect,
               it had seemed like they were making progress. Obviously, she’d been wrong.

         When they arrived home last Saturday, Jess had shown Kayne the bedroom she'd prepared
               for him. He'd simply smiled and said, “Thanks,” then proceeded to move his clothing
               and personal items into the room. Since then, he’d been a quiet presence in the house,
               interacting with the children, claiming responsibility for them—all of them—on his
               days off, being helpful and polite, and maybe even a little flirty with her. But he
               had kept his physical distance. Except for those moments after they’d tucked the kids
               in when he kissed her goodnight. Each kiss started out chaste and ended with them
               breathing hard until Kayne finally bid her ”Sweet dreams, Jess,” and disappeared to
               his own room, leaving her hot and achy, wanting and wondering. 

          Intent on locating Kayne and asking him about the strange vehicle and his visitor,
               Jessica accessed the security screen and discovered he was in the nursery with Gracie
               and Isabelle.

         She made her way upstairs, wondering what she’d say. When she reached the nursery
               and heard the little girls splashing in the bath tub, Jess's heart tapped a frantic
               beat against her ribcage. She silently peeked around the corner, and the sight before
               her nearly broke her heart. 

         Gracie and Isabelle were happily splashing away, while Kayne sat on the floor next
               to the tub, his back to the wall, his forearms resting on his up-drawn knees. He had
               a towel bunched up in his fist, squeezing it so tight his white-knuckled hand shook.

         “Hi, short-stuff.” Kayne didn’t take his eyes off the little girls. Though the room was cool he was
               covered in a fine layer of sweat. It broke Jess’s heart to see Kayne battling his
               demons. 

         “Yay, Mama's here!” Isabelle shouted. “Now can we put more water in?” she asked indignantly.

         Jess slowly made her way forward and looked in the tub. There was maybe two inches
               of water in the bottom. 

         She shook her head. “I think that's plenty of water for tonight. Are you guys all
               scrubbed up?”

      

   
      
         “We didn't wash our hair.” Isabelle pouted

         Jess leaned in and pulled the plug. “You're done for tonight.”

         ***

         Kayne felt like he'd just run a marathon. He'd always been the one to give his kids
               their baths, even when they were tiny babies. He'd seriously considered putting the
               girls to bed without one, afraid of the memories doing so would conjure. He hadn't imagined it would be this
               difficult, but he'd done it. Mostly. 

         Kayne read the girls a story once they were tucked into bed, then kissed them goodnight,
               thanking whatever powers that be that he had these precious moments. Together, he
               and Jess checked on Ash, who was patiently awaiting his own story, though he preferred
               to read to Kayne. 

         Maddy simply wanted to be tucked in and left to read on her own. So independent. But then, according to Jess, she always had been. At five, she'd managed to keep
               her infant brother alive for over a week when their crack-head mother had abandoned
               them. Regrettably CPS separated the two well before Maddy came to live with Jess and
               Jarred, and though Jess had tried, she'd never learned what had happened to that baby
               brother. It explained why Maddy was so much older than her years and so fiercely protective
               of her siblings.

         Once they stepped outside Maddy's room, Jess turned to him. “Who was here tonight?”

         He was surprised by the question. “Just me and the kids, why?” 

         “I saw the black car, Kayne.” She crossed her arms defiantly. “It sped out of here
               the second I pulled in.” She held up her hands to stop any response he would have
               made. “You know what, never mind, I'm sorry. I promised you I wouldn't ask any questions
               about your relationships, and I won’t.” 

         That got his attention, more than the presence of the strange vehicle. When she turned
               to walk away, Kayne captured her arm. Jarred had been a class-A prick for cheating
               on her, but dammit he wasn't going to pay for his sins. 

         Fuck! He shouldn't have to justify himself. It's a learning curve, Dobrescu, roll with it. 

          “I didn't have anyone here, Jess. Maybe it was a nosy reporter. We've been too lucky
               so far. Did you get a plate, see the driver?”

         “No.” She refused to make eye contact, looking everywhere but at him.

         It was time they dealt with this head-on. He pulled Jess into a deep alcove off the
               back hallway and pressed her against the wall. “I've kept my distance, because every
               time I get close to you, I get hard.” He pressed the proof of that against her belly.
               “I knew you weren't ready, so I've been forced to dream about you and take a hell
               of a lot of really cold showers.” 

         She looked at him. “I thought I'd done something wrong.” 

         “Oh, baby, no. No. I don't want to rush this, Jess.” He might not have wanted this marriage, but he
               was here, and he was determined to make the best of it, and hoped to hell they could
               make it work somehow. For everyone’s sake.

         Kayne reached out, his intent a gentle caress. He hated seeing the hurt in her eyes.
               His knuckles brushed her cheek, and her eyes fluttered shut, her lips slightly parting.

         “So responsive,” he murmured. 

         His will to take this relationship slow was slipping away by the second. She tilted
               her face to his, seeking his mouth. His fingers tangled in her silky tresses, cradling
               her head as he leaned into her. Her lips were soft and warm against his, and her lushly
               curved body felt incredible cushioned against his hard planes and angles. Her delicate
               fingers kneaded his chest like a content kitten. He groaned in response. His calloused
               hands caressed her ribs, his thumbs brushing the underside of her breasts. She shuddered
               in response. 

         When her arms slid up to entwine around his neck, he growled in approval and was rewarded
               with the feel of her fingers gently stroking the base of his neck. His good intentions were now all but a fleeting memory. He stroked his hands
               up her thighs, pushing her skirt up until he palmed her ass, petting, lifting, holding
               tight as he rocked his steely arousal against her belly. With little urging, she willingly wrapped her legs around his hips, her heat cradling his as he
               pressed her against the wall. He felt her smile against his lips.

         “What are you smiling about?” Kayne grazed open-mouthed kisses across her jaw, trailing
               slowly down her neck and back up to the hollow behind her ear, where he nuzzled and
               inhaled her scent. Soft, delicate. Heady. God, he needed to fuck her. “You find my state of agony funny?” He rocked his hips,
               creating a delicious friction. 

         Jess's giggle strangled into a moan as Kayne thumbed a pebbled nipple.

         “I need to touch you,” he whispered. He pulled away to search her face. Her expression
               was answer enough. Thank you, Jesus, she wanted that too.

          His eyes never left hers as he made quick work of her blouse and then the front clasp
               of her bra. “You are so incredibly beautiful,” he murmured as he palmed one breast.
               “I have to taste you.” He stroked the distended peak with his tongue. Suckled her nipple.

         She clung to him. Arched her back giving him better access. Whimpered when he latched onto her other nipple and gave a hard draw, before letting
               it pop out of his mouth.

         “What was that you found so funny?” Kayne kissed his way back to her other breast,
               greedily sucking, lightly nipping, gently tugging. Rolling. Softly blowing.

         “This...is so...cliché.” Jess panted. “Against...the wall…and...spread ’em...Officer... Dobrescu?”

         Her nipple slipped from his lips as he gave an involuntary chuckle. He leaned in and
               flicked the tip of his tongue across that sexy dimple, just like he'd been dying to
               do since the day he'd met her, and was thrilled when she hissed in a surprised breath.
               

         “I love that dimple,” he murmured and did it again. He nuzzled her neck, his breath
               raising goosebumps across her body as he fought for control of his own. His fingers
               caressed the cleft of her ass, working their way deeper between her thighs. Searching
               and finding her dripping wet. His cock throbbed with each pulsing beat of his heart
               as she slowly ground herself against him. He had to have her. He could tell she was
               close to the edge and wondered what it would take to push her over. 

         “Just wait and see how good I am at cavity searches.” Kayne dipped one long finger
               beneath the edge of her panties, easing them aside. He stroked through her slick wet
               folds. Brushed across her clit once, twice, and again, before he pushed into her tight, hot,
               honey-coated core.

         “Oh God,” she moaned. 

         He fed her a second finger, sinking deep.

         Jess shuddered as he withdrew and pressed in again. His rigid cock rubbed against
               her clit as he pumped his fingers in and out and back in one more time.

         Her whole body tensed, her back bowing. Her inner muscles clamped tight, and she released a soul deep moan
               as she came. Jesus Christ! His balls tightened painfully. It took every ounce of self-control he had left not
               to come with her. 

         She was so goddamned beautiful. How could she have ever thought she would disappoint
               him?

         Kayne rested his forehead against the wall, trying to gain some semblance of control.
               “I need to be inside you, baby. Right now.” Right. Now. 

         He felt Jess nod in response.

         “I need to hear you say the words, baby. Tell me if this is what you want.” And mean
               it! As badly as he wanted her, he needed to know this was truly consensual.

         ***

         “I want this,” she whispered. And she did. She wanted to be claimed by him. To be
               marked. She wanted all those hot erotic clichés she'd only ever read about.

          Jess reached down and fumbled with the snap and zipper of Kayne’s jeans, not waiting
               for him to make a move, afraid he'd change his mind. She heard and felt the rending
               of her silk panties, felt the tug as he ripped them away—that turned her on more than
               she wanted to admit—then he was there, throbbing against her. Long and too thick for her to close her fingers around. She squeezed, gave an experimental stroke, and he growled, “I can't wait, baby. I'm
               sorry. I'm not going to last.”

         Slowly, inch by glorious inch, he rocked into her, stretching her right to the very
               edge of pain. It seemed almost appropriate because she felt like a virgin in his arms.
               Regardless that they were vertical, she still felt like she was making love for the
               first time.

         “God, baby, you're so tight.” He panted, sweat rolling down his back. With one last
               thrust of his hips, he seated himself to the hilt, and they both moaned.

         ***

         Kayne held perfectly still, the tip of his cock pulsing against the entrance to her
               womb, trying to give her time to adjust to his size. Knowing by her own admission
               that she hadn't had sex since well before her first husband had died. “Am I hurting
               you?” he rasped and prayed to God she wouldn't ask him to stop. But then those honey-coated
               muscles contracted, milking his shaft, and her sweet lips parted as she relaxed, bringing
               him a little deeper into her. He was lost.

         With a feral growl, Kayne's mouth slammed down on Jess's and plundered. He withdrew
               almost to the tip before plunging back into her velvety sheath again and again. God,
               he knew he was out of control, knew he needed to rein himself in so he didn't hurt her, but he couldn't escape the lusty
               haze that cocooned them. Couldn't ignore the way Jess's heels dug into his ass, her nails clawing his back
               and shoulders as she sought purchase. Lifting as he withdrew, then impaling herself on each of his upward strokes. 

         Jesus Christ! She was as out of control as he was, which turned him on all the more, if that was
               even possible. 

         Again and again she met his thrust and drag, accepted his body’s demands, sought her own in return. And when he reached the precipice, when he was sure he couldn't
               hold on a second longer, he felt her fall. Kayne threw back his head and roared her
               name as he dove over the edge, letting the waves drag them under. 

         And in that earth shattering moment, he knew he'd never be the same again.

          

         

   

TWENTY-TWO

          

         Thursday morning found a sleep-deprived Kayne responding to a fully engulfed vehicle
               fire.

         After he'd fucked Jess against the wall—and there was no other word to use but fucked—he'd
               gathered her tightly in his arms and carried her to bed. He'd spent the rest of the
               night making it up to her. Waking time and again, his cock throbbing painfully as
               if he hadn't just been buried balls-deep inside her a short while before.

         Sometimes their lovemaking was slow and gentle, other times it consumed them, but
               every time it had been totally uninhibited. He'd never felt that free in his life.
               And this morning, as he stood under a hot shower trying to force himself into consciousness, he was still hard. At least, until she shyly accepted his offer
               and stepped into the shower with him, proceeding to make him very late for work.

         Every moment of missed sleep had been worth it, knowing Jess had finally gained some
               confidence in her sexuality. Yeah, right that's why you fucked her like a sex deprived frat-boy all night long. Purely altruistic on his part. Liar. Yes he was, and figured he'd just have to work twice as hard at pleasing her tonight
               as penance. 

         Now, here he was rolling up on a freshly extinguished car fire. Of course, one of
               the firemen on-scene had to be the belligerent hose-monkey. That managed to wipe the
               Cheshire Cat grin right off Kayne’s face and erase any lingering arousal.

         When Kayne tried to talk to him, Cody walked right past as if Kayne weren't even there.
               Fine. If the asshole didn't want to talk business, Kayne would address what he really wanted
               to discuss. “I hear Tiffany has to miss the Daddy-Daughter camp-out tomorrow night
               because Buck can't take her and you won’t.”

         That got a reaction. Cody turned on Kayne, his voice full of menace. “She’s none of your goddamned business.”  .

         Kayne ignored Cody’s anger and pushed forward. “Maddy really wants her to go with
               us.” 

         “Jess is letting you take Maddy somewhere alone?” He laughed like he thought that
               was the craziest thing he’d ever heard. 

         “I'm taking all three of my girls, actually. I'd take Tiffany too, if you'd let me.”

         “Not a chance in Hellsgate!” Cody shot.

         Kayne rolled his eyes at Cody's flippant response. Hellsgate being the name of the
               wilderness area just east of Payson in which they'd be camping. 

         “Look, Cody, I'd really like us to call a truce. There's no reason we can't get along
               for the sake of the kids’ friendship, if nothing else. Tiffany mentioned you have
               the time off. Why don't you two come with us?” And where the hell did that idea just come from?

         “You want me to go out into the woods camping with you?” Cody shook his head. Laughed.

         Kayne couldn't help but chuckle at Cody's unspoken insinuation. “There will be witnesses,
               Cody.”

         Cody spread his arms wide, palms up. His expression one of sarcastic disbelief. “Why?”

         Kayne looked at the toe of his boots, rubbed the back of his neck. “Damned if I know.” Probably sleep deprivation and warm fuzzy hormones from spending
               half the night inside his wife. Shaking off that thought, Kayne came up with an answer
               he could voice. “Because you've turned your back on everyone who loves you. I know what it's like to feel like you've lost the one thing that mattered.”

         Cody’s face turned an angry red. “You don't know anything about me, or what I have
               or haven't lost.”

         “I know you're angry, and you’re hurt. Look, if you don't want anything to do with
               your daughter, while it’s tragic, that's your choice. But don't hurt her in an attempt
               to spite me. Let her come have fun with her best friend.”

         “You might want to worry more about your pending death investigation than how I choose
               to interact with Tiffany.”

         “What death—” Kayne stopped mid-sentence and took a good look at the car. Joe Sutton
               stood next to it, striking a Vanna White pose. What Kayne had initially mistaken as no more than a mangled driver's seat was in fact,
               a charred body. Unbelievable. Joe had the nerve to laugh outright.

         Kayne pulled out his notebook and flipped to a blank page. “Any idea of the cause?”  

         Joe scratched his jaw thoughtfully then looked at Kayne. “Fuel and a heat source,”
               he said deadpan.

         Kayne looked heavenward. “God, what did I do to deserve this shit?”

         Joe’s expression turned serious. He glanced at Cody then back to Kayne. “One of these
               days, you're going to be glad I'm around.”  

         The prophetic nature of the statement sent a chill down Kayne’s spine. “No offense,
               Joe, but I hope to God I never need you for anything other than a friend.”

         “Amen, to that.” Joe slapped him on the back. “Take care, and watch your back.” He
               glanced at Cody again.

         ***

         “Kayne, this is a really bad idea. What were you thinking?” Jess spoke softly as he
               loaded camping gear into the back of his extended cab truck Friday afternoon. She'd
               helped him get everything ready the previous night so that when he came home this
               afternoon he could change and leave the moment Maddy arrived home from school.

         Her argument wasn't about the camping trip, but the invitation he'd extended to Cody.
               The belligerent hose-monkey—as Kayne liked to call him—had stepped out to retrieve
               gear from his own truck so they could ride together. She wasn't sure which was more
               surprising—that Kayne had extended the invitation, or that Cody had accepted. Either
               way it spelled trouble with a capital T.

         “Maddy was upset because Tiffany was upset. I honestly didn't think he'd accept, but
               I'm not going to tell him he can't come now. That would break Tiffany's little heart.”
               

         Man, even Tiffany had Kayne wrapped around her little finger almost as tightly as
               Gracie did. He might be all hard planes and rough angles on the outside, but he had
               a nice gooey soft center. Which Jess had discovered for herself Wednesday night. She’d never imagined sex could be that hot. She'd truly thought
               that it was simply relegated to the land of fiction, but Kayne had blown that theory, and her mind in the process. Multiple times. 

          “Baby, you keep rubbing my belly like that, and the genie is gonna want to come out
               of the lamp and play.” Kayne’s gravelly voice had her looking down at her hand as
               it traced the raised lettering written low across his T-shirt.

         Feeling a little wicked, Jess reached up and ran a hand down his chest, intentionally grazing a flat male
               nipple hidden behind his shirt, before continuing down to his belt buckle.

         He grabbed her hand when she tried to stroke him again, then leaned in and whispered
               against her ear, “I like that you touch me.”

          He had to know by now that the feel of his hot breath whispering across her neck
               made her nipples pucker. Sure enough—the rat was eying them appreciatively. Even through
               her bra and sundress their arousal was visible. 

          “I love the way you respond to me.” He molded a palm over her breast and gently kneaded.
               He thumbed her nipple even as he suckled her neck right over her pulse point. 

         Jessica angled her head, offering her neck up in surrender. He growled in response.
               He threaded one hand through her hair, cupping the back of her head, and wrapped his
               other arm around her waist, pulling her roughly against him as he spun them both around. Suddenly, her back was up against cold hard steel. 

         That skillful mouth of his worked its way down her shoulder and across her collar
               bone. The hand in her hair entrapped her to his will, while his free hand roamed her body,
               caressing, kneading, plucking first one, then the other nipple, until they were hard and achy. But it wasn't until he took her left nipple into his mouth that she realized he'd
               undone the first few buttons of her sun dress and the front clasp of her bra.

         And then his knee was pushing between hers, his hand cupping her ass, pulling her
               sensitive flesh tight against the hard ridge of thigh muscles. He captured her moan
               with a hot hungry kiss. Rocked his cock against her hip. Before she knew it, he was backing her into the empty utility room and kicking the
               door closed. 

         “I can't wait until tomorrow night.” His voice was raw. Desperate. 

         God, that was so hot. 

         She loved the fact that he lost control and had to have her right that second. Shove
               her skirt up, rip her panties off, free himself and fuck her against the wall. Right. Now. Hot! Knowing that he couldn’t get inside of her fast enough nearly brought tears to her
               eyes. She felt wanted for the first time in her life.  

         Knowing she would sleep alone tonight, combined with the thrill of sneaking off to
               some dimly lit closet had her so turned on she didn't even hesitate to kick off her
               sandals, hike up her skirt, and strip her panties, letting them fall around her ankles.
               She felt Kayne fumbling with his belt buckle and zipper, and all the while, he continued
               to kiss her. Thrusting his tongue behind her teeth, tangling with hers, sucking, imitating
               the way his cock would fill her core. 

         “Right. Now,” he groaned. He cupped her ass, lifted her, and pressed her against the heavy
               wooden door. 

         Jess wrapped her arms around his neck, her legs around his waist. “Please.” She wasn’t
               above begging at this point. She desperately wanted to feel him lose control.

         He paused and dipped a finger into her wetness. She shuddered in response. Oh God,
               she was so ready she nearly came when his finger slid through her wet folds and brushed
               against her clit. Her sex clenched, seeking the feel of hot velvety steel.

         With a lusty groan of approval, Kayne replaced his hand with his thick shaft and guided
               himself into her, rocking his hips, pressing deeper and deeper with each move, until
               he’d entered her to the hilt. “Always so tight, baby.” He sucked in oxygen as if he were running a marathon. “You okay?” 

         “Yes.” She threaded her fingers through his hair, pulling his lips to hers. She kissed
               him hard, before pulling away. “Move. Now.” 

         He flashed her a startled grin. “So demanding.” 

         Jess captured his bottom lip, sinking her teeth in until he hissed. She licked the
               sting away. Jess met his smoldering gaze. “Now.” 

         “Like this?” He rocked slowly against her. Staying deep. Teasing.

         “Please.” She buried her face in his neck, fighting tears. She didn’t know how to
               deal with the emotions she was feeling. It felt like so much more than sex when he
               was like this. 

         “Or like this?” He flexed his hips, pulling most of the way out before plunging back
               in balls deep. 

         Electricity shot through her from the delicious friction of that deep hard stroke.
               “Kayne.” His name ripped from her lungs, an involuntary sob.

         He did it again and paused. She felt his body trembling, or was that hers? “Do you
               like it deep like that, or maybe this?” He withdrew and gave her several shallow strokes.

         She shuddered. “Yes! Anything. Everything!”

         He drove deep again, and suddenly she was right there on the edge. “Don’t stop! Please!”
               

         “Never.”  For a moment, he pistoned into her with hard heavy strokes, and she could do little
               more than hold on tight and bask in the glorious sensations. 

         Then he shifted, and his strokes became short and frantic, all finesse gone. There
               was only a big cat taking his mate. Sleek and powerful, every muscle quivering with
               unleashed desire. The primal need to mark, to claim, to possess.

         Jess was consumed by the fire raging within her. Felt the need to crawl under his
               skin and burrow deep. Again and again he filled her, his thick cock stretching her
               tight, its head kissing the entrance to her womb with each heavy thrust, rubbing that
               sensitive nub with each drag.

         Her pending orgasm climbed and climbed, and she fought her way from the edge, not
               wanting the sweet torture to end. 

         “Come for me, baby. I can feel you right there. Come,” he commanded the second time
               and drew heavily on her left nipple, slamming her into orgasm. 

         Jess clung to Kayne as her body shuddered and convulsed around him. She buried her
               face in the crook of his neck, scored his skin with her teeth, marking him as she
               tried to muffle her cry of release. His body convulsed as he let loose his own strangled
               roar.

         ***

         Kayne fought to keep his legs under him and failed. Slowly, he sank to his knees,
               taking Jess with him, her back still against the door, his body still connected with
               hers. He'd never been so out of control in his life. 

         He pulled back enough to see her face. “Christ, baby, did I hurt you?” 

         Jess opened her eyes enough to look at him like he'd lost his mind, and then she giggled.
               Her muscles clutched and caressed his still hard shaft, and he shuddered. “I bit you, and you're asking if you hurt me?” She giggled again. 

         Yeah, she'd bit him, and it had so surprised and inflamed him that he'd come before
               he was ready. He'd wanted to ride out her orgasm, make it last as long as he could.

         “Have I created a monster?” He gave her a few lazy strokes before he regrettably had
               to pull out. They didn’t have time for the round two and three his body was up for.
               

         Jess whimpered in protest. 

         “You could come with us. We could sneak off for a little while tonight. You and me, naked on a blanket under the stars.”

         “With a hundred kids and their fathers within hearing distance and a million mosquitoes
               wanting a taste of me? I don't think so.” She playfully looked down her nose at him.

         Speaking of kids, theirs were bound to start looking for them at any moment. Theirs? Kayne tucked that thought away for later consideration.

         “Sunday night, top of the east tower, you bring a blanket, and I'll bring that citronella
               lotion. I'll be sure every perfect inch of you is protected from anything that would
               nibble on this beautiful skin but me.”

         “We'll see. We still have to get out of here without anyone noticing what we were
               up to.”

         “Yeah, baby, that's not happening.” He lifted Jess off his lap then stood and began
               helping her right her clothing. Kayne was sure Cody had returned from grabbing his
               gear long ago. He’d take one look at them and know they'd been screwing like bunnies.
               Truth be told, Kayne’s gut was screaming that he needed to mark his territory where Cody was
               concerned. 

         He walked out first whistling Zip-a-Dee-Doo-Dah, from Song of the South. If looks could kill, he’d be a dead man. Cody was one furious bastard. My oh my, it certainly was a wonderful day.

         The deep laughter from behind froze Kayne midstride. He swung around to see Joe Sutton
               standing on the other side of his truck, giving him an all too knowing smirk. “Interested
               in one more?” He glanced suggestively at Jess.

         Something of the “Not-on-your-fucking-life” and “Over-my-dead-body” retorts that he hadn't actually voiced must have shown on Kayne’s face, because Joe
               laughed outright. “You, my friend, have a dirty mind. I like that, but I meant the
               camping trip.” 

         Kayne shrugged. “Sure, why the hell not?” He went back to whistling as he finished packing the truck.

          

         

   

TWENTY-THREE

          

         At the sound of an approaching engine, Jess stepped out of the Tahoe and looked up.
               She watched as Kayne’s truck pulled into the bay and parked. Joe opened the passenger
               door and stepped out. “Hey, gorgeous, miss me?” He winked. 

         Jess laughed. “Like a sore tooth.” She adored Joe, always had. They’d been friends
               since his first day at Payson High School, when they were just sixteen. Though he’d
               been nearly as big then as he was now, he’d seemed heartbreakingly lost. She knew
               something had happened, but to this day he’d never talked about it. It was as if his
               life before Payson had never existed.

         He cocked his head and studied her thoughtfully for a moment. “You can’t dwell on
               the past sweetheart, it will eat you alive.” 

         Jess jumped at his words. After all this time, she should be used to them. He’d always
               had the uncanny ability to read people as if he had direct access to their thoughts.  

         He opened the back door, and out spilled three magpies disguised as little girls,
               all chattering at once. 

         “We canoed. In a boat!” Tiffany bounced excitedly

         “We climbed up a mountain!” Isabelle chimed in. 

         “We repelled off a cliff!” Maddy added.

         “We had s’mores!” They chorused. 

         With that, they headed toward the house, pulling Ash and Gracie along with them. 

         Kayne inhaled deeply and slowly let it out. “Ah, silence!” He shut the driver’s door
               and rounded the front of the truck.

         Joe laughed. “I think I’m permanently deaf from all the screaming.”

         Kayne pulled Jess close and wrapped his arms around her. “So, did’ya miss me?” he asked softly.

         “Of course not,” she huffed. Some emotion crossed his face but was gone before she
               could identify it, replaced by a knowing smile.

         He leaned in and whispered in her ear. “You sure?” 

         His hot breath sent a delicious shiver through her body. Blushing, Jess planted both
               palms against his chest and shoved, though not hard. 

         He laughed in response, the sound dark and dangerous, but he didn’t let her go. “Yeah,
               that’s what I thought.” 

         “Smug bastard” 

         Eyes dancing with laughter, Kayne tucked her into his side and brushed his lips across
               her temple, the gesture surprising, yet familiar at the same time. Her face on fire,
               Jess looked at Joe. She’d been mortified when she walked out of the utility room to
               see not only Cody but Joe standing there as well. 

         Joe simply winked at her. 

          “So uh, where’s Cody?” 

         Kayne’s eyes narrowed slightly as he studied her face. “Worried we left him in the
               wilderness?” 

         Joe laughed. “Nah, she’s trying to decide if she should call a defense attorney for
               us or start packing to move to some non-extraditable country.”

         That’s exactly what she’d been thinking. Jess huffed in exasperation. “I hate it when
               you do that!”

         “You’re too easy to read. Everything you’re thinking is right there in your eyes,
               if someone takes the time to look.” 

         “We dropped him off at his truck. He had a thoroughly miserable time.” Kayne shared
               a meaningful look with Joe, both far too pleased about that.

         Jess didn’t want to know. Plausible deniability, and all that.  

         With a kiss on her cheek and a fist bump to Kayne, Joe bid them goodbye, grabbed his
               gear, and left. 

         ***

          Jess was in the kitchen cutting vegetables when Kayne walked in a while later. He’d
               volunteered to put the kids to bed, and she’d happily let him. “Hey, baby, how about
               after I take a shower, we snuggle up and watch a movie?”

         Jess bit her bottom lip. “Umm, sure.”  

         Kayne cocked his head thoughtfully. “Did you have something you need to do? I'd be
               happy to help when I'm done.”

         No, the stuff she needed to do he couldn’t help with. But she couldn’t tell him that
               either. 

         Before she could think of something to say, Kayne stepped closer and whispered, “Or,
               you could come help me.” He nuzzled her neck, traced her ear lobe with the tip of
               his nose. “I know how to be very dirty with a wash cloth and soap.”

         Jess gave a nervous laugh but didn't move away. In fact she felt paralyzed. He was
               so much man. So alpha-male. Dark, dangerous. Sexy. He was worldly and adventurous, and so out of her league. But oh how she loved the
               things he did to her. 

         Kayne proceeded to described in vivid detail what he would do to her in the shower.
               By the time he was done talking, her breathing was shallow and her panties wet. How
               the hell could he do that to her with just his voice? 

         Even as Kayne took her hand, pulling her along as he walked backward, he whispered,
               “Come,” and Oh, God, she wanted to. The thoroughly male smile of satisfaction that he was getting his
               way quickly died when she reached out a bold hand and cupped him through his jeans.

         “Shower. Baby, I need a shower, first. I smell like lake water and sweat.”

         “You smell like heat, and sex, and man. The shower can wait. I want you inside me.
               Now.” For a fleeting moment, she wondered if things could have been different with Jarred,
               if she'd just tried harder. But she quickly pushed the thought away. It was disloyal
               to both Jarred and Kayne to be thinking of him at a time like this. 

         Jess turned, tugging Kayne into the closest unoccupied room, the library. The moment
               the door lock clicked into place, they began stripping each other of their clothes.
               And then he was taking her to the ground, right there on the plush carpet amid the
               smell of old books and wood polish. His hands were everywhere. He sucked and stroked
               and kissed until she was right on the edge, and then he entered her, hard and fast, the feeling so gloriously consuming
               that her emotions threatened to spill over. She quickly closed her eyes. 

         But then he stilled and commanded, “Look at me, baby.”

         Jess hesitantly opened her eyes, fighting back tears she didn't understand. 

         “Okay?” He studied her face intently.

         Unable to put names to the emotions swirling within her, she simply nodded and pulled
               his mouth down to hers, letting the feelings free in the only way she knew how. Though
               she tried to encourage him to move, he remained still, devouring her with his lips.
               

         “Kayne, please! Move!”

         Which he did, but suddenly she was on top, looking down into eyes as dark and passionate
               as a summer storm. Déjà vu struck hard. She’d done this before. Straddling him like
               this, her hands on his chest, staring into his storm-tossed gray eyes like she had
               in that dream so very long ago. She swallowed against the lump of emotion threatening
               to choke her. “I don't know what to do.”  She was pretty sure the statement encompassed
               far more than sex. 

         His brow furrowed in confusion. “What?”

         She motioned between them. “I've never...”

         Kayne jackknifed up, taking her in his arms, even as his mouth came down on hers.
               He nipped at her bottom lip one last time and pulled back to look in her eyes. His
               gaze searched hers. “I like that I'm your first…for this.” 

         Jess looked away, unable to hold his gaze. “You're my first for a lot of things.”

         “Explain.” His voice was commanding yet gentle.

         “I've never...I couldn’t…not while.” Jess stammered as she motioned to where their bodies were still joined.

         Kayne captured her chin between curled finger and thumb, forcing her to look at him.
               “You never came during intercourse?” 

         “No. Not before you. I’ve never had sex any place other than in bed before either.”

         Kayne's growl was low and deep, full of possessive satisfaction.

         “Everything is new with you,” she added softly. “Better.” 

         Anything else she might have added was forgotten when he kissed her.

         ***

         After a long shower and several hours of sleep, Kayne woke up to an empty bed. He
               reached over only to feel Jess’s side of the sheets cool to the touch. His heart did
               a slow roll and dipped into his stomach. Where the hell was she? It was well after midnight, and damn it, he wanted her by his side. He'd never been like this before. Never felt this overwhelming urge to possess someone.
               To claim them, body and soul.

         He felt as though time was running out, and when it did, he'd have nothing but memories
               of this time with her. God, he couldn't go through that again. Everything was different
               with Jess. Everything was...more, and that scared the ever-living shit out of him, because it defied logic.

         While Kayne didn't love Jess, wouldn't let himself love her, he still felt things for her that he’d never felt for anyone
               before, and he was certain he would never feel for anyone else. He quite simply couldn’t
               explain the gut feeling that said that this precious life he was living in was set
               to blow up around him, and he knew to the very soul of his being, that if he lost
               Jessica, it would raze him to the ground. He wouldn’t survive a second time. Not without
               her.

         With those dark thoughts parading through his mind, his heartbeat an accompanying
               drum, Kayne threw the covers back and pulled on his shorts. He needed her in his arms.
               He'd worry about analyzing his feelings later. 

         He found her in the laundry room, sorting clothes. “What are you doing, baby?” 

         Jess started at the sound of his voice. “I thought you were asleep.” She glanced over
               her shoulder at the laptop computer on the counter before looking back to him.

         Wondering what she looked so guilty about, Kayne leaned against the doorjamb, crossed
               his arms over his chest. “I woke up, and you weren't there.”  

         Jess motioned to the pile of laundry, but then asked, “Did you guys come home for
               any reason? I forgot to mention the alarm wasn't set when we came home tonight, but
               I thought for sure I set it when I left Friday.”

         “Everything was okay?” He walked to the wall monitor and keyed in his code to access
               the history, but stopped when she spoke again. 

         “Yeah, everything looked fine. I must have had a brain freeze and forgot to turn it
               on in my hurry to get out the door Friday night.” Jess shrugged.

         Kayne let thoughts of the alarm go. She knew how it worked far better than he did.
               “Come back to bed, baby.” He held out his hand to her.

         Jess shook her head, took a step back. “I can't. If I don't get this done now, it
               won't happen. I'm so far behind.”

         Damn it! “You need to let me know what you need help with around here, Jessica.” He tried
               to keep the anger out of his voice. He captured her hands and pulled her close. “I want to help you. We’re supposed to
               be a team. Let me help.”

         Jess studied him for a moment as if she was weighing his words, then she shook her
               head. “Kayne, I'm really OCD about the laundry. I check every article of clothing
               before it goes into the washer for stains, rips and tears, toys, crayons, live animals—”

         He barked out a laugh. “Live animals?” He was sure she had to be kidding, but she'd said it with such a straight face.

         Jess bobbed her head, her eyes full of laughter. “Ash forgot he'd put a garter snake
               in his cargo pocket once.”

         He leaned his back against the wall, pulling her into the V of his legs. “You're kidding, right?”

         “I wish I was.” She chuckled, shaking her head, obviously remembering the incident.

         He ran his hands up and down her bare arms. He just had to touch her. “What did you
               do?”

         Jess shuddered. He wasn’t sure if it was because of him, or her memories. “Screamed. Contemplated doing it in for biting me. Then I realized it wasn't poisonous, so I captured it in one of the pollywog nets
               and set it free.”

         Kayne laughed. “Oksana would have been on top of the washer, screaming for help until
               someone showed up, no matter how long it took.”

         Jess’s smile faded at the mention of his first wife. “I used to be that way too, especially
               over spiders. I hate spiders. I learned it doesn't do you any good, when there's no
               one around to help anymore.” She gave him a weak smile. “You just have to learn to
               be both parents and do everything yourself. Let me tell you, there have been some
               huge, huge spiders around here. May they rest in peace.” 

         Kayne laughed over the solemn tone in her voice. He cupped her face and kissed her
               forehead, the action so natural. So right. 

         Jess reached up and caressed his jaw, running her hand against the grain of his stubble.
               “I'm also not a fan of insects or frogs, but I've found myself knee-deep in mud, hunting
               polliwogs and crawdads, and capturing insects for school projects.”

         Kayne ducked his head and made eye contact. “I know what you mean, Jessica. I felt
               like a single parent for most of my first marriage. I did all of the cooking and cleaning
               and most of the laundry. But it was worth it, you know, because of the kids.”

         She laid her hand over his heart. “I know you were a great dad to them. I see proof
               of it every day with our kids.” 

         Kayne didn't want her praise, because he hadn't been a great father. He'd failed his
               children when they'd needed him most. “Move it Malen’kaya.” He gently set her aside.

         A look of confusion, and perhaps disappointment crossed her face. “What does that
               mean?”

         It means I can’t talk about them, Jess! “It means I'm going to show you I know how to do laundry correctly. I even read labels.”

         “No, the words.”

         “Oh, it's little-one in Russian.” He gave her his best unrepentant smile.

         “Of course it is,” she sighed. 

         Kayne started picking up and tossing jeans into one of the two washers. He carefully
               patted pockets for reptiles before sticking his hands inside. “So what’s up with the
               laptop?” Kayne motioned toward it with his chin. It was turned to where he couldn't
               see the screen, but the way she'd looked at it told him she didn't want him to see
               whatever was on it.

         “I was checking lists and making new ones. Writing down a note about this strange
               guy I met today. Uh, yesterday now, I guess.” She met his gaze steadily. Okay, so
               she was telling the truth. 

         “Would you like some music?” She crossed to the computer, not waiting for a reply.
               

         That got his attention, because she quickly closed out all the programs she had open and started the music
               player. But there was something else that was more pressing. “What made him strange?”

         “Ash and I went to the water park, and they have one of those big wave pools with
               lifeguards and sand. I was sitting on the beach watching Ash boogie board.” 

         Yeah, he'd noticed the tan lines. It had been a pretty skimpy bikini she'd had on,
               and he hated that he'd missed it. 

         “I laid down, figuring I'd get Ash to put sun block on my back next time he came out
               of the wave pool.” She shrugged. “But this buff, mercenary-looking guy with a heavy
               Eastern European accent walked up and started talking to me. He offered to put lotion
               on my back.” Jess laughed, like the thought was ridiculous that he’d offer. “I told
               him ‘no thanks.’” 

         Did she truly not realize how heartbreakingly lovely she was? Kayne closed the washer
               door. “Did the guy take the hint? 

         Jess hopped up on the counter and leaned back against the wall while she folded a
               pile of towels. “Of course not. He sat down and tried to strike up a conversation, asked about my kids. When he pulled
               off his shirt, he was covered in scars and tattoos. And we’re talking knife and bullet-type
               holes, and prison tats.” 

          “You like tattoos?”

         “Not really my thing. Though I do like the one you have.” 

         Kayne grinned over his shoulder. “Noticed that, did you?”  He turned back and started
               tossing whites into the other washer. 

         Jess shrugged. “You were sleeping facedown. I covered you up before I left the bedroom.”
               

         Now why the hell did that make his heart clinch? God, he was pathetic. “My brothers and I got those tats the year David—the oldest—and
               I went off to college. He’s only a couple months older than me. Our mom would have
               killed us for letting the younger two get them. They were 16 and 14 at the time. So,
               we figured if it was on our ass she’d never know.”  They’d chosen the compass because their father had one. He’d told them it reminded him that no matter
               where he was he could always go home. But Kayne couldn’t go home. Hell he hadn’t even
               called his family more than once or twice over the past two years. They’d always had
               to call him, and he’d avoided the calls when he could because, with six other kids
               someone was always pregnant, or had just had a baby, and it was just too painful to
               know that their lives carried on when his had stopped. 

         Until Jess.

         Jess laughed, oblivious to his bittersweet memories. “I can’t wait to meet your mother.”
               She sobered quickly and looked away. 

         Kayne stopped what he was doing and crossed to her. “I can’t wait for you to meet
               her either. She’s going to adore you, Jess.” And he meant it. His mom would love Jessica.
               

         Jess leaned forward and kissed him gently. “Thank you.” 

         Kayne was afraid to ask what she was thanking him for. He wasn’t sure he was ready
               to know. There was a look in her eyes that his gut told him not to examine too closely.
               

         Kayne cleared the lump from his throat. “So how’d you get rid of the guy?” 

         She fumbled with something, then lifted her hand and wiggled her fingers, showing
               off her old wedding band, the one Jarred had given her, before switching it back to
               her right hand. “I held up my hand and said my very large, very handsome, irrationally
               jealous husband carries a badge and a firearm, and he wouldn’t like your hands all
               over me. He left after that.”

          Damn it! Just because they’d had a shotgun wedding was no excuse for him to not get her a ring.
               How thoughtless could he be?

         Kayne gave her a wicked grin. “So, you think I'm handsome, huh?”

         Jess’s mouth popped open in surprise. “That's what you got out of that story?” she asked with no small amount of indignation.

         “No, I also got that some asshole was hitting on my wife,” Kayne growled. Jess was
               surprised by Kayne’s reaction. “You've got to know I, of all people, would never be
               unfaithful,” she said quietly.

         She flinched when Kayne closed the second washer door with a little more force than
               necessary. 

         “Baby, I never thought that for even a moment. Just seeing those skimpy little tan
               lines earlier, and knowing he got to see all that luscious skin, tried to get his
               hands all over it—” 

         Jess leaned forward, staring at him in utter disbelief. “You're jealous?”  Holy crap!

         He took a step back like she’d punched him. “Hell no! I don't do jealous.” 

         “Wow.” She felt the uncontrollable smile spread across her face. “I think I like that.”

         “Yeah, well don't get used to it,” he grumbled. 

         Right, because this was only temporary. 

          Kayne realized he’d somehow offended Jess, which was the last thing he’d wanted to
               do. He wanted to spend time with her, just the two of them, even if it wasn't in bed.
               There was so much about Jess he didn't know, and he realized he wanted to know it.
               He wanted to be her friend, for her to trust him, lean on him. Damnit, he wanted to
               make this work.

         Kayne leaned against the counter and picked up a towel. “So the guy—why were you making
               notes about him?” he asked casually.

         “I was trying to think of a way to work him into a bedtime story for Ash. Obviously
               not as the scary tattoo guy, but maybe a commander of some great army?” Jess shrugged.
               

         “I don’t understand. Are you talking about the bedtime stories you tell the kids each
               night? Aren’t those just ones you’ve read so many times you have them memorized?” 

         “No, they're ones I made up for the kids or with the kids’ help. There are lots, but
               the kids have favorites. You've heard me tell them. Isabelle’s the Littlest Firefly,
               Ash's The Mouse Knights Tail, Gracie's...well you get the picture. All of them have
               one.”

         “I had no idea.” How amazing that she'd actually created such a legacy for her children.
               “So you have them all written down?”

         Jess laughed and shook her head. “Nope, we’ve just memorized them.” 

         Holy Mother's Day! He had an idea. Kayne had been thinking all week of a way to ensure Jess had a very
               special day, and he was pretty sure he'd just found it. Now all he had to do was make
               it happen.

         ***

          Jess sat the last pile of folded clothes in a basket and sighed. 

         “Finally.” Kayne leaned in until his lips were just a whisper from Jessica’s. “What else do
               you need to get done before I can take you back to bed?”  

         “Nothing,” she mumbled against his lips.

         He pulled back slightly, cocked one eyebrow. “What about the party?” 

         Jess fiddled with the hem of her tank-top. “I’ll throw out some chips and dips and drinks.” 

         He obviously didn't believe her and proved it when he leaned in close and drawled
               out, “Look me in the eye...and tell me you aren't going to be in that kitchen as soon
               as you've gotten rid of me, preparing for tomorrow.”

         “Which eye?” Jess covered first one then the other, trying to distract him.

         “Jessica...” he warned, even as the corner of his mouth twitched. 

         Jess crossed her heart. “I swear I have nothing to get ready for tomorrow.”  Semantics,
               because it was already Sunday, and tomorrow would be Monday.

         “Jessica...” he whispered again, and leaned in to kiss her. He wasn't buying her story.
               He knew she was up to something, damn him.

         “Ewwww. Gross.” 

         Kayne jerked upright at the sound of Ash's voice and slammed the back of his head
               into the overhead cabinet in the process.

         Jess gasped, feeling the heat of embarrassment rush to her face. She'd just been caught
               making out with a guy, by her son. Hello! He’s your husband! And you've done a hell of a lot more than kiss him!

         “Ash, why aren't you in bed?” Jess tried to shove Kayne's hand out of the way so she
               could make sure his scalp wasn't bleeding.

         “Ouch!” Kayne hissed when she poked at a lump forming on the back of his head.

         “There's a monster outside my window.” Ash squeezed his teddy bear tight.

         “What do you mean, a monster?” Kayne stilled Jess's hands. His body went rigid, on
               full alert.

         Ash crossed his heart. “Honest. It was walking across the balcony. It was huge.”

         “Show me.” Kayne held his hand out to Ash, thoughts of the goose egg all but forgotten.
               Reason told him it was nothing, that he was sure Ash had seen a night shadow and gotten
               confused. However, the past still haunted him, and he would not dismiss a potential
               threat to his family.

         They made their way toward Ash's room, Jess at his side. Once there, Kayne searched
               the room and the balcony. There were no signs of anyone or anything, however, the
               wind was blowing in heavy gusts. So Kayne turned out the lights and lay down beside
               Ash, and they watched out the window for several long moments until the tree did exactly
               what Kayne expected. It blew in front of a distant light, casting a shadow across
               Ash's window.

         “There. See it's just the wind.” Kayne hugged him a little tighter, remembering a
               very similar conversation with Niki. He quickly pushed the memory away before it had
               a chance to fully form. He wasn’t ready to pull them out and deal with them. Not yet.
               Maybe not ever.

         Ash burrowed into Kayne’s side. “Can I sleep with you?” 

         “How about Mama or I stay here with you until you fall asleep?”

         “You.” Ash yawned. 

          

         

   

TWENTY-FOUR

          

         Jess rushed into the kitchen at eight the following morning. She had just under an
               hour to get Kayne and five kids, including Tiffany, dressed, fed, and out the door
               to church. She couldn't understand why no one had bothered to wake her up hours ago.

         Jess stopped short, taking in the sight before her. Five freshly showered children
               sat around the table eating, while Kayne stood at the stove, making pancakes to replace
               the ones rabidly being consumed.

         “Morning, baby. Bacon or sausage?” Kayne handed her a cup of coffee.

         Jess absently accepted the steamy cup. “Why didn't you wake me?”

         “Because we were doing fine on our own, and I thought you might like a little extra
               sleep.” Kayne gave her a wicked smile.

         “I needed to get everyone's clothes ready for church.”  She didn't want to start a
               fight, today of all days, but this had really thrown off her schedule. She knew he
               didn't feel like he belonged in church any more than she did and was afraid he'd try
               and get out of going, which would just cause a whole slew of problems.

         “Already done. Everything is pressed and wrinkle-free. All the kids have to do is wash their faces
               and throw on clothes.”

         “Really?”  She was surprised that he'd gotten their clothes ready too.

         “Yep. Maddy loaned Tiffany a dress and even pulled out your blue one, said it was your favorite.” 

         The blue dress was her favorite, but it was silk and had to be treated very gently.

         “Relax, I told you I know how to read labels. It survived quite nicely,” he said,
               reading her mind.

         “Thanks, but...I wasn't going to church today.” Jess didn’t dare meet his gaze. This
               was the part she hadn't quite figured out.

         “We can stay home, if you want.” Kayne started flipping pancakes to the other side.
               

         Jess bit her bottom lip. “Actually, I was hoping you'd be willing to take the kids.”

         He looked up. “Do you have something to do?” 

         Jess looked away, knowing she wouldn't be able to lie convincingly to him. As a cop,
               he'd read right through it. “I just need some space.” She’d blurted the words before
               she thought how they would sound.

         There was unmistakable disappointment in Kayne’s voice. “I'll be happy to take them.”

         Jess felt awful, but there was no way to correct his assumption without blowing the
               surprise. “I'm sorry,” she whispered, before she could stop herself. It was a kneejerk reaction
               to apologize in an attempt to stave off Jarred’s anger. Though he’d rarely hit her,
               he could make her feel like a pond slug.

         Jess tried not to flinch when Kayne touched her, but knew she’d failed when he whispered,
               “Hey, it's okay.” He gently stroked his hand down her arm from shoulder to fingertips and tightly
               squeezed. “Really. It's okay.” 

         She could do nothing but nod as she fought desperately to keep the tears at bay. Why did he have to be so damned sweet? Why couldn't he be a jackass about it, so at
               least she'd have a reason to be glad when he left?

         Jess hated subterfuge, but in this case it was necessary. Tomorrow was Kayne's birthday,
               and she’d planned a surprise party for later this afternoon. After all the work everyone
               had put into it, she didn’t want to spoil it now. She’d spent several days sneaking
               around to get everything arranged for a party in the disguise of game six of the Stanley
               Cup playoffs. 

          “Here, sit down and eat,” Kayne said, handing her a plate of food that she was sure
               would go to waste. She didn't think she could swallow a thing. 

         After breakfast, Jess helped Kayne get the kids dressed and into the Tahoe. The moment
               the garage door closed behind them, she got to work. She wanted him to have no doubt
               that the true reason she'd not been at his side today had nothing to do with not wanting
               to be with him.

         Fifteen minutes later, his surprise arrived.

         Jess had been nervous about meeting Ben and Luann Dobrescu. So worried in fact that
               she’d nearly let it slip last night. But her concern that they would treat her as
               Jarred's parents had flew out the window the moment she opened the door. 

         “Oh my heaven! Ben, look at her, she’s absolutely perfect!” Luann Dobrescu stepped forward and engulfed
               her in a long motherly hug. “Oh, how I’ve been praying for you to come into my son’s life, and now here you are!”
               

         “Honey, let the poor girl breathe.” Ben chuckled, his voice deep and strong. 

         “Oh, I’m so sorry.” Luann pulled back. “I’m leaking all over you.” She quickly swiped
               at the tears beneath her eyes. 

         The huge man who had been standing behind her stepped forward. “I guess by now you’ve
               figured out we’re your new parents.” He held out his hand. “I’m Ben, but my kids call
               me ‘Pop,’ and they call Luann ‘Mama.’ We hope that you’ll do the same when you’re
               ready.” 

         Jess batted away her own tears. “Please come in, I’m so glad you’re here,” she managed
               to say despite the huge lump in her throat. 

         Luann and Ben were warm, open people, and she fell immediately in love with them.
               No wonder Kayne had turned out so wonderfully. He’d had incredible examples.

         Ben put himself to work decorating, and Luann fluttered between helping in the kitchen
               and decorating alongside him. All the while telling Jess amusing anecdotes about life raising Kayne. She spoke of him with such love and affection. She might not have had him for the
               first twelve years, but Jess would dare anyone to try and tell Luann he wasn't one
               of her children.

         Luann was easy to talk to, and, by the time people started arriving, Jessica was pretty
               sure she'd confessed her whole life story. The woman should have worked for the CIA—Jess
               had no doubt she could have broken the hardest criminals before they ever knew they
               were giving away secrets.

         “I will say one last thing to you, and I want you to listen carefully. I know my son,
               and I know what he needs in a wife, and I'm convinced that even if he'd searched the
               world over, he couldn't have found anyone better than you. I'm so happy to have you
               as a daughter.” 

         Jess hugged her back and nearly cried for the third time that day.

         If only it were that simple.

         ***

         Kayne hadn't realized how much knowing Jess wanted space would bother him, especially
               after last night. He knew she had loved Jarred despite his betrayal and so it stood
               to reason that she'd be struggling with letting him go. That was something Kayne just
               needed to accept. Jarred was part of Jess's past. Whether or not Kayne thought he
               deserved such devotion was irrelevant. 

         Del and Polly didn't ask where Jess was, they just seemed to know. He wasn't sure
               if that made him feel better or worse. And then there was Cody. Apparently, since
               they'd braved the wilderness together and both came out alive, they were now friends
               of sorts.

         Cody stopped at the end of the pew. “Mind if I sit with you guys?” 

         How could Kayne say no when Tiffany was already sitting with them? Whether the belligerent
               hose-monkey chose to acknowledge her or not, Tiffany claimed him as her father.

         Kayne stood and motioned for the children to move down. “No, have a seat.”  He looked
               back at Cody. “Are your parents or the rest of your crew joining us?” Kayne wondered
               how much room he should make. Since Cody was in uniform he assumed he was on duty.

         “I doubt it.” He sat at the end of the pew and looked around Kayne. “Where's Gracie?”

         Kayne automatically looked back over his shoulder. “With Joe.” He watched as Joe Sutton shamelessly used Gracie as an excuse to talk to the new
               pre-school teacher. Joe had explained she'd replaced the lady that had been teaching
               since the beginning of time. The new teacher was a pretty little thing, Kayne had
               to admit, and seemed genuinely friendly to Joe, who Gracie was just as shamelessly
               loving on. She giggled over something Joe said and gave him a big ole sloppy, smacking
               kiss right on the lips. Kayne couldn't help but smile, even as he realized Jess would
               probably kill him if she knew what Joe was up to.

         “Where's Jess?” Cody leaned over and whispered a few minutes later as they announced
               the opening Hymns.

         “She had somewhere to be.” That got an altogether too smug smile out of Cody. And
               that smug smile was Cody's tell. Kayne realized exactly what his game was—he’d decided
               that if he befriended Kayne, he'd be able to be close to Jess. He could bide his time,
               and if he was lucky, help things along to their detrimental end.

         Joe had been right. Cody was going to be a problem.

         ***

         Kayne snaked around the handful of cars in the back driveway and was happy to finally
               pull into the garage. It had taken more than thirty minutes to get five kids—Tiffany
               included—rounded up and out to the Tahoe.

         Del met them at the garage door. “Your Mama wants you all inside right now,” Del told
               the kids. “Kayne, you might want to give her a few minutes, she's a bit hot under the collar
               over the whole phone incident.” Once the kids scampered off, Del added, “Apparently
               she intercepted several phone calls from other women.”

         “Shit!” It was probably his sisters calling to wish him a Happy Birthday. “I need
               to go talk to her.”

         Del held up a stopping hand. “I wouldn't do that, if I were you. She's getting everything
               ready for the party.”

         Kayne’s brows furrowed in confusion. “Doesn't she need my help?” He looked up as the walk-in freezer door slammed shut.
               

         “Nope, I have everything she needs.” Cody smiled smugly. He disappeared back into
               the house with several bags of ice. 

         Kayne didn't miss the duality of his statement.

         “Go get changed, give me a few minutes, and we'll clear the kitchen out so you can
               talk to her without an audience.” Del all but shoved Kayne down the back stairs so he could bypass the kitchen altogether. “I'd be quick about it. Never a good idea to keep an angry woman waiting.”

         Great, just fucking great. He couldn't imagine what was going through Jess’s mind. She probably didn't even
               realize it was his birthday, and knowing his sisters, they'd probably started in with
               the third degree without bothering to introduce themselves. Would she give him a chance
               to explain, or would she just assume he was as faithless as Jarred had been?

         Obviously, she was struggling if she’d needed space today, but surely she wouldn't
               give up on them that easily, would she? 

         That thought hurt far worse than Kayne had expected. Damn it all, he didn't just want
               Gracie, he wanted them all. It all—Jess, the kids, this whole crazy life. Though only a couple weeks had passed, Kayne couldn't imagine going back to his lonely
               existence. He couldn't imagine pulling Gracie out of this happy life or having to
               see her only part time. Somehow, he had to make this work. He knew that. Had known
               it since the moment he said, I do. 

         Kayne took the stairs two at a time and quickly changed into a T-shirt, jeans, and
               his tennis shoes, leaving his church clothes where he'd tossed them on the bed. All
               the while, his heart raced and his gut rolled in fear of the fight that lay ahead.
               He made his way to the kitchen and paused before the entry, trying to quell his nerves
               and calm his racing heart.

         He took a couple deep breaths and slowly let them out before he stepped around the
               corner and through the doorway.

         “SUPRISE!” a sea of people shouted.

         Kayne took a staggering step backward and stood there in shock, looking around the
               room at all the smiling faces wearing party hats. A huge banner reading “Happy Birthday!”
               hung from the ceiling, surrounded by streamers and balloons. This was the absolute
               last thing he'd suspected. He couldn't remember the last time he’d celebrated his
               birthday. It had probably been his twenty-first, if he had to guess. As a child, he'd
               had little opportunity to do so because of Nina's choices. Of course that had all
               changed with Ben and Luann.

         But he wasn't really focusing on the past—he was too busy studying his wife’s bashful
               face. The woman who'd missed church and let him foolishly believe she didn't want
               to be with him instead of ruin his surprise. The woman he'd been so afraid was going
               to call it quits before ever giving it a chance. He was such an idiot.

         Kayne stood there, his eyes flashing from person to person then back to Jess, again
               and again. Finally, he managed to thaw out enough to move. He crossed the distance,
               headed directly for his wife as he fought the moisture that tried to form in the corners
               of his eyes. He had to touch her, hold her in his arms. He'd scared the hell out of
               himself with thoughts of her leaving him, and now he needed to know she was there.
               Seeing her with his eyes wasn't good enough.

         Kayne all but wrapped himself around Jess as he captured her lips with his. God, he
               could so easily get lost in her. He wanted to drag her off and make love to her right
               now. To let his body speak the words he couldn’t say. In that instant, he had absolutely
               no doubt that's he'd fallen head over ass in love with her. Fuck, fuck, fuck!

         Ash and Isabelle's exaggerated gagging, and Maddy and Tiffany's giggling reminded
               Kayne they had an audience. He dragged his lips from Jess’s to whisper in her ear,
               “I'm so sorry, baby. Thank you.” He kissed her once more, softly, then regrettably stepped away, when what he really
               wanted to do was throw her over his shoulder and haul her off somewhere for a very
               intense private conversation.

         Resigned to the fact that he had a house full of people, Kayne turned to the kids.
               “All right, where are the rest of my birthday hugs and kisses?” Crouching down to
               their level, he added, “I believe I deserve them for your...ahem...behavior. Though I suspect you may have been put up to it,” he said glancing at
               Jess.

         “I would never...” Jess couldn't even get the sentence out with a straight face. 

         Yeah, the little imps had been in on it, stalling their exodus from church.

         Five rambunctious children, Tiffany included, had no qualms about tackling him backward
               onto the kitchen floor, where they proceeded to tickle him mercilessly. Still laughing
               so hard he could barely breathe, he looked up and saw a familiar face he hadn't expected to see. “Mama?”

         Sure enough, there Luann Dobrescu stood, quietly crying. Behind her stood a hulk of
               a man, with his arms wrapped around her, smiling down at Kayne, his own eyes misty.
               “Pop, what the heck are you guys doing here?” He glanced back and forth between them
               and Jess as he carefully extricated himself from the kids.

         He scooped his mother up in a bear hug. “Mama, it's so good to see you.” It had been
               nearly two years since he'd seen them. They'd been there after his children had died
               of course, stayed to help when the detective was trying to pin the murders on him,
               but after that he'd kept his distance. He couldn't deal with a constant reminder of
               everything. So he'd made his excuses and even kept the phone calls to a minimum. Until Jess.

         “Did you see her, Pop?” He hugged his father, who still had a good two inches and
               forty pounds on him. “Did you see Tasha, meet the rest of my kids?” They had only met Tasha once. She'd been only two months
               old, but they had doted on Nikolai and Natalia, and the kids’ deaths had hit his parents
               as deeply as it had him.

         “Gracie has been talking Nanna and Po-pop's ears off since she walked in the door,” Jess said. 

         Nanna and Po-pop. It's what all their grandchildren called them, what Nikolai and Natalia had called
               them. God, he was going to embarrass himself by crying like a baby in front of all
               these people.

         “We met all four of them, son.” Ben’s voice and gaze were as steady as the man himself.
               “They are beautiful. Perfect. Like this wonderful little wife of yours.” He laid a
               burly hand on Jess's delicate shoulder. “Your mama cried for near an hour after Jessica
               called her, inviting us to visit for your birthday. Wild horses couldn't have kept
               either of us away.”

         “I'm sorry, Pop.” Kayne hugged him again. His father was no dummy. He knew Kayne had been avoiding
               him, and with the forgiveness Kayne saw shining in Ben's eyes, Kayne knew he'd never
               fooled him for a moment. “I'm so sorry,” he repeated and held on tight for a moment longer.

         “Mama.” He hugged her tightly in an apology he couldn't begin to put into words.

         “It's okay, son. We understood,” she whispered. 

         Kayne pulled back, wiping at his eyes with the palm of his hands. What a profound
               statement. Luann had always understood him, even when he didn't understand himself.
               Both her and Pop had.

         “This is incredible.” Kayne looked around while he fought to get his emotions under
               control. He reached down and picked up Isabelle, who was clinging to his leg. “Did
               you help with this 'Sabella?”

         Isabelle bobbed her head, then tucked it tightly under his chin. While Gracie was happily chatting with anyone willing
               to hold her, Isabelle was on stranger overload. 

         Now that he could breathe again, Kayne noticed how much he'd missed. Like the smell
               of Jess's lasagna cooking, the trays of food on the counter, and the cake. “Cake? You made me a cake?” He asked looking at the huge cake with his name on it.

         “That's black cherry-filled chocolate cake. And there will be homemade vanilla bean
               ice cream when it gets done churning,” Luann said

         It all came into perspective. All last week Jessica had been asking him about his
               favorite types of food. Now, looking around, he understood. This wasn't some last
               minute party; she'd planned this well in advance.

         “Yes, yes, there's enough food here to make an army sick.” Jess blushed. “Why don't
               you all head downstairs, take those last few trays with you. The game is going to
               start shortly. I'll send the rest of the guests down as they arrive.”

         Kayne took a hard look around and noticed most of his squad was present, some of the
               off duties with spouses and children in tow. The on-duty fire-medic crews for both Payson and Hellsgate. Other faces stood out:
               Dr. Mark Oberly, Trace St. Moritz, Nick Astenbeck, Rafe Chatham, and of course Joe,
               who’d apparently brought the pre-school teacher.

         Kayne reached out and snagged Jessica around the waist. “You are amazing,” he whispered.
               “You've made all of my favorite foods. I'm sure hoping a gym membership is among those
               presents.” He motioned to the table. Kayne still couldn't believe she'd gone to so
               much work for him. For the children, he expected that, but not him.

         “I'm not giving you any hints, Officer Dobrescu,” she said saucily. “Well okay, one.
               Eat whatever you want. I plan on making you work those calories off later.” 

         Kayne growled low in his throat. “To hell with later.” Surely no one would notice if they disappeared for a while.

         “Oh no you don't.” Jess dug in her heels when he started tugging her toward the nearest exit. “There’s
               a house full of people,” she argued. “And there are presents to open and a cake to
               cut before the game starts.” 

         Reluctantly, Kayne gave in and followed her downstairs.

         After everyone had finished eating, Jess got their attention, and made Kayne take a seat. 

         “The kids want you to open these first.” Jess handed him a stack of handmade cards.
               “I've mixed them up so they are in no certain order.” Jess emphasized, looking at
               the kids, who groaned. Apparently they'd been fighting over whose got opened first.
               

         Kayne opened each card—even Tiffany had made one for him—reading the inscription out
               loud, fighting really hard not to let his emotions get the better of him again. Gracie's
               was last. He couldn't have gotten the words out if he'd wanted to. In her baby scrawl,
               she'd managed to trace the words that had already been spelled out: Love you, Papa.
               

         Kayne cleared his throat. “Thank you. I’m going to keep these forever and ever.”

         “You're not done yet, there's more.” Jess pointed out.

         “Nope, take the rest back. Nothing could be better than these.” And he honestly meant
               it. 

         He'd never understood how Ben and Luann could love him unquestionably. Practically
               from the moment they met, they'd become his parents in their mind. It had taken Kayne
               nearly a year before he realized they weren’t letting him go, before he realized they
               truly loved him. They had fallen instantly in love with the near-wild Russian boy.
               Looking into the eyes of Jess's children—their children—Kayne now understood. 

         He looked up, catching Ben's eyes. Ben nodded and winked. Pop knew exactly what Kayne
               was thinking, like he always had.

         “I don't know, son, I think you should at least take a look,” Del said. “I hear some
               of them are non-returnable.”

         “Well, if you insist,” he said, feeling his cheeks hurt from smiling so much.

         Jess looked questioningly at Kayne. “This one is heavy and breakable, maybe—”

         Ben stepped forward. “Let me get that. You stay where you are so Luann and Polly can
               get their pictures.”

         Jess was right; the large, near-flat rectangle weighed a good forty pounds. Kayne
               frowned. “What on earth?”

         “Just open it and quit speculating,” Jess urged excitedly.

         Kayne's jaw nearly hit the ground when he saw the signed jersey that had been worn by Shane Dorn. Complete with authentication. “Are you kidding me? When? How?”

         Jess pointed at herself and nodded exaggeratedly. “I am a woman of many talents.”
               

         Kayne loved this playful side of her. “Yes, yes, you are.” He gave her a salacious
               grin, bringing a round of cat calls and wolf whistles out of the adults.

         Blushing profusely, Jess handed him his next gift. 

         Kayne pulled the paper back to reveal a custom-matted picture. In the very center
               was a large picture of Kayne, Jess, and all the kids at the hockey game, with their
               backs to the glass. He'd forgotten how he'd asked the man sitting behind them to snap
               the shot. He was stunned to see how much they'd looked like a family even back then.

         The photo was surrounded by various candids of Kayne and the kids with the team. There was one empty spot that Kayne realized was for the ticket she'd asked him if
               he was going to keep.

         “I'm in serious trouble. I'm never going to be able to top this,” Kayne mumbled. He
               handed the collage off to be passed around and pulled Jess down into his lap. 

         Framing her face he said, “Thank you.” He repeated the words at least a dozen times
               and punctuated each one with a kiss. “This is perfect. Absolutely perfect,” he whispered
               again, but this time, he wasn't talking about the party, but about the woman he held
               in his arms. How in the hell had he let himself fall in love with her? 

          

         

   

TWENTY-FIVE

          

         The Coyotes won, 5-2, sending them to the semi-finals. Kayne and Jessica spent the
               afternoon with her friends and his family, and the lines between the two easily blurred
               to nonexistent. It sure as hell was hard to remember why there had even been a battle
               in the first place. Apparently fear and love made people go batshit-crazy. 

         Later that night, with the kids finally tucked into bed and Ben and Luann settled
               in, Kayne set out to find his wife. “Baby, you in here?” he called as he entered the
               small sitting room off the master bedroom. 

         “In bed.” 

         His heart gave a hard thump, rolled, and began a heavy beat that rapidly pumped blood
               south at the sound of her sultry voice. When he turned the corner to see the bed,
               his heart all but stopped.

         Spread out for his viewing pleasure on a set of pewter silk sheets laid his wife. She wore nothing but a large red bow and a pair of fuck-me, red stiletto heels. The
               silk ribbon wrapped around her breasts like a strapless bra, knotting in the valley
               between her very aroused nipples, before cascading down her center to barely cover
               her sweet little sex.

         Kayne gasped in a breath, not realizing he'd been holding it. Christ, she was so beautiful.
               Long golden hair, with its dozen shades of blond and brown and copper, fanned across
               her pillow as she shifted to prop herself up on one elbow. The movement dislodged
               the bow's tail from between her thighs revealing...Mother of God.

          “You waxed?” All that remained was a strip of trimmed, light-brown curls, her pretty
               pink lips bare and already glistening.

         Jess nodded, a sweet blush covering her chest and face. “You like?” she asked, biting
               that plump bottom lip of hers. Only one thought came to mind:

         Happy Birthday to me! 

         ***

         On Monday morning, Kayne was sitting at the kitchen counter, his head resting on his
               crossed arms while he waited for the coffee to finish brewing when his father walked
               in. “Hey, son, you're up early.”

         Up early? It felt like he'd never gone to sleep. Holy Christ, Jess had gone down on
               him. She'd knelt there on the bed in that bow and those heels and told him she'd never
               done so before, but that she wanted to. So he'd stripped for her, which had made her
               laugh, thankfully with him instead of at him. She'd plumped up a few pillows, and
               he'd gotten comfortable against the headboard, and then she'd had her way with every
               damn inch of him.

         He could still feel the tentative touch of her lips as they slid over the head of
               his cock, the way her tongue had wrapped around it, the enthusiastic way she'd sucked
               him right to the edge. He’d tried to stop her, tried to warn her he was about to lose his ever-lovin’ mind. But
               she’d been unmovable and relentless, and he’d exploded with one of the most intense
               orgasms of his life. He'd reached for her again and again through the night, and he was already half-hard
               just thinking about it. Kayne shook the thought out of his sleep-fogged mind.

         “You seem happy,” Ben observed. 

         Kayne laughed at his father's subtle way of saying he looked like he'd been well laid.
               “She's good for me, Pop. She's such a good mother. She's patient and gentle. I've
               never seen her lose her temper with the kids, not even in the grocery store.”

         “And she's sexy as hell.” Ben laughed

         Kayne straightened in his chair. “Hey, now, that's my wife you’re talking about.” 

         Ben shook his head and laughed harder. “Bet you haven't gotten a good night’s sleep
               since you met her.”

         “Isn't that the truth?” He accepted the cup of coffee Ben handed him. “She's had me
               tangled since the night I stopped her for speeding. Talk about the hand of fate.”

         Ben took a sip of his own coffee. “It's good to see you in love, son.”

         Kayne stilled, his cup halfway to his lips. “Excuse me?”

         “It's written all over your face, plain as day. It's obvious she feels the same about
               you.”

         Kayne sat the mug back down. “Is it?” he asked doubtfully.

         “Son, that girl’s got it just as bad for you.”

         “She's still in love with her dead husband,” Kayne replied looking away.

         “Loving someone and being in love are two different things. You of all people should
               know that. Don't assume you know how she feels until you ask her. You might be surprised.”
               Ben began rummaging through the refrigerator and pulling out items to make breakfast.

         “I know that, Pop. Trust me I know that,” he said, then added, “Hey, I'm supposed to fix breakfast this morning.” Sundays and Mondays were
               Kayne's self-appointed day to fix breakfast, and then on Mondays, he kept Gracie and
               Isabelle while Jess did her volunteer work.

         Ben glanced over his shoulder. “I'm doing it this morning. Like old times.”

         Kayne could remember many a Sunday morning, rising at the crack of dawn and sneaking
               into the tiny kitchen to sit and talk to Ben. It was their special time, and with
               such a full house, time had been precious. But the rest of the family always left
               Ben and Kayne to themselves in those early hours. Two decades later, Kayne still felt
               like that little kid, tough on the outside, terrified on the inside, desperately wanting
               the love the Dobrescus had to offer, but afraid to reach out for it. Only now, he
               feared the love of a woman who was just within his grasp, if he could only figure
               out how to let go of the past long enough to reach for the future.

          Ben began laying strips of bacon out on a baking sheet. “Oksana was never your true
               love. Don't get me wrong, you were the best of husbands to her, and I know you loved
               her, but she wasn't a wife so much as another child you were raising. She didn’t participate
               in the relationship or the household. She wasn't your equal. It says something about
               you that you never left her.”

         Kayne stared into his coffee for a long moment before meeting his father’s gaze. “I
               thought about it, Pop. Do you know how many times I thought about packing up the kids
               and leaving, or packing her up and telling her to leave? But then I'd think of you
               and Luann and everything you'd taught me, and I realized my vows were just that. A promise. I couldn't leave her, couldn't give up on her, and she betrayed me in the worst possible
               way.”

         Ben put the pan of bacon in the oven before turning back to him. “Are you so sure
               about that? With finding Grace alive, are you sure she drowned Niki and Natalia?”

         No, he wasn’t. “I don't know what to think anymore. I don't understand how Tasha survived,
               or who the people were that had her. God, Pop, I look at this life, not the material
               things.” He said looking around the house. “But Jess, the kids. All of them, not just Gracie...Tasha—”

         Ben paused in his process of cracking eggs into a bowl. “No, son. Grace is her name. You were right to let her keep that part of herself. Jess told
               Luann how much it meant to her that you didn't try to insist on everyone calling her
               Tasha.”

         Kayne nodded. He grabbed an egg and began spinning it, watching it wobble across the
               counter. “I look at this life, and I think it's everything I ever pictured when I
               envisioned my future all those years ago, because I wanted what you and Mama had.
               Have. But I feel so guilty because of what it cost. Did Jess tell you all of the kids came
               from foster care, emotionally and physically battered and bruised?”

         Ben nodded. “Yeah, we got here a few minutes after you left for church yesterday,
               and, you know your mama, she wouldn't be dissuaded from helping in the kitchen, so
               they had a nice long talk while I decorated.”

         “Then you know what I mean when I ask, what right do I have to be happy when each
               of the kids had to suffer? When my own two had to die in such a horrible manner, when
               I had to watch Oksana kill herself, when Jess had to hold a stranger’s child and watch
               her husband die a horrible death. What right do I have to be happy at that great of
               a cost? It's not fair, Pop. It's just not fair.” Christ he was not going to cry. Not in front of this man whom he respected so much.

         Ben leaned over the island and looked Kayne in the eye. “Listen to me, son. You did
               not abuse those children, their biological parents did, and Jess was there to give
               them a kind loving home. Whoever killed Nikolai and Natalia are at fault for their
               deaths, be that Oksana or someone else. They are at fault. You may never know why Oksana pulled that trigger, but she did it, not you.”

         Ben straightened. “As far as Jarred, it sounds like saving Grace was perhaps one of
               the few truly selfless acts he ever committed. He gave his life for her, regardless,
               and it's up to you two to ensure that she celebrates that life, his past, and her
               future.” 

         “I yelled at Oksana,” Kayne admitted. “I accused her of killing them. What if she
               didn't? What if I all but put that gun in her mouth and pulled the trigger? How could
               I have just left it laying there?”

         “You're not Superman, son.”

         “Why not, you are?” 

         Ben chuckled, taking the remark at the face value Kayne had meant it. Ben had always
               been his hero. “I'm human too. I put my pants on every morning one leg at a time,
               no phone booth involved.”

         His grin sobered. “Oksana made her choice, and it was the wrong one. Jarred made his
               choice, and it was the right one. Regardless of their past, everything that happened, happened for a reason. I don't know why. All I can tell you is that all those bad events occurred because
               people made choices. Not necessarily right ones or wrong ones, but choices. It's what
               free agency is all about. You weren’t the cause of any of the events that brought
               you to this point, and neither was Jessica.”

         “I know that, Pop. In here.” Kayne tapped the side of his head. “I know that what you're saying is
               true, but my heart hurts, so bad.”

         “As it should. I don't think that type of pain ever goes away, it just becomes less relevant. What
               you two are doing now, picking up the pieces, rising out of the ashes like a Phoenix
               and making a family. Giving those kids upstairs a father. Letting Gracie keep her real mother and siblings. You and Jess being helpmates for each other. That is a beautiful thing. A God thing.

         If you stop and think about it, deep down you'll realize that had it been any other
               two people in the world, they would have torn this family apart instead of building
               a stronger, better one.”

         Ben paused and leveled an intent gaze on him. “Never doubt how proud I am of you,
               son, or how much I love you.” 

         Kayne simply nodded, unable to speak. 

         The conversation ended at the sound of feet pounding down the stairs. Kayne smiled,
               realizing he could differentiate Ash's upbeat “it's a beautiful morning” tempo compared
               to Maddy's slow “don't-mess-with-me-until-I've-had-my-cocoa” cadence.

         Kayne dropped the Keurig cup into place and was ready to start counting marshmallows
               when Maddy finally rounded the corner. He slid the cup in front of a grateful Maddy
               and headed upstairs to wake two little sprites.

         ***

         Jess stopped just outside the kitchen when she heard Ash’s voice. 

         “Did Kayne call you dad, when he was little?” 

         “Well no, all my kids called me ‘Pop,’ short for ‘Papa Bear’ cause I'm so big. For
               a while Kayne called me ‘Ben’ until he was ready to start calling me ‘Pop’ like everyone
               else. I didn't push him. I let him decide on his own time.”

         “What did Kayne's kids call him?”

         “Papa.”

         “I don't want to call him Kayne anymore. Do you think it would make him sad if I called
               him ‘Papa,’ since they can't anymore?” 

         “Why don't you ask him?” Ben suggested.

         “Are we gonna see you again, Po-pop?” Ash asked after a long moment of silence.

         “You sure are. You're my grandson now. That means you and your sisters have six aunts
               and uncles and eighteen cousins. We'll visit a couple times a year, and send cards
               with a little money tucked in for birthdays and Christmas.” 

         Jess's gut clenched at the thought. She knew the sentiment came from the heart, but
               hoped Ben wasn't making a promise that Kayne couldn't keep. She couldn't see him staying
               with her, when he could have so much more with someone else.

         Jess heard Kayne coming down the back stairs with Isabelle and Grace and decided it
               was time to make an entrance. She stepped into the kitchen. “Morning.”

         “Morning, Mama.” Ash stood and headed for the coffee maker.

         “The men in this house sure have you and Maddy pegged.” Ben laughed. “Make another
               one for your Grandma while you’re at it, Ash. She'll be up any minute.”

         “I'm right here.” Luann smiled at Kayne and Jess. “These little girls burrowed in
               with us last night.” Luann looked down at Grace, whom she held on one hip.

         “Oh, Grace.” Jess sighed.

         “I scared of monster,” Grace said. “Wanted Kayne.” Grace reached out, and Kayne willingly took her into his arms.

         “But she settled for us,” Luann said, completing the transfer.

         Jess knew there had been a lot of turmoil because of the custody battle, but it didn't
               explain why her children were suddenly seeing shadows. When she glanced Kayne's direction, his thoughts were easily readable. It worried him too. 

         

   

TWENTY-SIX

          

         The following Monday, Kayne, Isabelle, and Gracie headed to Phoenix on a top-secret
               mission. Over the past week, Kayne had managed to compile five of the kids’ favorite
               bedtime stories with their unwitting help. Maddy had been the one to provide the fifth
               story. She’d inadvertently mentioned that Jess had a favorite too—one that she rarely
               told the children because it made her sad. When asked, Maddy explained that the story
               told of a tiny caterpillar that never became a butterfly. As Maddy shared the story,
               he realized it had been written for Amy, the child Jess had miscarried. Kayne had
               debated long and hard about including it, but knew in his heart the book would be
               incomplete without it.

         After some extensive research, he’d located a reputable company that would take the
               stories and pair them with illustrations Kayne provided to produce a full color hardbound
               anthology. The editor working on it had emailed him a tentative layout and a list
               of suggestions for the illustration’s themes. With list in hand, they were headed
               to a high-quality art supply store. 

         Kayne had been drawing since he was a small child, had even made money selling some
               of his art, but he wanted the majority of the artwork to come from the children at
               Darcy's Kids. He wanted each child to draw and color a picture that would be included
               as a page in the book. Kayne would then provide some key illustrations for the cover
               and the title page for each of the five stories. He already had four of the drawings;
               he just needed to complete the last one, which would probably prove to be the most
               difficult. Kayne picked up the needed supplies, bought the girls lunch, and headed back to Payson, arriving right on time to pick up Maddy, Ash, and
               Tiffany from school.

         With the help of several volunteers, they’d managed to get every one of the kids to
               complete a piece to be included. 

         Darcy stopped next to him. “What an incredible idea, Kayne.” He’d never met anyone
               so genuinely happy and bubbly and energetic. Not even Jess. “And to include all the
               kids in this is ...thank you. Jess is going to be thrilled.” 

         Kayne sure hoped so. He carefully laid special sheets of paper between each of the
               drawings and placed them in a rigid, waterproof envelope. Tomorrow, the package would
               be couriered to the printer. 

         ***

         “Mama, we're home,” Kayne called, late that afternoon, trying to wipe the Cheshire
               Cat grin off his face as he stepped into the kitchen, following the scent of whatever
               Jess was making for dinner. 

         She turned to him, a look of worry on her face. “Where have you been?” 

         “I had some things to do, so I took the little girls along with me. Is everything
               okay, here?”

         “You've been gone all day,” she mumbled, turning back towards the stove.

         “I'm sorry, if I made you worry.” He stepped in behind her and wrapped his arms around
               her, resting his chin on her shoulder. He got the impression it was about more than
               their being gone all day. “I wish you'd called.”

         He felt her release a heavy sigh. “I didn't want to interrupt whatever you were doing.”

         “Jess, you can call me whenever you feel like it. I have nothing to hide.” Okay, so
               a little white lie, but surprises didn't count. “If I don't answer, like if I'm on
               duty, I'll call you back as soon as I can. If it's urgent, just keep trying, okay?”
               

         Jess nodded. She lifted a lid and stirred something that looked and smelled suspiciously
               like chili. “We received a bunch of hang up calls on the home phone this morning.”
               

         “How many is a bunch?”

         “A dozen or so.” She shrugged. “All out of area or unavailable on caller ID.”

          “That's a little too many to be a wrong number or a telemarketer. They didn't say
               anything?” 

         She shook her head, causing her hair to tickle his nose. “No, just dead air for a
               moment, then a disconnect.”

         Kayne scooped it out of the way and nuzzled her neck. “You should have called me.”

         “I didn't want to invade your privacy.” 

         Kayne didn’t manage to bite back the sigh. “I'm not him,” he said. 

         Jess flinched. 

         He wrapped her tighter, all but enveloping her with his body. “I hear what you don't
               say, baby. I see how you avoid my phone if it rings, even when it's right next to
               you. I don't mind you telling any woman who would call that I'm taken, not that I
               think there are any who’d care.” 

         Kayne leaned down, intending for a gentle kiss, but, God, her lips were incredible—lush
               and sweet from whatever she'd been cooking—cinnamon rolls, or maybe her baked apples.
               Either way, it was as much of an incentive as the woman herself to go back for another
               kiss, and another, until he finally asked, “Can we sneak away for a bit?”

         “Kayne!” She laughed and shoved half-heartedly at his chest. “You have a one-track mind.”
               

         When it came to her, that was pretty much the truth. He sighed dramatically. “Okay, fine, I can wait till later.
               Maybe.” 

         She laughed.

         He gave her a mock scowl. “You wouldn't find it funny if you had zipper tracks permanently
               pressed into your dick.”

         “If I had a dick to get zipper marks in, you wouldn't be trying to get into my pants.” She giggled.
               

         God almighty, he loved it when she laughed. And that dimple did him in. He swooped
               in and kissed it, flicking his tongue into the indention, and she laughed harder,
               making him smile. 

         He brushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “You are so incredibly beautiful,”
               he whispered. 

         “Nice try. You're still not getting any before the kids go to bed.” She nibbled that
               bottom lip. 

         He hadn't meant it as a come on, but he knew when to retreat, and he could tell Jess
               was feeling pressured, something he never wanted between them. He lifted the pot lid
               and took a whiff. “So what's for dinner?” 

         Jess tsked. “And here I thought you were different,” she said in mock disapproval.

         “Sorry to disappoint you, but I'm just like every other man, lusting after great food
               and better sex.” He let his eyes roam down her body to make it clear it was sex with
               her he was thinking about and took delight in watching a rosy blush wash across her
               cheeks.

         “Last time I checked, lust was a sin,” a familiar masculine voice said out of nowhere.
               

         Kayne glanced up to see Cody standing in the archway, barely managing to conceal his
               hatred. How the hell had he gotten into the house unannounced? It was clear from Jess's
               reaction she hadn't known he was here either.

         “Only when you're lusting after someone else's wife.” Kayne wrapped a possessive arm around Jess. “When it's your own, it's a privilege bundled in with the marriage vows.” 

         Jess patted Kayne’s hand. “Cody, what are you doing here?”

         “Stopped in to pick up Tiffany for my mom. Apparently, Kayne took her over to Darcy's with your kids today. Didn't he tell you?”
               

         Kayne shot Cody a warning glare. Darcy had come up with some story to keep Jess away
               and dissuade her from trying to plan the Mother's Day Brunch. The only thing the kids
               knew was that they were drawing pictures for a book, but he didn't even want Jess
               to know that much. Of course, Cody ignored him, rat-bastard-belligerent-hose-monkey
               that he was.

         Jess looked up at Kayne questioningly. “Why'd you take the kids to Darcy's?”

         “To work on a project for Mother's day.” Anything but the truth would come back to bite him.

         “Thank you.” Jess stretched up to brush her lips across Kayne's, and he bent to meet
               her halfway.

         Kayne had a feeling Cody wasn't done trying to stir the pot, and sure enough, a moment
               later he said, “Who was the leggy brunette, there with you? Man she was swimsuit model
               hot with those big breasts and mile long legs. Kinda reminded me of your wife.” Kayne felt Jess tense in his arms. The ones he'd purposefully kept around her, perhaps
               a little too possessively.

         He was tempted to play stupid, but opted for the truth. “I can only assume you're
               referring to one of the volunteers, though none of them looked like Jessica.”

         “I meant the dead one,” Cody snapped. 

         “I didn’t realize you knew my late wife,” Kayne challenged. 

         Something unidentifiable crossed Cody’s face, but it was quickly masked. “I don’t
               recall saying I had. You showed us a picture of her. It’s clear she had a model’s
               body, just like the chick today.” 

         Kayne released an exasperated sighed. “I don’t even know her name. I had no interest
               in finding out.” 

         “She sure seemed interested in you,” Cody said.

         “Hello, have you looked at my husband? She'd have to be dead not to appreciate this.”
               Jess patted his chest appreciatively. .

         “Baby, you don't have to defend me. You'll note he didn't say I was into her, just
               the opposite.” He wanted Jess to realize that she was it for him. He was all-in on
               making this relationship permanent. He wanted her to realize that and wanted the same
               thing from her in return.

         Whatever happened to the good old days of note passing? Do you like me? Circle yes or no. Why was love so complicated?

          

         

   

TWENTY-SEVEN

          

         Mother's day dawned bright and shiny and full of hope. Jess couldn't help but appreciate
               it all the more—for the simple fact that Gracie was still in her life. Moreover, Kayne
               had been very thoughtful by helping the kids make and serve her breakfast in bed,
               something that had never happened before, not even when Jarred had been alive. Kayne
               had then proceeded to keep the kids entertained and, eventually, get them ready for
               church, giving Jess plenty of time to pamper herself with the new bath set full of
               wonderful, expensive, salts, beads, oils, and other incredible lotions and potions
               that the children had gifted her. 

         As she sat in church next to Kayne, his arm wrapped possessively around her shoulder,
               she had to fight back tears of happiness. The past week had been near perfect. Kayne
               was as attentive as a father and husband as he was a lover, and sometimes, in the
               depths of the night, after hours of lovemaking, when she was wrapped snugly in his
               arms, she would swear the steady cadence of his heart sounding in her ear spoke of
               forever with each passing beat. Today, sitting next to him, with him, watching their
               children sing the various songs of the Mother's Day program, she heard it again. Their children? Yes, somehow that sounded right. Somewhere along the way they had all become his
               too. She prayed he didn't break their hearts.

         When they arrived at Darcy's Kids, the parking lot was nearly full. All the families
               that hadn’t attended church were already there, along with those who'd left right
               away. Jess had been reluctant to come, but Kayne had insisted. Jess knew she shouldn't
               allow her feelings to be hurt, but she truly didn't understand why Darcy hadn't allowed
               her to plan the brunch. She couldn't help but wonder if she'd done something to offend
               her, but all Darcy would say was that someone else had volunteered to handle it, so
               Jess would have the opportunity to sit back and enjoy it. 

         Jess was more than a little surprised when she walked in. Obviously Darcy had somehow
               managed to have the event professionally catered. There were tables of buffet-style
               food, and Joe Sutton stood manning the grill. Truth be told, if Jess didn't know better,
               it looked exactly like something she would have planned.

         Darcy stepped up onto a makeshift stage. “Everyone, I'd like your attention, please.
               I'd like to take a moment and thank the person that made all of this possible. Normally,
               our dear Jess coordinates this event and so many others throughout the year. I have
               to admit, I was a little surprised when someone else stepped forward and insisted
               they be allowed to plan this year's Mother's Day brunch. I think, looking around;
               everyone will agree they did a superb job. Jess just may have some future competition.
               I guess she's lucky she married the guy. Ladies and Gentlemen, Kayne Dobrescu. Kayne, if you'd like to come forward, I know you have a quick presentation you'd
               like to make before we get started on this wonderful food.”

         Jess could do little more than stare dumbfounded as Kayne stepped forward, giving
               her a sheepish smile, not quite able to look her in the eyes. “I cannot take sole
               credit. I have discovered, the hard way, that what Jess could accomplish single-handedly,
               required me and a small army. I'd like to thank some people who've become pretty special
               friends to me over the past few weeks: Del St. Phillips, Joe Sutton, and Trace St.
               Moritz. I also need to thank Ms. Tiffany Johnson…and last, but certainly not least, the smartest, sweetest, most loving little girl a
               father could have. She has definitely lived up to the meaning of her name: Magnificent.
               Thank you, Madalina. Without your help none of this would have been possible.”

         Jess turned to Maddy, whose cheeks were stained bright red. “You did all of this?”
               

         “Shh...listen.” Maddy pointed toward Kayne.

         Kayne blew out a heavy breath. “You have no idea how difficult it is to find the perfect
               gift for someone like Jess, especially on Mother's Day. She is her children's North
               Star. She leads them with love and patience. She doesn’t force conformity on them,
               but encourages them to be independent, creative, inspired beings. Jess's love for
               them shows in everything she does, a love so strong that even the everyday bedtime
               story wasn't good enough. But Jess's love doesn't stop with just her own children.
               It extends to the ones here at Darcy's Kids and in her volunteer work within the children's
               classrooms at school.”

          Kayne fiddled with his tie. “How, might you ask, does one keep up with someone like
               Jess? The truth is they don't.” Kayne gave a self-deprecating grin. “I have a phone
               app that sends me her schedule and updates me as it changes. Let me tell you, it changes
               a lot. But with all she does, her children always come first.”

         He walked over to a stack of boxes sitting on a chair and pulled a book out before
               turning back to the crowd. “So, for the best Mama I've ever known...I present to her,
               her very own published book of bedtime stories.” He held the book up for everyone
               to see.

         Kayne turned to her and stretched out his hand in a gesture for her to step forward
               and take it. “Jessica.” 

         Jess couldn't move. “You did this? For me?” For a guy who claimed he wasn't any good at words, he'd just floored her. Her bedtime stories? In a book? She didn't even try and wipe away the tears that streamed down her face.

         “See for yourself.” He closed the distance to stand beside her holding out the book for her to take.

         Kayne addressed the room. “There are five very special stories in here along with
               illustrations done by our very own children here at Darcy's Kids.” 

         Her hands trembling violently, Jess reached out and took the beautiful hardcover book.
               She traced her hand across the title and her name. Slowly, she opened it and began
               turning pages. She tried to read the dedication page, but, unable to see through her
               tears, stopped, closed the book, and wrapped her arms tightly around Kayne, who enfolded
               her in his.

         Kayne leaned in and spoke softly. “May I read it out loud?” 

         Jess could only nod.

         “There are two dedications. The first is Jessica’s. To my precious children, Madalina,
               Ashur, Isabelle, and Grace, No mother could love her children more than I love you.
               Each of you is truly a gift from God that I cherish more than anything else in this
               world. And to Amy Sarah, my Beloved Princess. I only held you once, but you live on forever in my heart. Even you have a story.”

         Kayne paused and bussed her temple before continuing. “The second dedication is from Darcy’s kids. I may
               call you Mom, Grandma, Aunt, or some other name, the title doesn’t matter to my heart.
               It only knows that it loves you. Happy Mother’s Day.”

         Jess couldn’t fathom how he'd accomplished this. Not only had he included all the
               children here at Darcy’s Kids, he’d included Amy in the dedication, expressing everything
               that she would have wanted to say, had she done so herself.

         Jess turned at the sound of Darcy’s voice. “What an incredible Mother’s Day tribute.
               Kayne, thank you. Now, if the children will please form a line, I’ll start passing out books.” 

         “It's almost perfect,” Jess managed to whisper.

         ***

         Kayne tensed, wondering where he’d gone wrong. “Almost?” 

         She looked at him, those whiskey-colored eyes shimmering with tears. “My last name
               is Dobrescu, not Hallstatt,” she said firmly.

         God he loved her. Did she realize that? Did she have the slightest clue of the power
               she held over him? He slowly lowered his head and kissed her. The thought exhilarated as much as it terrified
               him. He swore he'd never allow this to happen again, and yet it had struck him like
               a sniper’s bullet to the chest; he'd never seen it coming. And with Jess it was so
               much more deadly, because he not only loved her, he was in-love with her, which left
               him without any Kevlar protection. 

         It wasn't until the cat calls started that he realized he'd let the kiss and his emotions
               get out of hand. He ripped his lips from hers and tucked her into his heaving chest.

         A movement caught Kayne's eye, and he looked up to see a stranger holding Grace, and
               she was crying. Kayne recognized the man from the first day he'd visited Darcy's Kids.
               He couldn't explain it, but his survival instincts were screaming that something was
               seriously wrong. 

         “Sit down, look at your book. I'll be right back,” Kayne said to Jess, never taking
               his eyes off the stranger. Perhaps it was nothing, but he headed toward the exit to
               intercept, in case the guy headed that way. The man hadn't moved far by the time Kayne
               reached him, and he was speaking to Grace, his words too low for Kayne to hear.

         “Hey, sweetheart, what happened?” Kayne stepped right into the guy’s path and pulled
               Gracie out of the stranger’s arms.

         “I think she fell. I couldn't understand her and didn't know who she belonged to.”
               The guy all but vibrated nervous energy that he was trying desperately to hide. He
               glanced once over Kayne's shoulder, and Kayne couldn't help but think he was judging
               the distance to the exit. 

         “Thanks, I'm her father. I got it from here,” Kayne said firmly, looking the man square
               in the eye. “I take it you have family here?”

         “Yeah, right over there.” He pointed the buffet tables. 

         “Then why don't you go be with them and stay away from my children.”

         The guy held up his hands in surrender. “Look, I didn't do anything—”  

         “Stay away from my children,” Kayne reiterated. 

         Kayne watched as the man walked up to a lady in line and started speaking with her.
               Perhaps he'd overreacted, but he'd rather make a fool of himself a dozen times over
               than allow something to happen to any of his kids ever again. 

         Kayne made Gracie a plate and set her next to Maddy. “Sweet-pea, don’t let Gracie
               out of your sight.”

         “Okay, Papa.” Maddy smiled up at him tentatively. 

         Papa? Oh, boy! Kayne was surprised to find that hearing that word again didn’t hurt as
               badly as he’d expected. He gave Maddy a reassuring smile and a wink. He could do this. 

         ***

         Jess had wanted to protest when Kayne offered to go get her food, but she hadn't been
               able to resist looking through the book, so she’d nodded in agreement. The title page
               of the first story had a beautiful full color drawing of Maddy kneeling at her window,
               staring up at the North Star. But there was no artist's signature from what she could
               see. She continued turning pages, looking at each of the children's drawings and the
               names signed in the artwork.

         The next title page showed Ashur dangling precariously off the edge of the bed with
               a Transformer in his hand. Then Isabelle dancing on her bed with Teddy, her white
               nightgown billowing out around her, and then Gracie balled up in Jess's arms, her
               head against her shoulder, her hand over Jess's heart as she rocked Grace to sleep.

         “Here you go.” Kayne placed the plate and a drink in front of her. 

         Jess grabbed his hand to keep him from leaving, and he sat down, straddling the bench
               behind her. He took her in his arms, resting his chin on her shoulder.

         “How did...who did these drawings?” She pointed to the one of her holding Gracie.
               She knew no one had ever taken a picture of her rocking their daughter.

         His hold loosened by a fraction. “You don't like them?” He sounded uncertain. Disappointed.

         “I love them, they're beautiful.” She flipped through to the last story. When she
               saw the page she didn't know whether to laugh or cry. She opted for both.

         “How?” 

         Jess felt him shrug. “I found the albums with baby pictures of you and Jarred and
               used those as a reference.” 

         A beautiful, curly-haired angel with Jess's eyes and stubborn chin, and sporting Jarred's
               mischievous smile sat atop the headboard watching over Jess as she slept. Amy’s beautiful
               face was smudged with dirt, the hem of her gown torn, her halo askance, and her wings
               were more pixie-like than angelic. She was absolutely perfect.

         Jess looked at him over her shoulder. “You drew these?” 

         “Yeah.” He shrugged as if it were no big deal. 

         How sad that she hadn't know he could draw, much less do something as incredible as
               this.

         “I don't know what to say,” Jess admitted. She'd always wondered what Amy would have
               looked like, and now, looking at this drawing, seeing so much of Jarred and herself
               looking back, she knew in her heart this was it. Kayne had made her real.

         “That you're not mad?” he asked quietly.

         “Mad at you? Over all this?” Jess pulled her gaze away from the book to Kayne's vulnerable eyes. Mad was the furthest
               thing from her mind. “This is...” She paused to trace her hand over Amy's image. “No
               one has ever done anything like this for me. No one. Ever,” Jess admitted, tears welling in her eyes all over again. “This is...I have no words.”
               And she didn't, at least not ones she could say aloud, so she simply kissed him and
               hoped he'd understand. 

          

         

   

TWENTY-EIGHT

          

         Kayne threaded his fingers through Jess’s as they stepped out of Maddy’s room two
               nights later. Instead of tugging her toward the stairs that led to the master bedroom,
               he headed toward the far end of the house. 

         “Where are we going?”

         “You asked about my artwork, I want to show you some of it.”

         She giggled. “You need a better pickup line than that, if you’re trying to get me
               back to your place to look at your etchings, sir.”

         Kayne came to grinding halt, giving her a heated look. He wrapped an arm around her
               waist and pulled her against him. “I wouldn’t ask,” he said softly, seductively. He
               buried his face in her hair, inhaling deep before letting it slowly out. “I’d just
               scoop you up and carry you off to my cave, where I would strip you bare and love you
               with my hands and mouth before I buried myself deep inside you.”

         Jess’s nipples puckered, and her sex clenched at the thought of it. She eyed their
               surroundings, wondering what he might do. 

         Kayne caught her chin, turned her face to him, and kissed her softly. “Drawings first.”

         Jess reluctantly fell into step beside him, excited to see his art work, but slightly
               disappointed that he’d had the willpower not to take her right then and there. But
               when they stepped into an unused study, she was glad he had. 

         He pressed the wall switch, and soft light filled the room. He’d turned the room into
               a studio. Since Jess rarely came to this part of the house, she’d had no idea. The
               loveseat and chairs had been moved against the interior wall, and his drawing table
               and chair sat near the balcony doors with a thick black artist’s portfolio lying atop
               it. 

         He picked up the portfolio and led Jess over to the couch. “Sit please,” he said,
               before sitting down next to her and setting the portfolio on the coffee table in front
               of them. 

         Kayne shifted his body so he could see Jess better. “I’ve been drawing a long as I
               can remember. When I was little, Nina would shove a coloring book at me to keep me
               busy while she was entertaining her johns. The summer we moved to America, the man
               who’d brought us here put me in a summer program, figuring I’d learn English quicker
               if I was around other children my age. That’s where I discovered I loved to draw.
               By the time I went to live with Ben and Luann, I’d become good enough to get paid
               for it.” It was how he’d made sure there was food in the house when Nina couldn’t
               be bothered to do so.

         Jess captured his hand and entwined her fingers with his, pulling it into her lap. 

         Kayne reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I don’t want your pity,
               baby. I just want to share these with you.” He pointed to the folio. 

         “Okay,” she whispered, clinging to his hand with both of hers.

         Kayne watched the gentle rain streak down the exterior glass doors for a moment as
               he gathered his thoughts. “You know, Pop was a youth pastor, but I’m not sure if I
               told you that he was pretty much the sole provider for a wife and six kids, including
               me when I first moved in. I figured it wouldn’t be long before they decided they couldn’t
               keep me, so I started spending all my time down on the boardwalk, doing caricature
               sketches for money.”

         Kayne watched the lightning flash in the distance, feeling restless. “I’d been living
               there for several months when I overheard Ben and Luann talking finances one night.
               I’d gotten up to get a drink of water and stopped just out of sight, when I heard
               what they were talking about. I wanted to know what they were going to do with me.
               I don’t know how long I stood there, but not once did they say ‘Hey we need to get
               rid of that troublesome Russian kid.’ I’d known money was tight for them, but I could
               tell by the conversation something had happened. Mama was pregnant and they were trying
               to rebudget their lives.

         “Ben said he was going to try and pick up some construction jobs, and Luanne argued
               that he’d never be home for us kids. She said, ‘Your sons need you, especially Kayne.’”
               Kayne flashed Jess a self-deprecating smile. “That’s when I finally got it. I was
               part of their family, and whatever happened, it was us standing together against the
               world. So I slipped back into the bedroom I shared with three brothers and pulled
               out my hidden stash of money. I marched back into that kitchen and placed nearly two-thousand
               dollars on the table in front of them.” Kayne shook his head and chuckled. “Of course,
               I had to do some fast talking to explain how I'd legally earned it.”

         Kayne smiled, remembering how scared he’d been standing up to Ben. Not from fear of
               being hurt but of being rejected. “Pop and I argued for nearly an hour. He refused
               to take the money, and I refused to continue living there if I couldn’t help out.
               Finally, I threw up my hands and shouted, ‘I thought this was my family too, I should
               get to help take care of them!’ and that finally swayed Pop. He realized that I needed
               to be needed.” He looked at Jess, hoping she understood what he was trying to say.
               He needed to be needed here too. 

         Jess nodded. Whether because she heard what he was saying or to encourage him to continue,
               Kayne wasn’t sure. 

         He pulled his hand free and wrapped his arm around her, wanting her closer. “Somewhere
               long after Mama had gone to bed, Pop and I finally negotiated a compromise: As long
               as school and grades remained first and foremost, I could continue selling my artwork.
               But I had to put half in savings for college. At the time, I couldn’t imagine going to
               college, but I agreed because he said I could use the other half as I saw fit.” Kayne
               had kept a few dollars of spending money for himself or for something special for
               one of his siblings from time to time, but everything else had gone into savings or
               to his family. 

         “So why didn’t you become an artist?” Jess asked softly. 

          “I wanted to save the world.” Kayne laughed, the sound far more bitter than he’d
               intended. “I couldn’t even save my own kids.” 

          Jess’s heart broke for Kayne. She hated that the strong, vibrant man next to her
               felt that he’d failed his first family. 

         She watched as Kayne opened his portfolio. The first sheet was a half-finished sketch
               of Kayne’s parents with their children. “Oh my God, this is incredible!” 

          “That’s for their anniversary next month, if I can get it done in time,” Kayne said,
               before he carefully flipped it over to reveal the next image.

         He showed her dozens of pieces. Some were simple little black and white drawings,
               others portrait size done in color. Every one exquisitely detailed images of shadow
               and light, capturing the subject perfectly. There were pictures of his siblings and their children, of
               Jess and their kids, and pictures of Nikolai and Natalia with Oksana. 

         “Did you do these from pictures?” Jess studied what she could only describe as a candid
               shot of herself, but she had no memory of anyone taking her picture the day of the
               snowball fight.

         Kayne shook his head. “No, everything I draw is from live subject or memory.” 

         When Jess moved to reveal the last sketch, Kayne put his hand down on hers. “Don't,
               please.”

         “It's okay, Kayne.” Jess realized the picture must be another drawing of Oksana. It wasn't
               as if Jess didn't realize how lovely she'd been, or how much the images spoke of Kayne's
               affection for her. And if the image of a beautifully pregnant Oksana had made her
               more than a little jealous, that was her problem, not his.

         Kayne searched her face for a long moment, then very reluctantly let her lift his hand out of the way.

         Jess gasped. The picture wasn't of Oksana, but the woman was stunningly beautiful
               and gloriously naked, revealing the full curve of her breasts with their rosy pale
               nipples aroused, a narrow waist, and gently rounded stomach that flared into hourglass
               hips. She was lying in bed, a riot of curls cascading around her heart-shaped face.
               Her eyes were hooded, her cheeks flushed with latent desire, her swollen lips spread
               slightly in a seductive smile. In short, she looked like someone who'd been well loved.
               

         “This is how you see me?” Jess whispered, hardly able to believe his perception.

         His voice was laced with frustration when he said, “No. You are far lovelier than
               anything I could ever capture on paper. No matter how hard I try.”  

         Even if it were a lie, she loved him for it. Jess shifted until she could cup his
               face in her hands and kissed him gently. Then again more passionately as she pushed
               him back against the couch.

         ***

         Holy Shit! He liked this aggressive side of her. 

         Within minutes, they were both naked. Kayne shoved the coffee table out of the way
               and took her down to the thick-carpeted floor. He came to rest atop her and kissed
               her deeply. He pressed a knee between hers, nudging her open, and then settled between
               her thighs, bringing his erection in contact with her clitoris. God, he wanted to
               be inside her, but it seemed she was having none of that. 

         Jess pushed at his shoulder. “Over.”

         He rolled onto his back, taking her with him. There was no hesitation anymore, she
               simply spread her thighs to accommodate his hips, then planted her hands and shoved
               up off his chest until she straddled him. She gave him a seductive smile as she reached
               down, took his turgid shaft in hand, and gave it several firm strokes. He loved the
               confident way she touched him, with just the right amount of pressure to drive him
               insane.

         Kayne reached up and cupped her breasts, relishing in the sound of her shuddering
               gasp. “So sensitive, baby.” 

         His cock in hand, Jess poised herself to take him in. “I want you to draw us. Just
               like this.” 

         Kayne watched as she opened for him, taking him in ever so slowly; inch by tantalizing
               inch. “Okay.” Christ, he’d grant her about anything at that moment.

         She released a deep breath and sank completely onto him, taking him balls-deep. “With
               you buried inside me, just like this.”

          Kayne closed his eyes, letting his head fall back. He wanted to howl from the pleasure
               of his shaft being so tightly fisted in her hot wetness. He fought the caveman within
               that demanded he drag his mate under him and take her fast and hard.

         Jess panted. “I want it for my office.” 

         His eyes popped open. “Your office?” 

         She rose off of him, poising with just the tip of his cock inside her sleek folds
               as she waited for an answer. “Yes.” 

         Jess shifted away when he tried to arch up into her. He growled in frustration.

         She taunted him with her body. “I’ll put it in that nook behind the door, so only
               I can see it.” She lowered herself, allowing a couple shallow strokes before she sank
               deep and stilled.

         Kayne jackknifed into a sitting position and captured her lips for a soul-searing
               kiss. “Christ baby, you're killing me.” The slow fuck she was giving him was driving
               him batshit crazy, but he was determined to let her lead for as long as he could.
               And then she shifted, wrapping her legs around him so that he was seated as deeply
               as he could go, the tip of his erection kissing the entrance to her womb.

         Slowly, she began to rock against him. Just enough movement to keep him achingly aroused,
               but not enough to take either of them over the edge. As he looked into her eyes, he
               realized this was what she wanted, this face-to-face intimacy that he often, unintentionally,
               overlooked because he was so goddamned hot for her. He wanted that, too, he realized.
               Kayne hoped she’d recognize the fire for her that burned in his soul and prayed to
               God he'd see it reflected in her. 

         And so they talked in hushed tones as they touched and caressed, whispering of dreams
               and desires, and oftentimes nonsense. Kayne held on by his teeth, and when he couldn't
               take it another second, he pulled her under him, covered her, and plunged deep, all
               control gone. He caught the back of her knees with his forearms, spreading her wide.
               Each drag and thrust threatening to send him over the edge, and he knew she was right
               there with him, could feel her muscles contracting around him, taking all of him.

         Kayne shifted slightly, reaching between them to stroke her clit with his thumb, even
               as he whispered, “Come for me, baby.” She did, his name a benediction torn from her
               soul. He howled her name to the heavens as she took him with her.

         Kayne collapsed onto his side, dragging Jess with him in a tangle of arms and legs,
               their bodies still joined. He sucked in gasping lungfuls of air as his heart beat
               a frantic tattoo against his ribs. Good God, it had been the most amazing orgasm he’d
               ever had.

         “You okay?” He managed to press out between breaths. 

         He felt her nod against his chest, but whatever words she said were drowned out by
               the thunderstorm’s arrival. 

         Lightning flashed like a noontime sun, lights flickered, and thunder cracked and rolled.
               A split second later, the house plunged into darkness. 

          “The kids!” Jess cried, pushing at his shoulder. “They'll be looking for me.” 

         He disengaged their bodies and rolled away, letting her up. Jess pulled his T-shirt
               over her head, and he watched it fall nearly to her knees as he kicked into his jeans.
               He fastened them even as he began to walk, Jess sticking close to his side.

         They made their way to the nursery, knowing Grace and Isabelle would be the most frightened,
               but when they got there all four children were waiting for them.

         “Why are you all in here?” Jess asked. 

         “Izzy said she saw someone on the stairs.” Ash nervously pointed toward the now barricaded
               passage.

         Kayne turned to his son. “What do you mean, saw someone?” 

         Isabelle ducked her head. “I saw the scary man, again.” 

         A cold chill ran down Kayne’s spine. “What scary man?” 

         Isabelle wrapped herself around his legs. “The one in the window.”

         Kayne stroked Isabelle’s silky crown of curls. “Someone has been outside your window?”
               He felt Isabelle’s nod against his hip. Kayne wished he could see Jess better to gauge
               her reaction. Dammit, why the hell wasn’t the generator working? 

         Kayne shifted Isabelle to Jess’s side. “Wait here.”  

         Kayne studied the chair wedged under the door handle to keep the door from being opened.
               “Who put the chair here?”

         “I did,” Ash said proudly. 

         “Good job, kiddo. Smart thinking. Just don't forget to barricade both doors next time.” Kayne knew there wasn't anyone
               in the house, he'd set the alarm himself. However, he liked that Ash had kept a clear
               head and knew how to take care of his siblings.

         “There isn't another chair in here, but I have my Maglite.” Ash sounded pleased with
               himself. Kayne was just about to ask him for it when the power kicked back on.

         Kayne fought really hard not to laugh when he realized Ash was still standing near
               the hallway door holding the 4 D-cell flashlight like a baseball bat, ready to kick
               some boogeyman’s ass.

         Kayne stepped into the empty, illuminated stairwell and activated the security screen.
               The alarm wasn't on. Son of a fucking bitch! 

         He quickly scrolled through the construction-blueprint style screens, scanning for
               anyone who didn't belong. The house was empty save for the six of them. He reactivated
               the alarm and searched all the door and window indicators. Everything appeared secure
               and activated. 

         “Okay, kiddos, no one in the house but us. Let’s get you back to bed.” One look at
               his children’s faces, and he knew their king-sized bed was about to get really crowded.

         ***

         Kayne woke to the sound of a cell phone vibrating. It took him a moment to realize
               why he felt like a sardine. He was snuggled up with his wife and a bed full of children.
               Not only was the arm under Jess numb, but the one holding Gracie atop his chest had
               little feeling in it as well. Before he could figure out how to extract himself, Jess
               grabbed the phone and answered, “Hello?” 

         Kayne lay close enough that he could hear the sound of radio traffic through the phone,
               followed by muted silence while the dispatcher responded to the officer. Why the hell were they calling him in the middle of the night? He wasn’t the on-call
               officer. 

         “Hey, it’s Shay in dispatch. I need Kayne.” 

         “Sorry, he’s taken,” Jess mumbled.

         Shay laughed. “You can keep him. I only need to borrow him for a call out.” 

         Even if Kayne had wanted to take the phone, he wasn't sure if he could. Seeing his
               dilemma, Jess held the phone so he could hear better.

         “I’m not the one on call,” Kayne grumbled. 

         “I know, but he’s already tied up on an accident scene, and we have a report that
               the highway has washed out somewhere east of Little Green Valley.”

         Kayne rolled his eyes toward the ceiling, biting back a sigh of frustration. “Isn't
               there someone else? I really don't want to leave my wife and kids alone tonight. They're
               all snuggled up in bed with us as it is.”

         “Yeah, I wish I were there too.” She paused, laughed. “I mean in my own bed. It’s
               been a hellacious night—we must be getting close to a full moon. Anyway, Sgt. Balentine
               said you're the closest unit.”

         “Go already,” Jess mumbled, but she snuggled deeper, sending pins and needles snaking
               up his arm.

         He searched out her face in the darkness. “Are you sure, baby?”

         “As long as you promise to hurry home, Pookie Bear, I'll miss you.” Jess batted her eyes at him adoringly.

         “I'll check 10-8 in a few,” Kayne sighed, knowing he was going to have to figure out
               how to extricate himself from the sardine can of the bed. He did not want to leave
               them.

         “Okay, Pookie Bear.” Shay chuckled before she hung up.

         Kayne pinched Jess’s ass, satisfied when she yelped in surprise. “You're in so much
               trouble for that,” he growled.

         “I guess you're really not much of a Pookie Bear, you're more of a Pookums? Or maybe a Snooky Poo?” Jess giggled when he cringed. “Sugar Kayne, Candy Kayne?”

         “You're enjoying the fact that I'm a captive audience, aren't you?” 

         Jess nodded—the little witch.

         Fifteen minutes later, Kayne climbed into his patrol car. “Eleven-three-eight, 10-8, en-route.” 

         ***

         Jess startled awake, disoriented, certain someone had shouted her name in warning.
               The hair on the back of her neck was standing on end, and a chill raked down her spine.
               She felt hunted. That was the only word for it. Hunted.

         She lay motionless for a moment, orienting herself. The storm was still fussing outside,
               but that wasn’t what had her senses on alert. She looked toward the alarm clock on
               the opposite side of her bed, only to realize the power was out again. 

         Lightning flashed as she turned back to the window. In that brief moment of illumination,
               she saw a masked figure, clad in black, looming over the bed.

         Jess gasped even as she stomped down the scream trying to escape her. Despite the
               mask, she knew it wasn't Kayne.

         Someone was in their house.

         “Who's there?” she demanded. Jess searched for the flashlight she knew would still
               be wrapped in Ash's hands or close by. Another flash lit the room as her hand closed
               around the handle, but the man was nowhere to be seen.

         A scan of the room with the flashlight showed whoever had been there was gone. Jess
               picked up her cell phone and dialed.

         “9-1-1, what is your emergency?” Jess recognized Hayden’s voice. She'd been a dispatcher
               back when Jess worked for the police department.

         “I have an intruder.” Just saying the words out loud scared the hell out of her. She
               carefully climbed out of bed and tucked the cell phone between her ear and shoulder
               to free up her right hand. Without taking her eye off the bedroom door, she leaned
               down, placed her thumb on the biometric lock of the bedside gun safe, and felt the
               lock silently disengage. 

         Jess blindly reached in, grabbed the subcompact 9mm, and tucked it under her arm.
               Then she retrieved the ten-round magazine. She slid the magazine into the firearm
               and felt it click into place. Jess laid the flashlight on the edge of the bed for
               a moment, and chambered a round as quietly as possible, flinching when it sounded
               loudly in the silent room. Palming the loaded firearm in her right hand, the flashlight in her left, she cautiously
               made her way toward the bedroom door. 

         Jess used her forearm to slam the door shut and then threw the lock. Knowing the door
               wouldn't even slow down a determined person, she dragged a folding step-stool from the closet and wedged it under the door handle,
               barricading them in.

         She scanned the flashlight over the kids, amazed they were still sleeping. Her heart
               stilled when she didn't see Gracie. But then Ash rolled over, and there she was. Somehow,
               the little sprite had made her way into his arms after Kayne left.

         God, Jess wanted Kayne to come home.

         ***

         “Eleven-three-eight, are you copying Payson PD's traffic?” Kayne’s dispatch asked.

         Kayne picked up his microphone. “Negative.” Shay was really beginning to piss him
               off. Since checking on duty, he'd fielded two phone calls and a dozen messages via
               computer, and she'd managed to just out and out annoy him over the radio, even when
               she wasn't talking to him. No one should be so goddamned cheerful at 3 am. 

         On top of that, he'd been all the way to the top of the Mogollon Rim on Highway 260
               and halfway back, with no signs of a washout. Sure, the heavy rainfall had displaced
               a few rocks along the side of the canyon passes, but that was normal, and there had
               been no reason to call him, or anyone else for that matter, out of bed.

         “They’re responding to your 10-42. Your 1-0-1 reported an intruder.” 

         Son of a bitch! No reason to call him out of bed, unless it was to get him out of the house. Kayne's
               heart nearly jumped out of his chest. Jess had called in an intruder? Motherfucker!

         “Copy, how long ago?” 

         “PD just called. Officers are enroute. They wanted to confirm your 10-20.”

         Kayne flipped on his overhead lights. “I haven't been anywhere near the house,” he
               said, realizing they wanted his location to make sure he hadn't gone home for a minute,
               and Jess hadn’t realized it was him.

         His location, however, was a problem. Even running code, with the heavy rain and low
               visibility, he was a good five to ten minutes away.

         “I'm enroute, Code 3.”  Kayne added sirens to the flashing lights. He prayed P.D.
               would get there quickly, because anything could happen in a moment, much less ten
               fucking minutes.

         “Battalion One, I'm on scene of the PD's intruder call.” 

         Kayne glared at the in-car scanner when he heard Cody's voice. What the fuck? Why was Cody anywhere near their house at three in the morning, much less checking
               on scene like he was some sort of law enforcement officer?

         Kayne had a funny feeling he knew exactly who the intruder was. If he was right, Cody
               had just crossed the line from nuisance to dangerous. Kayne listened as Rafe Chatham
               ordered Cody to stay out of the house and let the cops handle it. It was clear from
               Cody’s response that he had no intention of following that order. 

          

         

   

TWENTY-NINE

          

         Once he got within a couple miles of home, Kayne killed the sirens so he wouldn’t
               announce his arrival and continued on with flashing lights until he reached the long
               driveway, where he shut everything down and pulled in behind the other arriving police
               vehicles.

         Kayne had barely let the car come to a standstill before throwing it into park and
               scrambling out. He grabbed the first officer he recognized, Nick Astenbeck. “Are they
               okay?” 

         Nick nodded. “Dispatch has them on the line. They're all barricaded in the master
               bedroom, wherever the hell that is.” 

         Kayne heard the frustration in Nick's voice. While the twenty-thousand square foot
               house/event center might be many people's idea of a dream home, it was a cop's nightmare.
               And currently a cop's wife's nightmare.

         “Very southeast corner, right under the lower tower.” Kayne pointed to one of the two round towers. He glanced at the second tower, the
               highest point on the house. The red clearance beacon wasn't flashing. “The power is
               out.”

         Trace St. Moritz seemed to materialize out of thin air next to him. “Yeah, that's
               what Jess told dispatch.”  

         Kayne blinked at him. “What the hell are you and Rafe doing out at this time of the
               morning?”

         “We have no fucking idea.” Rafe shook his head in disgust. “It's too complicated to
               explain.” 

         “Where's Cody?” Kayne looked around but didn’t see the belligerent hose-monkey.

         Rafe threw his hand toward the house. “Supposedly he's inside, somewhere. Maybe the
               dumbass will get himself shot and save us from having to report him.” 

         Obviously, Cody hadn't listened to Rafe's warnings, or he'd already been inside when
               he checked on scene. Either way, Kayne didn't want him anywhere near Jess. “How the
               hell did he get in?” Kayne wondered aloud.

         “You're uh...not going to like the answer.” Trace rubbed the back of his neck with
               one hand. “But all of us have access to the code for the side door into the garage. It's on
               file for emergency access, since it’s a place of business too.” 

         Son of a bitch! 

          Naturally, Jess would have provided an access code for emergencies without second
               thought, since she knew and trusted everyone who'd have access to it.

         “Tell your dispatch to advise Jess we're coming around to the bedroom patio doors.”
               Kayne would hate for someone to get shot. 

         Rafe grabbed his arm. “Now wait a second, Kayne. We've got to search the house.” 

         Kayne yanked his arm free and started walking again. “It will take us hours to do
               that, and there are five staircases alone in the damn thing. We don't have the crew.
               If I can get the generator up and running, the alarm will tell us exactly who's in the house and where.
               Besides, I think the intruder was Cody. He seems to be having a hard time accepting the fact that
               she's married, and not to him.”

         “Funny you should mention that,” Nick said as they played follow-the-leader through
               the rose garden toward the southeast corner of the house. “Before she was married
               the first time, there were a couple incidents where she thought someone had been in her house while she was gone. We all kinda wrote it off, because
               even she wasn't sure. The only clues were things like leaving a light on that she
               was sure she’d turned off, or finding a door unlocked she thought she'd locked. The one that really creeped her out was the laundry incident—she
               came home and laundry she'd sworn she folded and put away was laying on the end of
               her bed. It was lingerie.”

         Kayne’s head swiveled around to look at Nick. “What the fuck?” That was stalker activity.

         “I went over personally and dusted for prints because she didn't want anyone to know,”
               Nick said. “There were no prints anywhere.”

         “So she'd been mistaken?” Kayne couldn't picture Jess being that scatterbrained.

         Nick shook his head. “No. I mean there were no prints anywhere, not even hers. Every surface had been wiped clean. She wouldn't
               file any official report, but I quietly passed the word around, and we all kept an
               extra eye on her. Figured even if she found out, the only way she could be mad at
               me was if she was still alive. It spooked her enough that she let me follow her home
               after work for a good long while so I could check the house.”

         “What happened?” Why hadn't Jess ever told him about a stalker problem?

         “Nothing really. Well no, that's not true. A couple of nights later, I found the door unlocked, but
               there was no one there, and this time only the bedroom had been wiped clean of prints.
               My gut told me someone was keeping an eye on who she was or wasn't inviting into her bed, if you know what I mean.” Nick tossed him
               a grin. “I never told Jess, but I made sure my prints were strategically locatable
               around her bedroom and stayed for coffee that night.”

         “They were wasting their time,” Rafe scoffed. “She was saving herself for marriage.
               Believe me. I wasted a great deal of my misspent youth trying to get into her pants.”

         When Kayne turned on him, Rafe quickly took a step back, both hands up in surrender.
               “Whoa, I gave up my stalking Jess days back in college, when she introduced me to
               my wife, Bianca. While I might have liked to have started something after Jarred died,
               it never happened, and I sure as hell would never poach.” 

         Kayne shook his head. He’d heard about Bianca Chatham. Rumor had it she’d been brutally
               raped and murdered in their Chicago home while Rafe had been working a missing person’s
               case. 

         Payson, it seemed, was the place injured souls came to lick their wounds and heal.

         “Did the stalking start back up when Jarred died?” Kayne asked.

         “I don't know.” Nick shrugged. “If it did, Jess never said. I'm not saying anything
               Trace and Rafe don't already know, but we haven’t seen much of Jess since Jarred's
               funeral. She let Joe help out for the first week or so with the kids, and after that
               she managed to keep her distance from everyone except for Del and Polly St. Phillips.
               Well, and Cody, though she was thankfully smart enough to recognize him for the alley
               cat he is.” 

         “Let her know we're here.” Kayne climbed over the balcony railing. “Once I know they're
               okay, we can go down to the basement and figure out why the generator didn't kick
               on.” Then he could find Cody and kick his ass. He didn't even want to think about
               what Cody could have done to Jess tonight, especially with thoughts of Rafe's wife
               having flashed through his head only moments before.

         Rafe slapped a hand on his shoulder. “You leave Cody to me.” 

         The door flew open, and a violently trembling Jess threw herself into Kayne's arms
               and began sobbing. “Kayne!”

         “It's okay, baby, I’ve got you.” He took the firearm from her trembling hand and handed
               it off to Rafe, then scooped her up and carried her inside, out of the rain.

         She clung to him. “He was just standing there, watching us sleep.”  

         Kayne looked around the room, now lit by candlelight. Four little bodies that’d been
               huddling in the middle of the bed scrambled toward him.

         Rafe crossed the bedroom, yanked the step-ladder out of the way, and flung open the
               bedroom door. “Gee, what a surprise, Cody. Been here long?” 

          “Jessica, thank God you’re okay.” Cody tried to move past Rafe without answering
               his question.

         Rafe shoved him up against the wall and patted him down, Cody protesting all the while.
               Apparently satisfied with the negative results of the search, Rafe let him go, but
               pointed to a spot by the door and ordered, “Stand right there and don’t say a word,
               or I will arrest your happy ass.”

         Cody was clearly pissed, but after a moment’s protest, he reluctantly obeyed Rafe’s
               order.

         “Why don’t you take Jess into the sitting room.” Rafe pointed through the doorway. “Cody and I will stay here with the kiddos.” 
               He paused to look at the kids. “If you lay back down, I’ll tell you a bedtime story.”
               

         Once they were settled in the sitting room, Jess explained to Nick, Trace, and Kayne
               what had happened, but she looked nervously at Nick when she claimed she wasn't a
               hundred percent sure it hadn't been her imagination, perhaps a remnant of a bad dream.
               But listening as Jess relayed the situation, Kayne was convinced someone had been
               there. One look at the other officers, and he knew they agreed.

         “Can you stay here, while we check the house? I want to see what's wrong with the
               generator.” Jess hadn't let go of him since she'd thrown herself in his arms. 

          “I'll stay with Jess,” Cody volunteered quickly from where he still stood by the bedroom
               door. 

         Rafe stepped into the sitting room. “I'll stay with Jess and the pack of sardines.” 
               

         He met and held Kayne's gaze, not in challenge, but friendship. Yeah, he might have
               had a thing for Jess, but he'd meant what he said. He recognized that Jess belonged
               to Kayne, and he supported it.

         Kayne deliberately looked at Cody. “You should have seen me trying to extricate myself
               out of that sardine can when I got the callout earlier. They crawled into bed with
               Jess and I after the storm hit.”  He surreptitiously watched Cody's demeanor change
               with that revelation. Sure enough, he looked ready to blow a gasket for a moment before
               masking his emotions. Kayne glanced at Nick and Trace. They hadn't missed it either.

         “Let’s go.” Cody stalked off.

         Trace grabbed his arm. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing? You’re not a cop;
               you have no business being here.”

         Cody motioned toward Kayne with his chin. “Even if he could find the generator, I
               doubt he’d know how to work it.”

         Trace lifted his hands in surrender. “You know what, it’s your funeral.”  

         Cody stormed off, heading straight for the hidden staircase. The same staircase that
               Isabelle claimed she’d seen someone using earlier.

         “Swa-eeeet! The castle had hidden passageways,” Trace whispered behind Kayne. “Did she build a
               dungeon too?”

         “Yeah, it's labeled In-law-quarters on the blueprints.” Kayne smirked.

         He knew they should be taking this a little more seriously, but he couldn't shake
               the gut feeling that Cody was the intruder. He prayed to God that was the case. Just
               the thought of some shadowy nemesis from his past touching this family scared the
               ever-loving shit out of him. At least with Cody he knew who his enemy was and how
               to deal with him. 

         Besides, he might not know what really happened the night Tasha was taken, but the
               people who'd taken her were dead.

         Nick whistled low. “This place is so much more amazing in person than on paper.” 

         “On paper?” Kayne flashed him a curious glance. 

         “Yeah, this was Jess's dream house long before Jarred. She found it online one night
               when she was surfing the Internet.”

         “So anyone could have access to the house plan?” That thought did not make Kayne happy. 

          They discovered the main breaker had been thrown. Though it could have been done manually,
               more than likely lightning had struck the tower and kicked the breaker. Kayne shoved
               the lever into the on position, and everything powered up, including the light in the utility room. That made him frown. He was sure he would have noticed light coming from under the door at some point
               when he retrieved or put away his duty belt and service weapon in the safe down the
               hall.

         Looking around, he noticed a door that he was pretty sure wasn’t on the alarm blueprints.
               “Where does that door go?” 

         Cody flashed him a superior grin. “Oh, it's unfinished space.” 

         Kayne went to the security screen, logged in, and rebooted the system. When it came
               online, he searched the floors from top to bottom. Everyone showed up where they should
               be, and there were no bodies unaccounted for. However, Kayne had remembered correctly,
               and the extra rooms were not on the blueprints. He also noted the tower door to the
               observation platform was not monitored, something he'd never noticed before. While
               it seemed unlikely for someone to scale the four-story tower, it wasn't impossible.

         A cursory search showed the cavernous room to be empty, save for one small object
               on the concrete floor. A cigarette butt—something that could have easily been left
               by a service crew. However, the lingering scent of smoke could not. Nor could the
               disturbed dust where footprints had been carefully obliterated.

         If someone had known about this room, and given that the alarm didn't monitor this
               section, they could have been in the house for any length of time. Kayne felt physically
               ill. He'd left his family home alone tonight with a real life monster in the house.
               He'd been sent out on a wild goose chase to get him out of the way.

         Godammit! Jess could have been raped. They all could have been injured or killed. He could
               have lost everything tonight. If he'd just checked the fucking generator before he
               left, he would have known someone was here.

         Well he'd do it now. 

         The answer to why it had failed was unfortunately quite simple. The auto/on toggle
               switch had been flipped to the off/maintenance position.

         Kayne leaned against the wall, faking a calm he didn’t feel. All he really wanted to do was wrap his hands around Cody's throat and squeeze until
               he confessed to stalking Jess. “So, Cody, how did you get here so fast tonight?”

         Cody shrugged. “We've been running two hour shifts at the department since the storm
               hit, patrolling for potential scratch fires from lightning strikes because the fire
               danger is so high right now. I drove by here a couple times after I heard you check
               10-8. In fact, you saw me. I flashed my lights at you as you pulled out in the Tahoe.”

         Kayne straightened. He hadn’t been in the Tahoe; he'd been in his patrol car. If he'd
               felt the need to have four-wheel drive because of the storm, he would have taken his
               vehicle up to the ADOT yard and switched it out for one of the patrol trucks. 

         He turned and accessed the security cameras. A quick check confirmed the Tahoe was
               sitting where it belonged, along with his truck and that damned midlife crisis of
               a sports car he'd yet to take a look at. Too bad with the power off the cameras hadn’t captured an image of the intruder. 

         As much as Kayne hated to admit it, the look of concern on Cody's face seemed genuine.
               Either he was a very good actor, or innocent. Neither made Kayne feel any better about
               the incident.

         Rafe was standing outside the partially closed door when they returned to the master
               suite. “Everything okay?” 

         “It’s fine. Jess is lying down on the couch.” Rafe shrugged. “It didn't seem right
               for me to be in there with your wife, when there's no immediate danger.” He looked
               Kayne in the eye.

         “Thank you.” And Kayne truly meant that, for more than just watching over them tonight.
               Other than his brothers, he'd never really had friends growing up, and then he'd worked
               so much trying to support Oksana and the kids he hadn’t had time for friends. But
               Kayne had a feeling he'd finally found a place he belonged and people he could trust
               to unconditionally have his back.

         Kayne walked Cody and the officers across the house to the garage exit. When they reached the door, Cody turned to face Kayne. “You really need to keep your
               distance.” His voice dripped with anger. “I don’t want Jess moping around for another two years over a man who was never worth
               her time in the first place.”

         Cody’s comment almost sounded like a threat. Kayne shifted, resting one elbow on his
               firearm and his opposite hand on the keepers to his extra magazines. “Where the fuck do you think I'm going?” 

          “Once this ninety-day fake marriage bullshit is up and you take Tasha and leave. I told Jess in the beginning that keeping that kid would bring nothing
               but trouble.”

         Kayne grabbed Cody by the front of his jacket and shoved him against the wall. “Her
               name is Grace, you dickwad! And I'm not going anywhere. That's my wife, those are my children. All four of them. You need to accept that this is my life now, and move on, because it will never be yours.” Kayne shoved the little punk
               away from him. 

         “Wanna fucking bet!” Cody stormed out of the house without another word. 

         This time Kayne didn’t need Joe Sutton's warning. He planned on keeping a very close
               eye on Cody Johnson.

          

         

   

THIRTY

          

         It was nearly ten a.m. before Kayne returned home from taking the kids to school and
               finally called the alarm company. Thick cloud coverage had fooled everyone into oversleeping. It had been a lazy morning with no one in a hurry to be anywhere. 

         The alarm company had put him on hold to wait for yet another representative. The
               last four hadn't shared his concern over his perceived glitches in their state-of-the-art
               system.

         Kayne gave Jess a lingering kiss goodbye. “Be careful.” She still looked exhausted,
               but he'd been unable to talk her out of her volunteer work.

         “These are for you.” Jess handed him a box of checks and an envelope. “Just stop by
               the bank and fill out a signature card.”

         His head began to throb. For Christ’s sake, she wouldn't even cash the damn checks
               he'd been writing her each payday, and she expected him to have access to her money on top of it? 

         He shoved the box across the counter. “I don't think so.” 

         They were going to have to have a serious talk about finances. Didn't she understand
               that he already felt like he’d failed his first family? Now he felt like some damned
               Shih tzu-hound being taken care of by its mistress. The reality was she didn't need
               him. For anything. And that stung.

         She gave him an indulgent smile as she picked them up. “Be reasonable, Kayne. Use
               it for household things and stuff for the kids, at least.”

         Kayne narrowed his eyes, studying her. “How much are you giving me access to?” Hell,
               he had no idea how much money she even had. By looking at the house, it was quite
               a bit. As if any of that mattered. Some of the happiest moments of his life had taken
               place in a three-bedroom house that was bursting at the seams with kids.

         Jess shot him a mischievous smile. “There's already a Vanquish in the garage.” His
               jaw slacked in shock, and she laughed. “But I suppose there's room for that custom
               Harley you were drooling over that day at Westgate.” 

         Damn that had been a nice bike. 

         Kayne shook the thought away. “That's not what I meant, and you know it. Is that seriously
               an Aston Martin?” He really should have looked under the cover if that was the case.
               

         The light in Jess’s eyes dimmed. “Yeah, it's a 2007 two-plus-two with the V12. Jarred
               bought it with trust fund money before his parents cut him off. I should have sold
               it long ago, but Cody begged me to keep it.” Jess frowned thoughtfully. 

         It seemed to finally be sinking in that Cody had tried to control Jess's life all
               under the disguise of friendship. Kayne was certain Cody had simply been biding his
               time until he could step in and take over the life he’d all but created for Jess and
               himself. 

         Jess studied the box in her hands then sat it back down. “You should take it for a
               spin.” She looked up at him. “It only has a couple thousand miles on it; it's a shame
               for a really great piece of equipment to go to waste.” She eyed him appreciatively.

         Nice attempt at distraction. He laughed. “The car you talked me into. This, however…,” he reached over and tapped the box of
               checks, “we're going to talk about later.” 

         Jess raised a challenging eyebrow. Apparently she didn’t agree. With a sigh, Kayne turned his attention to the supervisor who'd finally come on the
               line.

         Thirty minutes later, they'd assured him someone would be out first thing in the morning.
               Not the answer Kayne wanted, but at least he'd be home tonight, and he wouldn’t be
               taking any midnight callouts this time.

         ***

         Jess stood in the shadows outside the living room, fighting really hard to keep from
               laughing. She’d come to let Kayne know she was home, the older two kids in tow, but
               the sight before her stopped her in her tracks. 

          This morning Kayne had promised Isabelle and Gracie that if they’d sit and color
               while he did house work, he’d do something fun with them afterward. Isabelle had asked
               if she could paint his toe nails, and he’d reluctantly agreed. Now, Kayne was sitting on the couch, a cold beer in hand, his pants legs haphazardly
               rolled up, as  the two little girls blew on his glittery, Pepto-Bismol pink toenails. 

         She must have made a sound because Kayne looked over his shoulder. He patted the chair.
               “Hey, baby, come see what the girls have done.” 

         Jess sat one hip on the arm, then leaned down and kissed him. “Nice nails.” She giggled
               when he pulled a face. “Traded in your man card, huh?”

         Kayne looked at the little girls. “Go ask Maddy to give you a snack.” 

         “Okay!” Isabelle shot to her feet and was off. 

         “A’Kay!” Gracie echoed, her little arms and legs pumping for all they were worth to keep up. 

         “I'll show you my man card.” Kayne surged to his feet, ducked, and threw Jess over
               his shoulder. He ignored her protests and smacked a firm hand down on her butt. Jess stilled, shocked
               that whether he'd intended it or not, it turned her on.

         His hand stroked down one firm globe and across her inner thigh, where only two thin
               layers of material barred his hand from her quickly dampening sex. He petted her ass
               again and again as he walked. Stopping in the shadowed alcove under the stairs, he
               let her slowly slide down the front of him. Her thighs brushed his straining cock.
               Her nipples rasped against his chest before her toes touched the ground.

         He nuzzled her ear, nipping the lobe. “Are you wet for me?” 

         “Yes.” She shook her head in denial. How could this man who swore he'd never love
               again make her feel so cherished? So wanted. How could he turn her on with just a word or a heated look when the man who said
               the words, “I love you” on a regular basis had never been able to? What was the problem?
               One had repeatedly said the words and never meant them, and the other would never
               say the words, but would treat her as if he did for as long as he chose to be with
               her. 

         Perhaps that was it. With each passing day it felt like the clock ticked faster—

         faster to the end, like the timer on a bomb, and when it reached zero, her world would explode.
               Damn!

          No, not now! She was close to tears even thinking about it. The thought of goodbye
               constricted her chest and brought an ache to her throat. “Touch me.”  God please, just touch me.

         Kayne cupped her face with his hands and studied her for a moment. Did he see all
               that she was fighting to hide? Did he know that he had the power to destroy her world
               with a single word? If he could see the love she felt for him, would he acknowledge
               it, or would he throw it in her face? The truth was, she had nothing to offer that would bind him to her. Jess shut her eyes with the
               pain, remembering another man, another moment.

         “I'm sick of this shit.” Jarred picked up a ceramic container and threw it, shattering
               it against the kitchen wall. 

         “It's not enough for me anymore.” He looked right through her. “You're not enough.
               I hate this goddamned life we're living. I hate us pretending I'm not fucking someone
               else because you don't like having sex. God, Jessica, do you have any idea how that
               makes me feel? You're the sweetest person I know, but I don’t know how to love you. I hate coming home at night. I sit out in that damn truck and have to talk myself
               into getting out and walking in the door. I need out before I end up hating you.”
               

         He took her in his arms for a moment, and she was too stunned to do anything to stop
               him. He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “I'm so sorry. I thought I could do this.
               I thought I wanted this life, but I don't. I never meant to hurt you. I never meant
               for it to end this way, but it's over. I want a divorce.” With that, he picked up
               his keys and walked out and never came home again. 

         “Jess?” Kayne tilted her chin up.

          No, no no! She didn't want to hear worry or concern in his voice, she was fine. She. Was. Fine!

         “Touch me.” She pressed her trembling lips against his. 

         ***

         Kayne wasn't sure what was wrong, where Jess had gone for that moment. She'd looked
               at him as if he’d reached in and ripped out her heart, and his own constricted in
               response. He closed his eyes, brushing his lips against hers. Slowly he made love
               to her with his mouth, all the while his hands never leaving her face. Each time Jess
               tried to deepen the kiss, to speed things up, he slowed it back down. Jess whimpered
               her frustration, but he refused to be rushed. He refused to let whatever ghost was
               chasing her come between them. 

         He traced the shell of her ear with the tip of his tongue. “Unbutton your blouse,”
               he whispered. “Just a little, enough for me to suckle your sweet little nipples.” 

         Though her hands quaked, she instantly complied.

         “Oh, yeah, that's it, baby,” he praised, even as he brushed aside her bra and palmed
               her breast. “You have to be quiet.” He ducked down, taking one tight rosy nipple into
               his mouth and sucking ever so gently. More a caress of lips and tongue than actual
               suckling, still she whimpered.

         “Please.” She cupped his head, holding him to her, arching into him. There was a desperation in her voice Kayne didn't understand.

         “Baby, talk to me.” He reached under her skirt and eased her panties aside. He gave
               her one long stroke, parted her silky folds, and circled her clit before plunging
               a finger deep. 

         “No.” She shook her head even as her hips rocked against his hand. “I need you, Kayne.
               Please. Inside me. Now.”

         “Tonight, baby. I promise tonight, just let me take the edge off for you—”

         “No.” She shoved his hand from between her thighs. “No,” she said again, but she didn't
               let go. Instead she brought his glistening fingers to her lips and enveloped them.
               He watched in a haze of lust as she sucked them into her mouth one by one, licking
               every drop of herself off.

         Kayne leaned in and kissed her, loving the taste of her on her lips. “I just want
               to watch you come for me, baby.” He wanted to hold her in his arms, hear her sexy
               little kitten noises as she lost control.

         Jess grabbed his hand, dragged him into her office, then closed and locked the door.
               She reached for the intercom before he could ask her what she was doing. “Maddy, take Isabelle and Gracie down to the playroom. You and Ash can do your homework there while they play. I'll double all of your allowances
               for the week if you can behave for the next hour.” 

         That received an enthusiastic round of “Yes, ma'am!”

         The second Jess switched off the intercom, Kayne had her on the edge of her desk,
               his mouth devouring hers. Christ, everything she did made his blood boil.

         “It’s such a fucking turn on to know you can't wait,” he murmured against her neck.

         Kayne trailed hot, open-mouthed kisses across her exposed skin. He wasn't foolish
               enough to think they had unlimited time. They had fifteen, maybe twenty minutes tops before a referee would be needed. Yet still he had to taste
               her, touch her. 

         Jess was begging by the time he knelt in front of her naked body. Her breasts heaved
               with desire, her rosy puckered nipples still glistened from his attention, as he buried his face
               in the juncture of her thighs.

         Nuzzling her, he inhaled deeply, lazing in the scent of her arousal. He loved the
               way she smelled, tasted. She was the perfect combination of sweet and spicy as though
               she'd been made especially for him. His own personal bouquet. He dipped his tongue between her folds, giving one long firm lick up and across her
               hard nub. Jess shuddered in response, moaning even as her thighs contracted around
               his head.

         “Easy, baby.” He spread her bare lips with his thumbs. For a moment, he stared at the beauty of
               her delicate pink skin, at the plumped folds that protected her core, at the swollen
               little clit hooded from him. “So beautiful. Edible.”

         His sweet kitten turned into a wild cat when he leaned in and gently nibbled her glistening
               pearl. Clamping an arm on her thighs and a hand low over her belly to keep her still,
               he thrust his tongue into her as deep as he could go and felt her body contract. God,
               she was close, so goddamn close to the edge, but he wasn't willing to let her go under.
               Not yet. He tongue fucked her, alternating between shallow quick thrusts and long
               lingering penetrations, paying close attention to the sounds she made, keeping her
               right on the edge.

         “Please, Kayne,” she panted. “I need you inside me.”

         “Turn around,” he ordered, sounding more cop than husband as he surged to his feet.
               “Turn around, baby,” he whispered in her ear as he physically turned her and placed
               both her hands on the desk in front of her.

         “W-what, why?” She glanced nervously over her shoulder.

         Kayne had his pants down around his hips in seconds. “I can't wait any longer, baby.”
               He stepped up behind her, nudging her legs apart. Settling against her thighs, his cock resting heavy on her tailbone.

         “Like this?” Her brow furrowed with doubt, she bit her lower lip. 

         Was she serious? 

         Of course she was; she'd never been taken from behind. Kayne wanted to howl as he
               beat his chest in Neanderthalic satisfaction. Heady indeed.

         “Trust me, baby. You’ll like this.” He  pulled her back against him, one hand cupping
               her breast, his thumb and finger teasing an oversensitive nipple while his other hand
               palmed her belly and pulled her tight, letting her feel his erection nestled between
               them. 

         Kayne whispered in her ear, explaining how he planned to take her, building her desire
               back up, walking a razor’s edge of his own. 

         “Lean on the desk.” Bending with her, he nibbled her neck, lightly bit her shoulder.
               A lion dominating his mate before mounting her. He teased her, stroking the length of his shaft through her slick folds, feeling
               her shudder with each pass over her most sensitive flesh.

         Jess tried to shift her hips to take him inside. “Please. I need you.”  

         Jesus Christ, he needed her too. 

         He poised, ready to feed his throbbing cock into her swollen sex. “Say my name,” he
               growled.

         “Kayne,” she panted.

         “That’s right, baby, it’s me here with you. Only me.” He entered her slowly, sinking further and further with each gentle thrust until
               he was fully embedded.

         He clenched his teeth, fighting for control. “Am I hurting you?”

         “No.” Her inner muscles contracted and relaxed. She gasped when he pressed deeper.

         “You like?” He flexed his hips. 

         Jess planted her hands and pushed back into him in response, moaning as she rocked
               forward, dragging almost off of him before thrusting backward and impaling herself.
               

         With that simple act, all civility left Kayne. He rode her hard. Long drags and deep plunges. His fingers danced across her pebbled nipples. He sucked her delicate skin, marking
               her neck, and she purred. He bit her shoulder hard, dominating her. Claiming her. Jess bowed up, every muscle clenched and convulsed. ”Oh God, Kayne!”

         But he wasn't done with her, not even close. He was thoroughly out of control, and
               his only thought was mine. She was his, and he was branding her. Marking her as his. Ruining her for all others. There was no one else for her, and by God she was going to realize that.

         Kayne pulled out and turned her around to face him. “Hold on to me.” He wrapped her
               arms around his neck, not waiting for her orgasm-fogged response. His movements were
               quick, jerky. Rough. He didn't feel gentle, he felt primal, possessive. She needed
               to know she was his, and he wasn't letting her go. He was done sharing her with a
               goddamned ghost.

         Kayne lifted her, spreading her thighs wide, plunging into her as he backed her into
               the wall. Fucking her. 

         Not. Letting. Her. Go.

         Jess dug her heels into the small of his back, and Christ almighty, she was clawing
               the hell out of his shoulders and back. She was as out of control as he was, and he
               wanted to howl with the pleasure of it all. 

         He gave no quarter, and she offered none in return, yet his mind fought release. Then she shattered a second time and pulled him into the dark waves of ecstasy with
               her. Kayne threw back his head and roared in satisfaction.

          

         

   

THIRTY-ONE

          

         Kayne held Jess close as they descended the stairs on Thursday night. They hadn't
               talked about what had transpired in Jess's office Monday afternoon, even if he still
               bore the marks on his back. He felt his dick stir at the memory. Down, boy! They also hadn't discussed whatever ghosts she'd been running from in that moment
               before she turned to him.

         “Baby, are you feeling okay?” He brushed his lips across her forehead. 

         She’d been falling asleep the moment her head hit the pillow every night, barely rousing
               when he crawled into bed and took her in his arms.

         She looked at him, her expression apologetic, and perhaps lined with a small amount
               of fear. “I'm so sorry, I'm just tired—” 

         He laid a finger against her lips. “Don’t. I'm the one who’s sorry. I've been keeping
               you up half the night, even though you're busy from sun up to well past time the kids
               go to sleep. I have no willpower when it comes to you, and I’ve been thoughtless to
               your needs. It’s okay to tell me ‘no.’ At least once in a while.”

         “I like that you reach for me in the night,” she whispered so softly he wasn't sure
               he'd heard her.

         “Baby, don't you know you're my lodestone?” He pulled her around to face him. “My
               needle always points toward your sweet little kitty,” he said huskily.

         Jess giggled as he’d hoped she would. “My kitty?” She was so beautiful, but when she laughed, when she was happy, it was incomparable.
               Lord, how he loved her. 

         He brushed the hair back from her face with both hands. “My kitty,” he mock growled. “And it's a very nice kitty at that. It loves to be petted
               and purrs in response, and it's very happy when I feed it wild cock.”

         Jess laughed and blushed a little. He loved that about her too. That beautiful sweet innocence that radiated
               from her, opposite of the life he'd lead before her.

         He kissed her softly, then rested his forehead against hers. “I reach for you in my sleep because I dream of
               you, Jess. Hot erotic dreams where you're doing wicked things to me with your mouth,
               and I'm doing things to your sweet body that I'm sure are illegal in some states.”
               

         Damn, if she didn't turn three shades of red at that admission. And that plump bottom
               lip of hers disappeared behind her teeth. 

         He gently ran his thumb across those lips. “Those fantasies are so vivid, sometimes I can't tell where dream ends and reality begins. Later, I realize all
               the while I was actually touching you, readying your beautiful body to take me, but
               it's not until I'm over you and in you that I know I'm awake. Then it's so clear what was dream and what is reality that I wonder how I could ever confuse the two.” 

         He felt her flinch and he knew what she was thinking, and his heart broke. How could anyone have ever made her doubt
               her worth? “Reality is so, so much better than dream. You are so much better than any dream I’ve ever had.”

         Jess wrapped herself around Kayne and clung to him. Her heart physically ached from
               holding the words “I love you” inside. She couldn't say them first. Not this time, not with this man. If she voiced
               those feelings, she would be giving him the power to crush her. She now realized she'd
               never loved Jarred. Not really. She'd been in love with the idea of him. She'd loved
               the way he romanced her. In the beginning, he'd made her feel like she was the only
               one who mattered, but it had all been a lie. Now she understood there had never been
               chemistry between her and Jarred. She'd never craved him the way she did Kayne. Maybe that had been their downfall.
               Maybe Jarred had been in love with the idea of her, too.

         Kayne was different in so many ways. He made her blood sing. Hell, she got wet merely
               talking to him over the phone. She loved the way he dropped his voice, all dark and
               husky, and it didn't matter what he said, it turned her on. He could probably make
               her orgasm reciting a grocery list if he tried hard enough.

         She loved the way he constantly touched her. Sometimes sweet and innocent; a brush of lips to her temple, a caress of his knuckles
               down her cheek. Sometimes it was hot, frantic, have-to-have-you-right-now, vertical sex. Lots of
               times it was somewhere in between. Regardless of the setting, if she was within reach,
               his hands were on her, and it seemed he went out of his way to make sure she was within
               touching distance.

         He gently tugged her arm. “Come on, baby, you're exhausted. I want to take you to
               bed. I want to hold you while we sleep.” 

         And he did. She slept wrapped safely in his arms until the wee hours of the morning
               when the dreams claimed him. She gasped awake as he surged inside of her, her body
               on fire from the dream he'd dragged her willingly into, and she clung to him as he
               took her with slow deep strokes, whispering her name again and again, as if he knew she needed to know he was with her, until orgasm claimed them. 

          

         

   

THIRTY-TWO

          

         Friday morning found Jess dragging herself out of bed. Kayne had long since left for
               work, and she needed to get the children dressed, fed, and off to school.

         Throughout the morning she thought of Kayne, of the things he'd said to her, of the
               way he'd made love to her in the middle of the night. He hadn't said the words, hadn't
               told her he'd decided to stay, and yet her traitorous heart couldn't help but wonder
               and hope.

         If he did stay, how would she feel spending a lifetime with a man who didn't love
               her? She knew he cared for her. He showed her that every day in so many little ways.
               But would it be enough to know he simply honored her and their marriage? Or would
               it slowly eat at her soul to know she wasn't special enough to make him forsake his
               vow to never fall in love? To always wonder if he dreamed of a different life, but was simply far too honorable
               to ever admit he'd made a mistake in staying?

      

   
      
         Kayne's honor was one of the things she loved most about him, but it was also his
               downfall. His word meant everything to him, and once he made a commitment, he'd honor
               it or die trying. That honor also meant he'd never give her meaningless words, like
               Jarred had. How many times had he said he loved her and walked out the door and into
               the arms of another woman? 

         Shouldn't it be enough to have a man who treated her well, but was never able to say
               the words? Yes, damn it, it should. It should be enough. She knew people who searched
               a lifetime to have the type of relationship she and Kayne had. They were friends who
               worked together side by side for the sake of their children, and they had unbelievable
               chemistry. So why wasn't it enough? Why couldn't she be happy with the here and now
               and pray that he never went away? 

         Regrettably she knew the answer. For once in her life she wanted to be loved because
               a man chose to, not because he had to. 

         Jess pushed the depressing thoughts out of her mind. The truth was, Kayne had never been given a choice. She’d been part of the package deal of Gracie.
               

         “Come on, kiddos,” Jess said to Isabelle and Gracie. “Mama is running late, and Grandma
               Polly is waiting for you.”

         Jess was herding Isabelle and Gracie into the garage when the front doorbell rang.
               She debated whether to answer, but the little girls made the decision when they took
               off running, their little arms and legs pumping in a race to be the first one to the
               door.

         Jess managed to disengage the alarm a second before Isabelle opened the door for the
               delivery driver. Her heart gave a hard thud and slowly rolled when she saw the beautiful
               bouquet of lilies, orchids, and roses. Jess quickly signed for the flowers, but was
               told, when she tried to tip him that it had already been taken care of. Jess smelled
               the fragrant blooms as she walked toward the kitchen. She hadn't even read the card,
               and she was already close to tears over the flowers. They were simply the most beautiful
               bouquet she'd ever seen.

         She pulled the card out of the envelope and read it. 

         Please have dinner with me tonight.

         Reservations for 7 pm. Be ready by 6 pm.

         Sitter already arranged. ~ Kayne 

         P.S. Wear something sexy!

         Oh my God! She was going on a date with Kayne. She felt like she was back in high
               school and had been invited to prom by the captain of the football team. And how stupid
               was that? He was her husband, for crying out loud.

         By six, the butterflies in Jess's stomach were dancing a tango. She couldn't understand
               why she was so nervous about going out on a date with Kayne. Good God, he'd seen her
               naked, had his tongue on every square inch of her body, so it defied logic that him
               seeing her fully clothed would illicit this type of response.

         When she'd dropped the little girls off at Polly's this morning, she learned that
               Polly and Del were picking the other kids up after school and watching them for the
               night. Polly couldn't give her a clue as to where Kayne was taking her. All he'd told
               Polly was “someplace nice,” like that was a lot of help.

         Kayne walked up behind her. “You look absolutely stunning, Mrs. Dobrescu.” 

         Jess met his heated gaze in the dressing mirror. She couldn't help the blush that
               stained her cheeks at his blatant appraisal. She was finally wearing the red silk
               dress. Its tags had finally come off tonight.

         She'd taken her time this afternoon, scrubbing and exfoliating every surface on her
               body before waxing it to a silky smoothness. She’d then covered every square inch
               of herself with almond-scented body butter. After her hair had been taken out of hot
               rollers and fat curls piled high on her head, Jess had applied just a hint of makeup
               before rolling on sheer, garterless, silk stockings.

         The dress was full length silk, with a hint of spandex that allowed it to cling and
               mold to her everywhere, and had a slit that barely stopped before it reached her hip.
               A rhinestone embellished V-neck plunged deep to an empire waistline, showing more
               than a little cleavage. Two narrow straps snaked over her shoulders and crossed in
               back, leaving her bare to the rhinestone inset that rested over the upper swell of
               her butt.

         Speaking of bare, Jess had tried the dress on with panties only to discover even a
               thong was highly visible, so now she was absolutely naked underneath. A shiver ran
               through her, and her nipples tightened. She glanced up to see if Kayne had noticed.
               His hot gaze said it all. If they didn't leave now, they'd never make it out of the
               house.

         Jess stepped into her red, stiletto heels with their tiny straps and rhinestone accents
               that perfectly matched the dress and watched Kayne's eyes all but cross. She laid
               a hand against his chest. “You look very handsome yourself, Mr. Dobrescu.” 

         She was proud her voice didn't quiver. Handsome was such a benign word for how he
               looked. He wore an expensive charcoal-gray, three-piece suit that appeared to have
               been tailor made for him. A red tie broke up the crisp white of his dress shirt.

         ***

         Kayne shot his cuffs before offering Jess his arm. “Shall we?” 

         He couldn't remember the last time he'd been on a date. It had to have been back in
               college, but obviously it hadn't been too memorable, because right now, he couldn't
               even pull up a face, much less a name from the recesses of his memory. Everything
               in him was focused on the stunning woman at his side.

         He'd known she was beautiful, but this... This was turning heads, stopping traffic,
               someone grab a defibrillator hot. And that dress...Good God, was it even legal for her to step out of the house in that? She was every fantasy
               he'd ever had, and he was so goddamned hard he could cut glass. From the look of her puckered little nipples, she was turned on too. Shit, they
               had to get out of here. Now.

         When they reached the garage, Jess’s steps faltered.

         He motioned to the car. “You don't mind, do you?” He'd uncovered the Vanquish, and
               it now sat ready for their date.

         She smiled up at him. “No, not at all. I've only ever ridden in it once. I had been mentally calculating how to get in and
               out of a truck in this dress.”

         He'd like to help her out of that dress. He glanced at his watch. They didn't have
               time for it without missing their reservations. Damn.

         Kayne helped her into the car while he still had some semblance of sanity left. Motherofgod, he was never going to make it through the evening!

         Jess fiddled with the air vents. “Did I thank you for the flowers?” 

         He shot her a grin as he tried to get comfortable. Sports cars were not designed for
               someone who was six-four, even if they cost six digits. “Only about a dozen times,
               but you're welcome.”

         Jess bit her bottom lip, looked away. “Sorry.” 

         She was nervous, Kayne realized. That made two of them.

         “Don't be sorry, I like you thanking me.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek.

         ***

         The maître d’ led them to a quiet, out of the way, table that overlooked the creek
               Their waiter served a phenomenal meal. An appetizer of baked clams, lump crab, and escargot-stuffed
               mushrooms was followed by fresh Maine lobster paired with seasoned vegetables and
               a lemon-pecan rice.

         They relaxed as they ate and talked. Kayne recalled his time in college, his passion for drawing, and Ben and Luann's other children. Jess confessed that
               Luann had been calling her a couple times a week just to say hello and let her know
               she was there if Jess needed anything. Kayne knew from Ben that the conversations
               were more than that, that Luann genuinely liked Jess and enjoyed the time they spent
               talking. It appeared Jess enjoyed the conversations as much, and it meant everything
               to Kayne that his mom thought so highly of her. 

         When the violinist’s version of Lonestar’s “Amazed” began, Kayne stood and held out his hand. “Dance with me.” 

         Accepting her hand, he led her to the small dance floor, took her in his arms, and
               swayed to the soft music. Even with heels she barely reached his shoulder, but she
               fit him in every way. He closed his eyes for a moment, enjoying the rightness of her
               in his arms. Kayne swallowed hard, fighting back emotions of doubt. This was Jess.
               She wasn't anything like his biological mother Nina or Oksana. It was okay to love
               her, because even if she never loved him in return, a life spent with her would still
               be better than anything he'd ever had. But Christ, he wanted her love.

         Kayne leaned in and began softly singing in her ear. The artist spoke of the scent
               of his lover’s skin, the taste of her kisses, the way she whispered her secrets. It
               was as if the song had been written about Jess. 

         Jess glanced up quickly then away, but not before he saw the moisture in her eyes.
               When he reached the line describing how she touched his heart, Kayne’s voice faltered. He’d asked them to play this song specifically. He’d planned on singing the words
               to her here, with her in his arms, but there was a lump in his throat that wouldn’t
               let him get the words out. Then the song ended, and Kayne guided her off the dance floor. All eyes were on her; the men’s filled
               with lust, the women’s with envy. She was all elegance and grace. Beauty personified,
               and not just on the surface. Jess's beauty radiated out from her soul.

         Once the waiter cleared away their dessert dishes, Kayne took Jess’s hand. “I want to talk about us.” He took a deep breath and slowly
               let it out. “When we stood in court that day and I agreed to marry you, I had no idea what I was
               in for...”  

         Jess closed her eyes and faced away. 

         He studied her for a moment, seeing resignation and perhaps a little fear. “Baby,
               trust me. Just trust me, this is not what you think.” 

         ***

         Jess looked pleadingly into his eyes, begging him to tell her all was okay. That he
               hadn't brought her here to say goodbye. Was she not enough for him either? Jess couldn't
               hold his gaze and had to look away again, desperately fighting a losing battle with
               tears.

         Kayne's other hand appeared on the table in front of her, and his palm slowly opened
               to reveal a black velvet box that he laid on the table between them. Jess's gaze snapped
               to his, searching for an answer. She didn't understand. They were already married.
               But why would he give her a ring if he was leaving?

         Kayne took her hands in both of his, his gentle smile full of understanding but not
               completely hiding the hurt. “When Judge Johnson gave us the option of getting married,
               I thought he was crazy. I feared I'd be stuck in another marriage with no way out.
               But I couldn’t bear the thought of losing Grace...or hurting you.”

         He caressed the backs of her hands with his thumbs. “I loved Oksana because she was
               my wife and the mother of my children, but I wasn't in love with her. She wasn't my
               true love, and I was miserable, Jess. I have never said that before; I don't think
               I even truly realized it until I had something to compare it to. This time with you
               has made me realize so many things.”

         He lifted her hand to his lips and pressed a gentle kiss to her knuckles. “There’s
               a lot in this life I’m uncertain about, but the one thing that is perfectly clear
               to me is that I don't want this—us—to end. If someone asked me to sit down and make a list of everything I wanted in
               a wife, I could sum it up with one word: you. You surpass any list I could create.”

         He laughed nervously, studying her as tear after fat tear fell from her lashes. “I'm
               hoping those are happy tears.” He reached out to brush them away with his thumbs,
               only for them to be quickly replaced by others. Kayne rounded the table and dropped
               to his knee in front of her. “Please don't cry, baby, I'm trying to tell you I love
               you. I'm in love with you.”

         Jess was speechless. Kayne was in love with her?! It seemed impossible. God, she'd
               longed to hear those words from him, but now that he'd said them, she was afraid to
               move, afraid to breathe, afraid she'd shatter the moment and find it had been nothing but a dream.

         “It's okay, Jess.” He looked away, swallowing hard. Clearing his throat he continued. “You
               don't have to love me back—” 

         Jess slapped a hand over his mouth. Oh God, what had she done? She'd just sat there
               staring at him and he'd thought… “You think I don't love you? I've been in love with
               you almost since the day we met. I tried so hard to hide it, because I thought you
               didn't love me, but I thought you knew anyway.” Jess ran a shaky hand through his
               thick black hair, studying his face through her tears. “I love you.” She whispered
               the words and punctuated them with a sweet lingering kiss.

         Jess jumped at the sound of applause. She'd forgotten where they were. Kayne laughed,
               wiped at his own damp eyes. Taking her hand once again, he leaned in close and said,
               “I want forever with you.” He sat the box in her palm. “Please say yes.”

         

   

THIRTY-THREE

          

         Jess didn't have to look in the box—it didn't matter what it held. Kayne loved her!
               “Yes.” God, yes!

         Before Jess could open the box, Kayne laid his hand on hers. “I don't want another
               marriage ceremony, Jess. I know it didn't seem like it at the time, but what we did
               that day matters too much to me to replace. However, I do want to speak my vows to
               you in front of our family and friends. So you make all the plans you want and invite
               as many people as you want. I'll wear whatever you ask, and give you opinions about
               things I probably don't really care about, like the flavor of the cake or the color
               of the ribbons. All I ask in return is that it be done on the first anniversary of
               the day we began. ”

         “Chocolate-cherry cake, and blue and silver. I already know those answers.” And she wholeheartedly agreed on sharing their vows
               on their first wedding anniversary. 

         Jess opened the box. Resting on a bed of black satin was a custom wedding band. Solid
               platinum, banded with a row of trefoil knots, each encircled by a connecting heart
               that formed an eternity knot around the band. Set deep in the center of each trefoil
               was a different colored stone. 

         “I designed this and had it made especially for you. The trefoil is the symbol of
               immortality: a beginning without an end, like our life together. The hearts represent
               my love for you. Forever love. Unending like the knot they form. I chose opals instead
               of diamonds, because opals are warm living stones, each color a birth stone, yours
               being the center of this ring just like you are the center of our family.

         “I know the inscription isn’t original, but the meaning behind the words is. I wrote
               those words for the wife I dreamed of. And here you are. With My Last Breath.” He slipped the ring on her finger. A perfect fit. 

         She leaned in and echoed, “With my last breath,” against his lips before she kissed
               him. 

         ***

         Kayne glanced at Jess for what must have been the hundredth time in the last ten minutes
               as she sat curled up sideways on the passenger seat, facing him, Lifehouse’s “Falling In” playing softly in the background. “You look tired.” Happy, but tired,
               he thought.

         “I am. Old age seems to be catching up with me. At least I get to sleep in a little
               tomorrow.” She smiled.

         “No way. Come five o'clock, I'm up, you're up.” Kayne imagined setting his alarm a little
               early so he could wake her properly, but knew he’d let her sleep in if he could. He
               was so in love with her his heart hurt looking at her. 

         She pouted prettily. “That's not nice, Mr. Dobrescu.” 

         Jess played with the cuff of his shirt sleeve, wreaking havoc on his body. While he
               knew she'd had the kids spend the night with Del and Polly for practical reasons,
               he hadn't missed the fact that they would have the house entirely to themselves. 

         “I have to know—” He teased a finger into the slit of her dress, gently pushing the
               thin material to the side. “What are you wearing under that dress?” Jesus H. Christ! He touched skin. Absolutely bare, no panties, no...nothing but silky smooth flesh. He’d have never gotten out of the house had he known for
               sure. 

         “This dress doesn't leave our bedroom again,” he growled. “You're lucky you didn't
               give someone a heart attack tonight.” Hell, she might give him one before the night
               was over.

         Jess simply gave him an indulgent smile and laughed. “Yes, dear.”  

         Kayne knew better than to divide his attention when driving, but he couldn't resist
               dipping a finger or two into her delicate folds. “You're wet.” He nodded his approval,
               gathering her juices on his finger, circling her swollen button.

         His finger was poised to sink into her core when a car came barreling up behind them
               with its high-beams on, all but blinding him. “What the fuck?”

         Knowing his lead foot had gotten the better of him while he'd had a hand up his date’s
               skirt—if that wasn't a blast back to high school, he sure as hell didn't know what
               was—he expected to see flashing lights, but the vehicle continued to ride his bumper.

         “Is your seatbelt on tight?” Kayne reached over to check, even as he asked, all cop
               now.

         “What's he doing?” Jess sat up straight and glanced over her shoulder. He could hear
               the nervousness in her voice. 

         “I think he's just an impatient driver. We're almost to the passing lanes. I'll slow
               down, and he can go around us.” Even as he said it, Kayne had an uneasy feeling. They'd
               been doing right at 80 in a 65 mph zone, so there was no reason for anyone who wasn't
               a cop to have issue with his speed.

         When they reached the passing lanes, the vehicle slowed down, backing off slightly, but didn't pass. The moment the highway narrowed to two-lanes it was
               right back on their ass.

         “Take my phone and call dispatch. See if there's a unit nearby. This guy is making
               me uncomfortable.” Uncomfortable being one hell of an understatement. Kayne reached into his jacket and released the snap of his holster. He wasn’t required to carry a firearm off duty as officers in some other states were,
               and normally didn’t, but with the strange things that had been happening recently,
               he’d felt compelled to do so. He prayed to God that he wouldn’t have a use for it
               tonight. 

         “District Eleven, this is Candy.” 

         Of all the dispatchers in all the radio rooms... Kayne couldn't help the sigh that escaped. 

         “Candy, it's Jess Dobrescu, Kayne needs to know where the closest unit is.” Jess rattled
               off their location and a concise situation report, then put them on speaker. Hell, she'd known their location better than he had.

         “Eleven- three-two is checked out at the substation in Payson. Do you need him sent
               your way?”

         Kayne threw a glare at the phone. “Uh, yeah.” 

         Kayne dropped down to thirty miles an hour; the vehicle stayed right behind them,
               its high-beams on so Kayne couldn't even begin to guess the make and model.

         “What are you driving, sweetheart?' Candice asked, her tone flirtatious.

         “My wife's Aston Martin Vanquish.” Kayne threw Jess an apologetic look. He hoped she realized
               he didn't encourage this shit.

          Candice gushed. “Wow! Sweet ride, you should come up to Flagstaff and take me for
               a spin in it sometime.” 

         Jess laughed. He was glad someone found her funny.

         “Where's Eleven-three-two now?” Kayne glanced in his rearview mirror. The vehicle
               was sitting tight on his bumper. 

         “He's at the east Payson town limits waiting for you, sweetie.”

         “Slowing down didn't work. I'm going to try picking up the pace a little.” Kayne glanced
               at Jess. “Baby, make sure your seat belt is tight.” 

         Kayne tapped the gas, and the car rocketed forward, but the other car kept pace.

         “Whatever he's driving, it has some power under the hood.”  Kayne lifted his foot,
               leveling off at ninety-five. 

         “You think he’s another sports car wanting to drag?” 

         “Payson-555 wants to know your twenty and speed,” Candice advised. 

         Kayne recognized the call sign. Rafe. “Sitting right at one-hundred now. We're just passing through Little Green Valley,” Kayne responded. “We so need this
               for a chase car,” he murmured under his breath. The Vanquish hugged the road like
               a desperate lover, just as responsive. 

         “Of course you'd volunteer to be its designated driver,” Jess replied dryly. 

         “Payson-555 says they're waiting at the turn off to Station-21.” 

         Station-21 was the Hellsgate Fire Department headquarters and sat right off the main
               highway on the east end of Star Valley, Payson’s neighboring town. With the highway
               alternating between two-lane and divided four-lane through this section, Kayne knew
               it was really the only place the backup units could fall in behind the vehicle. 

         Kayne shifted gears, he didn’t know what this asshole’s game was, but he wished to
               hell he was alone. The thought of anything happening to Jess scared the ever-lovin’
               shit out of him. “Tell Payson 555 we’re crossing Dealer’s Choice, down to 85 mph.”

          “Payson-555 copies,” dispatch replied.

         Having divided his attention between the road and the rearview mirror, Kayne saw the
               other vehicle drop back slightly and edge into the oncoming lane. Then the chase vehicle
               made its move, swift and merciless, and, in moments, the driver was parallel to Kayne’s
               back fender, leaving Kayne a split second to recognize the PIT maneuver for what it
               was and get the fuck out of the way. 

         “Hold on!” He tapped the gas, and the Vanquish shot forward, just as the other vehicle
               would have pushed him into a spinout. Not the move of an amateur, which meant the
               driver had to know at this speed that even a vehicle like the Vanquish was almost guaranteed
               to roll. Still, the chase vehicle’s front bumper managed to graze his backend, sending
               him fishtailing. 

         “We've been hit.” Emotion vanished, and training took over. Kayne steered into the
               skid, taking them to the very edge of the paved shoulder before attaining the traction
               he needed to pull them back onto the highway. From the sound of the squealing tires
               behind him the other vehicle was having a harder time recovering, giving Kayne the
               extra seconds he needed to gain full control and ensure he stayed well in front. He
               didn’t dare take his eyes off the car or the road. “You okay, baby?” 

         “Yes.” Her response was clear and strong. A good sign. 

          ”What’s your 10-20?” dispatch asked. 

         “We're about to enter Star Valley.”

         The second they reached the four-lane highway, the chase car fell way back. Kayne
               thought they were about to make a U-turn and get the hell out of dodge, making him
               wonder if they had a scanner and knew there were units waiting. But before he could articulate the thought,
               the chase car accelerated hard, and Kayne knew they were done fucking around. “Hang
               on, Jess this might get rough.” 

         She laughed. Laughed. God love her. 

         Kayne watched, waited. At the last possible moment, he braked hard-left and slammed
               on the brakes, hoping to God that he wouldn't flip them himself. He snagged a peripheral
               glance of the black Mercedes sedan as it sailed past, missing them by mere millimeters.

         The Vanquish came to a halt facing north on the east-west highway. Kayne watched the
               Mercedes skid into a one-eighty and head back toward them. This was no joy rider.
               That fucker knew how to drive, probably better than he did. 

         “Get down!” Kayne released his seat belt and threw himself over Jess, covering her
               with his body. He pulled his firearm and flipped the safety, ready to do whatever
               it took to protect the woman he loved. Instead of shooting like he'd feared, the vehicle
               took off back in the direction they'd come from.

         “Black Mercedes AMG, no plate,” Kayne relayed to dispatch, not sure where the hell
               the phone had gone. “Passenger side front end damage.”

         “PD wants to know if you are Code-4?” Dispatch's question was partially drowned out as marked and unmarked police cars
               blew past them, lights flashing. The damn Mercedes would top out at 186 mph without
               governors in place, and there was no fucking way the officers would catch him if he
               could lose them on a straightaway. God, if Jess wasn't with him, he'd go after the
               fucker!

         Jess shoved at his shoulder, and he slowly sat up. “What are you waiting for, go after
               him!” She threw her hand in the direction of the fleeing vehicle. 

         Kayne told dispatch they'd be waiting at home. Even if he caught the asshole, he'd
               be without backup, and Jess would be a sitting duck in the car. There was no fucking
               way he'd risk Jessica's life for anything. 

         ***

         The phone rang as Jess and Kayne walked in the door, because, of course, Payson was
               a small town and everyone they knew owned a police scanner. The one person Jess wanted
               to hear from, fortunately, was one of the first—Polly. She assured them the children
               were all tucked in asleep, and Del would be sleeping on the couch. He, like Kayne,
               didn't believe in coincidences. Too many strange things had been going on lately.

         Rafe walked into the kitchen a few minutes later, Trace and Nick on his heels. 

         Rafe whistled. “Ho-ly shit. You are a walking wet dream in that dress.” 

         Nick staggered back dramatically holding his hands over his chest. “Be still my horny
               heart, I think I'm in love.”

         “Jesus, not a panty line in sight.” Trace gave Kayne a knowing grin. “Did you put that sexy little thing on for me, babe?”
               He gave her a long once over. 

         Kayne growled in response, stepping in front of her and blocking their view. The men
               laughed, and Kayne realized too late they'd been screwing with him.

         Jess laughed. “Ignore them, especially Trace. He's a man-ho. He can't help himself; he's been that way since junior high. Rafe too.”

         “You say that like it's a bad thing.” Trace leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Besides
               I was faithfully married once, as you well know. Before the bitch cleaned out my bank
               account and disappeared while I was stationed in A-stan. Oh yeah, and let’s not forget
               the seven months pregnant part that she never bothered to tell me about, according
               to the neighbors. I mean hey, why would I want to know that my wife was pregnant?” Trace threw up his hands in exasperation
               and let them fall to his sides. 

         Jess frowned sadly. “And you're so obviously over it.” 

         Trace gave her a serious look. “I wish someone could tell me they'd heard from her.
               Just so I know she's safe. No questions asked, that she’s alive.” Trace looked away for a moment. “It would be so much easier to
               hate her knowing she was alive and happy somewhere.”

         Jess laid a hand on his arm. “I never heard from her after you guys moved away, Trace.
               I don't know what happened to her.”

         Thankfully, Rafe turned the topic to the incident with the Mercedes. Kayne gave them
               a play-by-play, answered the standard questions: Had he noticed anyone following them,
               had there been any suspicious incidents lately, was there anyone who might have issue
               with them?

         Kayne gave him a get real look. “You mean other than Cody, right?” 

         “We checked Johnson's place for the car first, though I don't think he'd take a chance
               with Jess in the car, even if he was that stupid. Besides, when we knocked on the
               door to talk to him he, uh...had company. We'd clearly interrupted. Apparently, he's not opposed to cougars.”

         “She was hot. For an old lady.” Trace shuddered 

         Jess hopped up on the counter. “Why couldn't he have stayed in California?” 

         Kayne’s eyes snapped to hers. “California?” 

         She cocked her head. “Yeah, he studied at Oxnard for a semester or two before they
               kicked him out.”

         Kayne’s brow furrowed. “Oxnard. When?”

         Jess waved him off. “I don't know, right after Isabelle was born. He was back before the whole Meg–” Jess froze. Shit
               she'd been about to talk about Megan in front of the guys. “You know, the night of
               the accident, Cody was supposedly out with some ex-girlfriend he'd met while he was
               there.” Jess bit her lower lip.

         Holy fuck! Kayne’s mind began to race. “The Russian Community Center is in Oxnard,
               but that's a huge area compared to Payson.” Still, could there be a tie somehow between
               the two? Kayne did some quick mental math. Cody had attended and left college more
               than a year before Gracie had been abducted, but had his ex-girlfriend known the people
               in the car the night of the accident? Had Cody?

         They made small talk. Kayne decided it was time to take that trip to Santa Barbara
               and follow up on the new leads he had since the detective seemed to be getting nowhere.
               The Russian Community Center kept working its way into conversation, and he didn't
               think that was a coincidence. When he outlined his plans, the guys readily agreed
               to hold down the fort at home.

         Kayne wasn't surprised when the Sheriff's office advised they'd located the vehicle
               abandoned on the Tonto Village fire control road. It came back stolen from a dealer
               in Scottsdale. Of course, it had been sanitized.

         “So, not that I'm complaining, but what are you guys doing out this late?” Kayne glanced
               at Rafe then Trace.

         Rafe ran a hand over his scraggly jaw. He shook his head. “Baby-sitting the boys from Alphabet-Soup land.”

         “Feds?” Kayne was surprised he hadn't heard something about them being in the area.

         Rafe rolled his eyes. “Yeah, something big is about to go down in the area, hush-hush.
               There's a joint task force camped out—ATF,   FBI,   DHS—you name it, they're here.
               Hell, we've even got a sexy little French thing from InterPol running around, making
               everyone’s life miserable. And they aren't telling us jack shit. We're all supposed
               to just pretend they aren't here unless they want us to stoop, fetch, or carry for them, while they go about their business of
               hunting down some bad guy they’re expecting to show up any day now.” 

         Kayne chuckled. “So, tell us how you really feel about them being here.” 

         “You know, we may be a small town, but our officers know their shit. Several have
               transferred in with big agency experience like me, and the hometown boys are just
               as thoroughly trained. Hell some of us have even been through the academy at Quantico. This isn't our first rodeo, and I’m tired of them treating us like we’re incompetent
               country-bumpkins who are in their way. Glory seeking bastards,” he grumbled.

         “So what happens if one of us accidentally has a run-in with this terrorist—I’m assuming
               it’s a terrorist of some sort to have garnered this much attention—without realizing
               it?” Nick asked.

         Trace shook his head. “I don't think they'd let one of us get within a country mile
               of him. I'm telling you, the place is crawling with agents, and I agree with Rafe,
               I'm done babysitting. I have better things to do.”  

         “Such as what?” Rafe scoffed.

         “Damned if I know. Kayne said they're leaving for Santa Barbara on the first flight
               out, so maybe Unka Trace will stay home and play Mr. Mom. You know corrupt and spoil
               the kiddos. If I have to babysit, I might as well enjoy it.” Trace gave them an unrepentant
               grin. 

         Hell! Trace probably would corrupt his kids too, but Kayne sure would like an extra
               set of eyes on them while he and Jess were gone. He hated the idea of letting the
               kids out of his sight. The feeling that this was somehow tied to his past and that
               his family was in danger had taken hold and wouldn’t let go. 

         ***

         Kayne had long ago removed his jacket and tie. He toed off his shoes and stripped,
               leaving the pile of clothes where they fell. Stepping into the shower, he wrapped
               his arms around Jess from behind. “I was so afraid I wouldn't be able to protect you,”
               he admitted, squeezing her tight.

         Jess turned in his arms. “But you did. You were amazing.”

         He leaned in and kissed her. “I want you.” He nuzzled her ear. “I need you.”

         She came willingly into his arms, the look in her eyes telling him how very much she
               wanted him too.

         Hours later, as he held her close and watched her sleep, he thanked all that was holy that she hadn’t been taken from him tonight. 

          

         

   

THIRTY-FOUR

          

         “Detective Figueroa, this is my wife Jessica.” Kayne shook the detective's hand when
               he met them at the airport terminal. They'd flown from Payson to Phoenix and Phoenix
               to Santa Barbara, arriving slightly after noon.

         “We've met. Nice to see you again. Still wish it were under better circumstances.” He offered Jess his hand. “How do
               you guys feel about Mexican food? There’s this great little place where they make
               the tortillas fresh. I know Kayne likes it. It’s a cop favorite.”

         “I love Mexican food,” Jess said.

         “Then come on, kiddo, let’s get you fed.” Figueroa winked at Jess. 

         Jess asked about his family as they took their seats. 

          “Can you believe I'm gonna be a grandpa in a few short months? Hell, if I can get
               these last few cases closed, I might be able to retire.”

         Kayne was admittedly shocked by how affable the detective was being. He'd been a total
               hard-ass for the last two years. No, that wasn't exactly true. They'd never gotten
               along when Kayne worked for the department either. Yet Jess seemed to have won him
               over with little effort.

         Once they finished lunch, they headed to the department.

         “What on earth do you have in here?” Kayne sat Jess's carry-on bag on the conference
               room table. He'd been lugging the thing around all day and curiosity had finally gotten
               the better of him. 

         “It's my copy of the case file.” Jess reached in and pulled two large folders out.
               “From Jarred's accident.”

         Figueroa sat heavily in a chair. “I'm still trying to get copies from various agencies.”

         “I have it all right here.”  She patted the folder. “Everything that was written,
               including firsthand accounts by personnel on scene, as well as the taped copes of
               radio transmissions is in here. Well, CD's, but still, you get the point.”

         “And you didn't feel like sharing them when I visited Payson?” Figueroa tossed her
               an annoyed look.

         “You were being an asshole and all but accusing Kayne of murder. I figured you wouldn't
               settle for a copy of what I had, figuring I'd omit some key piece of evidence to screw
               with you. So I let you work for it.” Jess shrugged unapologetically.

         “Okay, I deserve that. You're right—Kayne has been my prime suspect because nothing
               about the case ever added up unless he was involved. I'll buy that someone else killed
               the kids.” He held his hand up when Kayne opened his mouth to protest. “I'm not seeking
               a confession; we're just talking this out. It doesn't make sense for Oksana to kill
               the kids and let someone else take the baby, then wait for you to get home to commit
               suicide. Now, if you'd told me the maid we never found came in and caught Oksana in
               the act and slipped out with the baby, and you came home and lost it and shot Oksana out of grief, I'd totally buy that.”  He looked at
               Kayne as if he expected him to suddenly agree. “Jesus Kayne, I don't know that I wouldn't have pulled the trigger if I were in that
               situation.”

         Kayne leaned over the table and looked the asshole in the eye. “And yet, I didn't.
               So let’s get back to the facts.” Kayne should have known Figueroa would still be hunting
               for some involvement from him.

         An hour later, they'd made no progress, and Kayne and Figueroa were back to arguing
               over who shot Oksana. 

         “Could she have left them alone?” Jess looked questioningly at Kayne. “Could she have
               gone to a neighbor’s or the store and left them napping, only to come back to find
               the older two had drowned themselves?”

         Kayne slowly shook his head, his expression contemplative. “That still doesn't explain
               what happened to Gracie or why Oksana killed herself.”

         “Kayne, she had severe depression and anyone who knows you, even a little, would realize
               those kids meant more to you than life itself. If she'd allowed something to happen
               to them, by fault or neglect, she might have figured you'd never forgive her.”

         Kayne’s eyes narrowed. “Of course those kids were my world, that's how it's supposed
               to be, and I refuse to regret that! As far as forgiving her, I'd like to think I would
               have, but I don't know. I just don't know. She never gave me a chance to find out.”
               

         He was quiet for a moment, then said, “It's possible she left the kids with someone. God knows it wouldn't have been
               the first time. We'd argued over her leaving the kids with virtual strangers before,
               but she just didn't see the danger. Compared to Russia, Santa Barbara seemed safe
               to Oksana. Hell, the Watt's district of Los Angeles would probably seem safer than
               even Vyshgorod, where she’d attended boarding school.”

         “Vyshgorod?” Jess pulled one of the binders back in front of her. “That sounds like the same place
               Ludmyla's parents were from.” She started turning pages in one of the two duplicate
               binders she'd brought along. She'd collected everything there was to acquire on Jarred's
               accident, from what he'd seen. Kayne's heart began to race, he did not believe in
               coincidences. 

         Kayne grabbed the other folder and started searching for a name he’d seen on a report
               earlier. “Trace said, when he talked to...” Kayne paused, flipping pages until he found what he was looking
               for. The autopsy report for Ludmyla Viktrovna Oleksevna. “Viktor Oleksy, that Olesky told him they were from Vyshgorod and knew nothing about Gracie?” Kayne looked
               at Jess expectantly.

         “Who is Viktor Oleksy?” Figueroa’s expression was confused.

         Kayne pointed to Ludmyla's name. “Ludmyla was her given name. Viktrovna is her patronymic
               name, and Oleksevna is the surname, but it's also diminutized. So anyone who sees
               her name knows she is Ludmyla, the daughter of Viktor Oleksy.”

         Jess flipped to a different section in her binder, shaking her head. “No, according
               to Trace’s report, his name was Konstantin Mechnikov.”

         “Mechnikov?” Figueroa’s face lit with interest, and he shuffled through a thick stack of papers.
               “I interviewed a... Myla Mechnikov at the Russian Community Center the day after the incident. She claimed Oksana hadn't been there that day. Yet when the other detective shared
               his interview notes, another woman he'd talked to had seen Oksana there that morning. She'd had a job interview.” Figueroa looked up
               from his notes.

         “A job interview? Are you sure?” Kayne’s expression clouded with doubt. 

         “I'm positive. It's one of the reasons I didn't buy your story of her depression.
               I sent one of Oxnard’s Russian-speaking officers back to the center a few days later,
               and he spoke with the daycare director, Petra Rakovna. She confirmed Oksana had interviewed
               and accepted a job offer, an administrative position. Ms. Rakovna claimed Oksana had
               been extremely happy about the job.”

         Kayne leaned forward, his body vibrating with energy. “Were the kids with her when
               she went to the interview?” Perhaps one of these women knew who she'd left them with.

         Figueroa studied his notes for a long moment. Flipped back and forth between several witness interview forms. “I don't know. Goddamn it, Myla Mechnikov was our translator for all the interviews except for one. We caught
               her on the way out, and she spoke English. Christ, we couldn't have been stupid enough
               to miss something so obvious. Come on, we're taking a road trip.” Figueroa jumped
               out of his seat.

         Jess looked between them. “Where are we going?” 

         Kayne grabbed her hand, towing her along. “To the Russian Community Center.” Jesus, the investigators had had a suspect translating for them. God only knew what
               had actually been said.

         ***

         After a brief wait, they were shown into a conference room at the community center.
               Several long minutes later, a tall, regal woman somewhere in her early fifties, if
               Kayne had to guess, stepped into the room and greeted him with a warm friendly smile
               and firm handshake. 

         “It's nice to finally meet you, Sasha. I'm Petra Rakovna.” The woman introduced herself
               in Russian. 

         Ignoring the pet name, Kayne introduced everyone then asked, “I'm sorry, do you speak
               English?” 

         Thankfully she did, though it was heavily accented. “Please be seated.” Petra motioned
               to the chairs and took a seat across from them once they’d all found a chair. “I am
               surprised by your visit, but glad. Ana spoke so highly of you, and often, that I had
               hoped to one day meet you.”

         Ana. He'd given Oksana that pet name, had called her that until the day she died, and
               then he'd buried it with her along with the too few tender memories he'd had of his
               time with her. Kayne shook the thought away. They were here for only one reason. “You
               told the officers she interviewed for a job the day she died.”

         Petra nodded. “She was rather excited to get the job. She practically floated out
               of here.”

         Kayne shrugged helplessly. “I don't understand—why was she looking for work?”

         She cocked her head. “May I speak freely?” She made the request in Russian, glancing
               quickly from Figueroa to Jess then back to him.

         “Yes, anything you have to say, please, and in English if you can. My wife” —he nodded
               to Jess— “and my children may be in danger. I can't afford any secrets. We need the truth, whatever it is.”

         Petra nodded her understanding. “We have so many women here who try and escape from
               undesirable circumstances in the homeland, only to come here and face far worse, and
               so we offer counseling. As I'm sure you know, Ana attended group counseling once a week. It's where I met her.”

         No, he didn't know a damned thing about Oksana needing counseling, but Kayne said
               nothing, afraid Petra would stop talking. 

         “For months, Ana would do nothing but sit and listen. Never saying a word, silently crying as she listened to other people’s stories. Then one day she told us hers.”

         Figueroa leaned forward with interest, glancing at Kayne, then back to Petra, asking,
               “And what was that story?”

         “When she was fourteen, her father's worst enemy, a man of great power, kidnapped
               her. This man held her hostage for weeks. While she was in captivity, she was raped.
               Repeatedly.”

         “Jesus,” Kayne hissed, leaning back in his chair. “She never said a goddamned thing
               about it.”

         She offered him a sympathetic look. “I'm sorry, I assumed you knew. It was a horrible
               experience for her. Later, when she found out she was pregnant, her father forced her to have the baby. It was a boy.”  Petra paused and studied
               Kayne. “I see by the look on your face you never knew this. Should I continue?”

         Kayne cleared his throat. “Please.” 

         After another moment, she forged ahead. “She never knew what her father did with the
               boy, but she often wondered if her father had killed him. I think it is why she had
               such a difficult time with Niki. She once said it was difficult to be his mother,
               that he reminded her too much of the one she lost.”

         “God, I think I'm going to be sick.” Kayne shot from his chair to pace the room, ignoring
               the look of concern from Jess. “What else?” he demanded after several moments.

         “She spoke often of her 'Sasha'” Petra gave a watery laugh. “She always had a private
               smile when she said that name. She once said you made a face whenever she used it,
               so she used it often.” Petra paused and studied him for a moment. “She said you were
               good to her. That you were kind and gentle. That you never gave up on her, even when she knew she deserved it; when sometimes
               she wished you would have. She felt intimidated by you. You reminded her of someone
               from her past, but she said that despite the blood you came from, you were such a
               good man.” 

         Yes, Oksana had known he was the bastard son of a whore, but it had never seemed to
               matter to her. She repeatedly told him it didn't matter who his father was, that he
               wasn't that man. 

         He turned to Petra. “She never gave you any clue why she wouldn't have told me about
               her past?”

         Petra raised her palms questioningly. “Where would she have gone if you'd left her?
               Her father had convinced her you'd get rid of her, if you discovered the truth about
               the past. I know she changed her mind, because she'd told all of us in the support
               group that she planned on telling you. She said her parents had visited and brought
               her something to keep for them, something she wanted no part of. She said she had
               to tell you about the past so that you'd understand the significance of the gift and
               why you couldn't keep it.”

         Kayne frowned in thought. “She never said a word. When was this?”

         “Maybe a month before she died.” Petra shrugged. “I'm not sure. I could probably figure
               a date out if it's important. I remember she came back the following week and told
               us about the trip into the mountains. She was very happy. She said you…” Petra paused
               and looked apologetically at Jess. “She said you'd been more affectionate. I assume
               she meant intimate, since the trip.”

         Kayne tried to keep from squirming. So not what he wanted to have Jess hear, or to even think about, because he and Oksana
               hadn’t had sex since long before Tasha was born. 

         “She had some sort of epiphany that day in the mountains. She told me she wanted to
               change. She said she wanted to become a person worthy of being loved by someone like
               you. She felt guilty that you worked so much to take care of her and the kids, and
               yet she did nothing to contribute. She knew you resented that, though you tried to
               hide it.”

         Petra leaned forward, her expression earnest. “She was trying to change, Sasha. She
               got rid of the house cleaner and had been doing the work herself. Not that you noticed,
               Ana told us.” Petra paused and laughed. “She even started taking a cooking class we offered here twice
               a week.” Petra paused, swallowed hard, then gave another watery laugh. “She nearly burnt the kitchen down the first time she
               tried to boil water for pasta. But she was so determined to please you she didn't
               give up. She told me before she left that day that she was going to make you dinner
               that night.” 

         Kayne closed his eyes, remembering the bag of groceries he'd found sitting in the
               kitchen that day, inexplicably waiting to be put away. There'd been no receipt, no
               bank card purchase recorded, and he'd not been able to explain why she'd purchased
               items for what looked like a romantic dinner. There'd even been a box of condoms in
               the bag, leaving Figueroa to wonder if Kayne had caught her having an affair and killed
               her and the children in a fit of rage.

         Petra’s words pulled him out of the memory. “Her biggest obstacle was the children.
               I don't think she could look at them without remembering her other baby and all of
               the horror that revolved around that time in her life.”

         “So why would she work in a daycare?” Kayne’s voice was raw with emotion. “That makes
               no sense.”

         “She was to work in the office as my administrative assistant. The hourly pay wasn't
               much, barely double digits, but she negotiated free daycare out of me instead of health
               benefits since you already covered them through your job. With three children, that
               benefit nearly doubled her wage. She knew that with the money you'd save in daycare,
               along with her take-home pay, you could quit working overtime. She wanted you to be
               able to spend time with your children. She knew you hated coming home after they were
               asleep and leaving before they woke up.”

         Kayne couldn't do this anymore. He couldn't stand here, knowing Jess was having to listen to all of this in hopes that Petra would reveal something useful. He couldn't
               readjust his opinion of Oksana either. He'd hated her for too long. Kayne looked down,
               only to realize he was rubbing his palm over his heart where his chest ached. “Were
               the kids with her that day?”

         Petra shook her head. “No. I don't know who watched them. When the officer came by
               days after the murder asking more questions, I wondered. I asked Myla because I was
               sure Oksana had said she was the one watching the kids that day, but Myla said Oksana
               had changed her mind and used someone else.”

         Kayne slammed his fist down on top of a file cabinet. “Myla ended up dying in Payson
               a week later in a car accident. She had Tasha with her.” Goddamn it!

         ***

         Kayne didn't say a word after they left the community center. They were back in Santa
               Barbara, pulling into the police parking lot, when he finally erupted. “Two years.
               Two fucking years of my daughter's life lost to me, because someone didn't ask the
               right goddamn questions; because you guys relied on a civilian to translate during
               a murder investigation. Jesus Christ, I almost ate my service weapon because I didn't
               know how to go on without my kids. Tasha could have been killed that night instead
               of just Jarred. Because you fucked up and didn’t enter a goddamned serial number into
               NCIC, Tasha was left to be raised by strangers instead of me. I was forced to marry
               Jess to have rights to my own daughter, or risk losing her again.”

         Jess grabbed her purse and bag, then paused. “Kayne's right. Jarred would still be alive and no one would have been forced
               to be married to anyone they didn't want to be married to.” Jess quietly climbed out
               of the car without waiting for a response.

         “Son of a bitch! Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Kayne jumped out of the car and went chasing after Jess. “Baby, wait.”

         When he grabbed her arm, she jerked away. “Don't. Touch. Me. Just leave me alone,
               I don't want to talk to you right now.”

         “Baby, come on.” Kayne tried to take Jess into his arms. “I didn't mean that how it
               sounded.” 

         Jess held up her hand, warning him off. “I'm taking a cab to the hotel. You and Detective
               Figueroa can do whatever you need to do. I can't do this anymore, I'm done.”

         “No. I don't want you to be alone, Jess.”

         “Too bad. I was born and raised in America. I am not Jessica the daughter of, or Jessica the
               wife of. I'm not your goddamned property. I get to make my own decisions, and I can
               damn well take care of myself. I was doing just fine before you arrived and fucked
               with my life, and I'll be fine after you’re gone too.”

         “Jess, baby, please.” He reached for her again. God, seeing her so upset was ripping out his already bruised and bloodied heart.

         She dodged his hands. “Stay. Away. From. Me.” Jess fumbled with her hands for a moment, then grabbed his. “This doesn't belong to me; you had it right the first time.” With that
               she turned and fled.

         Kayne looked down at the ring in his palm. Oh yeah, he'd fucked up.

          

         

   

THIRTY-FIVE

          

         When Kayne finally got to the hotel, all he could think about was taking Jess in his
               arms and trying to make things right. But there was a message waiting at the front
               desk for him. It was short and to the point—Jess had flown home without him. Christ,
               he wanted to hit something. He called home, and Trace confirmed she'd arrived safely.
               And she didn't want to talk to him. Trace promised that he’d stay close until Kayne
               returned. With no other choice, Kayne went upstairs to spend a sleepless night. Alone. Until he could catch a flight home.

         He finally gave up trying to sleep as the sun started to paint the sky shades of lavender
               and purple. He'd spent the entire night tangled in emotions, past and present. His mind finally forgiving Oksana enough that his heart could mourn. 

         Before leaving the Community Center, Detective Figueroa had given Petra a list of
               the five original investigation contacts. She was able to give him the current addresses
               of three. Petra also confirmed that all five of them spoke English in varying degrees.
               Well enough it would have been unnecessary for Myla to have translated for any of
               them.

         They'd successfully contacted all three people. Each had refused to talk about Oksana.
               They seemed fearful, but one had reluctantly confirmed Kayne's suspicions—Myla had
               told them not to speak with the police about Oksana. When asked why, the woman had
               looked fearfully at her neighbor’s house—the one with the curtain that twitched from
               time to time as someone peeked out—and refused to say more.

         Kayne checked out of the hotel, taking his overnight bag with him. He took a cab to
               the one place he hadn't been in too long. Walking through the gates and across the
               manicured lawn, he headed straight to the tree on the hill. There, he stood and stared
               at the three, side-by-side, stone markers. Oksana in the middle, Niki and Natalia on either side. 

         He crouched and brushed the leaves and dirt off Niki's headstone. “Hey, sport, did
               you think I'd forgotten you? I haven’t. I think about you all the time.” His voice
               was rough. “I have another little boy now; I sure wish you were here to meet him.
               I miss you so damn much, Niki. Don't tell your mama I cussed.” Kayne gave a hoarse
               laugh. “She hated when I taught you bad words. I love you.” Kayne kissed his fingers,
               laid them on the cold stone, then turned to Natalia.

         “Hey, kitten, it's Papa. How's my best girl? I sure miss your hugs. I found your baby
               sister. She looks so much like you it makes my heart ache.” He told her about Maddy,
               Isabelle, and Gracie. “Be good for mama, okay? I love you, don't ever forget that.”

         Kayne couldn't stop the tears leaking from the corners of his eyes, but he tried to
               wipe them away as he turned to Oksana. “Hey, Ana. I wish I knew what to say to you. I'm sorry seems so inadequate.” He knelt by her
               grave, and with a shaking hand, he brushed the dirt off the flat granite headstone.
               She'd been so goddamned young, he thought as he traced first the day of her birth,
               and then her death. 

         “I still don't know what happened that day, but I don't believe you drowned our babies,
               and I'm so sorry I accused you of it. I'm so afraid you killed yourself because of
               me and that's eating a hole right through my heart.” His voice broke, and he couldn't speak for a long moment.
               “I never meant to hurt you.”

         Kayne ran a frustrated hand through his hair. “God Ana, I've been so mad at you for
               so long. I talked to Petra yesterday, and she told me everything. I wish to God you
               had. I wish you'd given me a chance to slay your dragons. Your father was wrong; I
               wouldn’t have sent you away because of something awful that happened when you were
               a child. I need you to know that I would have stood by you.” 

         He took a shaky breath and slowly let it out. “You were my wife and the mother of
               my children, and I'm sorry you didn't have a chance to live in the light when you'd
               finally found your way to the sun. I always wished that for you, sweetheart. I hope
               you know that.”

         Kayne told her about Gracie, about the accident and Jarred's death, and about Gracie's
               life since that fateful night. 

         “Her mom's pretty incredible too. She's my wife now, Ana. She's everything I could
               have wished for. She's mad as hell at me right now. And a little jealous of you, if I had to guess. I think you'd like her though. She's such a great mom, and she loves Gracie so much.”

         He rested his hand on the grass-covered ground. “If there's a heaven, I hope you're
               there, and I hope you're happy. I pray Niki and Natalia are with you. I hope...I hope
               you can forgive me, and I hope you understand why I'm saying goodbye. I'll always
               remember you, but Jess is my life now. She and those kids mean everything to me, and
               I can't live without them. Without her.”

         Kayne kissed the tips of his fingers and pressed them to the headstone. “So, goodbye, sweetheart. Never doubt that I loved you all, so very much.”  With one last look toward his children,
               he turned and headed home.

         ***

         Detective Figueroa called while Kayne was standing at the airport ticket counter,
               trying to get an earlier flight home. He and Jess had purchased open-ended tickets
               and the next available flight wasn’t until six that night. God, he just wanted to
               get home; to see Jess and get the ring that was burning a hole in his pocket and his
               heart back on her finger, where it belonged. 

         The conversation with Figueroa was short and to the point. He’d found another witness
               while going through his old partner’s notebook. A young neighbor had reported a suspicious
               vehicle and subject to a patrol officer, but the info had never been followed up on.
               Not only had she been able to place Myla Mechnikov at the scene, she’d seen her and
               the male suspect leaving the apartment with Gracie. When asked why she hadn’t come
               forward when she realized they were looking for Gracie’s body, she’d told Figueroa
               that since the police were claiming Kayne had killed his wife and the other kids,
               she thought Myla had taken the baby to keep her safe. Then Figueroa did the very last
               thing Kayne had ever expected him of doing. 

         He apologized. 

         It was nearly midnight when Kayne got home. Stripping down to his boxer-briefs, he
               crawled into bed next to Jess and pulled her into his arms.

         She lay stiff as a board, faint tremors racking her delicate body, and he knew she
               was crying.

         “I'm so sorry, baby. I was angry and hurt. I am sorry that I missed those years with
               Gracie, I’m sorry Jarred died, because it hurt you, and he never had a chance to say
               he was sorry. I know if he could have told you so, he would have.” He slid the ring
               back on her finger and curled her hand in his. “This is where my ring belongs, and
               you are where you belong.” 

         He pulled her tighter against him. “I'm not sorry I married you, baby. I'm not sorry
               that I love you. I'm not sorry we're the proud parents of four wonderful children.
               I love you, and I love this crazy life we have, and I'm so, so sorry I hurt you.”

         “I feel awful,” Jess whispered. 

         Kayne's gut clenched with concern. “Are you sick?” He laid his hand on her forehead.
               Was that the reason she'd flown home on her own?

         “No, I'm fine. I mean, I'm an awful person because I'm glad Oksana is gone.” Jess
               jerked away from him. “I'm glad she's is gone, and I hate that I feel that way. It killed me to have to sit there
               and hear how much she loved you and how great you were to her.”

         Kayne flinched at her words. He’d been so wrapped up in his own hell at Petra’s revelations
               that he hadn’t truly thought about how Jess had been dealing with it. 

         “Kayne, you were making it work. Even with the hell she'd had to endure, and despite
               your own childhood, you'd built a family and were making it work. You're wrong, you
               know. You were her knight in shining armor. You did slay her dragons, even when you
               didn't know what they were, because you just didn't give up. You'd vowed to honor
               and protect and cherish her, and your word is everything to you, and so you never
               would have quit. You would have fallen in love with her. She would have been your
               forever. She should have been your forever. And I hate her for that.”

         Jess’s face contorted in self-recrimination. “I hate her for that. She should be the
               one here with you now. You're supposed to be holding her, making love to her, and
               raising babies that are yours instead of being forced to raise someone else’s.” 

         God damn it, he couldn’t stand that he'd hurt her so badly with a few careless words.
               

         “Baby, please...” When he reached out to touch her, she flinched away, and he let
               his hand fall to his side, curling it into a fist to keep from reaching out to her
               again.

         She brushed her bangs out of her face. “And Jarred would still be alive, but he wouldn't
               be with me. He'd asked for a divorce. We had a fight. I'd found out he'd had yet another
               affair, and we argued. He shouted awful things to me, but they were the truth. For
               once in our relationship, he'd finally told me the honest truth about how he felt.
               He told me I wasn't good enough for him, I couldn't give him the children he wanted,
               and he was sick of raising other people’s kids. I wasn't good enough in bed. He. Didn't. Want. Me. But I thought...God, I was so stupid...I thought...” She stopped, and even
               though she tried to mask it, he still heard the sob that escaped.

         “I do want you, Jessica. So much.” He pulled her back into his arms, refusing to let go this time, even when she fought
               him. “So very, very much.”

         He stroked her back, soothing her. “I was as stunned to hear those revelations as
               you were, Jessica. I hadn't touched Oksana since before Gracie was born, so I don't
               know why she said those things to Petra. And I was angry with Figueroa because he
               fucked up and made my life more of a living hell than it already was. You're not alone
               in your feelings, you know. For over two years, I've been pissed at Oksana, and I'm
               only now realizing I never knew her. She had horrible secrets, monsters that chased
               her in her nightmares, and she didn't trust me enough to share them.”

         He cupped her face, resting his forehead against hers. “You want honest emotion? Jarred
               was a class-A asshole. There, I finally said it. Jarred was an asshole. He didn't deserve to die
               any more than Oksana did, but Christ, I don't understand how he could have treated
               you the way he did. I don't understand how he could have ever thought you weren't
               enough. I don't know how he could have walked away from you, because while losing
               Oksana brought me to my knees, losing you would kill me. It would raze me to the ground.”

         Kayne brushed his lips against hers. “I need you, Jess, with everything in me I need
               you, not just now or tonight, but forever. You're my North Star and Safe Harbor and
               all those other sappy clichés, but above all else, you are my dragon slayer. I need you tonight. I need you in my arms where I can feel your heart
               beating in time with mine. Just hold me and…and let me hold you in return.”

         She needed him too, and when they were finally skin to skin, her back spooned to his
               front, he lifted her thigh over his and placed their entwined hands low over her belly,
               securing her to him. Kayne entered her and made slow sweet love to the other half
               of his soul.

          

         

   

THIRTY-SIX

          

         In the two days since they'd returned from Santa Barbara, Jess had noticed a change
               in Kayne. During the day, he was restless and edgy, a wild animal sensing an impending
               storm. She didn't understand his behavior; it was as if his spidey senses were pinging
               in the red zone, that something was about to happen. It was only at night, when they
               were alone in the dark, that she could see the man who'd finally laid his demons to
               rest.

         “Mama, potty,” Gracie said, doing the cross-legged potty dance. Leave it to Rafe and
               Trace to decide to convince her daughter out of diapers in the twenty-four hours she’d been gone.

         Jess looked around the park. Kayne wasn't here yet, and she'd promised not to go anywhere
               without him or one of the other guys. He'd tried very hard to keep them from going
               to the picnic at all, but she'd wanted the kids to have a sense of normalcy. And she
               needed fresh air and sunshine.

         She could see the bathrooms from where she stood—so could everyone in attendance.
               “Okay, let’s hurry.” Jess grabbed Gracie's hand and took off, Maddy falling into step
               beside her.

         “Papa said you weren't supposed to go anywhere alone.” 

         Seriously? He had their own daughter policing her? And though Jess didn't say anything, she'd not missed the
               fact that all of the children were calling Kayne 'Papa' these days. 

         Jess gave her daughter a reassuring smile. “We'll be there and back before he ever
               gets here.”

         “Probably, but I'm here, so you're technically not alone.” Maddy grinned. 

         Jess couldn't help but laugh. She was going to have to watch her carefully as she
               grew up. 

         “Besides, I have to go potty, too.”

         Jess walked the girls around the far side of the building and quickly dashed inside,
               when she suddenly felt like she was being watched. Should she call Kayne? What would
               he say? He'd be angry that she came alone, that she'd disregarded his guidance for
               his family’s safety. Jess pulled out her cell phone to call anyway.

         “I wouldn't do that if I were you,” a steely male voice said.

         Jess jumped and lost the grip on her phone. It hit the concrete floor and flew apart.
               Her eyes flew to the intruder, and found a monster with a gun in his hand.

         “Against the wall.” He motioned with the gun as he bent down to grab Gracie with his free hand.

         Like any toddler who doesn't want to be held, she turned to jello, and he lost his
               grip. She tried to snake under the stall where Maddy was hidden. Jess lunged forward, but he backhanded her with the gun, sending her to the ground.
               “Don’t move, bitch!” 

         He caught Gracie’s foot and dragged the screaming toddler out. He held the gun to
               Gracie’s head. “Tell her to shut up!’

         “Gracie, quiet!” Jess cried, sheer desperation in her voice. 

         Gracie grew quiet, but continued to struggle against him.

         “Tell Kyrsin, The Wolf wants his property back.” He pointed the gun at Gracie again.
               “Or I’ll kill this one like I did the other two.” He took a step toward the exit.

         Jess lunged forward. “You're not taking my daughter!” She reached for Gracie, but
               froze when he shoved the gun against her forehead, his finger on the trigger. 

         “I’ll kill you right now.”  Then he turned the gun and pointed it at the stall where
               Maddy hid. “Or maybe her.”

         Jess swallowed hard, tasting the blood from where he’d backhanded her. “Please. Take
               me with you.”

         The monster studied her for a long moment through soulless eyes. He shrugged. “It's
               your death.” He handed a terrified, crying Gracie to her. 

         The man pounded on the stall door. “You, little girl, come out here!”  Neither the
               weapon nor his gaze ever wavered from Jess.

         Maddy slowly stepped out, clutching Gracie's stuffed rabbit. “Leave my mom alone.”
               Maddy swallowed hard before looking directly at the man. “I'll go with you. I'll take
               care of Gracie.”

         “No!” Jess shouted. Christ she'd never seen such fear and determination in her daughter’s
               eyes.

         You!” He aimed the gun at Maddy. “Aren't going anywhere.” He relayed the message again and grabbed Jess.

         “Wait!” Maddy shoved the stuffed animal toward them. “Gracie can't go without Bunny.
               She won't stop crying if she doesn't have it.” As if on cue, Gracie began to wail,
               reaching for the bunny, fat tears trickling down her face. 

         “We'll walk out real slow, just like we're two friends taking a stroll through the
               park. Make one wrong move, try to alert anyone, and you're dead.” He wrapped a hand
               over Jess’s shoulder and shoved the muzzle into her side. “If the girl says anything,
               you both die.” He looked pointedly at Maddy, who nodded her understanding.

         God let the cavalry be out there. Jess prayed as she stepped into the bright, noon-day sun. Nick, Kayne, and Del had
               all worked today, but should be getting off duty any moment and be arriving for the
               picnic. Trace and Rafe had been here, but had been called out because the task force
               was mobilizing on whoever they'd been watching and waiting for. Coincidence? Suddenly Jess didn't think so.

         Her kidnapper walked them out and along the wall, well out of sight of the picnic
               goers. Then he quickly pushed her toward a dark gray Mercedes, just like the one she'd
               seen in the driveway the night she'd come home from the school board meeting.

         In less than a minute, she and Gracie were being shoved into the vehicle sight unseen.
               Her last glimpse was of Maddy, holding up her hand in Sign Language for I-love-you, before she turned and raced toward the other side of the bathroom.

         ***

         Kayne picked up his phone on the second ring. He was more than a little frustrated
               with the day. He'd been sent on another wild goose chase at the far edge of his district
               and was late getting to the park. “Officer Dobrescu.”

         “Papa, they took her!” A small voice cried into the phone.

         “Maddy?” His heart lodged in his throat. “Took who?”

         “A man. He took Gracie and Mama. He had a gun.”

         Kayne’s heart stopped, panic crushing it in its iron fist. He swallowed hard against the bile racing up
               the back of his throat, and asked, “Where are you, are you hurt?”

         “No. The payphone by the bathrooms at the park. He just drove away.”

         “Are Nick or Del there yet?

         “I don't know. I don't see them, or any patrol car. Uncle Rafe and Uncle Trace had
               to leave a little while ago. They think that really bad man is finally in town.” 

         Dread filled Kayne. There was no way it could be a coincidence. 

         “The guy had a gun, Papa.”

         “I heard you, sweet pea. What did the vehicle look like?” Kayne held his breath, praying
               she'd be able to remember at least the color. 

         She floored him when she said, “Dark gray car, no chrome, no emblems, four doors,
               dark, tinted windows.”

         “Did you see which way it went?”

         “Toward Main Street.”

         Fuck! He'd just turned onto Main from the highway. He started searching for the vehicle
               even as he said, “Hold on Maddy. I have to set the phone down so I can use my radio,
               don't hang up.” Kayne flipped the phone to speaker before laying it on the passenger
               seat. He picked up his microphone. “Eleven-three-eight emergency traffic.” 

         “Eleven-three-eight go,” Shay responded. Thank you, God, a competent dispatcher!

         “Notify Payson PD—I need all available units to respond to Green Valley Park, kidnapping
               just occurred, copy vehicle information.”

         “Go ahead.” 

         He could hear the confidence in her voice; the calmness that only a seasoned dispatcher
               could instill in a situation like this. But this time it didn’t help. He still felt
               sick to his soul. He gave her the preliminary vehicle information. 

         The second he released the button, his sergeant piped in, “Are we sure it's a kidnapping?
               Who was taken?”

         “My wife and baby daughter. Suspect was armed.” God, he couldn't breathe. Kayne listened to the silence for a
               dozen heartbeats.

         “Eleven-three-one to dispatch.” Sgt. Balentine’s voice was calm. Authoritative. “I want an all call. Everyone checks 10-8. I want every highway in and out of Payson shut down, now! Get the county to lock down Houston Mesa and all the back roads to the ranches. Notify
               the Tribal police. I want this town shut down tight.”

         “PD notified. They're setting up roadblocks on all three highways. They have units enroute, asking for any further description, and we're working on the other notifications.”

         “I just came down Main Street—no sign of the vehicle. I'm checking on-scene now.”
               Kayne threw the car into park and bailed out at a dead run, straight toward his eldest
               daughter.

         Maddy hurled herself into his arms. “I was right there, Papa, and I couldn't stop
               him.”

         “Maddy, you saw it happen?” Nick dropped down in front of her. “Can you tell me anything
               more about the car?”

         “Yes. I watched Mama climb into the back seat holding Gracie, and the man slid in
               behind her. The car didn't have a license plate on it. I looked. I swear I looked.”
               She burst into tears. “I don't understand why Mama went. I tried to stop her.”

         “Sweetie, Mama didn't have a choice. She couldn't fight him and protect you and Gracie.”

         “He only wanted Tasha, but Mama refused to let him take her. Even when he pointed the gun at her, Mama stared
               him down and insisted she was going.” 

         Images of Jess lying bleeding flashed through Kayne’s mind, and his vision began to tunnel. He forced himself to
               breathe and focused on Maddy.

         Goddammit! What a fucking choice. He was so proud of her and so fucking scared for
               her. Only a mother like Jess would fight to be taken with her child, knowing she stood
               a good chance of them both dying. He had to find her. 

         “Tell me everything that happened,” Nick demanded.

         Maddy recounted what happened. “He had a very thick accent. He said, ‘Tell Krysin
               that The Wolf wants what Krysin stole returned to him, or The Wolf will destroy everything
               that matters to Krysin.’”

         Kayne hugged his daughter close. “I don't know who The Wolf is, but I do know Krysin.
               This is about Tasha's grandfather.”

         “Papa, he said something else. He said he killed Niki and Natalia. He's going to kill Gracie and Mama too, isn't he?”

         Kayne vehemently shook his head. “No. We're going to get her back. Both of them.”

         “I did something else, Papa. I slipped my phone into the zipper pocket of Gracie's
               bunny before I stepped out of where I was hiding. I thought he'd take me too, and
               so I hid it. But when he refused, I gave the bunny to Gracie, told him she'd cry without
               it. Mama doesn't know I put the phone there, but I don't think he will check for one
               since he saw Mama's fall and break.”

         Kayne brushed her bangs off her forehead. “Sweet Pea, I don't think they'll give her
               an opportunity to use it even if she did know it was there. But let’s pray they do.”

         Maddy planted her hand on her hip and cocked her head giving him Jess's “Seriously? Where the hell is your brain?” look and said, “Papa! It has GPS tracking. That's why Mama got that phone for me. So you'd know where I
               was. I silenced it and made sure it was turned on.”

         Kayne pictured the tiny pink phone in his mind with its three buttons. The phone only
               made and received calls to and from pre-programmed numbers or to 9-1-1 by an emergency
               button.

         Kayne kissed her soundly on the forehead. “You are the smartest, bravest girl I know,
               Maddy. What a good job. We'll start tracking it.”

         Maddy was able to give a detailed description of the man down to the tattoos on his
               arms. At the mention of tattoos, Kayne had an uneasy feeling Jess had seen her kidnapper
               before. He’d introduced himself that day at the water park.

         “Do you know how to get a hold of this Krysin guy?” Trace asked. 

         Kayne looked up to realize that not only was Trace there, but Rafe as well. Kayne
               nodded, “He’s my ex-father-in-law.” He sure as hell hoped he could find him. Because he wanted some goddamned answers.

         Trace nodded. “Let’s do it at the station, so we can record it.”

         Kayne shook his head. “I need to be out looking for them. I can't sit in an office.”

         Rafe got in his face. “You talking to Krysin is far more beneficial than needle-in-a-fucking-haystacking
               this. We need to know what this Wolf fucker wants.” 

         When a Fire Engine used its air brake and came to a screeching halt, Kayne looked
               up. To his surprise, Joe Sutton bailed out of the driver's seat and ran toward them.
               Kayne had expected Cody when he heard the engine. “How can we help?”

         “Where's Cody?”

         Joe looked toward the fire truck. “He took the day off. Danny's covering for him.
               You think he had something to do with this?”

         Kayne shook his head. “I don't know. I almost wish he did.”

         Joe nodded. “Better the devil you know and all that.” 

         “Del,” Kayne said, looking to the kids’ grandfather. He looked like he'd aged two
               decades since Kayne had seen him at breakfast. He had to be out of his mind with worry
               for Jess. “I need you to take my kids home and stay with them until we get back.” He wouldn't come home
               without Jess.

         Del nodded. “Make sure you both come home.”  

         Kayne sure as hell was going to try, but if only one of them could, it would be Jess.
               

          

         

   

THIRTY-SEVEN

          

         At the Payson Police station, they made their way through the back door and down the
               hall to Trace’s office. While the place was crawling with agents, none of them paid
               them a bit of attention. 

         Colt Tyler, the Chief of Police stepped into the room and took a seat. He crossed
               his ankle over his knee and stacked his hands over his abdomen, making himself quite
               comfortable before glaring at Trace. “The alphabet-crew are looking for your friend here. They’ve got some questions for him.” 

         “Did you tell them he was here?”

         Chief Tyler grinned a feral grin. “You just paraded him through the building. If they haven’t figured
               out he’s here, that’s not our fault. So, what’s going on in here?”

         Trace quickly explained as he set up the equipment to monitor and record phone conversations,
               and then Kayne made the call. 

         “Allo?” A groggy female voice answered.

         “Lutcia, put Krysin on,” Kayne demanded.

          “Kayne, is that you?” Oksana's mother asked. “I've begged Valentin to let me call
               you ever since we heard about Tasha. How is she?”

         Kayne huffed out an impatient sigh. “She's been kidnapped, along with my wife. Where
               is Valentin?”

         She let out a fearful cry. “Not again! How could this be? I don't…I don't know where
               Valentin is. He's...You know what he is. I don't know who he's seeing these days.”

         “Who's The Wolf?”

         She sucked in an audible breath. “Where did you hear that name?” she asked cautiously.

         “He sent a message for Krysin. He says Krysin has something that belongs to him.”

         “Then I am terribly sorry for your loss, Kayne. Valentin will never give Aleksandr
               Volkov what he wants.”

         “Who the fuck is Aleksandr Volkov?” Kayne shouted. But even as he said the name, a voice whispered in his ear that he'd
               heard it before.

         “Kaynan Aleksandr Volkavich, if you don't already know, you need to ask your mother that question.” 

         The implication hit him like a truck-load of bricks. Jesus God, he'd all but forgotten
               that name. Volkavich had been his surname as a young child, before he came to America.
               Kayne was vaguely aware of Trace's office filling with bodies, all wearing lanyards
               attached to various federal acronyms and listening intently between urgent whispers
               and gestures to each other. Kayne knew something was going on, but he could only focus
               on one fact.

         “Are you saying this Aleksandr Volkov is my...my...biological father?” he sputtered. His mother had sworn she never knew who his father was. Just one more goddamn lie. The bitch! The motherfucking bitch!

         “Yes,” Lutcia said after a long pause.

         “Lutcia, I know Oksana is gone, but Tasha is alive. My wife is with her. They tried
               to take Tasha, but Jessica faced a gunman and demanded to go…” His voice broke, and
               he had to stop. “To protect her daughter. Your granddaughter. I can't lose them, Lutcia. I can't.”

         “I can't live with these secrets anymore,” she murmured. “Valentin’s choices have
               taken everything that matters from me. And now from you. I will help however I can. I owe you that. I owe Oksana that. She loved you so much.
               So do I.”

         “What does Volkov want?” Kayne felt, more than saw, the hovering agents lean in, even
               those wearing headphones.

         “Stolen Russian artifacts, but it's not that simple. To help you I have to go to the
               beginning. I will try to be as quick as possible. There is little time.”

         Lutcia told them an incredible tale of Krysin and Volkov growing up together. Both
               had been from affluent, political families. They had been the best of friends until
               the day they met the young orphan girl, Nina Babeshko, Kayne’s biological mother.
               Both Valentin Krysin and Aleksandr Volkov fell instantly in lust with her. All Nina
               had ever dreamed about was having a home and family. Security. Realizing both men were in love with her, or so she'd thought, she held out for who
               could offer her the most.

         Aleksandr Volkov won. 

         While both men had claimed to love Nina, neither had any intention of marrying her. In fact both were already married, a fact they'd failed to tell Nina. Somehow, an
               infatuation had gotten out of hand, and it had turned into a fierce competition to
               best each other. It was no longer about Nina. Or friendship. It was about dominance and power. 

         “Aleksandr managed to convince your mother to sleep with him.” 

         Kayne snorted. “That shouldn't have been too difficult.”

         “She wasn't like that, at least not then. She thought she'd found her happy-ever-after.
               He stole her innocence in more ways than one. When Nina discovered she was pregnant,
               she told Aleksandr, hoping he'd marry her. It was then she learned he was already
               married. 

         “Aleksandr forced her into one of his whore houses. Valentin looked for her, but Aleksandr
               moved her from place to place until he sold her to the man who took both of you to
               America. I didn't find out until after you were in America what Aleksandr had done.”
               

         Kayne cringed inwardly. He'd had a horrible childhood, but it seemed it could have
               been worse. Thankfully, he'd found Ben and Luann Dobrescu. His real parents. He shook his head wondering where the fuck she was going with this. “What does any
               of this have to do with now?”

         “One night, Aleksandr and Valentin got together under the pretense of making amends.
               They got drunk, and Aleksandr started bragging about where his family money had come
               from. Aleksandr's father had been a top adviser for Joseph Stalin. He'd been one of
               the men responsible for selling off many of the Romanov artifacts to finance Stalin's
               career. Little by little, his father had stolen artifacts, creating a nice cache for
               himself. Aleksandr let slip where he had that cache  hidden. Not long after, Valentin and his men stole the treasure. Tens of millions of dollars’ worth of history, to punish Aleksandr for his treatment
               of Nina. And the war between the two truly began. It was all political at first, until Oksana
               was kidnapped. That was the longest two months of my life.”

         Kayne reared back. Holy fuck! “You’re saying my biological father is the sick bastard who kidnapped and raped Oksana?”
               And Jess and Grace were with him. God, he was sure he was going to be sick. 

         Suddenly, memories of Oksana’s constant reminders that it didn’t matter who his father
               was flashed through Kayne’s mind, and it all clicked into place. She hadn’t been reassuring him his parentage didn’t
               matter; she’d been reminding herself. Kayne looked nothing like his mother, which
               meant he had to be the spitting image of his father. ‘You reminded her of someone from her past.’ Petra had said. Jesus God! 

         Kayne felt the room begin to shift, and suddenly Rafe was there shoving him down into
               a chair. 

         Lutcia continued on, oblivious. “He is an evil man. He recorded the rapes and sent it to Valentin. He wanted Valentin to know what he'd
               allowed to happen to his own daughter. Valentin took what was Aleksandr's, and Aleksandr
               swore he'd take everything that mattered to Valentin in return. He’s the one who ordered
               Nikolai and Natalia's murders, even though they were his grandchildren too.”

         Kayne was almost afraid to ask, but he had to know. “What happened to the baby? I
               know Oksana had it.”

         “After I found out about Nikolai and Natalia, I asked Valentin. He told me he drowned
               the baby on the day it was born and sent its body back to its father.” 

         Oh, Jesus God, an innocent child's life had meant nothing to either of these sick
               motherfuckers.

         “Why the fuck didn't Valentin just give him what he wanted?” Or better yet kill the fucker. 

         “Valentin does not negotiate. He does not show weakness. He does not allow himself
               to love, so that there is nothing for his enemy to use against him. That child was
               nothing but a pawn to him, just like Oksana, or your kids, or me.”

         Someone held a yellow tablet in front of Kayne. He read the words out loud. “Where
               is this stuff? What is it?”

         “I don't know where it is now. A lot of it you have. Or had.”

         A dozen pair of eyes snapped to Kayne. He quickly shook his head. “Me? That's not
               possible.”

         “Oksana knew. We gave you millions and millions of dollars in books, paintings, jewelry
               and other artifacts like the Faberge eggs and swords. Valentin called it a wedding
               present, but really it was a way to ensure Aleksandr never got his hands on it.”

         Kayne’s head snapped back. “Whoa! Are you trying to tell me it’s all real? That the
               box of costume jewelry is real?”

         “Yes. Do you know where they are? Valentin had men try and retrieve it after Oksana's
               death, but all of it was gone.” 

         Of course it had been gone. The moment he was free to go back into the apartment,
               he started boxing up everything that had been a reminder of Oksana. He'd intended
               to donate it, but his parents had demanded they take it and put it into storage, because
               they knew he'd want it later. 

         Kayne wearily scrubbed his face. “My daughters have been playing dress up with the
               jewelry for weeks.”

         “Every stone in there is real. If you still have the puzzle box there is a false bottom
               and stuffed inside are blank bonds worth tens of millions of dollars.”

         Kayne picked up a pen, ready to write on the note pad in front of him. “How do I contact
               Volkov?”

         “I don't know. Your mother has been with him off and on for the past few years. Kayne,
               be prepared, even with you offering to give it all back, it won’t be enough. It’s
               not about the money anymore, it’s about power, and I don't think it's just Valentin
               he wants to destroy. I think Aleksandr won’t be happy until he destroys you, too.”

         Kayne shoved a hand through his hair. “Why, me?”

         “You were born.” She said the words simply, and somehow that made sense. “This all
               started with you.” 

         Great. Just fucking great. “Lutcia, I need you on the first plane out of Russia. I need you here in Arizona.
               I’ll make it happen. Just get to the airport and on the plane.”

         “I'll never make it, Kayne. I signed my death warrant the moment I started talking
               to you. Please, find my granddaughter. Find that brave wife of yours, and don’t ever let her
               go. No one deserves a woman like that more than you.”

         Kayne surged to his feet, sending the chair skidding backwards. “Lutcia, please, get out of there.”

         There was a sudden urgency in Lutcia's voice, as if time had run out. “She loved you,
               Kayne. Oksana called me the day she died. She said she'd finally found her way into
               the sunlight because of you. She said she loved you,” Lutcia whispered. 

         Suddenly there was banging and shouting.

         Gunfire erupted.

         Lutcia screamed.

         The line went dead.

         Kayne chucked the receiver against the wall as hard as he could, threw back his head,
               and howled in rage as he sank to his knees.

          

         

   

THIRTY-EIGHT

          

         The kidnappers knew the area well. The driver had pulled into an alley behind a building
               on Main Street, where they switched vehicles. Then they waited in a four-wheel drive
               Toyota Land Cruiser for all of the emergency vehicles to scream past on their way
               to the park, before calmly pulling away. They drove through town on back roads, blazed
               a trail through a section of forest land, and, before Jess knew it, they'd bypassed
               any road blocks that might have been put into place and were pulling up in front of
               a secluded cabin.

         Jess hadn't recognized him at first, but now she realized the driver was the tattooed
               man from the water park. The fact that they'd let her see his face, hadn't blindfolded her while they took
               her to this remote location, told her more than she needed to know. She wasn't walking out of here if they had anything to do with it. Her and Gracie’s only hope was to buy time and pray that Kayne would find them.

         She wondered if she'd ever have the chance to explain why she couldn't let them take
               Gracie without her. Truth was, she hadn't thought about anything but Gracie's fear
               and the possibility she was going to die. She couldn't let her face that alone. Even
               if it meant sacrificing her own life, she would do everything she could to save her
               daughter.

         Jess's last glimpse of freedom was a darkening sky full of rain-laden clouds. The
               same angry gray Jess knew Kayne's eyes must be right now. God she wanted him here.
               

         The gunman shoved Jess through the front door, and Jess blinked frantically, trying
               to adjust to the darker interior.

         They weren't alone. Three other men and a woman stood in the room. It was clear which
               one was in charge. They circled him like he was the nucleus to their cell. Jess surmised
               he must be the one they called The Wolf. Tall in stature, with broad shoulders, he
               exuded an air of confidence that reminded her of someone, though she wasn't sure who.
               His suit did little to hide an incredibly fit body, especially for someone who must
               be in his mid- to late sixties. As she was shoved forward, she noticed other details
               like the gray laced through his thick black hair and the scar that bisected his cheek
               from his chin to his lower eyelid.

         His eyes... 

         Good God, it couldn't be. She knew those eyes. She'd stared into those eyes as she'd
               made love again and again. Dark steel, the color of the churning storm outside. Kayne's eyes. But this sure as hell wasn't Kayne, because while there was a resemblance physically,
               there was nothing but a soulless murderer staring at her.

         The stranger's eyes flickered in amusement for a moment. “I see that bastard son of
               mine chose better this time. Obviously, you've figured out who I am.” Even his voice
               was Kayne's, despite his thick Russian accent.

         Jess took a staggering step back. “His mother said she had no idea who you were.”
               

         “Nina had her reasons for keeping secrets. Didn't you, dear?” He turned to the woman
               next to him. His mother? She was part of this?

         Nina scoffed. “Oh, don't look so shocked. You of all people should understand why
               I participated in this.”

         Jess slowly shook her head, whether in denial or confusion, she wasn’t sure. “Actually,
               I'm at a loss, but let’s start with this, what exactly is this?”

         “She,” Kayne’s sperm donor—Jess couldn’t bring herself to think of him as her husband’s
               father—said, indicating Gracie, “Will ensure Krysin returns what he stole from me.
               Or not.” He shrugged as if it didn’t matter to him either way.

         Jess tried to take a step back, only to feel a wall of muscle in her path. “Who is Krysin?”

         “Cody said the marriage was a sham, but really. Doesn't my bastard talk to you about
               anything?” Nina mocked. “Krysin is Tasha's maternal grandfather.” 

         Cody? How the hell did he fit into this? Jess frowned. “You willingly killed your
               own grandchildren?” She studied Kayne's sperm donor, frantically piecing the puzzle
               together.

         “They are little more than a means to an end. Krysin feels the same. In fact, he was
               my inspiration for drowning them. I took great delight in letting Oksana escape, once
               I had ensured she was pregnant.” He smiled manically. 

         Dear God, he was the monster who'd raped a fourteen-year-old Oksana? Jess fought hard
               to swallow the fear that was threatening to erupt in the form of vomit. 

         “Krysin's response was to return that baby to me on the day of his birth. He'd drowned
               the little bastard. Too bad he hadn't done that with the first bastard I'd sired,
               then none of us would be here.” 

         It took a second for Jess to realize he meant Kayne. Christ Almighty, life meant nothing
               to this man. “You are a part of this?” She looked Nina in the eye, hoping she read
               the contempt Jess felt for her. “How could you be with someone that would have so little regard for life? Are money
               and security all the matter to you?”

         Nina laughed a cold humorless laugh. “That was good. Cody, would you like to remind
               Jessica how you helped her kill her first husband and collect his death benefits?”

         Already reeling from the previous revelations, it took a moment for what Nina said
               to sink in, but when it did Jess shouted, “I did no such thing! I loved Jarred.” 

         Jess stood helpless as a man dragged a badly beaten Cody Johnson into the room. Fuck,
               even Cody was involved in this. Somehow that didn't surprise her as much as it should.

         “This wasn’t the deal,” he rasped, looking at her through eyes that were nearly swollen
               shut. “I agreed to help you take the brat. It's not my fault your men fucked up time
               and time again. Let her go.” Cody’s voice was full of a threat his body clearly couldn’t
               back.

         “Never. This all started with the birth of Kayne, but it will end here. When everything that
               has ever mattered to Krysin and Dobrescu—what a name, Dobrescu translates to good-son
               and that little bastard has been anything but—has been destroyed while they watch.
               Only then will it be over. She matters to him, so she must die too.”

         Cody struggled to get free. “No, you promised me I would get Jess.”

         “I lied.” The Wolf’s tone was flat. Emotionless. 

         Before Jess could blink, The Wolf pulled out a handgun and shot Cody between the eyes.
               Jessica was too stunned to scream.

         As if he executed people every day—and the sick son of a bitch probably did, she thought
               grimly—he turned away. “Zeff, take them to the underground room and chain them up.
               The storm is almost here.”

         “No, please. I need to be able to take care of my daughter,” Jess pleaded. “I swear
               I won't run.” Taking a wild guess that Kayne had been given his Russian middle name
               for a reason, Jess said, “Aleksandr, please.” She stood no chance of escape if she were chained up. 

         There was a brief flash of surprise in his features. She'd guessed right. 

         “It's a shame you ended up with Dobrescu; you're a smart girl. I would have enjoyed
               you.” He looked lecherously over her body. “I had his first wife, maybe I'll have
               you too before it's over. I'm sure he'd enjoy watching me take my pleasure with you,
               don't you?” 

         Jess couldn't help the shudder of revulsion that ran through her. God, she was going
               to be sick.

         “In the meantime, there are arrangements for Dobrescu's whelp.”

         The Wolf nodded, and his brute squad jumped to action like well-trained circus monkeys.
               Too bad they looked far more dangerous. “Take her with you.” He motioned to Nina.

         “Me? What? No, Sasha, don't do this. I beg— ” Nina’s words cut off midsentence when The Wolf backhanded her, then jammed his gun
               barrel to her forehead.

         “You swore to me, when you came back from California, that you'd gotten rid of that
               little bastard. Yet he lives. I should have killed you years ago, when I discovered
               your lie. Not only did he live, he was married to Valentin's daughter. You'd have
               been dead long ago if I still didn't have a possible use for you. Go, or I will shoot
               you now.” Jess had no doubt he'd do it too. He'd already proven he was capable of
               unspeakable acts.

         The scariest of the brute squad—the one The Wolf had just called Zeff—grabbed Jess’s
               arm, spun her around, and marched her out of the cabin toward the forest behind it.
               A fat drop of rain landed on the hand that cradled Gracie's head into the crook of
               her neck. Gracie wasn't making a sound, but she was trembling like an Aspen leaf.
               If they made it out of here, there was going to be serious therapy in her future.
               When, damn it. When they made it out.

         Without warning, Zeff stopped. It wasn't until he reached down that Jess saw the steel-framed
               grate at their feet. It looked like a jail cell door lying on the ground. He pulled
               the heavy door open and stepped down into the darkness, dragging Jess with him into
               a moldy, Cold War era, concrete bunker.

         Jess cleared the last step, and her foot splashed in an inch of stagnate water on
               the floor. She wanted to vomit. Everything became clear. The iron bar door, the chains
               on the wall, the small metal animal cage bolted down in the center of the room, and
               the video cameras mounted in the upper corners—they were going to be drowned.

         Jess planted her feet, refusing to budge. “No please,” she begged before she could
               stop herself. “Please let my daughter go.” 

         Zeff cocked his head, and for a brief second, she saw compassion in his eyes, before
               he ripped Gracie out of Jess's arms and handed her to The Wolf. 

         “Mama!” Gracie screamed the word over and over again as she struggled to get free. 

         Jess fought to get to her daughter. She couldn't help it. God, what were they going
               to do to her? But she was no match for Zeff, who had her manacled to the wall in seconds.

         The Wolf cuddled Gracie to him, though she fought him, reaching desperately for Jess,
               her pleading blue eyes swimming in tears. “You know, I have clients who enjoy children.
               Perhaps such a beautiful child would serve me better by being sold for carnal pleasures.”

         “Get away from my daughter, you sick bastard!” Jess fought with all her strength to
               get to Gracie, even though she knew it was useless. Hearing Gracie's frightened pleas
               for her “Mama.” shredded Jess's heart.

         The Wolf laughed at Jess and stroked the barrel of his gun down the side of Gracie's
               face before kissing her forehead, seating her in the animal cage, and locking the
               door. 

         He said something inaudible to the man at his left. They both looked to where Zeff
               stood talking to the third member of the brute squad, while he fiddled with the eye-bolt
               that held Jess’s chain. Though she'd seen no signal given, both men lunged and attacked Zeff. He struggled
               until Volkov walked up and slammed the butt of his gun into the back of Zeff's head.
               Jesus Christ, this was how the man rewarded loyalty?

         The brute squad searched Zeff for weapons and keys before chaining him to the wall.
               Without another word, Volkov and his two henchmen left, walking right past and ignoring
               Nina who was chained to the other side of the room, pleading for him not to leave
               her there. A moment later, the grate shut with resounding finality. 

         Jess tugged on her restraints, desperately needing to get to Gracie. Surprise stole
               her breath when the chain gave. While she wasn't free, whatever Zeff had done gave
               her enough length that she could reach the cage. Regrettably, it was locked. Jess
               sat on the edge of the slightly raised platform and leaned against the cage, where
               she could at least reach her fingers through and touch Gracie. “It's okay, baby. Daddy's
               going to come find us. He'll save us,” she whispered. 

         Then she prayed to God it would be true.

          

         

   

THIRTY-NINE

          

         Kayne finally got his shit together and stepped out of Trace’s office a few minutes
               later. Two men in suits stepped in front of him, blocking his path. “Officer Dobrescu,
               you need to come with us.” 

         When Kayne lost it, Trace and Rafe had quickly cleared the room. He wasn't quite sure
               how they’d managed it, what with all the posturing and yelling going on around him
               from people demanding answers, but he thought it might have been at gunpoint.

         Kayne crossed his arms and looked down at the taller of the two agents. “Fuck you!
               If you have anything to ask me, you do it right fucking here. But while we're at,
               it I have some questions for you. If you knew this goddamned sick son of a bitch was
               here, why were you letting him run around? Furthermore, you useless bastards have
               been sitting around for weeks, and yet when Volkov does finally make a move, you let
               my wife and child slip through the net?”

         Kayne leaned in until he was inches from the guy’s face. “If anything happens to my
               wife or daughter because you all are too busy tripping over each other’s dicks to
               work together and do your goddamned job, I will personally—”

         Rafe materialized beside him and slapped a hand down hard on Kayne's shoulder. He
               talked right over him. “What he's trying to say is now would be a really good time
               for all of us to sit down and play show and tell. Why don't we take this into the
               conference room?”

         “I'm the agent in charge,” the suit in front of Kayne postured.

         Rafe got in the man’s face, all affability gone. “Not any-fucking-more. I'm gonna
               give you the same message the Chief is giving your little InterPol witch. We've played
               it your way, and you fucked it up. Now we're taking command. Y'all are gonna be good
               little Super-Secret-Squirrels and sit down, answer our questions when they’re asked,
               shut the hell up when told to, and then stay the fuck out of our way while we clean
               up your mess. Conference room is that-a way.” 

         He nodded, and amazingly, the suit turned on his heel and marched off. His partner
               followed.

         Kayne leaned in close, so as not to be overheard. “Is that really what the Chief said?”
               

         Rafe’s smile was dangerous. “I was paraphrasing what the Chief will say, you know,
               when he gets around to it. Saving us some time. Besides, I don't have to be nearly as diplomatic as the Chief. He's stuck serving
               at the pleasure of the town council, and I'm convinced that gaggle of old cronies doesn't even remember what pleasure means, much less feels like.”

         Kayne managed a halfhearted chuckle. “Remind me never to piss you off.” 

         “Trust me, you've already got enough enemies. Let’s go. I've been itching to shake these boys
               down.” Rafe rubbed his hands together in delight. 

         Kayne shook his head. “No shit. Jesus, I didn't even know half these people existed
               an hour ago, much less hated me for being born.” It had been over an hour since Jess
               and Gracie disappeared. He found himself praying to a God he still wasn't sure he believed in
               for their safety.

          

         

   

FOURTY

          

         Gracie had finally fallen asleep, cuddling her rabbit close. A child's mind had such
               a miraculous ability to shut off when it overloaded.

         “Is she okay?” Zeff asked.

         “No thanks to any of you,” Jess snapped. 

         Zeff didn't respond, which Jess was glad for. She moved around, looking at the cage.
               She knew it was a matter of time before the room started filling with water. The cage
               would be covered first, and Jess couldn’t stand by and let her daughter drown.

         The frame itself was bolted to the floor and would require a wrench to loosen the
               nuts. But the sides were pieced together with slot-head bolts. Jess dug in her pocket
               and found some change. Maybe she could unscrew the bolts enough to separate it and
               get Gracie out. 

         “Don't do that,” Zeff said. “Not yet. They are giving Krysin time to get here. They
               may not wait if you start trying to escape. They can divert the water in at any time.”

         “Why are you here?” Was he some plant to watch them from the inside, like on that
               movie where the bad guy was in the room pretending to be dead all the time?

         He moved a step closer, and Jess moved away. He held up his hands as if in surrender.
               The manacle on his right wrist pulled tight. “I'm not going to hurt you. Did they say anything after they knocked me out?” He reached
               up and touched the spot on his head. He winced and pulled his hand away. There was
               fresh blood on his fingers.

         Jess shrugged. “They used the word traitor, but I didn't understand the rest, something
               about a police record maybe? I'm not sure.”

         “Not exactly. My real name is Ondrej Dragunov,” he said softly. “God, I haven't used that name in almost five years. I'm an undercover
               agent with Interpol. I was assigned to infiltrate Aleksandr Volkov's organization.
               It's taken this long just to get into his inner circle. He asked me along on this
               trip because of my American ties, or so he claimed.”

         “Well, Agent Dragunov, I think your cover’s been blown,” Jess said dryly. 

         Zeff, or Ondrej, whoever the hell he was, chuckled, though there was little humor
               behind it. 

         Nina chose that moment to remind them she was there. “I'm glad you two can flirt and
               laugh at a time like this. Perhaps you don't realize we're going to die.” 

         Damn, she'd missed that memo. Thanks for the 4-1-1, bitch! Jess glared across the room at her. “You know what, if you want to talk, why don't you tell me how the hell Cody got involved in this and supposedly killed Jarred.” She
               may not have liked him, but Jess knew Cody hadn't deserved to die.

         “Oh, there was no supposed about it. Cody was quite an amazing man, in and out of the bedroom.” 

         Ewww. It wasn't that Nina was unattractive. She was a little above average height, maybe
               five-seven, and slender. She had sable-colored hair and hazel eyes. She was still
               pretty for a woman in her early fifties, but she was old enough to be Cody's mother.
               Jess blinked. Holy Shit! Was she who Cody had been with the other night?

         “Cody met a girl while attending university in California. The woman who was killed in the accident.”

         “Myla,” Jess said.

         Nina waved her off. “I never knew her name. I only know what Cody told me, so shut
               up and listen.”

         Jess arched an eyebrow at Ondrej, who shrugged. 

         Nina leaned against the wall and folded her arms. “Myla was ordered to befriend Oksana and get Ivaylo—the tattooed man—access to the house
               without my son there. Once that happened, they called Krysin and made a demand.” She
               shrugged. “He didn’t meet it, so they killed the boy and gave him another hour. When
               he didn’t meet that deadline, they killed the oldest girl and gave him one last hour.
               Of course, my son came home too soon, and they ran, taking the child with them. 

         Nina lifted one foot and removed her heel, tilted it sideways, and let the water pour out of the toe. “When they were far enough away, Ivaylo had Myla dump the baby in
               a trash dumpster. According to Cody, she went back and found the baby alive. Apparently,
               she didn’t have the stomach for such things. Since she couldn’t go to the cops, she
               made plans to get the baby away. Cody claimed she hid the baby in plain sight, right
               there at the daycare, claiming she was caring for her niece, and no one questioned
               her about it.” 

         Nina did the same to the other shoe. “She found a guy headed to Arizona on one of
               those Internet bulletin boards. Not knowing who else to turn to, she went to see Cody.
               She figured he'd help her out.” Nina shook her head. “Cody wanted nothing to do with
               her, of course.” 

         Of course not, why would he want to be involved in saving a kidnapped baby’s life?

         Nina smiled. “She'd blackmailed him. Seemed he'd gotten drunk one night and killed
               someone in a hit and run. He'd never been caught, but Myla had been in the car and
               sober enough to remember. Cody said that's when he hatched his plan. He'd get rid
               of Jarred who'd usurped his place by marrying you, and get rid of Myla and the kid
               at the same time.” 

         Jess’s stomach churned. God, why had she never seen Cody for the monster he was?

         “So what was the plan?” Ondrej asked when Nina didn’t say more.

         Nina looked disdainfully down her nose at him and directed the answer to Jess. “Cody
               told Myla he was taking her to a safehouse, had the vehicle follow him, and then ran
               them off the road. He hiked down to make sure they were both dead, then called 9-1-1. Cody had taken the baby with him, so that he could ensure she survived
               the accident to lure Jarred down the hill without waiting for backup.”

         Jess couldn’t stop the gasp from escaping. Good Lord!

         Nina studied her for a moment, then motioned toward Gracie. “He planted the kid when the fire truck arrived, popped the
               gas tank, and lit the insulation under the hood. Then he stood back and watched it
               all go down. As you American's say, the rest is history.”

         Cody had killed Jarred, Myla, some poor guy who'd given a woman and a baby a ride, and an innocent person in a hit and
               run while he had been drunk. He’d planned on killing Gracie in the explosion. As if
               all of that wasn’t bad enough, he’d expected to profit from it all by marrying Jess
               and getting access to blood money. God, she was going to be sick.

         

   

FOURTY-ONE

          

         “How the fuck can there be no sign of them?” Kayne paced Trace's office. Three steps, turn. Three steps, turn back.

         They'd had a showdown with the Alphabet-Soup agents. The Special-Agent-in-Charge had
               still been reluctant to share until Rafe stood, slammed his palms down on the table,
               and leaned forward to glower at them one by one. “Don't fucking make me call my daddy.” At which he got a round of blank stares.

         “My last name is Chatham. Rafe, short for Rafael.” 

         Holy shit, Rafael Chatham was a member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Everyone started
               talking at once. Unfortunately, all they had was a laundry list of Volkov's crimes.
               Human Trafficking, Drug Trafficking, Arms Trafficking, Financing known terrorist groups…the
               list went on and on. But the image Kayne couldn't get out of his mind was the video
               they'd played that showed the brutal rape and murder of a fourteen-year-old child,
               the daughter of one of Volkov's enemies. There were twenty-seven similar incidents
               that the task force knew of having taken place in the last five years. And yet, when
               all was said and done, they admitted they didn't have a clue where he was. Kayne had
               been surprised to learn, that aside from the rapes, Krysin’s file hadn’t been much
               better. 

         “We're looking everywhere, Kayne,” Trace assured as Joe Sutton slipped in the door.
               “If we could get a little cooperation from the telephone company, it would be nice.”

         “Still no sign of them?” Joe leaned against the wall.

         “Nothing, the phone isn’t sending out a signal. The bastards at the phone company
               can't give us a last location without a warrant. Even then, they say it can take up
               to twenty-four hours for the system to spit out an answer. Christ, they don't have
               that much time.” 

         Kayne pounded his fist against the wall in frustration.

         “Judge Johnson signed it, right?” Joe nodded to the warrant on Trace’s desk.

         “Yeah, it was faxed over twenty minutes ago.” Rafe smiled. “Should have seen the secret agents. Looked like fish out of water with their mouths going and nothing coming out, because
               it took all of five minutes to get a warrant signed on a Sunday afternoon.” 

         “Damn it, I'm on hold, again.” Trace gave a heavy sigh.

         “So how long do you think it will take for the boys in there to realize who your daddy
               really is?” Trace asked.

         Kayne turned around in time to catch Rafe's shrug. The room was getting too crowded
               to pace. “Your father isn't Rafael Chatham?” Kayne stared at him in disbelief.

         “Oh, no, I told the truth. My father was Rafael Chatham, the rancher. Born, raised
               and buried in Payson, Arizona.”

         “Adding poker to the list of things not to do with you,” Kayne grumbled. Rafe was
               a lot like him, Kayne realized. Or like he had been before Jess. A little reckless, a little on the edge, easy to be when there was no one to live
               for and nothing to lose.

         Rafe shrugged. “It's all in how you write the report. They just assumed I was talking
               about that Rafael Chatham. It's not my fault they made asses of themselves.” 

         Kayne glanced at the clock. It had been four hours since Jess and Gracie were kidnapped.
               “I need to check on my kids.” Kayne stopped, leaned against the wall, and slid to
               the floor, having long since pulled his duty belt and vest off. “What the fuck do
               I tell them?” he asked of the four men standing in front of him.

         Rafe crouched in front of him. “The truth. We're going to find their mom and sister and bring them home. You have to believe
               that. Those kids need to go to bed tonight believing that. Even if it's the last night
               they get to believe. They deserve it.” 

         Kayne nodded once and closed his eyes for a moment. Memories assailed him. All those
               nights of being with Jess as they made their rounds—bedtime stories, listening to
               their children pray, because they still believed in a merciful God who performed miracles.

         He thought of all the nights they'd made their way downstairs, sometimes making it
               to bed, other times barely making it behind the closest lockable door before he had
               his way with her. He loved her so much it hurt. He'd been convinced he'd lost his
               soul, but she'd given him half of hers. He'd thought his heart was so broken he could
               never love again, but she'd sewn it back together stitch by precious stitch, and taken
               it for herself, giving him hers in return. She was his North Star and without her,
               he'd never be able to find his way home again.

         And sweet, sweet Gracie…She'd cheated death twice. Would her luck hold a third time?
               He'd barely started getting to know her. He wasn't ready to give her up. He'd never
               be ready, but especially not now.

         Kayne heard the door open and looked up to see Dr. Mark Oberly walk in. “What can
               I do to help?” he asked.

         Kayne smiled weakly. “No offense, Doc, but I hope to God we don't need you.”

         “None taken, and I'm not here in a medical capacity, at least not entirely. Look, I know you have
               a shitload of uniforms crawling all over the place, but I'd like to help. This goes
               nowhere outside this room, but I wasn't just some doctor patching up guys in an army
               hospital over there. I was embedded with one of the SpecWar teams.” 

         It was only then that Kayne realized Mark was wearing a long-sleeved, black shirt,
               BDU pants, and boots.

         “I didn't know gynecologists were in such high demand on an all-male team,” Rafe said
               dryly. 

         Mark saluted him with his middle finger.

         Kayne shook his head and pulled his cell phone out. They were all fucking crazy. And
               they were all here for him.

         Ash answered on the first ring. “Do you have them, Papa? Are they okay?” His voice
               was full of youthful excitement. 

         Kayne closed his eyes, fighting to swallow the lump in his throat. God, his chest
               hurt. Maybe it was a good thing Mark was here—he might be having a heart attack. He
               cleared his throat several times before he could speak. “We're still looking for them.”
               

         “They weren't with the phone?” His disappointment was clear.

         Kayne pulled his knees up, resting his forearm across them. “We don't know where the
               phone is yet, sport. It's turned off.”

         There was a long pause. “I don't understand. It hasn't moved in hours.”

         Kayne’s head snapped up. “What do you mean it hasn't moved in hours? How would you
               know?”

         “Maddy and I have been watching it on the computer.”

         “What! What computer? How?” Kayne jumped to his feet.

         “You go to this special website and put in Mama's user name and password.”

         Kayne was practically vibrating with pent-up energy, even though a moment ago, he’d
               been dead tired. “You can see the phone now?”

         “Well, no. It keeps disappearing and then will show back up for a moment then disappear
               again, but it never moves.”

         “I'm putting you on speaker phone.” Please, God, let this work. It was the first break they'd gotten.

         Kayne watched over Trace’s shoulder as he accessed the website. “Nothing.” Kayne couldn’t hide the frustration from his voice. 

         “Hold on a sec,” Ash said absently, and Kayne heard the rapid clicking of keys on
               the keyboard. “Okay, give me an email address or a fax. I'm sending you a screen print
               we made earlier when it started doing the on again off again thing.”

         Trace rattled off both.

         “Maddy, fax that.” Ash mumbled.

         Thirty seconds later, Trace received an email notice just as the fax rang with an
               incoming call. “Holy shit, we've got it!” Trace turned the computer screen toward
               Kayne. 

         “Ash, this is Uncle Rafe. When we're done, I got a whole boatload of feds who are
               gonna need some remedial training. I'm sending them to you and Maddy. Between Maddy
               keeping a cool head and planting the phone, and you having the foresight to record
               the phone’s location when it showed up on that screen, you've helped more than an
               entire task force of agents. You guys rock.”

         “Papa, promise you'll wake me when you get home. No matter what.” 

         God, he was trying to sound so brave, so grown up, but Kayne heard the quiver in his
               seven-year-old son's voice. Seven incredible years old. 

         “I promise.” And he could make that promise, because he knew he wouldn't come home
               unless it was with Jess. He would die trying to get her back.

         “I love you, Papa.” 

         Kayne choked up. “I love you too, son. All of you.” He had to bring Jess home. None
               of them would survive without her.

          

         

   

FOURTY-TWO

          

         Water began filling their coffin. Or what The Wolf—Volkov, Jess had learned from Ondrej—intended
               to be their coffin. It was now dark inside, the only light coming from down the hall
               through the open grate door, but they could hear the rain outside and water slowly
               trickling in. The temperature had dropped drastically, and Gracie wasn’t dressed for
               such weather. She was shivering, and Jess could do nothing but encourage her to keep
               moving and stay awake.

         “The cameras are not infrared,” Ondrej said. “No one can see what you are doing now.”

         “Yeah, including me,” Jess snapped.

         Jess began to work on the bolts. Fifteen minutes later, she'd gotten one free. The
               water had nearly reached the top of the platform it was bolted to, and she still had
               six more to go.

         Jess sang to Gracie and encouraged her to dance. When her voice threatened to give
               out, Ondrej told Gracie stories. An hour later, Jess had just gotten the fifth bolt
               loose when there was a noise from the top of the stairwell, and a single dim light
               switched on overhead. After being in the dark for so long, it made Jess's eyes ache.

         “How are we all doing down here?” Volkov stood in the hallway where the water was
               still shallow. 

         Nina started begging to be released.

         “My daughter needs a blanket.” Jess motioned to Gracie. Now that she could see her, she realized how cold she was. Her little lips had a blue
               tinge to them. In fact, her entire body did, and she'd quit shivering.

         Volkov gave her an icy smile. “Not necessary. She won't be alive that much longer.
               It seems Krysin's wife turned on him and alerted the authorities. He's been picked
               up in customs. As such, I'll be taking my leave. I just wanted to say goodbye. It's
               a shame I won't be around to watch you all die, it would have been such a delight,
               but what's that saying? Live to fight another day.”

         “Please let Gracie out of the cage. Let me hold her. She can't go anywhere without
               me, she's too little.”

         “No. When they find the recordings in the house, I want your husband to hear your
               screams as you watched his child die. I want him to hear yours when you go next. Who
               knows,” —he turned to Nina— “he might even shed a tear for his dear, sweet mother.”
               Volkov laughed as he turned and walked away, ignoring Nina's screams.

         “How far are you?” Ondrej asked the moment Volkov was out of hearing range. He picked
               up the large rock he'd been using to pound on the eye-bolt that held his chains and
               started pounding again.

         Jess was about to answer when the sound of rushing water reached her, and she looked
               up to see it pouring down the stairs. Oh God. “I have two more left.” 

         The bolts would not come lose. Jess tried and tried, and her fingers were bloody,
               and they still wouldn't break free. The water had risen a good four inches into the
               cage. Gracie was shivering violently and crying. Jess grabbed the cage, braced her
               feet, and pulled, trying to bend it out of the way. It took another ten minutes to
               get the side bent enough that Jess could plant her feet and pull, holding it open
               enough for Gracie to squeeze through. The water had risen to within a foot of the
               top by the time Gracie climbed free of the cage.

         God, she'd never been so happy to be able to hold one of her children.

         “Good job.” Ondrej nodded. 

         Jess did feel pretty proud of herself. Now all she had to do was get Gracie warm.
               She wasn't sure how to do that, since she was wet and cold herself.

         “Bring her over here,” Ondrej ordered. “My chest is still dry, and I generate more
               body heat than you.” 

         Okay, that was probably true. She didn't entirely trust him, but she didn't have a
               choice. Gracie needed to get warm. It wasn't until she was up close to Ondrej, and
               he put his arms around both of them, that she realized how cold she was too. 

         “Hey, don't cry. He'll be here soon,” Ondrej said softly.

         “Who?” Jess whispered.

         “Your husband. I'd burn this world to the ground searching for you, if you were mine.” 

         That made her cry harder. God she missed Kayne.

          

         

   

FOURTY-THREE

          

         After a quick stop by the armory, Kayne, Trace, Nick, Rafe, Mark, and Joe played follow
               the leader and managed to sneak out the side door undetected. With directions in hand,
               they were heading toward where they knew Jess and Gracie to have last been. Or at
               least where the cell phone had last been. Please God, let them be there. Let them be alive.

         The six of them quickly piled into the chief’s borrowed Tahoe. They wanted a twenty minute head start on the Feds to scope out the scene before the
               alphabet agencies got in their way. Mark with his special forces training, and Trace—who
               had served in the Marines—felt they could still do a sneak and peek better than anyone
               the Feds had with them. Though Joe hadn’t admitted to it, the military grade tactical
               equipment he’d shown up with said more than words could.

         They made their way down back roads. When they were about half a mile out, they pulled
               the Tahoe off the road and called Del to let him know they'd arrived. His job, other
               than to keep Kayne's kids safe, was to call the PD at the designated time and tell
               the Alphabet-boys and girl where to locate a copy of the map. Del wasn’t happy he
               was being left out, but he understood he was needed where he was more.

         “While I have you on the phone…” Kayne placed it on speaker. “I need you all to hear
               this. I don't know what’s going to happen, but if it's between Jess and I living,
               it's going to be her. I need you to swear to me that you'll take care of her. I need
               to know she and the kids will be taken care of, and, if neither of us makes it back,
               those kids need to stay together. I'm asking you five to figure out which one of you
               will take them and raise them. The rest of you are witnesses to my wishes.”

         “Fuck that,” Rafe said. “No man left behind.” 

         But he nodded when everyone else solemnly agreed.

          

         

   

FOURTY-FOUR

          

         The storm raged outside as the concrete bunker swiftly filled. In the last fifteen
               minutes, it had nearly reached Jess's waist. In another fifteen, it would be too high
               to stand. 

         Ondrej looked down at Jess. “We don't want Gracie wet again. If the water gets much
               higher before someone comes, I want you to go back and climb up on the metal crate.
               It will buy you more time.” 

         “We're not going to make it out of here are we?” Jess shivered. She’d never felt so
               helpless in her life.

         Ondrej lifted her chin and stared at her with a confidence he couldn’t possibly feel.
               “Yeah we will. Just stay calm. I'll figure out something if help doesn't come soon.”
               

         “Make sure you include me in whatever you have planned,” Nina chimed in.

         His head snapped to Nina. “Trust me lady, you'll be the last one out. Jess and the
               baby are my priority.”

         “No.” Jess glared. “Gracie is the priority. Period. End of sentence. You make sure she gets out and back to her father, no matter what.
               Promise me.”

         Ondrej refused to agree, and so they stood there arm-in-arm, keeping Gracie as warm
               as possible, and glaring at each other.

         “What's he like?” Ondrej finally broke the silence.

         “Kayne?” 

         Ondrej nodded .

          Jess eyed him suspiciously. “Why?”

         Ondrej shrugged. “Apparently I'm his brother or half-brother.” 

         Jess gasped and took a small step back. She studied him carefully. His eyes were different,
               a deep-ocean blue, but his build was similar. Though Ondrej was bigger, she could
               see traces of Kayne in his facial structure. 

         He shook his head, his expression full of regret. “I didn't know why we were coming
               here, or that Kayne was Volkov's son until I heard you talking about it in the cabin.
               Volkov never knew about me, or hell maybe he did, since family means nothing to him.
               I didn't even know until a few years ago, after I was already imbedded in the organization,
               and my handler let it slip.”

         Though it was difficult to talk about Kayne, knowing she might never see him again,
               Jess told Ondrej about the brother he'd never known and quite possibly would never
               meet.

          

         

   

FOURTY-FIVE

          

         Mark appeared out of nowhere, right beside Kayne. “Nothing. The house is empty.” He scanned the area. “Someone’s been there recently, but there's no cars. Nothing. There's no basement, no attic. There's also no blood or signs of struggle.”

         Goddamn it all to hell! Kayne kicked a rock in frustration. “So they took them somewhere else?” 

         Trace shook his head. “I don't know. I wish we knew what the fuck they were driving
               so we could GPS it.”

         Rafe shook his head. “Guess it's time to call the Alphabet-boys and have them take
               a look at their Super-Secret-Squirrel spy satellite images for the past couple hours.
               We might as well make them earn their keep. Maybe there was enough break in the cloud coverage to get us a plate and vehicle description this time.”  

         They obviously weren't driving the one they'd used to take Jess and Gracie from the
               park. A unit had found that abandoned on Main Street. Jesus God, Kayne had driven
               right past there. The fucker had probably seen him and laughed.

         Mark cocked his head as if listening to something. “We've got company.”  

         Kayne didn't see anything. 

         Rafe shouted, “Y'all can come out now. There's no one here but us rednecks.” 

         After a long moment, several black uniforms emerged from the woods. One very pissed
               off Special-Agent-In-Charge lead the way.

         “Sir,” a freckle faced kid who didn't look old enough to be out of high school whispered
               something in the SAC’s ear.

         Mark stepped up to Kayne “Volkov has been located. He was picked up trying to board
               a private plane on a private airstrip west of here. Alone. Apparently he's not talking either. He put up a fight and was shot. They're rushing
               him into surgery. ”

         Son of a bitch.

         Kayne walked a restless circle. “We need to look this place over again. There has
               to be a clue.” He didn't doubt Mark, but there had to be something.

         The SAC stepped into his path. “If any of you try and step foot in that house, I'll
               have you arrested.”

         “By who?” Came a voice from behind them.

         “Hey, Chief, glad you could join us.” Rafe grinned unrepentantly.

         The Chief folded his arms and glared at Rafe. “I'd have been here sooner, but it seems
               I misplaced my patrol vehicle.” 

         “Old age is a bitch, or so I hear, sir.”

         “And you’re going to be mine, when this is over, Chatham.” The Chief gave Rafe a hard
               look. One that ensured serious retribution. “Come on, let’s go take a look before they mess up any evidence. They can't arrest
               my entire fucking police force.” He paused and looked questioningly at Mark and Joe.
               “Which seems to be growing right under my nose.” 

         Mark just stared back, and Joe shrugged as if it were of little importance.

         Chief Tyler turned his death glare on the SAC. “We'll let y'all know when we're done.”

          

         

   

FOURTY-SIX

          

         Jess watched Ondrej kiss Gracie’s forehead. “Okay, kitten, it's time to go with Mama.”  

         The water had now reached chest level. Stretching the chain as far as it would reach,
               Jess found and carefully climbed up on the cage. With one side missing, it was far
               less sturdy than she would have liked, so she knelt for the time being. They had to
               figure a way out of here soon. They had to.

         Jess fought back tears. She just wanted to go home; to see her other children. She
               wanted to feel Kayne's arms around her again. To feel his body weighing her down as
               he covered her, rocked into her, and made slow sweet love.

         They'd created a life together, and she'd sacrificed so much to be with Gracie, but
               she didn't regret it. She could never regret her decision. She hoped Kayne understood.
               She hoped he knew how much she loved him; that she was doing everything she could
               to get his daughter back to him.

         A loud clap of thunder preceded a sudden rush of water. Jess frantically stood up
               and fought to keep her balance. She looked desperately to Ondrej. They were out of
               time.

         Jess gasped when Ondrej laid his manacled hand against the concrete wall and slammed
               the rock he'd been using on the wall into it. He howled in pain and did it again before
               dropping the rock. Gracie was wailing, and Jess felt like joining her. She didn't
               understand what Ondrej was doing. A moment later, he disappeared under the water.
               

         It was a good minute before he came up gasping for air. “I can't find the fucking
               rock. The water currents moved it.” He panted as he swam with one hand toward her.

         “You're loose?” Jess reached out and caught his arm. “How?”

         “I had to dislocate my thumb. Hurts like a son of a bitch; it's probably broken, but
               I was able to get my hand through the cuff. I'm going to have to try and do that to
               you too. I'm sorry, it's the only way.” Jess looked at the rising water, took a deep
               breath, and held out her hand. Unable to speak, she could only nod.

         After the third try, Ondrej still hadn't succeeded in doing anything more than damaging
               his own injury further and knocking them off the cage twice. He didn't have the strength
               in his non-dominant hand or the leverage to do what needed to be done.

         Jess hugged Gracie tight, kissed her forehead, and look Ondrej in the eye. “Take her.
               Please. Get her out of here, and get her to Kayne.”

         Ondrej shook his head. “I'm not leaving you.” 

         “You have to. She won't be able to hold her breath, and you still have to get through
               the tunnel. It's almost filled. Please, I'm begging you. Don't let my daughter die.”

         Ondrej studied her for a moment, then nodded. “I'm coming back for you. Do not give up.” 

         Jess nodded because there was nothing else to do. She knew Ondrej couldn't find help
               in time and get back to her.

         “Tell him I love him,” Jess whispered, handing Gracie off to Ondrej. “Tell him I said
               With My Last Breath. He'll know what it means.”

         Ondrej rested his forehead against hers for just a second. “You tell him yourself.
               I'm coming back for you.”

         “Thank you,” Jess whispered, brushing her hand over the crown of Gracie's head. “Thank
               you for saving her.”

         He nodded once, and then with Gracie wrapped in the arm of his injured hand, he began
               swimming against the current until he reached the tunnel. “Don’t you dare give up. I’m coming back.” 

         And then he was gone.

         Nina shook her head. “You are a fool. You will die down here, and it will all have
               been for nothing.”

         Nina was wrong. It had been for the most important thing in the world: the love of
               a mother for her child; the love of a good man. She was giving Kayne what she felt
               he valued most—his daughter.

          

         

   

FOURTY-SEVEN

          

         Kayne wanted to throw something. “How could there be no sign that Jess and Gracie
               were ever here?” 

         “We know she was here—her prints are on the outside wall by the front door.” 

         They'd scanned dozens of prints through the automated finger print system. Since Jess
               had worked for the police department, she'd had a file. Now, one of the Alphabet-Soup
               agents was trying to crack a password to a computer that had been left up and running.
               It had some type of RF receiver hooked to it. They had an officer enroute with an
               RF locator, hoping they'd find the source, instead of relying on gaining computer
               access 

         Rafe looked skyward. “All this goddamned rain has washed any tracks away.” 

         The six of them currently stood on the back porch with the Chief, under the watchful
               eye of a couple federal rookies who’d been told to keep an eye on them. They all turned in unison at the sudden shouting, and then agents were running towards
               the edge of the woods. 

         A man ran toward them, holding Gracie and shouting Kayne's name. 

         Kayne took off at a dead run. Where the fuck was Jess?

         Agents had the man surrounded, guns pointing at him and subsequently at Kayne’s daughter.
               What the fuck?

         “I'm an agent,” he panted out. “Jess is drowning. I couldn't get her free.” 

         It was then Kayne noticed his badly swelling hand with the bruising around the wrist
               where he'd been cuffed to something.

         Gracie spotted Kayne and started screaming, fighting to get to him. “Papa!”

         “Kayne!” The man made eye contact. “Jess is down there. I couldn't get her free. I tried.
               If you don't believe I was with her, she said to tell you she loved you, and to say 'With My Last Breath.'” 

         Oh Jesus God.

         “Where? Where is she?” he demanded, interrupting anything else the guy would have said. 

         “She's in an underground bunker.” He handed Gracie off to Kayne, who handed her to
               Nick. “We need bolt cutters and a flashlight. SCUBA if possible.” 

         Ondrej explained the layout as they ran. 

         Kayne was vaguely aware of others following them, but his only thought was getting
               to Jess in time.

         “I didn't want to leave her, but she demanded I get Gracie out first. I swore I'd
               come back for her.”

         When they reached the entrance, Kayne kicked off his shoes and dropped his utility
               belt. He ripped off his uniform shirt and Kevlar vest. He'd picked up his waterproof
               flashlight and started forward, when someone caught his arm. No fucking way was anyone going to stop him
               from getting to her. Kayne turned, swinging, and barely managed to pull his punch.
               

         An out of breath Rafe was holding a pair of bolt cutters. “They'll pull SCUBA off
               the fire truck the second it gets here,” he panted.

         “I can't wait. She doesn't have time.” A quick scan with his flashlight showed only
               inches between the waterline and the roof.

         “We'll be right behind you.” Rafe started shouting for men to divert the water away
               from the bunker.

         “Fuck that, surfer boy! You’re not going down there alone. I'm going with you.” Mark
               began stripping his tactical gear off. Obviously, he knew better than to try and talk
               Kayne out of going. 

         The water was ice cold as Kayne stepped into the torrent racing down the stairs.

         “Water's probably not more than fifty degrees,” Mark said, as if reading his mind.
               “It will buy us more time. It slows the body down, and it can go longer without oxygen.
               We have to move quickly though, because it will slow us down too.”

         He heard Ondrej say something to Mark about Nina, but his mind could focus on nothing
               more than getting to Jess. 

         The current worked with them, and they swam under water through the hall, coming up
               for air only once. There was maybe a foot of air space left. When he surfaced in the
               main room, Kayne called Jess's name. 

         Nothing.

         Where the fuck was she?

         “You start over there.” Mark shined the flashlight to the right. “I'll start over
               here. Find the chains in the wall and follow them down.”

         Kayne kept calling her name, and on the third try, he heard a faint sound. “Jess? Jessica!”

         “Kayne? Kayne!” Her voice was weak, but she was alive.

         “I found her!” Kayne shouted before diving under and swimming toward her. As he surfaced,
               he saw she was barely able to keep her nose and mouth above water. The manacles dragged
               her down as she struggled to tread water. Mark surfaced by his side in an instant.
               

         “Hold on baby, just keep breathing. I’m gonna get you out of here.” 

         Mark maneuvered behind her, wrapped an arm around her, and pulled her a little further
               out of the water. “I got you, sweetheart.” He looked at Kayne. “I got her. You cut
               her loose.” 

         Kayne nodded and dove under. With his mini-mag in his mouth to illuminate his work area, he was able to find the
               chain, and after several attempts, finally, finally she was free. 

         Kayne took her from Mark, and for a second held her close, treading water for both
               of them. She sagged in his arms, no fight left in her. “I need you to swim, Jess.”

         “Time to go. Take a breath and hold it.”  Mark watched Jess closely, and the second she did, he
               dragged her under.

         They swam, Mark, the better swimmer, pulling, Kayne pushing, with Jess in the middle.
               Kayne’s lungs were burning when they finally surfaced at the tunnel entrance. He helped
               Jess get her nose and lips above water. He took two breaths, and then they were moving
               again.

         It wasn't until Kayne felt the stairs at his feet that they came up for air again.
               

         “Take her!” He heard Mark shout. “She's not breathing.”

         No, no, no!

         Kayne scrambled up the stairs, but Rafe grabbed him before he could get to Jess. “Let
               them do their job.”  

         He watched everything as if he were looking through a thick fog. Joe Sutton started
               chest compressions, and Mark began barking orders for a helicopter and a medic-bag
               in between CPR breaths.

         “One minute,” someone called. 

         But it had been longer than that. Kayne wasn't sure she'd taken another breath when
               they'd surfaced at the tunnel entrance. She was closer to the two minute mark, he
               felt sure.

         “Chopper's grounded. Pilot says the weather's too bad,” someone said. 

         Mark acknowledged he'd heard with a terse nod, a grim expression on his face. It was
               as if he'd expected that answer. 

         Kayne felt so goddamned helpless standing there watching her die. He had to do something. He struggled to break free of Rafe, but Trace stepped in. “You can’t help here!”
               he shouted.

         The SAC pulled out his phone and turned away for a brief but terse conversation.

         “One minute-thirty,” the timekeeper called.

         “Where’s that goddamned engine company?” Mark barked. “I need a medic-bag!” 

         The SAC flipped his phone closed. “Your chopper’s enroute.”

         “Impossible!” Mark said between CPR breaths. “That old bastard is too afraid to fly
               in any type of adverse weather.” 

         The SAC shook his head. “One of my men took a page out of Chatham’s playbook and borrowed it.”

         Kayne pleaded with God, making every deal he could think of, if He’d just spare Jess. 

         “Two minutes,” the timekeeper said.

         “Still nothing?” Joe paused, and they watched Mark check her vitals.

         “Nothing.”  Mark gave two more breaths, then Joe started compressions again.

          Mark turned haunted eyes to Kayne and slowly shook his head. Kayne felt the earth
               stop. He'd lost her. 

         Pain raged through Kayne, rending his heart into a million pieces and sucking the
               very soul from his body. Then he heard two of the most beautiful sounds imaginable.

         “Got her!” Joe shouted triumphantly, and rolled Jess to her side. Her whole body spasmed, and water burst from her lungs.

         “Oh, thank you sweet Jesus!”

         Kayne fought to get to her, clocking Rafe when he didn’t let go. Nothing could have
               kept him from Jess in that moment.

         Joe leaned back as Kayne fell to his knees and pulled Jess into his arms, holding
               her as tight as he dared. She choked and coughed the remaining water from her lungs,
               gasping in breaths between fits of coughing.

         His body shook violently from the cold, the emotions consuming him. Tears flowed freely
               down his face as he held Jess close and sheltered her from the frigid rain with his
               body. “Oh, God, baby, I thought I’d lost you.” 

         Someone handed him a jacket, and he wrapped it around her as best he could. He brushed
               back her hair, staring into those whiskey-colored eyes that had captured him from
               the very beginning. “I love you,” he choked out. He repeated the words again and again
               as he slowly rocked back and forth. “I love you so very much.”

         Jess laid a hand on his cheek. “Thank you.”

         He gave her a bemused smile. “For what?”

         “Saving me.”

         He laid his forehead against hers and whispered, “Oh, baby, don’t you know? You saved
               me.”

         And she had, in so many, many ways. 

          

         

   

Epilogue

          

         One month later...

          

         Kayne kicked back on the couch, an ice cold bottle of his favorite beer in hand, his
               shoes off, and jeans haphazardly rolled up by the two little sprites busy polishing
               his toenails a glittering Pepto-Bismol pink. He'd done this to himself. Again. He'd traded two hours’ worth of cooperation while he cleaned the house in exchange
               for being Gracie and Isabelle's fashion guinea pig.

         Kayne groaned when the doorbell rang. 

         “I got it, I got it! It's my turn!” Isabelle shouted jumping to her feet.

         “Me, no me!” Gracie tumbled after her.

         “Stop, stop, stop!” Kayne ordered, hobbling in their wake. Was he seriously going to have to answer the
               door like this? 

         The girls skidded to a halt and stared up at him impatiently. 

         “No opening the door by yourself,” he ordered. 

         Isabelle plumped out her bottom lip, folded her arms over her chest, and ducked her
               head in a pout. Gracie followed suit. 

         He was still amazed at Gracie’s resiliency. She’d been rushed to the hospital by Nick
               Astenbeck and one of the Alphabet-agents where she’d been treated for moderate hypothermia.
               Nick had stayed at her side comforting her until Kayne had arrived. Gracie had quickly
               bounced back physically. Emotionally: she’d been clingy at first, but she’d reverted
               to her old self in no time. It was as if she’d never been kidnapped. 

         Kayne took a quick look though the peep-hole, surprised to see the man he’d just been thinking about standing on the other side.
               

         Kayne disengaged the alarm and opened the door, “Nick, come in.”

         Nick looked pointedly at Kayne’s feet. He coughed, clearly fighting not to laugh…and failing. “Nice toes.”

         Shit! Kayne would never live it down. There went his man-card. 

         Isabelle grabbed Nick’s hand and began tugging him toward the family room. “We can
               do yours, next.”  

         Nick stared at Kayne with a deer-in-the-crosshairs look, and Kayne laughed. Taking
               pity on his friend he said, “'Sabella, why don't you and Gracie go pick out a snack?” 
               

         “Yay!” As expected, they scampered off; thoughts of nail polish forgotten. 

         Kayne motioned Nick to follow him. He could tell something was weighing heavily on
               the other man’s mind, but had no idea what.

         The girls had pulled out celery, peanut butter, and raisins by the time the men reached
               the kitchen. They wanted to build their own ants-on-a-log.

         Nick took a seat at the island. “How's Jess?” 

         “Good. Exhausted. In fact, she's taking a nap per Doctor Mark’s orders.” 

         Jess had spent nearly a week in the hospital after the kidnapping. Not so surprisingly,
               she'd developed a case of double pneumonia. But that wasn’t why she was in bed today. No, that had to do with what they found out on her second day in the hospital. 

         They’d been curled up together in Jess’s hospital bed, awaiting final lab results
               before the hospital would release her, when their world tilted again.

         After a brief knock, Mark walked in, a Cheshire Cat grin firmly in place, a piece of paper in hand. He’d then proceeded to tell them
               that Jess was pregnant. Kayne was pretty sure if he hadn’t already been vertical that
               Mark’s news would have put him there. Nick nodded. “Glad she’s following Doc’s orders.”

         “To a T. She wants this baby so very much.”

         “And you?”

         “I want Jess safe and healthy. This is a high risk pregnancy for her, and that scares
               the ever living shit out of me, but my God, she’s so happy it makes her glow. I can’t
               help being anything but happy as well.” 

         Nick grinned. “I’m happy for both of you.” 

         Kayne sat the two tall glasses of milk on the counter and pulled up the cookie jar
               full of freshly made cookies—cranberry-orange oatmeal cookies, courtesy of Maddy—and
               took a seat.

         “Thanks.”

         “So, where's Ondrej? ” 

         Kayne smiled. “He's still staying with us. He went to run some errands and pick up
               the older kids from school while I do house work.”

         “What do you think of him?”

         Kayne shrugged. “We're still figuring each other out. Jess and the kids love him,
               so I guess that’s all that really matters.” 

         After the dust had settled, and Jess explained who Ondrej was and his role in saving
               Gracie, Kayne had supported her decision to invite Ondrej to stay with them while
               he recovered from his broken hand. Kayne couldn't imagine the horrors Ondrej had seen,
               but after sitting through the briefing on Volkov – he refused to acknowledge that
               monster as his father – he had a pretty good idea. All he cared was that the murdering
               bastard – Volkov – could never touch his family again. Kayne grabbed a cookie and
               pushed the jar closer to Nick. “I think he feels guilty about Nina’s death.”

         Nick studied him closely. “How do you feel about it?”

         “I honestly don’t know. No matter what she did, I feel sorry that she died that way.
               But I know we wouldn’t have been able to get both of them out in time, if she’d still
               been alive when Mark found her.” Kayne shuddered at the thought of how very close
               he’d been to losing Jess. If Ondrej hadn’t adjusted the chain on her manacle to allow
               her to reach Gracie, both would have died. 

         Nick nodded his understanding. “Are you taking a leave of absence until Jess has the
               baby?” Nick broke off a piece of cookie and popped it into his mouth. 

         Wasn’t that a damn good question? “I'm not sure, I've taken a few weeks off, and Ondrej
               has been a huge help. Balentine is riding my ass for a decision. With all the flatlanders
               fleeing the desert heat, summer is our busiest season. Jess has agreed to hire someone to help
               out while I work, if I’ll go back to work.”

         Nick laughed. “Tired of you hovering, huh?” 

         Kayne gave a self-deprecating smile. “She’s been indulgent, but I think my lady-in-waiting
               routine is wearing thin.”

         Nick cocked his head thoughtfully. “What about the other grandma, Lutcia, can she
               help?”

         Kayne was still trying to wrap his mind around that. He’d thought Krysin’s men had
               taken her out. They hadn’t. Agents had stormed Krysin’s compound and the shots Kayne
               had heard were exchanges between the agents and Krysin’s men. “I don’t know that we’ll
               ever see Lutcia again. She’s been taken into protective custody. Once she testifies
               against Krysin and Volkov, they’ll help her start a new life somewhere under WitSec.”
               

         Nick took a deep breath and blurted out, “Is it hard loving another man's children?”

         Okay, straight out of left field. What?

         Kayne decided to take the question at face value. “It's as easy as breathing, at least
               for me.”

         Nick looked thoughtful for a moment then nodded. “I'm leaving for Houston in a couple
               of hours. There was a message on my phone this morning when I got home from work.
               It was from my ex-partner’s wife. He was killed a couple days ago.”

         Kayne’s gut clinched. It was every officer’s worst nightmare; leaving their family
               behind. “I'm sorry to hear that. How's his wife doing?” 

         Nick glanced toward the little girls, and then lowered his voice to a fierce whisper.
               “Seth screwed her over big time. It wasn't line-of-duty so there are no survivor’s
               benefits. Sarah found out all their savings is gone. He’d cashed in his retirement,
               and to add insult to injury, his paycheck has been being docked by court order for
               the last eight months for child support.” Nick shoved a hand through his short hair.
               “She has a meeting with an adoption agency tomorrow. She grew up on welfare until
               her mother abandoned her to foster care. She’s terrified of history repeating itself
               and thinks the only way to protect her kids is to give them up for adoption. I can't let that happen. I couldn't live with myself knowing I let her do that.” 

         Kayne heard the question Nick was struggling to ask. He admired him for considering
               an honor marriage as a solution. “Any two people can make a marriage work if they’re
               willing to try.” 

         Nick was silent for a moment. “Sarah has been my friend too, and I know giving up
               those babies would destroy her, but I'm scared shitless over the idea of committing
               to this, only to discover I'm no better than Seth or Jarred.”

         Kayne looked Nick square in the eye. “I can’t speak for Seth, but, if you were anything
               like Jarred, you wouldn’t even be contemplating it. As far as fidelity, The Jedi master
               Yoda was the official voice on that. 'Do or do not, there is no try.' You choose to be faithful or you choose not to, it’s a simple as that.” 

         Nick rubbed his chest like it ached. “Sarah is such a sweetheart. She's tiny like
               Jess, but a strawberry blonde with huge gray eyes that break your heart if you look
               too close.” 

         Kayne tried to hide his smile. Nick might not realize it, but he was already half
               in-love with the woman. 

         Nick blew out a heavy breath. “God, I have to do this. I have to go figure out how
               to bury someone who I thought was a friend and convince his grieving widow to marry
               me and not necessarily in that order.”

         Kayne grinned. “Sorry, I'm fresh out of armed suspects tripping on Meth while holding
               up a bank full of hostages.” That got an expected laugh out of Nick. They both knew
               facing the gunman would be less scary.

         ***

         “Who was at the door?” a groggy Jess asked a short time later. Kayne took the woman he loved more than life itself
               in his arms and held her close. He gave her a soft lingering kiss, then reluctantly
               pulled away to explain Nick's visit.

         When Kayne finished the story by confessing he'd insisted on covering the funeral
               costs, Jess simply smiled. Looking at her, he realized he didn't have to explain an
               officer's need to help the family left behind by one of the brave few who walked the
               thin blue line. The warmth and compassion shining in her eyes told him she understood.
               

         Jess patted his chest. “I think we've started something here. First us, now Nick and Sarah.” 

         Kayne narrowed his eyes. “Now wait a minute, Sarah hasn't said yes.”

         “Yet. But she will,” Jess said confidently. She reached up and brushed her fingers through
               his hair. “If Nick is even half the man I married, it will be the best decision she
               ever makes.”

         “You think so, huh?” His voice was husky with emotion. Every time he looked at her
               he was staggered by how much he loved her. 

         Jess ran her hands across his face. Oh, how she loved this man. “I know so. Don’t
               you know you’re my hero? You charged into my world and rescued me before I knew I
               needed rescuing. You've made my every dream come true and then some.” She took his
               hand and rested their entwined fingers over her still flat stomach. 

         The garage door opened, interrupting anything else they might have said. They turned
               to watch Ondrej herd their older children and Tiffany Johnson through the door. 

         Jess’s heart broke for the sweet little girl. Not only had she lost a father, but
               the shock over what Cody had done had nearly killed his mother. Literally. Evie Johnson had had a severe stroke, and they were still unsure if she’d ever recover.
               As such, Tiffany had been spending a lot of time with them while Judge Johnson cared
               for his wife.

         The house exploded into chaos, all five children trying to talk over each other. The
               older three talking about school, the younger two sharing the activities of home.
               Backpacks were thrown haphazardly onto the kitchen table and shoes were kicked off
               underneath it before they began raiding the refrigerator and cabinets for a snack.
               Their life might not be a sexy, glamorous story, but it was theirs, and Jess was so
               truly thankful for every moment of it. 

         She hugged each of her children bidding them hello, then took a seat and watched as
               Kayne got them settled down for a snack. Looking on, she had no doubt they’d found their happily ever after. 

         When Kayne looked up and caught hergaze, a huge grin on his face, his eyes alight
               with wonder; she knew he was thinking the exact same thing.

         I love you, he signed against his chest. Forever, he mouthed, his hand still resting over his heart.

         Jess covered her own heart and mouthed the words right back. Then added, With My Last Breath.

          

         The End
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