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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      JOURNAL ENTRY

      28 September, 1928

      Year after year, I watch the all mighty General preen before his public and those adoring sops that make an annual pilgrimage to Twin Springs just to bask in his glory. He wears the invisible uniform of widower proudly across his chest and the brainless women melt around him, for him. He holds everything that a man desires within his palm. Women, presence, recognition, power, family and wealth. Much more than he deserves. Much more than any man deserves. Anyone, except me.

      I followed the General from the Great War to the backwoods of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Even after he left me behind for the mission that granted him so much glory. After my service, he turned away in distaste at the prospect of making me a partner and gave me kitchen servants to command. He thought that would put me in my place. Perhaps even placate me. His strategic move gave me my first advantage. It was in the kitchens that I discovered the secret passageway to the tunnels.

      Within the cavern and tunnels under Twin Springs, I’ve created the greatest empire known to man. Bootlegging liquor is my own little pot of gold. Money is the answer, the great equalizer. No matter your birthright, if you have enough cash then Kings and Generals will bow down to you. Running moonshine is better than Greenbacks and I’m well on my way to becoming the next Rockefeller from selling it to the thirsty masses in D.C. and Richmond.

      Next, I’ll begin syphoning off the General’s money, one mishap at a time. Once he hits rock bottom, I’ll break him by seizing his most priceless possessions; Twin Springs and his three daughters, his Gems. With a little tutelage, Emma will become a proper wife. And Ruby, with her thick black hair, luscious body and sultry voice, I’ve decided to let her live. How I lust for her when she sings. I’ll keep her high in Twin Springs’ tower, my own little song bird. As for their older sister, Amethyst, I’m still going to kill her and her unborn babe. I have no choice, the powerful must rule.

      Lt. Porter

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      PROLOGUE

      “If Mommy’s now an angel, do you think she’s watching us?” Izzy mumbled the question around the thumb that she refused to remove from her mouth.

      Ava Fairbanks wanted to pretend she didn’t hear her sister. Her chest ached when they talked about Mom. But Izzy was only six and it was her job to take care of her. After all, she was a full two years older. Unsure what to say, she entwined her fingers between her sister’s and squeezed. “Look up.”

      Both girls lay beneath the enormous Christmas tree that stood tall and proud in the middle of Twin Springs’ Grand Lobby, the sprawling hotel their family owned and lived in. Boxes wrapped in bright holiday paper guarded the edges, keeping them safe inside their own little world. A few late night guests walked by chattering, utterly unaware of the hiding, PJ clad little girls.

      The scent of freshly cut pine tickled Ava’s nose, she breathed in deeply and pointed up to where hundreds of little white lights twinkled within the branches. “I think, that when our family goes to heaven, it’s their job to watch over us.” Quickly, she wiped away the tear that slipped from the corner of her eye. “Just like those lights shining down on us.”

      Izzy sucked hard on her thumb, her brows furrowed. She rubbed the seam of her pink flannel pajamas between her fingers like it was a blanket. “Do you think they’ll tattle on us for playing here?” Her words sounded even more child-like around her thumb.

      Ava’s laughter flowed up through the branches and lit up their secluded world with its magical sound. “Naw, they have more important things to do.”

      Her little sister snuggled closer to her side and she wrapped her arms around her and stared up at the lights. “I wish one was Mommy, then we could talk to her anytime we wanted,” she whispered. She picked out the brightest light, tucked high up in the branches and pretended it was her mother watching over them. Ava’s lids grew heavy and the combination of her sister’s warm body and the grand piano playing softly in the background lulled her into a helpless sleep.

      

      A silver mist weaved a path down through the branches and hesitated over Izzy. Deep in sleep, her lashes lay upon her milky white skin and her long, blonde hair covered her shoulders like a thick blanket. Izzy’s thumb sucking sounds were barely discernible within the late night quiet of the lobby. The haze encircled the little girl’s arm and tugged until her thumb burst out of her mouth with a pop.

      Moving on to Ava, the mist hovered over the length of her body and smoothed the wrinkles in her blue PJ’s, covered with little white clouds. Raising and lowering in tune with her breathing, it reached out and swept her long, black hair away from her sleep, softened face. Leisurely, it lowered and melded with the slumbering girl.

      

      Moving with a grace well above her tender age, Ava stepped onto the wooden stage of Twin Springs’ Theatre. The clouds on her pajamas glowed brightly under the floodlights. She flipped her long hair over her shoulder and shook her head allowing it to flow down her back and shimmer under the sidelights’ muted glow. Her body swayed in time with a tune playing in her head. From under her lashes, she stared sightlessly upon the empty seats of her audience and a low, jazz song flowed from her lips.

      From the depths of her young soul, she belted out a tune of sadness, love and loss. Her juvenile frame rolled with the highs and lows of the melody until the crescendo where she flung her arms out, tipped her head back and hit a high note.

      Angels wept when the magnificent clarity of the sound touched heaven.

      Lowering her chin, Ava’s eyes cleared and her arms dropped limply to her sides. Startled, she blinked and glanced around. The stage lights blinded her and she raised her arms to block the glare. “How?”

      At the edge of the stage, her father and Izzy stared up. Her little sister’s green eyes were huge in her face and her soggy thumb hung out of her slack mouth. Their father studied her through wet eyes. His normally tall, strong form was buckled as he held back emotions. Tears ran unchecked down his cheeks and dripped off his jawline. Sucking in a deep breath, he rubbed his hands over his face and wiped away the moisture.

      Unsure of what had just happened, Ava’s chin trembled and she swallowed hard. “Daddy?”

      Silence stretched between them and a deep fear crept into her heart.

      “I—.” His eyes met hers and he scraped his fingers through his bright russet hair, searching for words. “I don’t know where you heard that song, but you have a gift. A beautiful, one of a kind gift.”

      Relief flooded her thin frame. Everything would be alright. She had no idea how she’d ended up on the stage or knew the words to the song that she’d just sung. All she remembered was the heady scent of roses, golden eyes, and a desire so deep to sing again that it rocked her soul.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      PRESENT DAY

      Sergeant First Class Jaxon Wolfe pushed his night vision goggles up onto his helmet, leaned into his sniper rifle and adjusted the thermal scope. Through the vision of the special scope, the darkened city below transformed from the night visions goggles’ shades of grays and greens into a brilliant palette of oranges, yellows, purples and blacks. Zero white. White meant the shit was hitting the fan. Indicated fire.

      He panned up and down the street, checking for heat signatures before zeroing in on the squatty, flat roofed, two-story building that his team had just entered. Things were quiet, just like he liked it.

      Time ticked in his head and he checked the horizon. They were inching up on morning prayers, where the whole city would come alive with loudspeakers broadcasting the call to kneel. His Special Forces teammate crouched down at the door, rifle ready, protecting the back of their team inside. As a result of his thermal scope, Jaxon’s view of Woody was just an orange outline with shades of bright yellow along the hottest points of his body. The sandy ground below his feet was a brilliant shade of purple and the building at his back a combination of muted tangerine walls and purple uprights.

      Through one of the windows, he spotted his team’s orange bodies filtering by, one after the other, in a silent dance. Tagging each other as they infiltrated the building searching for Tango one and Tango two. Get in, grab the bad guys, alive, if possible, sweep up any intel, and come home alive. That was the mission.

      They were lucky for the intel. Not often did a member of the press give up information and expect nothing in return. His mind shifted to the gorgeous, tall blonde, who’d given them not only the names of the terrorists but the location and best time to hit the target. If he hadn’t seen Doc pull his shoulder on the last drop, he would’ve thought he’d stayed behind just to cozy up to her.

      The team paused before another window on the second floor and Jaxon frowned. “Bad spot,” he murmured. “Keep moving, stay out of the kill zone.” He suppressed the urge to break radio silence and tell them to move ass. They understood their jobs.

      Below him, Woody’s orange form moved. He stood and checked his wrist.

      “Steady,” Jaxon whispered, knowing full well his teammate couldn’t hear him unless he clicked his mic on.

      “Sixty seconds till exfil,” Woody murmured into his throat mic.

      “Damn it,” grumbled Jaxon, annoyed with the break in protocol. Woody was such a surfer boy, all golden blonde, smiles and lots of action with the girls. “Thank God, my sister refused to date another guy from my team.”

      Adopted or not, JD was Jaxon’s sister. Her childhood had been rough, jerked from orphanage to orphanage, her mother dead and never having known her father. He’d be damned if one of his teammates would jerk her feelings around too. Not even the good-hearted surfer boy, Woody. His heart picked up a beat when Woody’s orange form checked the target pack on his wrist. If he didn’t pull his shit together, they’d need to switch his nickname to surfer girl.

      Woody’s yellow head scanned the area around him and Jaxon shifted his position as an uneasy feeling joined the sweat beads rolling down his back. His instincts screamed. “Shit.”

      The orange blobs of his team mates scattered from the window and his headset went crazy. The team sounded off, breaking up and chopping each other’s sentences into indiscernible nonsense. Woody jerked the door open to join the fight when the code word “Avalanche,” was shouted. BOMB.

      The floor under Jaxon’s feet trembled and shades of white with black edges spread across the building’s walls, casting out the oranges and purples with the heat of fire. Woody’s orange form was dragged into the doorway, only to be expelled in a ball of bright white. One by one, his team stumbled from the building, their once orange forms consumed in a white haze, edged in black. Their screams pierced the desert air.

      Men spilled from the surrounding buildings, flashes of white expelled from the barrels of their guns, peppering his team’s burning forms with bullets. Automatically, Jaxon fired, taking out target after target as his team dropped, one after another, and rolled until they laid in white heaps on the purple ground. From the edges of his sight, their forms cooled from white to black, even as he killed the men running towards them. He took out eight more men. “Shit, there are too many of them.”

      Jaxon activated his Command Net by squeezing the pressel on the fore grip of his rifle. “Request Kinetic Strike on target,” he shouted, as he dropped five more bad guys. “In thirty seconds.”

      Making a choice he’d forever doubt, Jaxon jerked down his night vision goggles, abandoned his perch, and thundered down the staircase. “Double time it, damn it. Your team needs you.”

      In the time it took him to get street side, only one team member remained alive. He sprinted across the street, his footfalls muted by death screams. The ground was hazy with smoke and the stench of burning flesh permeated the air.

      His right side on fire, Woody gained his feet and staggered forward. Quickly, Jaxon took out two more men before he reached his friend. He rolled Woody in the dirt to extinguish the flames and a bullet pierced his thigh but Jaxon didn’t even notice the sting, his adrenaline was running so hot. Grabbing Woody with by the collar with one hand, firing from the hip with his rifle, he pulled him to safety. Behind them, the Predator drone dropped fire, as the desert sun rose and the speakers spouted morning prayers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      Acres of rolling, emerald green hills were dotted with white gravestones, each denoting a fallen soldier. All equal in death, their wars blurred together, creating waves of white that expanded as far as the eye could see. Arlington National Cemetery, where America’s heroes were laid to rest.

      Each team of six horses pulled a fallen comrade, forming a long train of flag covered caskets, bringing not one, but eight soldiers to their final resting place. Their hooves clopped against the pavement, amid the suppressed sniffles of their loved ones, seated in rows before open graves.

      Jaxon glanced over to where Woody stood rigid under a tree in his Army Service uniform. Just like all the soldiers present, his dark blue pants with their thick yellow stripe were bloused into the tops of his combat boots. On his black jacket, his medals gleamed in the morning sun. A green beret skimmed the top of his head and folded over towards his right ear.

      That was where the similarities ended. The tree struggled to shade Woody’s razed skin. Beneath his beret, a part of him still resembled the surfer boy the team had joked about but the other half was shriveled into a horrific mask of pain. Florid, biting scars enveloped the right side of his face and ate a path that flowed like molten lava down his neck and disappeared under his collar. More scars tacked the corner of his right eye into a half closed position. Only three fingers remained on his right hand and his right ear had melted into his head.

      Failure roiled in Jaxon’s gut, coating the lining with a black sickness. His disgust with himself was so great that he thought he might throw up and he adverted his eyes to the back to the crowd. If he hadn’t trusted his shit instincts and believed the intel was prime, then his brother-in-arms wouldn’t have been marked for life.

      He spied the Geezers in the back row and groaned. Family. Always there, whether you wanted them or not. Out of respect, his father wore his stark Navy whites and Jaxon’s uncle wore his Army dress greens. They were present not only for him, but also for the fallen. Once a soldier, always a soldier.

      To cover the shame eating him alive, he grumbled under his breath, “Damn it.” Now, they were witnesses to the pain and destruction caused by his bad judgment. “Why did they come?”

      They glanced up, and the sympathy in their eyes almost brought him to his knees.

      He searched the crowd for his adopted sister. Not seeing her, he breathed a sigh of relief and mumbled, “At least JD isn’t present to witness the roll call of the dead. My friends. The ones that her worthless piece of shit brother couldn’t protect when they needed him the most.”

      Their Company Commander stood and shouted out from the list of names to account for his men.

      “Sergeant Gonzalez.”

      The call to report was met with dead air.

      “Sergeant Jack Jose Gonzalez. Report!”

      Pure silence. For one heartbeat. Two. Then a third. Not even the wind dared to answer for the missing as Gonzo’s casket was lowered into the ground.

      “Warrant Officer McCormick.”

      Muffled sniffles filled the silence.

      “Warrant Officer Rodney Thomas McCormick. Report!”

      The silence of the fallen cut away another jagged piece of Jaxon’s soul and Roddie’s casket also disappeared.

      As the names of the dead were called, Jaxon waited for his name, bracing himself, hoping to be strong and not allow his voice to crack. To honor them with what little strength he had left.

      “Staff Sergeant Borland.”

      His widow swayed with grief and her father grasped her around the waist before she collapsed.

      “Staff Sergeant Oscar Borland. Report!”

      Muted by death, silence coated the air as Stretch’s casket descended.

      “First Sergeant Wolfe.”

      “Here Sir!” He called out, his voice gravely but firm.

      “Staff Sergeant Fitzgerald.”

      In the stillness, Fitz’s widow did her best to hold back the tears and make her husband proud. Their two small girls stood at her side in their black dresses, with white bobby socks and shiny black patent leather shoes. Their blonde hair was pulled back into ponytails.

      “Staff Sergeant Alan Liam Fitzgerald. Report.”

      Fitz’s casket was lowered. His oldest reached up and clutched her mother’s hand. Her small voice reached out to Jaxon, “Is that Daddy?”

      Her mother’s shoulders shook and all she could do was nod.

      Jaxon stood tall and stared straight ahead, his jaw rock hard but inside he was crumbling into a heap and pushing back tears.

      “Sergeant First Class Landon St. John.”

      “Here Sir!” The Doc called out from behind.

      Jaxon turned. It was then that he noticed the shiny, blonde hair of the reporter. The beautiful bitch who’d given them the intel. She dared to stand among the grieving, right alongside Max’s widow when his name was shouted next. Their fingers were laced together. Side by side, they swayed in the breeze like the thin branches of a willow tree. Both draped in black, one woman with shockingly flaming red hair spilling down her back, the other with hair the color of wheat, captured into a low ponytail at the nape of her neck. The reporter’s cornflower blue eyes met his and he clenched his teeth to smother the snarl that begged to erupt from his throat.

      His blood boiled and his hands flexed. He wanted to rip the traitor to shreds but he had to hold steady. He couldn’t further disgrace his brothers by causing a ruckus at their funeral. On the open graves of his comrades, he swore to never trust a woman again. Especially a beautiful, lying bitch like the one before him.

      “Sergeant First Class Oakes.”

      Woody refused to answer. Instead, he turned and limped away.

      Bagpipes whined out the bars of Taps and Jaxon stayed until the bitter end. His heart wrenched when the gray smoke from the twenty-one gun salute back-dropped the row of widows clutching folded American flags to their chests. They flinched with each shot.

      Like dominoes, one after another, their necks bent and they surrendered to their sorrow, weeping into the red, white and blue cloth. Only one widow refused to break. Max’s wife. She stared sightlessly towards the horizon, the tips of her russet hair fluttering in the breeze.

      It’s my fault their husbands are dead. Their kids are fatherless. His brothers had believed in him. Trusted his damn instincts that the intel was good. I failed them.

      Once all the other mourners had left, Jaxon placed a shiny, new quarter atop the curve of each headstone. In remembrance. In respect. Special Forces Green Berets, celebrated as the quiet professionals. “How could the country mourn for soldiers they didn’t know, on a mission they’d never hear about?”

      They’re forgotten because of me.

      Today, he’d shed his uniform for the last time. Fold up his green beret and shove it in the back of a drawer. He didn’t deserve to wear either ever again.
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      SIX MONTHS LATER

      For a fleeting moment, Ava Fairbanks thought she was sleepwalking. Again. But even her dreams couldn’t conjure the cliché of the man who lounged before her.

      If only Director Terrence Hollingsworth realized what a laughable image he presented, draping himself against the proverbial casting couch. His tan pants left nothing to the imagination. In one hand, he brandished a cigar between stained fingers, while the fingertips of his other hand stroked his chest where the overly tanned skin was strategically revealed. As a Broadway star, Ava preferred to live in the dream world of the theatre. But Hollingsworth’s office was a living nightmare.

      Windowless, the room reeked with smoke. The illumination of a lone lamp and the glowing tip of his cigar hovered around him like a golden sickness.

      The air glittered with her mocking laughter and she shook her head at the stage scene he presented. She tilted her head back and stared down at the little man. “Is this how you greet all your actors?”

      “The AVA,” the thick, sticky sap of his voice clung to her. Tainted her. The lamp’s light lit up the delight on his thin face and he licked his lips. “Such a big night for you. I understand a movie producer has tucked himself into the back seats.”

      Her heart ticked up at the news. Keep it together, she ordered. This is your big chance. You hold this production together and let it ride out its run. Don’t let some self-important jerk ruin it for you, for everyone.

      “With your green eyes, and,” he licked his lips, his stare penetrating, “that luxurious, jet-black hair, you’ll go far in this business. That is, if you’re the lead for tonight’s opening.”

      Her stomach rolled with revulsion. She crossed her robe tighter over the costume for her first act, a simple cornflower blue, plaid dress with a white bow collar.  Out of the corner of her eye, the gleam of a steel desk appeared to be the only safe haven. Refusing to allow him the pleasure of knowing he made her skin crawl, she skirted around his desk and gracefully draped herself in his chair. “Who else would be the lead?”

      “Why, your understudy of course.”

      Her insides shook at the possibility. Can’t let it happen. She spread her lips into a broad smile and hid her fear behind false bravado. “My understudy couldn’t sing her way out of a wet paper sack. She wouldn’t do the part of Charity Rae justice. With her as the lead, The Rise of Rae would fold and the crew would be out of work.”

      Leaning forward, Hollingsworth ground his cigar into the smiling face of a 1940s pin up girl that lounged in a tiny sailor suit at the bottom of his glass ashtray. He smacked his thin lips. “She and I came to an agreement just yesterday. It’s my decision as the director.”

      Twisting the many silver rings on her fingers, her body’s desperate demand to step out onto the stage built inside her. Like manna from Heaven, performing brought life, healing, and substance to her existence. On stage, reality faded to the background and was replaced by the warmth of bright lights and the heartbeat of the audience. Entrancing the audience with her acting was like sipping from the fountain of youth and she thirsted for one more drink. She couldn’t, no wouldn’t allow him to steal her dream. “I earned the lead for this production. You can’t remove me.”

      Shaded an unusual color of blue by the contacts he wore, his eyes lowered and his gaze flowed over her body, making her feel cheap and dirty. Keeping his eye on her, he picked up a gold plated lighter from the table before him and clicked it open, closed, open. He snapped it shut, tossed it back on the table, and patted a spot on the couch beside him. “Ava. You and I need to come to an understanding before opening call. Don’t you understand? I have final say. I’m the director.” His voice descended to a sticky-sweet timbre. “I have all the power.”

      Across the expanse of his desk, she examined him. Anger bubbled within her, but she masked her emotions beneath a calm façade. She lifted the lid of a mahogany humidor box and selected a cigar at random. Acting as if she didn’t have a care in the world, she unwrapped the cellophane wrapper, slid the cigar under her nostrils and inhaled its unique aroma. “Smells like crap. Just like what you’re trying to sell me. ”

      His eyes narrowed and he bit out, “That’s an eight hundred dollar cigar.”

      Picking up a pair of stainless steel cigar cutters, Ava observed how the sharp blades cut though the circular hole when squeezed. She palmed the clippers and rolled the cold metal over and over in her palm. “I’m a million dollar actor. Here to entertain the audience. Not you.”

      Hollingsworth surged to his feet and barked, “Who the hell do you think you are?” He slapped his palms on the leather blotter of his desk and leaned forward across the expanse. “You have a choice. Join me on the couch or, hell,” he rapped the desk with his knuckles, “here on this desk, and you’ll open tonight’s performance. Otherwise, your understudy will replace you when the curtain goes up.”

      Her laughter cascaded off the walls of the little room.

      Heat inched up his face.

      “No man control’s my destiny. No man has say over what I do. Not even the mighty Director Terrence Hollingsworth.”

      She rose and circled the desk until she stood in front of him. “The investors cast me as lead in this production, not you. They cut your check and mine. Besides—.” Once again, she slid the cigar through the metal cutter and regarded him through her thick lashes. Her look was bitter cold. “Touch me and this will be your dick.” She snipped the cigar in half and the pieces tumbled to the floor. “That should get through to both of your little brains.”

      She tossed the cutter on the desk and in one fluid movement turned to exit the room.

      A rush of air behind her was the only warning.

      Hollingsworth slammed into her and pinned her between his long body and the door.

      The impact stole the breath from her chest and her forehead bounced off the wooden door. Dazed and unable to think, shock shuddered through her slender frame. Then rage. This was a part she’d never play. But her arms were trapped between her body and the hard door. She struggled to free herself. Fury scalded her cheeks and blood pounded in her ears. She ground out between clenched teeth, “Get off me. Now!”

      He pressed his lips against her slender neck. She felt his hot, moist breath as he branded her with small, stinging bites along the unprotected length of her throat, until his lips lingered just above her earlobe. The stench of his cigar breath flowed over her. Slowly, he raised the back of her robe.

      Then the hem of the blue dress beneath.

      A chill snuck under the layers, followed by a shaking that started in her knees and trembled uncontrollably through her frame. Color washed from her face and an unbearable cold settled into her bones. She bucked but he held her firm, trapped against the door.

      He slid his moist palm over her hip and down her flat stomach. His other hand reached up and squeezed her around the throat, restricting her airway.

      Her legs weakened. Fear so primal and primitive descended upon her, dug it’s claws into her throat and stole her ability to speak.

      His hand slipped into the front of her panties and he pulled hard, ripping them.

      Her body jerked to cast him off and horror inked a black path into her heart and pumped it with a fist of terror. Lack of air caused the edges of her sight to darken.

      Beneath her cheek, a light rap sounded on the door and a flicker of hope rooted within her frozen heart. She opened her mouth to call out.

      But nothing happened.

      From the other side of the door, a meek voice barely penetrated the thickness of the wood. “Terrence? Darling, are you in there?”

      The Director stiffened and his hold loosened.

      Seizing the moment, Ava shoved back with her arms and knocked him backward. She wrenched open the door. Light and fresh air flooded inside.

      Whipping around, her mind rebelled and she struggled to cope with what had almost happened. Her breath was heavy and fast in her chest as she looked down at Hollingsworth, who’d landed on his ass.

      Slack jawed, he stared past her at the person in the doorway.

      Heat surged into her pale cheeks and rage vibrated within her. She swung her slender leg back and kicked him as hard as she could in the balls.

      He writhed and rolled on the ground at her feet.

      Satisfaction filled Ava and warmed her chilled body. “I’m calling the police and then the investors. One of us will be leaving. It won’t be me.”

      She turned and faced her rescuer but the “thank you” froze on her lips. Ashlee Hollingsworth, the Director’s timid wife, had saved her with a simple knock on a door. Her natural, flat, mouse brown hair had been curled and twisted up and now framed the horror on her tiny face.

      Behind her stood Roger, the backstage hand. His mouth gaped open before he collected himself and mumbled, “Five minutes Miss Fairbanks. Five minutes ’till curtain call.”

      For the first time in her life, Ava wished she was sleepwalking and could wake up. But her nightmare had only just begun.
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      Director Hollingsworth hardly noticed Ava push past his wife. The look on Ashlee’s face had stapled him to the floor. “Just a misunderstanding,” he assured her. His laugh sounded stilted and false even in his own ears.

      Placing his palm on the edge of his desk, he struggled to stand upright and choked back an agonizing groan. The pain in his crotch throbbed through his whole body and weakened his knees. The young stage hand still hovered in the doorway. Probably, hungry for gossip to use against him. “Get the hell out of here, Roger.”

      “Yes, sir.” His Adam’s apple bobbed high above the clipboard that he clutched to his chest, and he rushed away.

      His dear, stupid, rich wife was frozen in place. Her pale skin was almost transparent. How he hated her pinched face. He grabbed her up by the arm, hobbled with her over to the couch and shoved her down.

      “What—” As she gaped up at him, moisture welled up in her mud brown eyes, overflowed and rolled down her jutting cheeks. “Were you—” She bit at her lip, her rake thin frame jerking with suppressed sobs. “Terrence, were you going to rape her?”

      “Don’t be an idiot,” he barked.

      “It can’t be true,” she buried her face in her hands. “I’m married to a rapist.”

      His head jerked back as if she’d slapped him. “Hell no!” he shouted. He didn’t rape women. He controlled them. Used them. And let them enjoy his attentions. “It was just a misunderstanding.”

      “A misunderstanding,” she repeated. “I saw the awful fear in her eyes.”

      “No, we were acting out a part for the new spring play. Things got a little rough. She’ll get over it.” If she knows what’s good for her. He rubbed at the ache in his crotch.

      “And she’s going to the police.” She pressed her hands against her face and rocked back and forth. “It’ll hit the papers. My family will find out. They’ll know everything.”

      If his wife’s family sniffed any impropriety, they’d cut him off. Actual panic set in, and he hated them for it. Time to sooth his wife’s fears. Convince her to rally their cause with her family. Carefully, he sat beside her, clenching his teeth against the pain. “Nobody’s going to the press.” He placed his arm around her. “Don’t worry, love. If anything reaches your parents, we’ll stick together. Assure them nothing happened. I know you’ll make this right.”

      His normally cowering wife, looked up at him and there was something other than fear in her eyes. Revulsion.

      “Everyone will know the monster you really are,” she scooted away from his touch. “It’s all my fault. I should’ve spoken up before, gone to my father, something. But I thought it was only me.” Her breathing hitched into panicked little gasps. “Now you’re attacking other women. Because of me. Because I didn’t stop you.”

      He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. His wife was gaining a backbone? Contradicting him? Accusing him? Fury hazed his sight and he grabbed her up by the lapels of her rain coat. “Stupid bitch. What the hell do you know about monsters in your perfect, rich world?”

      He tossed her back against the couch, fumbled with his belt, and unzipped his pants. “Somehow, you’ve forgotten who is in charge. Just like Ava.” He jerked her dress up and shoved her knees apart. “I would’ve squashed that misunderstanding with her, if it wasn’t for you. You always ruin everything. You’re worthless. Only good for this and the money you bring. You’re a fat, ugly cow.” His harsh laughter flowed over her. “My cash cow.”

      He leaned forward to rut between her legs but instead of being massive and erect, his penis laid like a flat, dead worm. “The bitch has castrated me!” he roared. Shaking his head in denial, he wiggled and his penis just flopped around, unresponsive. With tender movements, he folded himself back into his pants. “That’s it,” he snapped. His lips pulled back, displaying perfect teeth. “She’s done. Ava’s career is over.”

      Disgusted, he shoved his wife aside and she curled up into a ball, crying into her arms. The bitch, Ava, had ruined everything. He rose up, righted his clothing and walked to the door. The sounds of the opening song reached him. It was too late to switch the lead actors but she’d pay for making him impotent, even though it was temporary. He’d make sure of it. He walked out of the room without a backward glance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SEVEN


          

        

      

    

    
      Seated before her gilded dressing room mirror, Ava doubled over and stuffed her long hair into a tight, gray, mesh stocking cap. She attempted to push the memories of more than an hour before out of her mind. More blood pulsed into her overturned head from her sickened heart and an involuntary shiver ran down the length of her spine.

      She flipped her head upright. The tools of her trade lay scattered across the glass covered, plywood table. Fake eyelashes, cake makeup, and palette upon palette of shadows. A jumble of bright scarves and clipped newspaper reviews framed the edges of her mirror. Everything faded into the background as she stared into the eyes of a stranger.

      Against her will, her mind replayed snippets of the scene with the Director. The stench of cigar. His hot breath. Stinging bites. Helpless. She shook her head. Denied the truth. But it hadn’t been a role that she’d played. It had happened to her. Ava. A strong woman who usually wrapped men around her little finger.

      Subconsciously, she reached past bottles and trays and selected the perfect foundation for the aging star that she would portray in the final scene. Tonight, she’d lost her naiveté in her own strength and power. She whispered to the victim in the mirror, “If the knock hadn’t come when it did…”

      Taking a deep breath, she squeezed foundation across a wedged sponge. Until closing call, she’d hide her pain with a woman’s tools: makeup, a false smile and fake bravado. She’d wrap the role she played around her like a shield until the memories faded into the background.

      Knuckles wrapped sharply against her dressing room door. Involuntarily, she jumped and pressed her trembling fist over the beating heart that threatened to leap out of her chest. “Yes?”

      Instead of shouting through the door as he usually did, Roger cracked it open and poked his head inside, gripping his clipboard.

      Unable to meet his eyes, she expertly patted the gray blue tinged stage makeup around her slender face. The makeup lay thick and heavy upon her delicate skin but she continued to pat the paste across the hollow of her cheekbones and her tapered jawline. Using the pad of her ring finger, she worked the greasy makeup closer to her normally ice green eyes. Now they were camouflaged with contacts that turned them into two deep blue sapphires. She picked up a thin tipped brush, scrunched her eyes and created the illusion of crows’ feet by painting in her laugh lines with a darker foundation.

      He stared fixedly at the floor, and finally, he spoke, “Five minutes, Miss Fairbanks.”

      The parroting of his words from before pierced her shield. A traitorous tear slipped from the corner of her eye and trailed a path through the thick grease. Using her sponge, she blended the tear, hoping to erase the weak wetness and memories that released it from her mind. “Thanks Roger.”

      She smiled at his reflection in the mirror, but his gaze had zeroed in on her neck and his lips formed a thin line. She smothered a gasp and used foundation to re-cover the red marks of Hollingsworth’s teeth on her sensitive skin.

      He shuffled further into her dressing room, but couldn’t advert his eyes from the wounds. “Miss Fairbanks.” He cleared his throat. “Is everything alright?”

      “Of course. Don’t worry.” She cast a bright smile his way and straightened the padding around her midsection that thickened her waist. She rose and withdrew a sparkling black gown from the costume rack. “I’ll be ready. The patrons will believe that Charity Rae has aged thirty years in the span of the last two scenes.”

      “I don’t doubt it Miss Fairbanks. Pulling off transformations is your specialty. Second only to your voice.” He tapped the brown clipboard against his scrawny chest. “I didn’t see what happened but if you need me to,” his eyes slid from her’s, “I’ll tell the police that I did.”

      Ava paused before stepping into the crystal laden evening dress. His words touched her heart and she wanted to grab him up and cry all over his young shoulders but she held herself firm. “All we need to do is focus on the next scene, play the role at hand and finish the show. The crew depends upon us to keep it together. The audience deserves our very best. If all goes well,” she stepped into the dress, “our performances will bring down the house. Then, once the stage lights have cooled,” and I’ve pulled off the most difficult performance of my life, she added to herself as she shed her robe and slipped her arms into the dress, “we’ll have the power. Not Director Hollingsworth.”

      The gown coated her concealed curves and she quickly zipped the shimmering fabric into place. She slipped her feet into the impossibly high, black heels that captured the light reflecting off the dress. “One scene at a time, Roger.” Fear gnawed at the lining of her stomach. “Then I’ll face the beast again. Not you, me.”

      Roger nodded and glanced down at his watch. “Three minutes, Miss Fairbanks.”

      “Roger, Roger.” For the first time that night, her twinkling laughter filled the air.

      Finally, she donned the final touches of her transformation: a voluminous, platinum blonde wig and chandelier earrings that sparkled almost as brightly as her eyes. With one final examination of her refection, she tipped back her head slightly, softened her eyes into a sexy gaze and ran her palms down over her curvaceous but “delicately” aged body. Fully transformed, she allowed the part to rule her body, mind and voice. She dropped her voice by two octaves and projected it with a husky growl, “Here’s looking at you, Charity.”

      Confidence seeped from her powdered pores. Framed by thick, long lashes, one of her sultry painted eyelids lowered into a mischievous wink towards Roger.

      Blinded by the woman before him, the young man blinked rapidly. The words tickling the tip of his tongue rolled back and caught in his throat.

      Unabashed, she strolled past him and exited her dressing room. No longer was she a slender woman who’d been almost raped by her boss. Now, she was a seductive superstar whose hip-rolling walk turned every man’s head on the way to the stage. She paused in the wings, waited for her cue and entered the stage with the timing of a pro. Once the hot stage lights hit her face, the transformation was complete. She’d become Charity Rae and was no longer a victim.

      The stage lit up with her presence. She gloried in the symbiotic rush of the live audience as it fed off her performance. The more the patrons loved her, the more she dug deep and gave back. Until, she’d emptied her soul for their enjoyment.

      Gliding across the wooden floor with her male dance partner, they sung the final chorus together. She rolled her hips forward, parted from her fellow actor and moved center stage. Reaching down into the depths of her being, she belted out the crescendo of the melody and finished the high note with her arms spread and her head thrown back. Holding her position, her voice faded into the back of the auditorium and she waited for the audiences’ love.

      Instead, white silence filled the space. Stunned, her arms fell. She dipped her chin and squinted to see past the bright floor lights. Unable to scan the sea of faces, she slipped back into character and rested her hands on her waist, ready to save the closing scene. Suggestively, she rolled her hips towards the audience and opened her mouth to ad-lib a line.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a movement stage left. Turning her head slightly, the quip froze on her lips, for there, appearing out of place in the glare of the lights, stood Mrs. Hollingsworth. The woman who’d saved her with a knock.

      Drenched, her brown hair plastered against her skull, Ashlee shook from head to toe in a raven black raincoat. The drip, drop of the water trickling from the hem of her coat and onto the floor was deafening in the silence.

      The Director’s wife stumbled forward and paused before her. Vast in her bloodless face, her gentle brown gaze searched Ava’s features. Her lips moved and she mouthed out soundless words.

      Ava leaned in to catch what she was saying but stopped short when the stage lights reflected off the metal of a large pistol that she’d tugged from her pocket.

      Her lips still moving, Ashlee’s tiny hand shook. She clutched the heavy weapon. Squeezing the handle until her knuckles whitened, she raised the barrel.

      The audience gasped.

      Ashlee laid the pistol against her own temple and pulled the trigger.

      The sound of the shot ricocheted off the cheap seats and rang in Ava’s ears. Bright red blood and gray brain matter splattered, muting the sparkles on Ava’s evening gown and snuffing out all the light around the two women.

      Instinctively, she caught and held Ashlee, watching as her doe eyes glassed over before turning blank and the life left her body. Ava buckled under the weight of the other woman, her feet slipped out from under her and she fell. Ashlee’s dead body pinned her to the stage floor.

      The world exploded around them. The audience flooded from the theater, while crew members and stage hands rushed to her aide. The flash of cameras blinded her and froze the moment in time for the world to witness in print and online.
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        * * *

      

      Hollingsworth staggered back out of the wings and grasped one of the ropes hanging down from the ceiling props. “She killed her.” His hands formed into tight fists. “Ava murdered my little cow. What the hell am I going to do now?” His mind raced and he pounded a fist against his leg. “She’s ruined everything.”

      An idea struck. “She’ll become my new cow. Ava Hollingsworth has a nice golden ring to it.” He spotted a man with a camera and slid his features into despair, leaned his head against the rope and gave a loud wail of pain. “Ashlee. My little Ashlee. Why?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER EIGHT


          

        

      

    

    
      Once again wrapped in her silk sarong, Ava slumped in front of her gilded mirror and methodically wiped the thick makeup and blood splatter from her face with tissues. The blonde wig and evening dress were now in the custody of the NYPD. With trembling hands, she removed every vestige of her on stage character until Charity Rae lay in a piled heap on the dressing room table and only Ava Fairbanks remained reflecting back at her. “Why?” She whispered to the woman in the mirror. “Why did Ashlee kill herself?”

      Tears escaped and traced lines down her face. Lifting her leaden hands, she wiped them away with shaking fingertips. Her eyes widened in the mirror. Tiny droplets of red blood dotted the back of her hands. A whimper escaped from deep in her throat and her breath came hot and fast. She dipped tissues into the makeup remover and rubbed the white cream across the back of her hands and up her arms. Painstakingly, she scraped with the tissues until only pale, milky skin and freckles remained. “Why?” she chanted. “Why, why?”

      Her cell phone buzzed on the table and she glanced at the caller ID. “Thank God! Isabella. Not the press this time.”

      Breathing a sigh of relief, she croaked her sister’s name into the phone, “Izzy.”

      Her chin trembled. She bit her lip to keep from breaking down into a sobbing mess.

      “You’ve already heard?” Isabella’s quiet voice hitched in places.

      Ava’s forehead creased. Over the phone line, she could tell that her sister had also been crying. “What?”

      Isabella didn’t miss a beat. “Did Niles call you too? How long will it take you to get to Twin Springs?” She expelled a deep sigh of relief and kept talking into her ear. “I’m so glad I wasn’t the one who had to tell you that Daddy passed away.”

      A roaring filled Ava’s ears. “Almost like the roar of a crowded theater,” she murmured and slid behind the black curtain and into unconsciousness.
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      THREE MONTHS LATER

      The tall man emerged from the trees lining the immense driveway that curled and looped a path in front of Twin Springs Hotel and Spa. Brisk winds blew down from Virginia’s Blue Ridge Mountains, darted around him and tugged the last of the gold and burnt orange leaves from the trees. Jaxon didn't resemble a man who frequented high-end properties, but rather his hardened body and broad shoulders still encompassed all the markings of a man ready for war.

      Immune to the dipping temperature, his long gait consumed the pavement beneath his feet and his attention zeroed in on his target. Something about the property nudged at the recesses of his brain. The red brick hotel with its white columns and arching windows felt familiar. Where had he seen it? In the news? A photograph? He searched his memory for the connection. Maybe one of JD’s sketches? Unsure, he gave a frustrated growl under his breath when he couldn’t extract the data. He paused. Eyes narrowed, he studied Twin Springs. A tower with fresh, forest green awnings and bright new bricks stretched high above the sprawling hotel. He muttered under his breath, “The owners clearly have cash for renovations.”

      Getting back to the job at hand, he rubbed at the black stubble littering his face and assessed the situation. A long covered veranda swept the length of the main body of the hotel. Two wings stretched out from the front entrance, four stories tall. The top story was peppered with tiny windows with peaked roofs. The main body of the hotel was broken up by a half circle portico supported by tall columns, already decked out with Christmas garland. “A little early,” he muttered. “Not even Thanksgiving yet.”

      Expensive and sleek luxury cars zoomed around the circular drive, pausing only to expel the privileged owners. Bellmen in black and green monkey suits raced to open car doors and welcome guests to the hotel. The well dressed monkeys performed on cue, greeting the guests warmly before conducting the pass off of a concealed tip and driving away to park the guests’ cars. The portico covered and protected the patrons’ journey into the hotel. He glanced down at his faded blue jeans and the dark blue button up shirt under his leather jacket and grumbled, “Lord save me from monkey suits.”

      Evidently, his cousin didn't do enough background work for this job. He was going to stand out like a new recruit’s freshly shaved, gleaming head. He mocked his cousin's words. “Quick job. Get in, get our intel and get out.” He growled deep in his throat. “Dumb ass.”

      His cousin needed to get out into the field more and out from behind his large computer screen. Perhaps the button up shirt will carry me through, he considered.

      Not a chance in hell, his mind rebelled and he dragged his cell phone from his back pocket and pushed speed dial.

      A distracted voice answered on the other end. “Leeland here."

      He grumbled hard and low, “What the hell, Lee? You sent me to some rich bitch mart."

      "That's the job, Jax. Don't get your panties in a wad. Just get the information we need. It’ll be easy. Pays well. You know we need to pull this one off without a hitch and prove our worth to the Geezers.”

      Jaxon’s thoughts shifted to his father and uncle. Retired from the military, the brothers had decided to revive the family’s long dead detective agency. After two decades of shooting off to one job or another, their wives had decided enough was enough. But, Lee’s dad and his were looking for any excuse to get back into the game. Helping out the boys would be all they needed. The word “fine” ground out from between Jaxon's clenched jaw. "But I'm telling you, this had better not be a JOBB.”

      Lee laughed at JD’s code word for a job that was Jacked Over Beyond Belief. “You know the deal," replied his cousin. “The insurance agency that hired us sent in some brainless fool who allowed one of the owners to wrap his fat ass around her pretty, little finger. Idiot returned in a daze, gushing about the stunning black haired part-owner who showed him around.”

      Jaxon muttered under his breath, “Useless excuse of a man.”

      Leeland ignored him and continued. “They want us to send in one of our top notch investigators. One who won’t be swayed by a gorgeous face and can ferret out if the hotel’s filing bogus insurance claims or not. They need results and quick because one of the owners is leaning heavily on them for payment. You’re the only man I know who prefers his women butt ugly."

      Jaxon snorted at his cousin's exaggeration and rubbed the short hair at the base of his neck. Butt ugly? Maybe not. But Lee was partially correct in his assessment. There was nothing he detested more than a beautiful woman. Give him a plain, average face any day over a conniving, lying, back stabbing, beautiful but evil bitch. “Screw you, Lee. You wouldn't know a good woman if she bit you in the ass and dragged you back to her bed.” He ground his back teeth some more and surveyed the mission before him. “I’ll get the job done. But no way in hell will I dress up in a god damn monkey suit to do it.”

      “Whatever, Jax. Besides, since you separated from the Army, you’ve been driving me nuts under foot here at HQ. You needed some field time to get the debacle of your last mission out of your head. The Geezers got wind of you dragging ass around here and are making noise about coming back on the job if you don’t stop. So, we both need this win. Report back with details. ASAP. I've got enough crap to deal with here.”

      Dismissed, Jaxon heard Lee yelling at someone else in the office before he disconnected. Pocketing his phone, he considered his options. He’d already memorized the floor plan that he’d downloaded from the Internet, surveyed the property from the road and stashed his jeep in the upper parking lot. Originally, he’d planned to walk in a side door and pretend to blend in with the guests. Blending in was a skill. All in how you carried yourself. Imitate the actions and attitudes of those around you, and all should be fine. He sneered at the men in the monkey suits. “Shouldn’t be too hard.”

      Shrugging out of the black leather jacket that had accompanied him around the world, he unbuttoned his cuffs and folded each sleeve midway up his powerful forearms. He popped the collar on his shirt and loosened a few extra buttons before tossing his leather jacket over his shoulder and anchoring it there by the crook of his finger. As if he possessed all the time in the world, he strolled past the monkeys at the gate and in the front door of Twin Springs.
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      The grandness of the Twin Springs’ lobby caught Jaxon by surprise. In his travels, he’d experienced the worst and best the world had to offer. There was something different about this hotel. Twin Springs jolted him. Rocked him to the core.

      Covertly, he examined the massive height of the ceiling, crowned with intricate carvings and painted in an understated white. His feet sunk into the plush, flowered pattern of the carpet. A quick sweep of the room revealed families and couples cheerfully communing around antique tables, while lounging on cozy couches and chairs. Without a doubt, a unique property, even the air smelled faintly of roses, vanilla and the hint of another scent that reminded him of his sister. Was it lavender?

      Unexpectedly, the setting before Jaxon seeped into him with a sense of peace, calmness and rightness that he hadn’t realized he lacked in his life. Shaking off the unusual thoughts, he growled low in the back of his throat and grumbled, “Perhaps Lee was right. Roses and vanilla? Flowers? What the hell? Maybe my panties are in a wad. I’m becoming a pansy ass.”

      He zeroed in on three women running the hotel’s Front Desk. The phones buzzing around them, together they efficiently handled a line of guests. Business must be good.

      The morning sun streamed through the tiny cream and green square, stain glass windows high in the lobby’s front wall and highlighted the three women’s matching black hair. But the similarity stopped there. Any one of the women could be the part owner who dragged the insurance agent around by the nose. After all, beauty was in the eye of the beholder.

      One of the women seemed less sure of herself. Her black hair was gathered back from her face in a simple ponytail. She also appeared a little young, but women’s ages were always a mystery to him and none of his business.

      One woman’s hawkish gaze missed nothing happening inside the long lobby and studied him intently.

      The last woman appeared to be in her teens, bubbly and vivacious with a youthful optimism that filled the air around her. A stunning girl with her dark chocolate ringlets falling around her face, but she couldn’t be any older than sixteen, a mere baby. Surely, the insurance agent wasn’t referring to her as the beautiful owner who convinced him to change his wicked opinion. Unless the guy was a perv. Jaxon made a mental note, and approached the Front Desk counter.

      “Welcome to Twin Springs Hotel and…” The teenager’s voice dwindled away and her smoky gray gaze fixed on Jaxon before filling with a dewy, vacant expression.

      Perplexed by the change, he studied the girl. Since the colossal failure of his last mission, he no longer trusted his instincts. He’d learned first-hand to gain hard proof to back up your gut. Otherwise people died. And he wouldn’t allow anyone else to be hurt by his bullshit instincts. Perhaps she’s older than I thought. She doesn’t dress like a teenager. High end clothes. More like a fashion model. Could she be the part owner?

      “Ohh,” the girl purred and covered her chest with her slender hand. “You must be here to interview for the job of Security Manager.”

      Perfect, he thought and cast her a lazy smile. Propping his lean form against the granite counter, he said, “Must be.”

      She held her slender hand out across the counter, “I’m Maddy and a co-owner here at Twin Springs Hotel and Spa.”

      Perv, fumed Jaxon as he ground his back teeth. Once the job was finished, he promised himself to track down the insurance agent and beat the shit out of him. Keeping his cover, he enveloped the teen’s hand with his own and sunk into a relaxed position on the counter. His friendly gaze sparkled at the three women. “Quite the welcome crew you have here. I can see why business is booming.” Cheesy, but all he could come up with on the fly. Schmoozing women wasn’t his forte, but the line seemed to work.

      Maddy’s light black skin blushed bright crimson and she stared down to their linked hands. She didn’t release his hand right away. Instead, she turned his arm over. His tattoo peeked out from under the cusp of his rolled up sleeve and he realized that it had caught the teen’s attention. Frowning, she tilted her head and attempted to read the list of names upside down. “Fitz, Woody, Gonzo⁠—”

      He jerked. The black abyss of loss threatened to consume him but he evened out his breathing, nonchalantly released her hand and moved on to the other women standing beside her. Flanked left, Caucasian, dyed hair, gorgeous turquoise eyes, young, his mind noted. Flanked right, Caucasian, late twenties, brown eyes, alert. Hair also dyed black due to the fact her eyebrows were a much lighter brown. He filed the information away. Deciding to operate true name, he introduced himself to each of them and shook their hands, “Jaxon Wolfe.”

      “Sheela and Diana,” said the plain faced, ordinary woman to Maddy’s right.

      “Excuse me,” said Diana, the younger of the two. She ran off after a young boy separated from his parents.

      Adding the women’s names to his mental file, he focused in on Sheela and considered the possibilities of added benefits of this job. Plain Jane’s, like Sheela, were always filled with wonderful surprises. Unlike his cousin, he understood there was no such thing as an ugly woman. All women were beautiful in unexpected ways.

      He just hated women who used their beauty to lie and manipulate. Studying Sheela’s caramel brown eyes, a niggling that something was off tingled in his long suppressed instincts. Mentally, he ground the uneasiness with the boot of his heel, killing it. Hard facts, that was how he survived now. No more gut instincts, feelings or hunches. Just cold hard facts. “It’s a pleasure to meet both of you.”

      Sighing heavily, Maddy stared at Jaxon. “Your brown eyes have the prettiest green flecks.”

      Sheela elbowed the teen and broke her trance.

      “Sorry.” Maddy stood stock straight, adjusted her cream silk blouse, and pulled forth an older, more mature, facade. “I’ll tell my brother that you’re here to interview for the job.” On crazy high spiked heels, she teetered back to an area blocked from his view.

      Women. He turned his attention back to plain—, er—, Sheela, he corrected himself. “So, how long have you been without a Security Manager?”

      Brow raised, Sheela answered, “A while. Mr. Beaumont didn’t inform the Front Desk to expect you.”

      Smart woman. Even better. His smile deepened. “Heard about the job from a friend of mine. I was in the area. Decided to stop by and try my luck.”

      From behind Sheela, he detected movement. Unhurriedly, he straightened and took stock of the other part owner of the hotel. Black hair, short. Six foot male, bi-racial ancestry. Dark gray suit, white shirt, no tie. Gray eyes. Jaxon considered the eyes for a moment. Eyes that matched little Maddy’s. Brother and sister, he mused.

      A confident power exuded from the businessman. Must be the owner pushing the insurance company to pay out. Gotta pay for that tower, after all. Jaxon noticed that the man assessed him and waited for the verdict.

      The steely stare gave nothing away and he offered his hand. “Theo Beaumont. I understand that you’re applying for the job of Security Manager.” He turned, motioning for Jaxon to follow. “Come on back,” he called over his shoulder. “Maddy, don’t spend all day at the Front Desk. You have a test on Monday.”

      Crossing her arms, the teen shot back, “It’s only Saturday and Isabella promised I could taste test a couple of her new creations for the bar menu. Plus Ava said I could go to the Aviary and try to teach her bird some new words.”

      Pausing, Theo turned and cast a look powerful enough to freeze a mere man alive, but it bounced ineffectively off his little sister. “School comes first. I want to check your homework and quiz you before Sunday at midnight. In fact, you’ll meet me in my office on Sunday at 2:00 pm. Sharp, Maddy. 2:00 pm sharp,” he reiterated, attempting to pin his sister with a look.

      Jaxon preferred not to be on the shitty side of this man. But he would if need be. After all, he thought, I’m here to do a job.

      Theo opened his office door and motioned for Jaxon to enter. He lowered himself behind a sturdy but aged oak desk.

      Examining the room, Jaxon considered his choices. To the left, under the window, stretched an extremely comfortable brown leather couch. But the angle of that position wouldn’t allow him to study Theo’s face and reactions. Second option, sit directly in front of his desk, but in one of two girly chairs covered with large purple flowers. He resisted raising an eyebrow at the man across from him as he examined the chairs. Just do the job, he told himself. He squeezed his muscled frame into one of the feminine chairs and slung his leather jacket over his knee.

      “Little sisters,” muttered Theo under his breath.

      One thing Jaxon understood was little sisters. His mind pictured his own little sister. All grown up but equally as gorgeous as Maddy. It didn’t matter how old they became, the older brother still shouldered the responsibility to watch over them. “I understand, have one of my own. Older than yours, but no less of a pain in the ass. Beat up my share of hopeful suitors growing up.”

      Throwing back his head, Theo laughed. “I have the opposite problem. Have to protect others from my little sister.”

      Damn it, grumbled Jaxon. I like this guy. He crushed the weakness. The luxury of forming ties was no longer an option for him and especially not while on a job. No ties equaled no pain when things went to shit. “Been there, too.”

      Theo studied the serious man across from him. “Tell me about yourself. How did you hear about the position? Did you bring a resume?”

      Any good operative understood the key in an undercover mission was to stick as close to the truth as possible without blowing your cover, or the job at hand. That way you don’t have to juggle the lies. If he were successful, the payoff would be great intel. If he didn’t sell his story well, then his face was blown and the agency would have to send in another detective. Or he’d need to come clean and state the real reason he came to Twin Springs. Neither of those scenarios worked for him.

      No way in hell would he go back to the agency with his tail between his legs. The Geezers would laugh their asses off. They’d take great pleasure in smearing his failure in his face and ribbing him for years to come. “I can get you a resume. Heard about the job from an old Army buddy. I was in the area and thought I’d check to see if the post was still open. Security was my business in the military. Both personal security and property security. I’ve just separated after eight years of service.”

      “You decided not to reenlist?”

      White flames of burning men played in the back of his mind. He settled on an easy half-truth. “Had enough of the politics, lies and death. Needed a new job, something without all the bullshit.”

      “Dale, the Head of Maintenance here at Twin Springs, his son left the Army a little ways back. He returned severely burned from serving. Right now, he is overseeing the completion of our new Lobby Bar and Tower. You two will have a great deal in common. He prefers to do most of his work at odd hours because of his burns. That, or he figured out ways to get around Twin Springs without being seen.”

      The sounds of an explosion and men screaming reverberated through Jaxon’s brain. The memory of the searing flames licking their bodies danced in his vision and the pungent smell of burning flesh filled his nostrils. Their last breaths had branded him a failure. Their memories haunted him and gnawed at his soul. A part of him wanted to push their faces to the dark recesses of his mind but honor forced him to keep their sacrifices alive, breathing and in step with each breath he enjoyed at their expense.

      The pain of their death stroked the constant reminder of his failure and ate him alive, consuming what was left of his soul one bite at time. He’d caused the brutal death of his brothers-in-arms. Like Judas, he stood beside their loved ones as their remains were lowered into the ground. He wanted more than anything to change places but it was too late. They were dead.

      Swallowing hard and clearing his throat, he shuttered the pain behind his eyes along with the fetid odor of burning flesh. All he could do now was never allow his flawed instincts to cause another death. Maybe by accomplishing the mission at hand, he could prove to himself and the only family he had left that he was spared for a reason. Otherwise, he was worthless. He rolled his shoulders back, forcing himself to push the images to the edge of his consciousness and concentrate on the reality in front of him. Computer, check for financials. High end RFID key card on Theo’s hip. An unusual level of security, find out why. His mind filed the information away and he felt a sense of relief at the simple task.

      The images and screams blurred and faded into a mist that twirled and seeped into the deep dark regions. Determined to concentrate on the mission before him, he felt out the situation. “New Lobby Bar and Tower, sounds like things are going well.”

      Theo’s eyes narrowed to slivers of ice and he twirled a silver pen through his fingers, contemplating.

      Sensing the man was weighing his choices and coming to a decision about him, he waited.

      Theo’s voice contained a dangerous thread. “Let me ask you this, Jaxon. How far would you go to protect those you love? We’re a family here at Twin Springs. For almost a century, my fiancées family has owned and operated Twin Springs. Isabella, my fiancée, is the Head Executive Chef. Her sister, Ava, is cutting her teeth as the new Group Sales and Special Events Coordinator. Generations back, my uncle was the Executive Chef in the Main Kitchen.

      “This is our home. We live and work on property. You met my little sister. A few months ago, Niles, the old Security Manager went mad, sabotaged the hotel and attempted to kill both my fiancée and my sister. He tried to drown Isabella in an underground river that runs beneath a portion of the hotel. Wet and cold, both Isabella and Maddy almost froze to death before I could get to them. He was Isabella and Ava’s childhood friend. Someone we all trusted. If Isabella hadn’t fought him off, she would’ve been swept downstream instead of him.”
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