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            Synopsis

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From USA Today Bestselling Author KL Donn comes Cage & Magnolia, an opposites attract, surprise pregnancy, found family romance.

      

        

      
        Devastating consequences lead to the worst nightmares, and mine are no different.

        I wanted to change the world.

        My part of it, anyways.

        My name is Magnolia Taylor, and this is not my story to tell.

        Fresh out of college, bright-eyed, and filled with hope, I started my dream job.

        Then everything went to hell, and I ran away.

        Straight into another disaster.

        Where he rescued me.

        Cage Craven.

      

        

      
        Darkness everlasting, rising from the ashes of hell itself.

        Flaming red hair caught my attention.

        Sad, ready-to-die eyes had me spouting promises I had no business making.

        Saving her should have been the end of it,

        But she was fire in my arms.

        An inferno in my bed.

        Until she left.

      

        

      
        Magnolia believes her story is over; little does she know I’m coming for her.

        Her past doesn’t scare me. But her present will bring me to my knees.

      

        

      
        She thinks this isn’t her story, and she’s right.

        It’s ours.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      I wrote this book for me, and I truly hope you love Cage & Magnolia as much as I do.

      Happy reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Magnolia

          

        

      

    

    
      Excitement courses through my veins as I stare around my very first office. I opted to come in for the summer program to help some of the more at-risk youth and learn more about the community I’ll be working in.

      I’m unsure of when I decided to become a guidance counselor instead of a teacher, but I don’t regret it. I’m not interested in being a disciplinarian to the kids; I’d prefer to be their confidant. To be the person they’re comfortable enough to come to when they have a problem.

      Middle school was my turning point in life. I was bullied so incessantly that I nearly committed suicide. Thought about it. Dreamed about it. For months on end, I wrote in my diary about how I would do it until, finally, the opportunity presented itself. I was ready. Prepared. Had accepted my fate.

      But then she came.

      Mrs. Campbell.

      She noticed me on that Friday afternoon, saw something in me that no one else had paid any attention to, and made it her mission to ensure that I knew how much I had to live for.

      If not for her simple question, I believe I would have gone through with it.

      When you’re twenty-five, what would you say to yourself now?

      My first thought was nothin’ because I’ll be dead. But then I spent the afternoon contemplating what I would say to my younger self if I had the opportunity to. The entire weekend passed trying to figure it out until Monday morning came, and I finally asked her what she would say to herself.

      Her answer gave me pause.

      This is only one part of your life. It can and will get better.

      And then she told me how she was picked on a lot and how much she hated school. Mrs. Campbell never realized it, but she saved my life with that one question.

      And now, here I am. Hoping to do the same thing for students who are like I once was. My focus is to help kids navigate through life when their bodies and minds are at war with one another.

      “Mrs. Taylor?” Spinning at the meek voice, I see a girl standing hesitantly in the doorway. Her dark hair is tied up on top of her head, her face is makeup-free, and she wears a pair of ripped jeans and a baggy sweater with Crocs on her feet.

      “Hi. What’s your name?” I smile and lean back against my desk, keeping my arms at my sides so she knows I’m open to conversation.

      “Lucy. Lucy Michaels.” Her fingers twist in front of her as she looks down. “You’re the new guidance counselor, right?”

      I nod and sweep my arm out, offering a seat on the couch that I had brought in or one of the bean bag chairs. “I am. My name is Magnolia.”

      “Like the flower?” It makes her smile, and she finally accepts a seat in the cupcake-shaped bean bag chair.

      “Exactly.” I flash her another smile as she looks around the room. I have a massive window on one side looking out into the school’s courtyard, and on each side, nestled against the walls, are two tall bookshelves. Sensing she’s here for something, I grab a stack of books and begin placing them on the shelves, waiting, hoping she’ll talk a little more.

      I get through organizing two of the four shelves on one bookcase before I hear her ask, “Are you married, Miss Taylor?” I almost erupt with laughter.

      Shaking my head, I respond, “No, never been married. I’m not entirely certain that kind of life is for me.” I’ve suffered from depression almost my entire life, never knowing how or when I’ll be triggered again. I do know I couldn’t put a spouse or children through that kind of uncertainty. I’d hate for anyone else to feel any sort of agony because of me. Stopping what I’m doing, I turn to look at Lucy. “Why do you ask?”

      Her shoulder lifts as she chews on her lip. “My parents got divorced a couple of years ago. Mom took off, and Dad, well, he’s still heartbroken.”

      “I’m really sorry to hear that.” Going to the mini fridge I installed behind my desk, I open it and grab two bottles of cherry-flavored water, my favorite. Offering one to Lucy, I sit in another bean bag chair shaped like an emoji face.

      I take a refreshing drink of water, as the afternoon is sweltering, and wish I’d worn shorts instead of the jeans I have on. “My parents separated when I was a few years younger than you are, too, and eventually, they got back together.” Relating to kids in this age of technology is difficult, but divorce is one thing so many have in common.

      “Did they shut down on you?” Maybe this is one I can’t relate to as much, but I will try.

      “Them…no. But I shut down on them and myself.” Her brows pinch together, confused.

      “What does that mean?”

      Oh, how to explain suicidal depression and ideation to a teenager? I don’t want to. I hate the idea of her even thinking about it.

      “I closed in on myself. I pushed my parents away, my friends. I was angry and sad. I wanted to run away but didn’t want to leave those I loved.”

      She nods like she understands, and this, she just might. “That sucks.”

      A laugh bubbles up this time, and I let it out. “It does. Did. It really did.”

      And that’s how our relationship begins to grow and blossom—finding companionship in the unlikeliest places at a time when we both needed it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Three weeks later.

      

      

      “Miss Taylor?” I glance up from the paperwork I’ve spent all day working on—it’s a proposal to the school board about establishing an after-school program during the regular academic year so I can continue working with some of these kids I’ve spent the summer getting to know—and I smile at a waiting Lucy.

      Waving her in, she drops down into her favorite seat—the cupcake bean bag chair. “What’s up?” I reach behind me and grab two bottles of cherry-flavored water. She’s grown as addicted to it as I have.

      “I need to talk to you about something, but do you have to report it?” Alarm spikes my pulse.

      “Well, that depends on what it is. If it’s a crime, yes.” I doubt that’s what this is.

      Lucy shakes her head no. “Nothing like that.”

      “How about you tell me, and then we’ll decide how to best proceed?” Over the last few weeks, Lucy has been to school every day, participating in the activities I have planned or even helping and being a role model to some of the younger kids from the neighborhood. As word has spread, my program has grown, and I hate the idea of it only lasting through the summer.

      “You know I’ve been seeing Darius.” I nod as she picks at the label on her water. “Well, he made me do some stuff. I told him no, but….” Tears crowd her doleful eyes. “He wouldn’t listen to me, Miss Taylor…” Taking a mouthful of water, I wait for her to continue, plotting to give this boy a piece of my mind and possibly getting the police involved. We’ll see. My gut is screaming I know where this is going. “I took a pregnancy test yesterday and two more today.” I hold my breath. “I’m pregnant, Miss Taylor.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        One week later.

      

      

      “Are you sure you want me here?” Sitting in my car in the parking lot of the women’s clinic, Lucy looks sick to her stomach. It’s early in the morning, and the protestors aren’t as big of a crowd as at other times of the day. Thankfully, the facility has volunteers who accompany clients into the building without too much trouble.

      “Yes.” She nods, sliding out of my car while I take a few deep breaths.

      When Lucy told me she was pregnant, I was stunned. Probably as much as she was. But we spent the evening talking about options and where she could go that wouldn’t contact her parents and how to broach the subject with them if she chose to.

      I’d given her the number for the women’s clinic the next day and told her she had to be the one to make the appointment, but I would take her if she wanted me to.

      Now, here we are.

      Pulling up the hood of Lucy’s jacket, I’ve never been so grateful for a rainy day as we walk around the corner to the path leading to the entrance. Immediately, three people approach, yelling at us as security comes to escort us inside.

      After getting checked in, filling out the necessary paperwork, and taking Lucy’s vitals, we’re led to a room in the back. I believe we are the first appointment of the day because a doctor enters with a welcoming smile on her face a few minutes later.

      “Good morning, I’m Dr. Sherry Martin. You’re Lucy Michaels?” Lucy confirms, and the doctor looks at me. “And you are…?”

      “Magnolia Taylor.” It’s quite obvious I’m too young to be Lucy’s mother. “I’m her guidance counselor at school. I told her I’d be here for support if she needed it.”

      The woman’s eyes lose a bit of their spark as she admonishes, “You can’t lead her in any decisions she makes.” I acknowledge that. I hadn’t planned on it.

      “I’m only here as support. Whatever she wants, she’ll get. I don’t matter in this situation.” And it’s the truth. Lucy is so young—only fifteen—she has her entire future ahead of her. I’m simply here to ensure she gets the outcome she wishes.

      “Good, let’s begin then.” It’s just like any other appointment. They explain the pros and cons of her options, the possible side effects. Offer counseling and social help. I’ve never been involved in an appointment like this before, but I’m pleasantly surprised by how well-equipped they are to handle situations like this.

      I’m unsure if Lucy is more overwhelmed than when she came in or if she’s better prepared to make a choice, but I can see she’s not as tense. By the time we’re ready to leave, she has an appointment with one of the psychologists in a few days and then a final appointment about her decision next week. Both of which I promise to drive her to.

      When I got into counseling, it was with the intent to help kids in trouble. If I’d been asked if this was the kind of help I anticipated arranging, I would have said no. Nonetheless, I’m extremely happy to be here for Lucy because, if nothing else, she deserves someone in her corner who will be silent but supportive.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ten days later.

      

      

      I haven’t asked Lucy about her choice. I didn’t want her to feel as though I was prying or attempting to change her mind. I just want to be her shoulder if she needs it. As we park, she’s quiet, contemplative. The crowd is larger today than the past couple of times we were here.

      I think they’re getting to her. They spewed some horrifically invasive and cruel vitriol at her last appointment, making me wonder how they justify their actions. These people can be downright nasty, especially to the young girls I’ve seen coming and going. The parking lot is empty, though, so I’m hopeful we can get in quickly.

      “It’s going to be okay.” I reach over and offer a comforting hand.

      “I know,” she whispers, her tears impacting her voice. I can’t imagine how hard things have been for her, and I hate that I don’t always know the right thing to say or do.

      Taking her lead, I wait until she gets out of the car before joining her. She stops me before we head towards the building and wraps me in a tight hug. “Thanks for being here for me, Miss Taylor. I don’t know anyone else who would have been as kind and supportive as you have been.”

      Tears clog my throat.

      “I think, one day, you’re going to be an amazing mom.” Gripping hands, we’re about to take a step when Lucy freezes, her body turning to ice.

      “What are you doing with that girl?” a man shouts at us. His eyes zero in on where Lucy is squeezing my hand.

      The protestors have yelled at us, thrown things at us, but they’ve never confronted us like this. “We’re just going inside.” I try to keep my voice calm, but even I hear the fear in it.

      That fear is garnered by the gun in his hand. Another man approaches, then another, and soon, we’re surrounded, only a few feet between them and us.

      “Miss Taylor?” Lucy is vibrating with fear; I squeeze her hand.

      “You forcing that girl to get an abortion, mick?” The way he spews the last word, I understand he means it as an insult. “She ain’t your kind. Step away from her.”

      With my flaming red hair, bright green eyes, and pale skin, it’s no doubt I’m no relation to Lucy, who is olive-complected and has dark brown hair and chocolate eyes. Doesn’t mean I’m doing what he’s insinuating, though.

      “We have an appointment,” I force through a rigid jaw. Wrapping an arm around Lucy, I try pulling her forward, but they won’t allow us to pass. Not wishing to frighten her any more, I whisper down to her, “Let’s come back another time.”

      My words set the man off because he starts yelling and raises the gun. Blocking Lucy’s body with mine, we scream when the first bullet fires, the round going wild. But that second one…

      That second one hits me in the back of my shoulder. I drop to the ground, fire racing through my blood, then another spears through the side of my gut. Lucy screams again as she stares down at me in horror. Yelling ramps up behind me, but as I stare down at myself, blood pouring from my wounds, my body turns to ice as my ears ring, and before I can say anything else, four more shots blast out.

      One hits my hip, throwing me face down into the ground, and three hit Lucy. “Noooo!” I scream…I think I scream. “Lucy?” I cry out as she drops just a few feet in front of me. Her eyes lifeless, her hand outstretched, and a hole in her chest where her heart pumps out her life force before, finally, there’s nothing left.

      Dragging myself over to her, ignoring the agony zipping through my body, I pull her under me, securing her away from a world she was too good for. “Lucy.” I cry out her name until darkness takes me under, until my own breathing grows shallow. Until my lungs seize, and for a split second, I see a light. It’s warm and welcoming, and I want to follow it to the end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Magnolia

          

          EIGHT MONTHS LATER.

        

      

    

    
      Turning around as I hear giggling, I point at the two culprits, only a slight twinge of pain in my hip this time. “Care to share?” I wink when they both freeze, fear flashing in their eyes before they cover their mouths to hide their little girl chuckles.

      “No, Miss Taylor!” they say in unison but hand me the picture in question.

      “Oh lord,” I muse, staring down at the happy couple kissing, ignoring the pang of desire in the region of my heart. “Who is this?” I kneel in front of them.

      Kaya answers, “My mommy and daddy.” The girls are both seven and obsessed with love.

      “They’re smooching.” Annika puckers her lips together and makes kissing sounds, sending the rest of the kids into a fit of giggles.

      When I arrived in Richards Bay, South Africa, I wasn’t sure what to expect, but after a month of learning the kids’ personalities and traits, I’ve come to realize I need them more than they need me. The exchange program I joined after the shooting was an impulse, one I’m eternally grateful I jumped on.

      “Okay, okay, back to the lesson.” I clap my hands together to get the attention of the other ten students. Everyone straightens up and gives me their best ‘I’m ready to learn’ faces, which sends me into a fit of laughter.

      I think we do laugh more than learn/teach, and it’s opened them up to me more. They confide in me in a way they weren’t able to with their previous teacher. The woman was all business, all the time, from what I’ve been told.

      While I’m not a licensed teacher, they needed someone to fill in, and it turns out that I fit the bill. Since this is an art class, it hasn’t been too hard to do, and I really enjoy it.

      Today, I have them practicing their clean line skills. Using rulers and lined paper, everyone does their best to keep their hands steady. It’s all for fun, a break from the academics, and they do wonderfully under my praise.

      The rest of the day passes quietly, uneventfully. I teach two more classes, and as I’m about to dismiss my last one of the day, that’s when I hear it.

      The sound I wish I didn’t instinctually know. The sound that changed my life.

      A gunshot.

      Followed by another.

      And another.

      Until finally, the screams reach my ears.

      I freeze, unable to move or think, until a tiny hand tugs at my shirt sleeve, and I’m brought back to earth. “Miss Taylor?” One of the ten-year-old boys pulls so hard, my shoulder pops out of the neck opening.

      “To the back of the class,” I instruct, aiming to keep the panic from my voice. The room with the kiln is the only place I can think to put them. “Hide behind whatever you can.” I don’t know how often events like this happen here, but due to my training at home, I sadly know what to do. “Keep quiet,” I tell them, closing the door so there’s just a crack open.

      Running to the classroom door, I realize what I do next is risky, but I open the door to check if any students are lingering in the hallway. Four older kids are trying to hide in alcoves, behind water fountains, and in lockers.

      Whistling, they all turn to look at me. “Quickly!” I hiss. Ushering them into the room, I tell them where to go and to keep quiet. Closing and locking the door, I shut the blinds around us just as I notice a large caravan of police arrive outside. What surprises me is the lone man shouting at the officials as they stand around.

      Waving my arms to gain their attention, he sees me, his eyes narrowing and flashing with something. The tattoos on his face and neck make him appear terrifying. He motions for me to get down, and just as that blind closes, the classroom door kicks in, and in the doorway are two boys armed with automatic rifles. One smirks as he enters the classroom, the other raises his gun, aiming right at me, and all I can think is, why me? Why now? How is this fair in any way?

      Before either of them can do anything, another boy appears. This one, I recognize. He’s about sixteen, and I’ve seen him around school a few times. I believe he has siblings here.

      “You lied!” he shouts at the shooters, shocking me. I can’t even begin to understand what’s happening, so when he reaches for one of the young men, I watch in horror as he brings a knife up to his neck, and in one clean sweep, blood spurts everywhere.

      Screaming, I drop to the ground, and a shot goes off, hitting the window behind me. Shattering glass rains down, some pelting my back as I cover my head.

      Shouting from outside can be heard, but I don’t move until I feel a hand grab a chunk of my hair. Dragging me to my feet, the boy wraps an arm around my neck as he backs into the wall encasing the kiln room.

      The two shooters are dead, blood pooling around them as their necks gape open; the knife used lays on the ground near their bodies. I become lightheaded as his arm tightens around my neck.

      “Please don’t kill me,” I beg. He mutters something, but my ears are ringing, so I don’t hear him. “Please, let the kids go.”

      “Kids?” he snarls, and I feel his head whipping around, looking for them. “What kids?”

      “Will you let them go?” I won’t tell him where they are until I know they’re safe.

      “Yes, yes, this wasn’t my plan. This wasn’t supposed to happen.” He sounds distressed, but I can’t let myself feel sorry for him. “Where are they?” he snaps.

      Lifting a shaking hand, I point to the door nearby. “Just let them out. They’ve done nothing wrong.”

      Dragging me over, I can barely get my feet under me. “Open it,” he demands. I twist the knob and register little whimpers of fear. “Everyone out!” he yells, and they all come shuffling out of the room, tears streaking their innocent faces.

      “Go, run!” I encourage them. As they rush out the door, I remember the broken window and scream towards the police, “Children are coming out!”

      The teen’s arm tightens on my throat as he drags me to the front of the classroom, watching the children leave before I notice a large shadow along the wall. Someone is coming. I can only hope that whomever it is can stop this boy before he kills me too.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Cage

      

      

      A line of groaning bodies lies behind me as I make my way inside the school. I run into children and teachers as I carefully make my way to the classroom with the woman and her unruly wild red hair. I saw her through the window; she looked terrified.

      It wasn’t just a fear of an active shooter, it was a fear born out of experience. When our eyes locked, a shift occurred inside me. The coldness I’ve lived with had a flash of warmth. A warmth I want to feel again. Like an addiction, I need to know it intimately.

      When the school’s director called me this morning after being apprised about rumblings of an impending attack, I mounted up, ready to slay whatever assholes decided today was the day to cause carnage.

      So far, I haven’t seen any dead bodies. No children, no teachers. But bullet holes litter the walls, floors, and lockers. It was hysteria they were seeking, and from the stark look on the faces I’ve come across, they succeeded.

      When I hear a voice yelling that children are coming out, I know whoever this is, has her. The girl with the sunshine hair and panic in her eyes.

      A small group of children come running down the hall as I’m rounding a corner, and in the next second, I see a boy, maybe sixteen, with his arm around my sunshine’s neck before they disappear back into the classroom.

      “Mate!” I call. “I’m coming in.” There’s no sound, nobody telling me to back off, so when I enter the classroom, finding two dead bodies on the ground with guns in their hands, I’m surprised to see this boy still holding the lovely teacher hostage.

      “She’s just a teacher, mate. Not sure this is a good idea here.” Staring at the beauty trapped in the petrified teenager’s arms, I can tell she’s on the verge of tears but is trying to remain strong as I talk the boy down.

      “He doesn’t have a weapon.” Her voice shakes as she chokes out the words.

      “I can see that.” He’s also twice her size. It wouldn’t take much for him to snap her delicate neck should he choose to.

      “What’s your name, pet?” Maybe if the kid learns more about her, he’ll let her go, and I won’t have to use the Berretta that’s in my hand, now resting against my thigh.

      “Magnolia. Magnolia Taylor. I’m only twenty-three. I was born and raised in Chester, Arizona. It’s a small town. I came here because–” Tears do drop this time. “I came here because the school I was supposed to start working at…there was an incident. Someone died.” I’m curious about that. About her.

      Her pleading eyes never leave mine; they’re speaking to me. And suddenly, I’m curiously aware of her as a woman. An extremely attractive one that I want to have for myself. “Did you hear Magnolia, mate? She hasn’t had a chance to live yet. Whatever has happened to you to bring you to this moment, it can be undone. I can help you.”

      “Please, I’m only a teacher, a guidance counselor.” Her eyes continue to well up as she struggles to remain still in the boy’s restrictive hold.

      “You need to loosen your grasp. Her life outweighs yours right now, son.” I notice his demeanor shifting, and when I look into his eyes, I recognize it.

      That look.

      I’ve seen it too many times not to understand its meaning.

      “I’m not your son!” Her gasp as her captor cuts off her airway and the way she fights to inhale forces me to raise the gun.

      He’s ready to die, and he’s going to force me to do it. “Let her go. Just let Magnolia go.” I have about ten seconds before it’s too late for her.

      Her eyes are already growing heavy, her limbs becoming lethargic, and her clawing nails have less fight. She’s losing. Hell, we’re all about to lose here.

      Three seconds.

      I take aim.

      Two...

      Finger on the trigger.

      One…

      The kid drops her to the ground. A bullet in his shoulder.

      “Breach,” I mutter into the mouthpiece in my ear. I don’t go to Magnolia until the team of cops waiting outside barge into the room and take him into custody.

      Shoving my gun into my holster, I spot a bottle of water on the desk she had been teaching at before these boys invaded her safe space and drop to my knees next to her.

      Magnolia.

      What an odd name.

      “Don’t move; just sit here for a minute. Take a drink of this.” Opening the bottle, I hand it to her. “Try to relax.” Her body violently shakes, and she winds up spilling half the bottle before swallowing a sip of the liquid.

      “I-I-I-I ca-can-can’t s-s-s-s-eem to s-s-stop.” The stuttering grows worse as she tries to speak.

      Sitting next to her, I grip one of her thighs and drag her over my lap so she straddles me. Bringing her head to my chest, I hold her tightly, maybe enjoying her soft curves a little more than I should. “Listen to my heartbeat. Just listen. We have nowhere to be right now.”

      Yeah. I definitely like her in my arms a little too much.

      “Wh-wh-why d-d-did they d-d-d-do this?” Her stuttering seems to get worse.

      Blowing out a breath, I don’t think it’s possible to really understand acts like this. “Those two”—I nod to the dead bodies—“were here looking for a girl that broke up with one of them because he hit her. They wanted to scare her.” She was at home. She was the only reason we knew anything might happen. The girl is the one who called in the threat to the school. “But they needed someone to get them in. Which was where the other one came in. I don’t believe he was expecting them to bring guns, though.”

      Her elegant fingers grip my shirt so tightly that she pulls it from the waistband of my jeans and wriggles around in my lap. A lot. Too much.

      Fuck.

      I feel the beast rising, and I know she’s about to feel it in a second, too. Placing my hands on her hips to prevent her from moving further, my body acts on its own by pulling her closer and nestling her fully against my rigid length.

      There’s no denying it now.

      She freezes, and I wait for her disgust.

      Seconds tick by, turning into minutes, until finally, Magnolia leans back and looks me in the eye. “That’s not normal, right?”

      “What?” She’s old enough to know it’s normal for a man.

      “For me to be okay with…” She points to where our bodies meet. “I should be appalled, shouldn’t I?”

      Shrugging, I haven’t a fucking clue what she should be. “I’m not sure what you’re looking for here, pet.” Getting to my feet, I intend to set her down, but she clings to me like a monkey. “Planning to let me go so I can get us out of here, little one?”

      “I can’t.” Her fevered breath on my ear makes my dick twitch. He’s a devilish bastard today.

      “Sure you can. You release me, and we walk out of here.” Her head shakes viciously, tousled red hair cascading around us like a waterfall, and all I can picture is how it would sway as she goes down on me.

      I’m going straight to hell. First class ticket.

      Clearing my throat, I begin walking out of the classroom and into the hallway. “You’re coming with me, then.” Not many women want that once they discover who I am and what I’m willing to do to get what I want.

      I kill for money. I kill for mercy. I kill…because it’s what I’m good at.

      Today, when I was called in by the school director because of the danger, my one and only job was to get the kids out and ensure the only one who died was the one posing the threat.

      I was prepared to do that.

      Except he wasn’t armed; he likely hadn’t known how far those boys were willing to go, and he was a child himself.

      I have rules. I don’t kill innocent women, and I don’t kill kids. I track when needed and do what has to be done, but nobody dies by my hand that doesn’t truly deserve it.

      “Where, uhm, where are you going?” She still doesn’t loosen her hold.

      “Home.” Stepping into the heat and away from the building, I see the carnage left in my wake because nobody would let me into the school until the second spurt of gunfire, and for the first time in my life, I don’t want someone to witness what I’m capable of. “Keep your eyes closed.” She nods but otherwise doesn’t say a word.

      I didn’t kill anyone today, but medics were required, and there might have been a couple of broken bones involved. My intent was to keep a school filled with children safe. If men got hurt, it was their own fucking fault for getting in my way when I was called to solve the problem they couldn’t.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Cage Craven.”

      “It suits you.” Her words are barely a whisper.

      After meeting the precious woman in my arms, my priorities have shifted slightly. I’m not sure if it’s due to my attraction to her, the haunted way she begged not to die, or the aftermath of working with the Cardarelli’s in Italy when I lingered longer than I should have.

      “Why are you here?” She hinted about something happening at home, and now I’m curious. Everyone watches us as I walk past with the terrified teacher in my arms. My Jeep is only two blocks away.

      “I’m a guidance counselor. I’m there for the kids at the ages where their lives change the most. Where my life changed the most. I wanted to be what I never had in middle school.” Readjusting my hold on her, my hand slips, and I graze against her cunt. She gasps, and her back arches. Meanwhile, I wonder if the carpet matches the drapes.
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