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        To my husband.

        For listening to me rant about how

        the characters in my head weren’t

        doing what I told them to.
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      SAGE

      Two suitcases sat on the front porch as I walked up the stairs after school had let out for the day. They were my father’s, but I couldn’t remember him mentioning that he was going anywhere. Frowning, I entered the hallway, intending to find him and ask what was happening, but raised voices coming from the living room stopped me.

      I winced. They were fighting again. It seemed like Mom and Dad were always arguing these days. Sometimes, I wished they’d just get a divorce so I didn’t have to listen to them yell at each other anymore. At least I’d be out of here in a few months. I’d been accepted into a prestigious dramatic arts college and would be moving into a dorm until I finished my studies.

      Deciding I’d rather not face my parents while they were angry, I turned off the hallway and into my bedroom. Their voices grew louder so I closed the door to drown them out. Back when they’d first started fighting, I’d tried to figure out what their disagreements were about so I could help, but that hadn’t done anything other than upset them more than they already were. I’d learned it was best to give them space when they were like this.

      I stripped off my school uniform and changed into a pair of patterned jeans and a t-shirt advertising my friend’s band, then paused for a moment, listening hard. When I realized they were still going at it, I grabbed a bright pink nail polish from the cabinet and sat on the floor to paint my toenails. I’d finished one foot and started the other when an almighty crash echoed through the house.

      My hand slipped, smearing nail polish across my toe. My heart thumped madly as I waited for the arguing to resume, but there was only silence. Eerie silence. After so many months of being a bystander for these fights, I knew what was normal and what wasn’t. Something was wrong.

      My pulse beating a rapid tattoo, I put the nail polish away and crept down the hall. When I reached the living room door, I edged it open and peered through the gap. Mom was lying on the floor, her long hair splayed around her. She wasn’t moving. Dad knelt over her, muttering frantically. He grabbed her shoulders and shook her but she didn’t respond. I threw the door open and raced to her side.

      “What happened?” I demanded, staring down at her. Her eyes were closed, her face slack. I cupped her head with my hands and felt something wet and sticky. Heart sinking, I withdrew my hands and saw they were coated with blood. I scrambled backward, away from Dad. He watched me, his complexion pale and his eyes wide.

      “I didn’t mean to,” he whispered, looking horrified. “We need to leave, but she wouldn’t come. It was taking too long.” He dragged a hand through his hair. “I pushed her, and she… she…”

      I glanced from Dad to Mom, noticing for the first time that an electrical cable was tangled around her ankle and that her head was only a few inches from the tiles around the fireplace. Red droplets stood out against gray stone. I could imagine exactly what had happened. They’d gotten angry, egging each other on, then he’d shoved her, and she’d tripped and hit her head. And now she wasn’t moving.

      “I didn’t mean to,” he repeated, staring blankly. “I’d never—”

      “We need to call an ambulance,” I snapped, grabbing my phone from my pocket. I started dialing but the sound of a vehicle pulling up the drive made me pause. There weren’t any sirens, but perhaps Dad had already called for help. I looked at him to confirm and saw the remaining color leach from his cheeks.

      “Go,” he hissed, his eyes locking on me. “Out the back, over the fence. Call the police, but whatever you do, don’t come back.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Are you crazy? Mom needs help. I’m not going anywhere.”

      He reached behind himself and brandished a gun. I gasped. He leveled it at me, his expression frantic. “Get out, Sage. Right now.”

      My lips trembled. “You’re insane.”

      He undid the safety. “Go!”

      I stumbled away from him, hurrying toward the exit. I yanked the door open and slammed it shut behind me, then sprinted across our short back lawn and around the garden shed, to the broken board in the fence that I could use to climb it. I shoved my foot into the gap and pushed myself up, flinching as what sounded like a gunshot came from the house. I heard a shout, and then men’s voices. Terror coursed through me as I fell over the fence and hit the ground on the other side. The rough landing jarred my teeth but I kept my mouth shut and didn’t make a noise.

      The voices were louder now, and I got to my knees and crept along the edge of the fence, then straightened just enough to see over the timber and into our backyard. My father stood in the center of the lawn, his gun aimed at a man with short brown hair and cruel eyes, who was also armed—as were his two companions. Another man emerged from behind the threesome. He was the shortest of the group, but something in his confident stride told me he was in charge.

      “Where is it, Brendan?” the short man demanded as he joined them.

      I tasted blood and realized I’d bitten my lip. Should I call out to distract the men, or stay hidden? Dad had sent me away. He must have known they were coming and wanted me gone, but could I really stay here while they were threatening him?

      I fumbled for my cell phone and called 911, ducking low so there was no chance of them seeing me.

      “I didn’t take it,” Dad said as I waited for the call to connect. “I swear to you.”

      A gunshot sounded. Then another. I clutched a hand to my mouth to mask a whimper. Who’d been shot?

      “What the fuck?” It was Dad’s voice, strained but strong. Thank God. I crawled away from the fence, toward my neighbor’s house, and then darted around the side until I was sure the men in my backyard could neither see nor hear me.

      “I need the police and an ambulance,” I said into the phone, then gave the woman my address. “There are five men with guns. One of them is my dad. My mom is injured.” I squeezed my eyes shut. I couldn’t bring myself to admit she might be dead.

      “Okay, I’ll send officers immediately,” the woman said. “Are you in a safe place?”

      “I think so.” Although a few minutes ago, I’d thought home was safe, so who the hell knew for sure?

      “Stay put. I’ll give the lead officer your phone number and they’ll call when it’s safe to come out. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.” We ended the call.

      My legs were so shaky I wasn’t sure I could move even if I wanted to. I pressed myself against the side of the building, hoping to keep out of sight. I was friendly with the neighbors but if they saw me and said something, they might summon the attention of the men over the fence. I stayed very still, listening intently for any further gunshots, but there were none. Finally, I heard the wail of sirens and slumped in relief. But then, to my horror, someone started shooting.

      My heart sunk and tears sprang to my eyes. Somehow, I knew in my bones that once more, everything had gone terribly wrong.
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      SAGE

      The semi-detached town house I now called home was silent as I approached, the front door ajar. I paused, a voice of caution whispering in the back of my mind. After what had happened when I was younger, followed by an incident with my best friend several months ago, I was wary of anything that looked out of place. I knew exactly what nightmares might be lurking out of sight.

      I reached into my purse and wrapped my hand around the black tourmaline crystal I kept with me at all times for protection. I slipped it into my left hand and grabbed a can of mace with my right. I might believe in the protective energy of crystals, but I was also practical, and sometimes other means of defense were necessary.

      “Jessica!” I called, wondering if my roommate was home and had simply left the door open by mistake. She was a painter and could be forgetful when inspiration struck.

      There was no response.

      Still, that didn’t mean she wasn’t here. She might have her headphones on and be listening to music while she worked. But when I stepped into the living room and saw the overturned coffee table, shredded couch cushions, and the hanging painting that had been sliced open, I felt another tingle of wrongness and backtracked out of the house.

      On the street, there were enough people around for me to feel safe, so I returned the crystal and mace to my purse and withdrew my cell phone to call the police. After reporting what I’d seen to the dispatcher, I placed another call—to my best friend, Willow.

      “Hey, Sage,” she said when she answered. “I didn’t think you’d be home from yoga class yet.”

      “Willow.” My voice cracked on her name. “Someone has broken into my house.”

      “Oh, no! Are they still there? Are you okay?” She sounded panicked, and oddly enough, that grounded me. After what Willow and I had been through together when her brother had fallen into debt with some bad people who’d tried to use her to make him pay, I knew she’d understand how shaky I was feeling.

      “I think they’re gone,” I told her. “I saw the damage and left. I’m out by the street. I’ve already called the police.”

      “Good,” Willow said. “Do you have any idea whether they took anything? It could have been a random robbery.”

      “I don’t know.” I pressed my lips together as tears welled in my eyes. “I didn’t notice. I got out of there as fast as I could.”

      “You did the right thing.” Willow’s tone was soothing and I pressed the phone closer to my ear. I hated the sense that my emotions were slipping out of control. I’d fought hard to manage them over the past few years and I was used to being the calm head in most situations. “I’m coming over,” Willow said. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      “Thanks, Will.” My lower lip trembled as we said goodbye and hung up. My heartbeat was thundering in my ears and my vision was slightly hazy in that way it got when I was freaking out. I grabbed a hold of a light pole and used it for support. I wouldn’t be any good to anyone if I keeled over.

      I glanced at the time. Five minutes had passed since I spoke to the dispatcher. The police should be arriving any moment. I scanned the street, relieved to see flashing blue lights in the distance. They drew nearer and screeched to a halt in front of me, double parked. An officer leaped out and another police car appeared behind them.

      “Sage Nichols?” the officer asked as she rounded the vehicle that separated her from the sidewalk.

      “Yes, that’s me.” I waved toward the house. “It’s that one. I haven’t seen anyone come out or go in, but someone has definitely been inside.”

      “Okay.” She nodded briskly and glanced up as another officer joined us. “Is there a rear exit?”

      I nodded.

      “Levens.” She gestured to the male officer. “Go around the back.” She turned to me. “Wait here.”

      I nodded again. With my past, I knew to let the police do their thing. The female officer made her way to the front entrance, drawing her weapon, while her partner went around the exterior of the building. I tensed as they both disappeared out of sight, hoping against hope that I wouldn’t hear gunfire. Thankfully, all remained quiet except for the hum of vehicles. A moment later, the female officer exited the building, speaking into her radio. She lowered it as she neared me. Her gaze was shuttered, giving nothing away.

      “Do you have a roommate?” she asked.

      A trickle of apprehension wormed down my spine. “Yes. Why?”

      She ignored my question. “Can you describe her?”

      My stomach hardened. “About my height, long brown hair and brown eyes.”

      Her expression didn’t waver, and I got the feeling she’d been expecting that answer.

      “What’s going on?” I asked. “Is she inside? Is she hurt?”

      Why hadn’t I checked throughout the house to make sure poor Jessica hadn’t been injured? Or had something else happened? Was Jessica responsible for the damage?

      “I’m afraid I can’t tell you more until my boss arrives,” the officer replied.

      I felt a pang of certainty that this was more than a simple break-in. Surely they wouldn’t need to summon higher ranking officers for anything so trivial. My stomach churned and I was glad I’d missed lunch because at least it meant I was unlikely to throw up.

      A dark sedan pulled up alongside us and several people spilled from it. My brows furrowed, then relaxed as Willow’s familiar blonde head appeared. She shut the passenger door and raced over, pulling me into a tight embrace. My eyes prickled and threatened to spill over.

      “Thank you for coming,” I said, my voice thick.

      “Of course I came.” She rocked me softly before stepping back. “Ronan and Kade are here too. Kade was at our place when you called.”

      I nodded, too stressed to feel the usual flutters Kade’s name would cause. He and Willow’s fiancé, Ronan, were two of the three directors of a security company, and I knew they’d help me get to the bottom of whatever was going on. Ronan doted on Willow and would crush anyone who hurt her. As her best friend, I was within the circle of his protection. And Kade… well, he was something else entirely.

      I glanced at the two men who were hovering behind Willow. My gaze skimmed over Ronan, drawn as always to his giant business partner. Kade Campbell stood several inches over six feet and was twice as broad as many men—although not Ronan, who was large in his own right. Kade’s massive arms were crossed over a burly chest, his biceps bulging. A wave of comfort washed over me. While Kade and I disagreed on many things, something about his solid presence grounded me.

      “Come here,” he said, opening his arms. I stepped into them and laid my head on his shoulder. “I’ve got you.” I melted into his embrace and let him support me for a few seconds. When I straightened and moved gently away, his dark eyes searched my face. “You’re not hurt?”

      “No.”

      Was that relief I saw in his eyes?

      I forced myself to pay attention to the others and noticed Ronan quizzing the policewoman, who looked uncomfortable. Her expression eased as another police vehicle arrived and a tall, slim woman stepped out. She studied us all for a moment, her face blank. Recognition flashed through me. This was the same detective who’d helped with Willow’s problem. I dug through my memories and found her name. Joanna Lee.

      “Ronan,” Detective Lee said with a nod to him. “I didn’t realize you were involved.”

      Ronan held out a hand and she shook it. “Sage is a friend of Willow’s. King’s Security isn’t officially involved. At least, not yet.”

      I frowned. Not yet. What did he mean by that?

      “I’m afraid you’ll have to wait out here until I’ve been briefed.” She shifted her focus to the policewoman. “Let’s go inside and you can fill me in.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      They headed into the house. I watched them go, a shiver running through me. Only the presence of the others prevented me from panicking.

      “Tell me exactly what you saw when you got home,” Ronan said, training his intense eyes on me.

      I told him everything. By the time I’d finished, Detective Lee was re-emerging from the house, her expression carefully schooled. She walked over to us and stopped a few feet away.

      “I’m sorry to tell you this, Miss Nichols, but it seems your roommate has been murdered.”
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        * * *

      

      KADE

      The hair on the back of my neck lifted, and I had the sudden urge to grab Sage and protect her from the ugly words Joanna had uttered. I could tell Sage was shaken, even though she was clinging to her usual serene facade. Her mouth was trembling and her eyes were a little too shiny—they gave her away. I placed my palm on her lower back, hoping she might draw comfort from the touch.

      “She’s dead?” Sage asked softly.

      Joanna nodded. “I’m afraid so. In the bathroom. We’ll have to wait for the coroner to determine the cause and manner of death but I highly doubt it will be anything other than murder.”

      Sage’s eyes widened, and she curled in on herself. I wrapped my arm around her waist. “How long ago? Could I have helped her?”

      Joanna hesitated. “Again, the coroner will be able to say for sure, but I’d estimate she’s been dead for several hours.”

      Thank God. I hated to think how Sage might blame herself if she’d rushed out of the house while her roommate was quietly dying in the bathroom.

      “You did the right thing getting out and calling for help,” I told her.

      Joanna’s eyes flickered to me and then back to Sage. “Kade is correct. You acted exactly as you should have.”

      I got the sense her words weren’t any comfort to Sage, and neither were mine.

      “The crime scene team are on their way,” Joanna continued, brushing a black lock of hair from her forehead. Her features were as inscrutable as always, with those near-black eyes and her flawless golden skin untouched by emotion. “We’ll need to get a full statement.”

      I frowned. “Can it wait? She’s had a shock and needs to recover.”

      Joanna arched a brow. “You know that it’s important for us to get the details as soon as possible, while it’s still fresh in her mind.”

      Frustration simmered in my gut and I pressed my lips together to prevent myself from protesting. I knew it, but that didn’t mean I liked it.

      Sage laid a hand on my arm. “It’s all right.” She took a deep breath. “Now is fine.”

      “Good. Let’s go to the police station. Do you have a car?”

      “We’ll drive her,” Ronan said.

      Joanna agreed and we drove to the station in convoy. I sat in the back with Sage, who was frighteningly silent. She was usually so sunny that seeing her pretty face twisted with distress felt wrong. It made me want to hit something.

      “You can stay with us tonight,” Willow said, breaking the tension in the vehicle. “We have plenty of space.”

      “Thanks.” Sage’s reply was so quiet I nearly missed it. I barely restrained myself from taking her hand. I was glad she had Willow and Ronan for support, but a primitive part of me wished that I could be the one to watch over her and keep her safe. I’d given up that right when I decided not to pursue her, and I couldn’t change my mind now. There was a reason I didn’t date. I didn’t deserve love, and especially not with someone as wonderful as Sage.

      When we arrived at the police station, the driver paused out front to let us out, and then headed elsewhere to find a park. Inside, Joanna ushered Sage into an interview room and instructed the rest of us to wait outside. I didn’t like it. Sage had been through enough. She shouldn’t be separated from her friends. At the very least, Willow should be able to accompany her, but she didn’t ask for any of us to go with her and I didn’t want to be pushy so I reluctantly let it go. Ronan, Willow, and I sat on uncomfortable chairs and settled in to wait.

      “Do you think Jessica interrupted a robbery?” Willow asked Ronan after the silence had stretched on for a while.

      “Maybe,” Ronan replied. “Did she and Sage keep any valuable items in the house?”

      Willow scrunched her nose. “The most expensive things they had were Jessica’s paintings. It’s not like they had money or jewels hidden away.”

      “What about technology?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “The usual. Laptop, TV. Maybe a few other bits and pieces.” She hesitated, then added, “It seems more likely to me that either Jessica was in trouble or this is related to what Sage went through with her parents. Although, those men are supposedly all in prison now.”

      I stared, having no idea what she was talking about. Something had happened with Sage’s parents? What was it and why was this the first I was hearing of it?
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      SAGE

      I sat at a square desk opposite Detective Lee and another plainclothes cop who’d been introduced to me as Detective Hanson. Where Lee was a biracial Chinese American woman in her thirties, Hanson was an older white guy with a pot belly and a permanent scowl.

      “Have you seen anyone unusual around your house recently?” Detective Lee asked. “Any cars that drove by regularly, or people you didn’t recognize from the neighborhood?”

      I thought hard. Having been part of a court case, I knew how important the little details could be. “Not that I noticed, and I’m quite observant.”

      Hanson cleared his throat. “Do you know if any of your neighbors have had break-ins?”

      I shrugged. “I haven’t heard of any. If I had, I’d have been more careful. But we don’t talk to each other much so that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. It could have happened and I just never knew.”

      He nodded. “Our officers will speak to them to confirm.”

      “So, you think this is a burglary gone wrong?” I asked.

      “It’s a possibility, but it’s too early for us to have a working theory.”

      Detective Lee shot him a disapproving look, as if he shouldn’t be sharing that kind of information. I sent them both a sunny smile, hoping it would ease her tension, but she didn’t soften at all. If I was reading her correctly, proper protocol meant a lot to her.

      “Did you see anyone in or around the house as you arrived home?” Lee asked.

      I sighed, knowing I wouldn’t be much help on that front. “Not other than the usual people coming and going. There’s always a lot of foot traffic in that area.”

      Her lips thinned. “Was your routine today the same as normal?”

      “Yes.”

      “What about Jessica’s?”

      I considered the question before answering. “Jessica didn’t have much of a routine. She painted and went for long walks. Sometimes she’d hardly sleep for days and then she’d crash for a week. I’m not sure what she was up to today. She was sleeping when I left in the morning.”

      Hanson consulted his notepad, rolling a pen between his ink-stained fingers. “Did Jessica have a boyfriend?”

      “Not exactly. She had an on-again off-again relationship with another artist.” Their theatrics had been one of my least favorite parts of living with Jessica. They seemed to thrive on drama. When I found someone special, all I would want was to be at peace with them. As soon as the thought passed through my mind, I felt bad for having it. Jessica may not have been my friend, but she’d been a decent person and I shouldn’t judge her. Especially not when she was dead.

      My chest seized.

      Dead.

      Jessica was gone, her spirit returned to the cosmos, and I’d never see her smile again, or hear her painting at night while I was trying to sleep. I blinked rapidly against the rising swell of emotion.

      “Do you know if Jessica had any enemies?” Hanson asked, drawing me out of my introspection.

      I ran through a mental Rolodex of all the people I’d heard her mention over the months we’d lived together. “She didn’t get along with everyone, but I wouldn’t say she had enemies.”

      “Come on.” Hanson leaned forward. “Someone wanted her dead. There must have been a reason.”

      My mind blanked. “Honestly, I have no idea. I don’t think there’s ever a reason to really want someone dead.”

      “Yes, well, not everyone shares your attitude.” He passed me his notepad. “Write down the boyfriend’s name and whatever contact details you have for him.”

      “He’s not—” I shut up when he glowered and meekly wrote the information he wanted, then pushed the notepad back across the table.

      “Who disliked her?” Lee asked.

      I bit my lip, hating the fact they were asking me to point fingers. “Mostly other artists. Her paintings were popular, and people get jealous.”

      “Did she have any family?”

      “Parents and a brother.”

      Hanson pushed the notepad back over to me and I scrawled their details.

      “Okay.” Lee folded her hands one on top of the other. “Now, I’d like to know if you have any enemies.”

      My mouth dropped open. “M-me?”

      “Yes.” She met my gaze coolly. “It’s possible that Jessica was targeted because she lives with you. Or that you were the intended target.” She looked me up and down. “Superficially, you resemble each other. Similar height, similar hair and eye color. Your hair is longer than hers, but some people might not notice that.”

      My stomach rolled. “You mean she might be dead because someone thought she was me?”

      “Take a breath,” Hanson said, his tone no doubt intended to be soothing but falling short of the mark. “It’s only a possibility we’re considering. Does anyone have it out for you?”

      I inhaled shakily, resisting the urge to issue an immediate denial. I could think of three people who might want revenge against me, but they were safely tucked away in prison. Other than that, no one came to mind. I treated people well. I couldn’t imagine anyone would hate me.

      “Not anyone I know of who’d actually be in a position to do something about it,” I said. “But I’m very active on social media and I have a blog and a subscription channel. Someone could have taken against me because of what they’ve seen online.”

      Detective Lee opened her mouth to speak, but the door opened and a uniformed cop appeared in the doorway. “Ma’am, sir, you need to hear this.”

      Lee and Hanson both rose to their feet.

      “We’ll be back in a moment,” Lee said.

      “Okay.” I watched them go, hoping the door might be left open so I could overhear their conversation, but it clicked shut behind them.

      To calm myself, I closed my eyes and envisioned a pond with serene waters, surrounded by lush rainforest. I imagined the sound of birds in the trees, and drew in slow, even breaths. I had allowed my mind to become scattered, and I needed to put the pieces back together.

      When the detectives reentered, I opened my eyes and offered them a small smile. Hanson’s expression was thunderous, but Lee’s was as stoic as ever.

      “Something important?” I asked.

      Hanson dropped onto his chair with a groan.

      “There was a jailbreak yesterday,” Lee said stiffly. “During a riot. We were aware of it but only just received the list of prisoners that are missing.”

      A lead ball settled in my gut. I had an awful feeling I knew where this was going.

      “Richard Getty and Johnathan Baker escaped.”

      Oh, crap.
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      KADE

      The officer who’d been speaking to Joanna outside the interview room hurried past us as we sat waiting for Sage to emerge, his cheeks flushed and purpose in every step. Other officers also seemed to be buzzing with either nerves or excitement. Something had happened. Something bigger than the murder.

      “Excuse me,” Ronan called.

      The man glanced over his shoulder, coming up short. Everyone here knew better than to ignore Ronan. “Can I help you, sir?”

      “What’s going on?”

      The officer looked uncomfortable. “I really can’t say.”

      Ronan’s eyebrows shot up. “Do you know who I am?”

      Under other circumstances, I might have laughed to hear him sound so high on the instep.

      The guy squirmed. “Yes, sir. May I suggest you check the news online?”

      Ronan inclined his head. “I will, thank you.”

      I grabbed my phone and opened a browser, finding several articles that had been published within the past few minutes. It seemed there had been a jailbreak and someone had leaked it to the press. I clicked on the first article and skimmed the text. It reported that at least five inmates were missing following a riot at the nearby correctional facility. There were no names and the details were scarce. With a huff of frustration, I set the phone aside. I’d hoped the action might have something to do with Sage, but it would seem not. Still, there might be room for King’s Security to become involved in rounding up the missing criminals.

      When I looked back at Willow and Ronan to comment on it, my gut tightened. Willow’s breath was shallow, her skin even waxier than before, and the corners of Ronan’s mouth were strained.

      “What is it?” I asked, disliking the fact I seemed to be in the dark about something.

      “The breakout,” Willow whispered, her moss-green eyes meeting his. “It was at the prison where the men who murdered Sage’s father are being held.”

      Of everything I’d thought she might say, that hadn’t even appeared on the list.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      Willow searched my face, then frowned. “You don’t know. I thought she’d have told you.”

      I clenched my jaw. “Told me what?”

      “When Sage was eighteen, her father robbed a bank. He tried to run away with the money and cut his partners out of their share, but they caught up to him. By the time the police arrived, they’d killed him, but not before blowing out his kneecaps in an effort to convince him to tell them where the money was.” Her mouth pinched. “I think they probably intended to torture him, but Sage knew they were there, so help arrived before they had time.”

      “Holy fuck.” The contents of my stomach curdled. “She was there?”

      Willow nodded. “Yes.” She lowered her voice. “She’s the reason the men were locked away. She was able to identify them so the police could track them down, then she testified in court.”

      “Shit.” I couldn’t imagine the strength of character that would have taken for an eighteen-year-old girl. “They didn’t hurt her, did they?”

      “No. They didn’t know she was there. Her father had waved a gun at her and told her to run. She watched from the neighbor’s backyard.”

      The poor girl. That must have been traumatic on so many levels. First to have been scared by her father and then to watch his partners accost him. Had she seen them shoot him? God, I hoped not.

      “Where was her mom in all this?”

      Willow winced. “Inside, unconscious. She’d gotten into an argument with Sage’s dad. He’d pushed her, and she fell and hit her head. She died later that night.”

      Sympathy turned me inside out. “She lost both parents on the same day?”

      “Yeah.” Willow’s face was uncharacteristically bleak. “It was a tough time for her. She had to go into witness protection until after the trial. She got out around the same time my dad died, so we moved in together.” Her lips twisted wryly. “At least we were able to be there for each other.”

      I laid a hand on Willow’s knee and squeezed reassuringly, but let it go before Ronan felt the need to glare at me. “I’m glad she had you.” I wondered how to ask my next question without alarming her. I was sure Ronan’s mind had traveled the same path as mine, and when I met his gaze, he gave a slight nod. “What did Sage’s roommate look like?”

      Willow cocked her head. “Average height, brown hair, brown eyes. Why?”

      I sucked in a lungful of air and let it out on a rush. “Is there any chance she could have been mistaken for Sage by someone who hadn’t seen her for a few years?”

      Willow gasped, and turned to Ronan. “Do you think they might have hurt Jessica thinking she was Sage?”

      He put an arm around her shoulders and drew her against him, tucking her under his chin. I made myself look away, feeling a pang of envy at their closeness.

      “Maybe,” Ronan said. “But let’s not jump to conclusions.”

      “She needs protection,” I growled. “From the moment she leaves this station, we need eyes on her.”

      Ronan nodded. “I agree. I’ve already emailed a request through.”

      “Good.” I should have been relieved, but I wasn’t. Uneasiness coiled around my spine. I didn’t like the idea of letting Sage out of my sight for even a moment until I knew for sure she wasn’t a target. Nobody else would be as vigilant as me, or as invested in the outcome. I needed her to be okay. “She should be taken to a safe house.”

      “I agree,” Ronan said again.

      Willow pulled a face. “Good luck getting her to go along with that. She won’t like it.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “We’ll convince her.”

      There really was no other option. Sage Nichols had to be protected at all costs.
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      The blood drained from my face and I was glad I was sitting down or I might have swayed on my feet.

      “They escaped?” I asked faintly.

      “Just the two of them,” Detective Lee confirmed. “Parrish is still in custody.”

      That didn’t make me any less afraid. Getty and Baker were scary enough on their own. At least I’d never have to worry about the other partner, LaMond, ever again. He’d been shot when the police tried to take him into custody, and died before he made it to the trial. But from what had come out in court, Getty was the most dangerous of the three—their leader—and Baker was his right-hand man. The others had been associates, the same as my dad.

      I voiced my fear. “Do you think they might have done this?”

      Lee looked grim. “We’ll get to that soon. For now, can you tell me what contact you’ve had with any of the men convicted of killing your father since they were sentenced?”

      “None.” I knew hate was an ugly emotion, and I’d done my best to forgive their past actions, but I’d be happy if I never saw any of them again.

      “Have any of their friends given you grief?” Hanson asked.

      “No. I had run-ins with a couple during the trial, but nothing since then.”

      Lee pursed her lips. “Did Jessica know much about your past?”

      I hesitated, the question taking me by surprise. “No, I don’t think so. We never talked about it, but if she’d looked me up, it wouldn’t have been hard to find the details.”

      “I could be off track,” Lee said, exchanging a glance with Hanson, “but do you think Getty and Baker could have mistaken Jessica for you?”

      My throat closed over, and I clutched at it.

      No, surely not.

      I understood why she was asking, but that couldn’t be the case. I’d been a part of too many deaths already. Mom, Dad, and Craig, the U.S. Marshal who’d died protecting me from Getty. I couldn’t have another death on my conscience.

      “Hey. Whoa.” Hanson leaped to his feet and hurried around the table to rub his palm on my upper back. His hand stayed in neutral territory but I still didn’t like it. Instead, I wanted Kade to wrap me in one of his comforting hugs, or for Willow’s familiar scent to envelop me. This guy wasn’t doing anything to stem my panic. Fortunately, I’d had years to develop coping mechanisms. I took a few meditative breaths and focused on picturing a golden light surrounding me. It brightened and grew, and the pressure in my chest and throat lessened. “I’m okay,” I choked out. “Sorry about that.”

      “Are you sure?” Hanson sounded concerned.

      “Yeah.” I met Lee’s eyes across the table. “Yes, it’s possible that someone could have mistaken Jessica for me.”

      She nodded, and I thought I saw a flicker of approval. “At the time of the robbery, you were asked about the money. As far as I know, it was never recovered, and you claimed not to know where it was.”

      “I didn’t,” I said defensively. “I don’t know why anyone would think otherwise. I was a kid. Dad wouldn’t have told me something like that. I didn’t even know he’d been involved in a bank robbery until after he was dead.”

      “I understand.” Her tone was patient. “But you’d know better than most people how his thought patterns worked. You might be able to guess where he’d put it. And if I consider that a possibility, it’s likely Getty and Baker do too. For guys like them, it’s always about money. They might think you can find the money they believe they’re owed.”

      A shiver rippled through me that had nothing to do with the temperature. Detective Lee’s words made sense. It was only too easy to imagine that the greedy, brutal men who’d killed my father would be willing to do the same to me in order to get their hands on a prize they’d lost years of their life in prison for.

      “That’s enough questions for now,” Lee said. She announced the end of the interview for the video recorder and switched it off. “I need to speak to Ronan.”

      I shakily got to my feet and followed Detective Lee from the interview room. Hanson stayed behind to sort out the recording. I watched Lee walk, noticing how graceful her steps were despite them being brisk. There was a fluidity about her movements that made me think she had a background in yoga or dance.

      As we entered the area where the others were seated, Kade rose from his chair. He scanned me and his forehead crinkled with concern. “Is everything okay?”

      I resisted the urge to fall into his arms. I was a tactile person and had never been ashamed of seeking comfort through touch, but I probably should be careful how much I relied on him when he’d disappointed me once before. I’d already leaned on him enough for one day. Instead, I schooled my features.

      “Not so much right now,” I said. “But it will be.”

      He cleared his throat. “We’ve agreed that you should be guarded at a safe house until the threat to your life is eliminated.”

      My breath stuttered but my response was surprisingly firm. “No.”

      He crossed his arms. “It’s not up for discussion. Your safety is important to all of us, and we have the resources so we might as well use them.”
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