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      Caitlin

      Caitlin blinked against the harsh, unfamiliar fluorescent lighting hanging from the cracked ceiling above her head. The reality of her situation slammed into her when she realized no one knew where she was, especially her.

      She strained to remember the last thing she’d been doing, but was only able to remember calling her mother. She’d planned to go out of town. No, she thought, as the memories slowly returned. She’d told her mother as much so she wouldn’t worry. Instead, she’d…the quick flash of a sexy grin floated across her mind, slipping away before she could grab onto it. Lifting her head, she peered closer at the four walls surrounding her.

      It reminded Caitlin of a cellar. It was dark, and dirty, but most of all, it stank. Sheesh, her head was pounding. What happened? She closed her eyes, concentrating harder in hopes of remembering anything that could help her figure out where she was. The door flew open, banging against the wall. The loud noise ended her musings. A woman stepped inside. Slamming down a tray of food, she shot Caitlin an angry glance before storming out again. In her shock, Caitlin wasn’t quick enough to ask any questions before she was gone. The door closed behind her with a definite snap. A lock clicked into place. It didn’t stop Caitlin from jumping to her feet to scramble after her. Pounding on the door, she demanded to know what was going on. A dead silence met her pleas.

      Caitlin beat on the wooden surface, screaming until her voice was only a low rasp. If she’d swallowed a hundred stinging bees, her throat couldn’t have hurt more. Her hands ached and bled. An argument, taking place on the other side froze her fist mid-strike. Pressing her ear to the door, she listened to the sound of a man’s voice. It took a moment for her to decide she didn’t recognize it. She concentrated on his words instead, hoping to garner a clue about her whereabouts.

      “You need to shut her up, Allie. She’s going to bring the cops down on our heads.” The woman whimpered, but didn’t back down.

      “She’ll shut up as soon as she eats or drinks anything. I put enough drugs in everything to keep her knocked out for a week.”

      A loud crack rent the air. The woman cried out in pain. “I don’t want her dead yet. I’m not finished with her.”

      Didn’t want her dead yet? She had to find a way out. Her mind shied away from what he meant about not being finished with her. It could be a long stay without anything to eat or drink, but no way in hell was she touching anything they brought her. She needed to stay clear-headed, watch for her chance.

      “I work out. I could take her.” Caitlin snorted. “Yeah. If I don’t get too weak from the loss of food first. Maybe I’ll pass out, land on her and crush her with my massive weight.” Great, she was already losing it. Normally, talking to herself would bring her a bit of peace. Not today. She searched the room hoping to find a window. There wasn’t one. Her only option was the door. She’d have to fight.

      All she had wanted was to get away from her life for a little while. Perhaps have a little –“Oh, God!” Caitlin’s face heated as the memories slammed into her. She’d had more than a little. Caitlin groaned with embarrassment as she recalled all of the things she’d done. There’d been a group of men, each of them a little sexier than the next. Two of them smiled so sweetly at her. Only one asked her to dance. Caitlin threw herself back down, curling into a ball. She let the memories of the last two days overtake her.

      She’d gone to James’ house to surprise him. As it turned out, she’d been the one in for a surprise. Caitlin could still see it all in living color with full details. It wasn’t a pretty picture. Her best friend, Heather, had been on top of her boyfriend, James, without a stitch of clothing in sight. The worst part of it had been Caitlin wasn’t upset about James. It had been finding out about Heather. That broke her heart. They’d grown up together, and had been friends as long as she could remember. They knew everything about each other. Obviously, she’d not known everything.

      “I certainly hadn’t been aware of the fact she was sleeping with my man.” She let out a humorless laugh. They’d babbled their apologies. There was a long speech about how it only happened the one time. They hadn’t meant to hurt her. Her brain had gone numb. Without knowing what else to do, Caitlin ran. Her escape landed her in the arms of a complete stranger.

      

      Jake

      

      Jake Lewis was ex everything— ex-military, ex-husband, and now officially ex-cop, going into business for himself as a private detective. He even had an appointment with his very first client lined up. Finally, everything was looking up. This time around there wouldn’t be an ex in front of detective. Not until it was time for him to retire. His office wasn’t anything special, but it was affordable. There was the one office and reception area. That was all he needed. It was located inside a larger building housing two lawyers and a real estate agent. He bought some furniture for the reception area, but didn’t plan to hire a receptionist until he drummed up more business. If he failed, he didn’t want to drag anyone down with him.

      He loved being a cop. Not to mention, he’d miss his partner Avery Cook. It was time for a change. He’d still get to see Avery, and this would be a gravy job spying on cheating spouses. It certainly beat the general murder and mayhem he dealt with everyday on his old job.

      The bell above his door jingled. He stood as an older woman walked through the door. Good southern manners and military training never leave you.

      He judged Mrs. Genie Larue was in her fifties and aging well. She obviously didn’t color her hair. Instead, she’d chosen to let it silver naturally. Wearing a deep red business suit with a handbag to match, she appeared every bit the stylish lady.

      She smiled the moment she caught sight of him.

      Moving around the desk, Jake took her small hand into his much larger one.

      “Mrs. Larue, I presume.”

      When she nodded, he motioned for her to have a seat in the chair across from his desk.

      “I’m Jake Lewis. We spoke briefly over the phone, but you didn’t mention the nature of your problem. How can I help you?”

      She didn’t waste any time getting to the point. “My daughter is missing. Since no one seems to believe me, I need you to find her for me. One of my friends mentioned you were once a police officer. I’m hoping it makes you a good choice for the job.”

      Jake held his silence for a moment, confused. Why would no one believe her?

      Obviously reading his expression correctly, Genie jumped into an explanation. “My daughter caught her scumbag boyfriend—well I guess it’s ex-boyfriend now—but anyway, she caught him in bed with one of her long time friends. Of course, she was devastated and felt the need to hide for a little while. The problem is I haven’t heard from her in two days.”

      Jake thought, “Overbearing much?” but kept it to himself. Instead asking, “Have you tried calling the police?”

      Her expression said she was having less than stellar thoughts about his level of intelligence. Somehow, she managed to keep it out of her tone. “Of course I called the police. I told you no one believed me. They said she’s a grown woman and it wasn’t unusual for an adult to skip calling her mother for a couple of days.”

      Jake thought they had a point. He wisely chose not to say as much since he didn’t think she’d appreciate it. It wasn’t easy keeping his expression blank.

      “No one understands our relationship. They certainly don’t know my Catey. We talk everyday and most days more than once. There is nothing that would keep her from calling me, nothing.” She emphasized the word, as if daring him to question her.

      Contemplating her story, he tried looking at the different angles before coming to a decision. “Okay, I’m going to need to gather a ton of information from you. Anything you can give me will make my job easier. Her full name, social security number, addresses for her home, work, etc. Can you get me into her house?” He paused, waiting for her nod. “That’s as good of a place to start as any.”

      Genie breathed a sigh of relief when she seemed to realize someone was finally going to help her. “Yes, I have keys to her house. I’ll let you in.”

      Jake picked up the phone. “Let me call in a favor. I can get someone on her credit cards to see if there’s been any activity on them in the past two days, and then we’ll head over to her house.”

      As Jake gathered up his things, he hoped his optimism about everything looking up wasn’t about to be shattered. He’d been looking forward to a cheating spouse case.

      Caitlin Larue’s house was a small single family home, in a neighborhood full of houses some people refer to as starter homes. It was located at the end of a dead end street, appearing well maintained. There weren’t any broken windows or door. As far as he could tell, there weren’t any signs Caitlin had been forced from her home against her will.

      Jake walked through the house with a policeman’s eye, carefully examining every detail of the well-kept house. He absorbed it all in, wondering why he’d decided to take on this particular case. On the surface, it seemed as if Caitlin Larue had gone on vacation. Of course, “on the surface,” were the key words. As innocent as it all appeared, something didn’t feel right to him.

      Walking through each room of Caitlin’s deserted house, nothing jumped out at him. Jake couldn’t put his finger on what was causing his unease. It was years of experience and a gut feeling he couldn’t shake. Not to mention, there hadn’t been any activity on her credit cards, no hotel reservations, she’d simply disappeared. According to her mother, she wasn’t the kind of woman who left town without a plan in place, or without calling her family to check in.

      Jake went through her mail, clothes, everything, looking for anything that might be a clue to her whereabouts. He’d gotten ahold of a copy of her driver’s license before leaving his office. Now, he was pissed. Caitlin Larue was thirty-years old, Five-foot-five, and his Cate from Club Raven this past Friday night. The one he’d met when he’d gone out to celebrate his new business with a bunch of his buddies from the precinct. Right away, she’d caught his eye from across the bar. She smiled even as she flushed with embarrassment. He’d taken her home, and they hadn’t slept all night. Cate was the only name she’d given. Of course, at the time, he hadn’t cared. Neither one of them exchanged a lot of information over the course of the night. He’d known all he needed to by looking at her.

      She was one sexy woman. Her beautiful blonde hair, blue eyes, and curvy body appealed to him on every level. She wasn’t one of these stick thin women magazines tried to sell as hot, women such as his ex-wife. He’d learned some hard lessons. He had the copies of the alimony checks to prove it. All he wanted now was a nice woman he could come home to at night. Not some cold bitch who was scared he’d mess her hair up if things got too wild in bed.

      Cate certainly hadn’t given much thought about her hair. He’d made sure of it. The sun had come up before he’d fallen asleep. When he awoke, she was gone without as much as a goodbye. Now he needed to work fast because he had a missing person to find.

      Caitlin Larue was out there somewhere, and the clues were staring him in the face. He was letting memories of that night get in the way and he couldn’t see them. He needed to find her fast, not only because it had been the best night of his life. If anyone looked too closely at this case, it wouldn’t take them long to realize he was the last person who’d seen Caitlin Larue before her disappearance.

      

      Caitlin had a plan and a weapon, sort of. Her kidnappers were obviously certain she’d passed out from the drugs planted in the food, since they hadn’t returned to retrieve the tray or anything on it. Her first plan had been to hit the woman with the tray when she came back through the door, but then Caitlin noticed they’d put a knife on the plate of food. It was obvious they weren’t geniuses. She was hard-pressed to know whether she should be glad they didn’t seem to be very bright, or terrified.

      There was only one thing she knew for certain, she had to keep her eyes and ears open. She couldn’t remember ever being so scared. The fear was like a living thing slowly choking the air from her lungs. Who would want to hurt her? She was nobody, a secretary for a low-ranking government official, an extremely low-ranking official. It  wouldn’t matter even if she did work for someone important because all she did was answer the phone. He boss could get a machine to replace her. She strongly suspected that’s exactly how her position was being filled now while she was on vacation.

      “I doubt ‘Mr. Jenson is on line one’ is the kind of information people are ransomed off for, or killed over.” It was a grim thought, one she pushed to the back of her mind before she could dwell too long on it.

      While Caitlin was busy entertaining all the different reasons she might be there, she almost missed the sounds of someone unlocking the door.

      It was a man this time. He was huge, and smelled unpleasantly of sweat and cigarette smoke.

      The scent preceded him into the room. Of course, she was standing right behind the door when it opened. In the end, she’d decided to go with the tray. Even kidnapped, she wasn’t certain she could stab anyone. However, she still hid the knife in the back of her pants to be on the safe side.

      If the scene had played out on the movie screen and wasn’t happening to her, the whole thing might’ve been comical. As she snuck up behind him, he spun, grabbing her wrist before she could bring the tray down on his head. A shot of pain ran up her arm, causing her to cry out. Twisting her wrist, he left no choice except to drop the makeshift weapon. The overwhelming stench of his stale breath made her empty stomach heave. It didn’t have anything on the leer on his face.

      Caitlin knew when he pushed her to the floor, covering her with his body, she couldn’t let this happen. She couldn’t survive this. The last few days had given her more than she’d ever imagined she could shoulder, but not this. She hated it, but she’d beg if she had to. “Please, please don’t do this.” She could hear the pleading in her own voice, and she didn’t care. His voice came out with a rasp, as if he smoked heavily.

      “You’ll be dead soon anyway. I might as well have my fun with you while I can.”

      His eyes were ice blue. In that moment she knew what people meant by “the eyes are the window to the soul” because he didn’t have one. A hard lump poking her in the back reminded her of the knife she’d kept hidden. She struggled to reach it. He seemed to be everywhere. Sheesh, he was like an octupus. Somehow, he managed to keep her arms trapped while running his hands over her body at the same time. Finally, she worked the knife free. Stabbing out blindly, she didn’t care where she hit. She wanted her freedom at any cost.

      The man howled with a mixture of rage and pain. Lurching backward, his grip slackened. It was enough. Caitlin scrambled away, running without any idea as to where she was, or which way she should go. Stumbling up a staircase, she ran past the woman who’d brought the tray in. She was gaping. Her shock bought Caitlin enough time to get away.

      Spotting the front door, she sprinted across the room and out of the house as fast as she could go. She kept running long after she thought her lungs might explode. The moment she spotted a cluster of trees, she headed toward it, scurrying into some bushes. On her stomach on the damp ground, she prayed no one could see her hiding spot. When her heart rate slowed enough for her to breathe, she realized she was still holding the knife. Her clothes were covered in blood. She tossed it away as if somehow absolved her of guilt. Bburying her face in her hands, Caitlin burst into tears. The sobs came from somewhere dark inside her. They were as silent as they were useless.
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      When Caitlin managed to pull herself together, she recognized the street. A wonderful mixture of surprise and relief ran through her veins. She was less than a mile away from her house. She walked this path several times before, but never when she hadn’t eaten or slept for two days. Of course, she’d also never walked through her conservative neighborhood covered in blood either. None of it was of her choosing, so she braved the odd looks and outright stares. People sucked. No one offered to call the police or to help in any way. By the time she made it home, she was ready to drop, but she knew she couldn’t rest or sleep until she called the cops. To hell with her neighbors, she didn’t need anyone.

      In her shock, it didn’t occurr to her something wasn’t right until she was halfway through the open doorway. She stopped mid-step, peeking around the doorframe, past the kitchen, and into the living room. Fear nearly caused her throat to swell closed when someone peered back at her.

      “James?”

      Caitlin couldn’t believe her eyes. It was James standing in her living room as if he hadn’t been screwing her best friend last time she saw him. I’ve died and gone to hell, and no one bothered to tell me. This was easily the worst week of her life. Most people only had to deal with one major crisis at a time. What was it about her that made everything bad happen at once?

      James rushed to her side. “Who is he?”

      Had his voice always sounded like that? She didn’t remember him being quite so whiney. “What are you doing here, James?” Without waiting for a response, she added, “Get out.”

      He had the nerve to stand in her house, staring at her with murder in his eyes, and demanding answers as if he had a right to know anything about her any longer. “Who is he?”

      There was no other explanation. It was a bad dream. Even as she stood covered in blood, he was yelling gibberish about some man instead of offering to help. Had she really intended on marrying him? She sucked in a deep breath. I’m an adult. I can handle this like one.

      “What in the hell are you doing in my house, you two-timing bastard? Not to mention, what the hell is wrong with you that you can’t you see I‘m a woman in distress, damn it? Were you not curious about the blood, at all?” She added a stamp for good measure. Well, so much for handling things like an adult. She’d had a bad day.

      

      On his way home, Jake decided at the last moment to take one more look at Caitlin’s house. He only planned to drive by and do a quick scope of the neighborhood. The lights inside Caitlin’s were on. Braking, he was almost out of the car before it came to a complete stop. At a dead run toward the backdoor, Jake skid to a stop the moment the sound of raised voices floated outside. He took stock of the outside before creeping in through the kitchen. At the door between separating the kitchen from the living room, he edged in inch by inch until he could see what was going on. His jaw dropped at the sight of a dirty Caitlin and some guy he hated on sight.

      He wasn’t sure what was going on. Both of them were calling names at the other. Things cleared away in Jake’s mind when Caitlin called the guy “a two–timing bastard.” This must be the ex.  At her mention of blood, he rushed into the room without thinking.

      

      When Jake came running into the room, Caitlin screamed, expecting her captures had returned to finish the job. Once she got a good look at his face, her heart returned to its normal rhythm. “I’m saved.” She wasn’t certain why she was so sure of the fact, but she was. It was the last thought crossing her mind before she passed out at Jake’s feet.

      Several hours later, Caitlin opened her eyes to the sight of a dripping I.V. In a chair next to the bed, was a god amongst men. Jake obviously hadn’t realized she was awake yet, so she stole the opportunity to look at him unnoticed. He was easily one of the most drop-dread gorgeous men she’d ever seen before. His hair was light brown, and his smile would drop a woman from fifty paces. There was magic in his hands. It had worked wonders the night they met. Thinking about the things he’d done, she forget she was trying to go unnoticed. A sound between a groan and a growl escaped her throat. It had been amazing.

      It took a few seconds for her to realize he was asking her a question.

      “What happened to you?”

      The sound of his voice brushed over her skin, giving her chills. At the same time, it was like a soothing balm.

      She blinked a few times coming back to the present, and to bring the man she’d been daydreaming about back into focus. Even then, she had to concentrate to understand his question.

      “I don’t know.”

      He gave her a disbelieving look.

      Caitlin sighed. “I mean, I do know, but then again, I don’t. What are you doing here anyway? I didn’t give you my full name the other night, much less my address.”

      It was Jake’s turn to sigh. “You make it sound as if I’m stalking you. Your mom hired me to find you when you didn’t check in with her for two days.”

      She blushed.

      “How did my mom know we…you know?” Caitlin realized immediately it was a stupid question. There was no way her mother could’ve known. She was relieved he possessed the good grace not to laugh. Maybe her luck was turning for the better after all.

      “I’m a private detective. I didn’t know you were the person I was hired to find until I got a copy of your driver’s license. The police weren’t involved at the time, but of course, they are now. Detective Cook came in earlier while you were still sleeping. The doctor wouldn’t allow him to wake you. He’ll be back later on to take your statement. Don’t worry.We used to work together. He’s a great guy. You can wait until then, if that’s what you want, but I’d like to know what happened to you, Cate.”

      Caitlin winced at the name. Fortunaely, she was saved from having to respond by the door of her room swinging open. A man stepped inside whose wide shoulders nearly filled the frame. The air seemed too thin, making it hard for Caitlin to draw a breath. It was truly unfair to be trapped in a hospital bed looking like death-warmed-over while two of the hottest men she’d ever seen stood over her. She resisted the urge to reach up and pat her hair. It was probably better not to know, since it most likely stood on end. The way her luck had been going this week, there was probably something gross on the end of her nose.

      “How are you feeling, Miss Larue? I’m Detective Cook.”

      Luckily, he didn’t wait for her response. Her brain ceased to work as she realized she’d seen him before. Detective Cook was the sexy friend Jake had been with the night they’d met at the club. Would there be no end to her humiliation? She found herself looking past him toward the door. She half-expected Mr. Williams—the sixth-grade teacher she’d had a huge crush when she was a kid—to come in next. It would make sense. It was obvious she wasn’t going to be saved from everyone witnessing this.

      “I’d really like to get a statement from you now, if you’re feeling up to it.”

      She wasn’t really, but she knew the quicker she got it over with, the faster they’d be arresting bad guys. Without straying too many times off the subject, she told them what little she knew. When it came down to it, it wasn’t much. The realization made her heart drop.

      “I went to Club Raven Saturday night hoping to find someone I knew.”

      Trying not to let her thoughts stray to what happened after she left the club— she slid a look toward Jake. She wasn’t certain if she should mention she’d gone to the club in hopes of seeing him again. Detective Cook didn’t ask, so she continued. “I walked around for a while but I didn’t see anyone I knew. Giving up, I sat at the bar and ordered a drink. One minute I was watching the couples dancing, and the next I was waking up in some sort of cellar or basement.”

      She told the rest of her story and gave directions to the house where she’d been held. Picturing the couple in her head, she gave as many details about their appearance as she could remember. As the detective gathered his things to leave, another official-looking gentleman stuck his head in the door.

      “Jake Lewis?”

      Jake glanced over seeming confused, but he nodded in acknowledgment.

      “You’ve been served.”

      He handed Jake a yellow envelope, smirking as he left the room.

      

      Jake stood in a shocked silence as he studied the documents. That little rat bastard was suing him. He hadn’t wasted any time about it either. After Caitlin passed out, old James had thrown a hissy fit any diva would be proud of, leaving Jake no choice but to take action so he could care for Caitlin. He did the only thing he could think to do at the time. One tiny blow to the guy’s jaw and James was out cold. What a pussy. The punch had brought him more satisfaction than he cared to analyze too closely. Jake glanced over at Caitlin and caught her reading the summons over his shoulder.

      “What did you do?”

      Jake took note of the horror in her voice. Without seeing any way around it, he told her the truth. Taking him by surprise, she burst out laughing.

      “James is a lawyer. I can’t believe you decked him.” She shook her head, disbelief written all over her face. “Damn, I wish I’d been awake to see it.”

      The sound of her laughter stole his breath away. He wanted to hear more of it. It died away as she eyes his face making him wonder if she could see his lust. Before he could stop himself, he asked, “Why did you sneak away?”

      A sad smile touched her lips. She shrugged. “I got scared. I took a good look at you and then at me. I thought, ‘he’s too good for me’ and I had to get out of there.”

      Too good for her? What in the hell was that supposed to mean? If anything, she was too good for him.

      “I regretted it,” she admitted. “That’s why I went back to Club Raven the next night. I wanted to see you again.”

      Her shy admission soothed his pride. He almost blurted out an offer of another sleepless night, but had second thoughts. She’d been on one hell of a ride. He wouldn’t be surprised if she swore off men for awhile. Damn, she was brave. In the heat of battle, she’d done all the right things, and she was so damn lucky to have gotten out of there alive. The thought of how many things that could’ve gone wrong caused his chest to tighten.

      There were a thousand things he wanted to say to her, but he didn’t get the chance. The door burst open and Genie rushed in. There was a flurry of hugs and tears before his client rounded on him with fire in her eyes.

      “You should’ve called me the moment she woke up.”

      The older woman poked him in the chest, and then blinked owlishly when it didn’t give at all under her finger. Before he had a chance to register the finger in the middle of his sternum, she pulled him down into a bear hug. She covered his entire face with kisses.

      “Thank you so much. I didn’t know if I’d see her alive again. You can’t know what that’s like for a mother. She’s all I have left.”

      There were tears running down Genie’s face. As Jake stared into her eyes, he was struck by how much she and Caitlin looked alike. He was six foot two, two-hundred and thirty pounds, and he was a little scared of the overly emotional woman clinging tightly to his neck. He patted her back in a clumsy attempt at comforting her. An off-handed thought struck him. For Caitlin’s sake, he’d somehow have to convince her mother to like him. Caitlin didn’t know it yet, but he’d decided to keep her.

      

      Detective Avery Cook--

      Avery found the house and the woman named Allie, Caitlin described in her report. The house turned out to be a shithole. Allie wasn’t in good shape either by the time he arrived. The boyfriend had done a real number on her, before slinking off to hide somewhere. Even though she’d been half-dead when he found her, it didn’t stop Allie from telling everything she knew. Unfortunately, it turned out she didn’t know much.

      Her name was Allie Lane. The moment she said it, Avery gave into a mental chuckle, wondering if her middle name was Street. Allie and her boyfriend had been hired to kidnap Caitlin, and hold her until given further instructions. She didn’t know anything about who’d hired the two of them. Her boyfriend, Chase Freedman, had been the only one to speak to the person directly. Allie’s part had been a simple one. She was to strike up a conversation with Caitlin at the bar, and keep her distracted while Chase slipped the drugs into her drink. From there, it had been easy to leave with Caitlin from the club. It wasn’t unusual for tipsy customers to be helped out of the bar by their friends. No one batted an eye over the three leaving together.

      According to the blood samples they’d pulled from Caitlin’s clothes, Chase Freedman was his real name. This wasn’t the first time the creep had been on the wrong side of the law.

      Caitlin had been lucky as hell to catch Chase off guard long enough to stab him in the shoulder. Not fortunate enough as far as Avery was concerned. He would’ve much preferred for her to stab the bastard in the heart, saving him the trouble of searching for him. Then again, a death would’ve meant more paperwork than he felt like doing anyhow.

      Allie was a small fish in what was starting to look like a big pond. What Avery found confusing was why Allie had been willing to keep Caitlin locked away. Why would she stand aside while her boyfriend tried to rape Caitlin, doing nothing even as he’d been willing to kill her. It was a crazy world they were living in.

      Avery thought hard about what he was getting into before he pulled out his phone, dialing Jake’s number. He could get into trouble from his superiors for telling Jake everything he’d found out about the case. He paused, and almost didn’t hit ‘send’, but then he thought, “Fuck ‘em.” He needed all the help he could get, and Jake was damn good at his job.

      

      Caitlin was finally at home and alone. She was beginning to think she was going to have to call someone to come forcibly remove her mother from the house, to get some much-needed privacy. She needed time to think. Too much had happened in the last few days, and there were decisions she needed to make.

      Meeting Jake had turned her world upside down, and even though she had no idea if he wanted to see her again, she was still shaken. She would have happily stayed with James if he hadn’t cheated on her, but after meeting Jake, it was easy to see she never really loved James.

      The ringing of the phone brought Caitlin out of her personal musing, and after reading the Caller I.D., she let out a hiss. It sounded as if someone sat on an angry cat.

      “Oh my God, Catey. Are you okay?”

      Caitlin felt the twisting of the knife in her back all over again. “Hey, Heather, I’m fine. What can I help you with?”

      Heather had to have heard the chill in her voice, but she chose to ignore it. “I heard you had been kidnapped, and I called right away. Please tell me you weren’t hurt. I couldn’t stand it if anything happened to you.”

      It broke Caitlin’s heart a little bit more, but she needed to know. “How did you find out about the kidnapping?”

      There was a moment of silence on the other end of the line. It wasn’t long, but it was long enough for Caitlin to know exactly what Heather was going to say before she said it. “James called me.” She rushed on. “But only because he knew I would want to be there for you.”

      Caitlin didn’t even notice the tear slipping down her cheek, but she did feel the ache in the middle of her chest. There was really no choice, because the trust was gone from their friendship.

      “Don’t call me again, Heather.” As soon as the words were said, she gently returned the phone to its cradle. For the second time in a few short days, she cried until she felt sick. It was only after she dried her tears and came to the firm decision she had done the best thing for all involved that she went around the house and removed every trace of James and Heather from her life.

      

      Jake could tell Caitlin had been crying as soon as she answered the door. He hated to add to her burden, but she needed to know she wasn’t safe. She stood in the doorway staring at him, and he couldn’t even remember why he’d come. The little pink shirt and shorts she was wearing looked sexy as hell, and he opened his mouth to tell her so, but something very different popped out instead.

      “You look like shit.”

      He was surprised when she gave him a bright smile.

      “Would you like to come in?”

      She didn’t seem to be insulted. Jake went to walk past her, but then changed his mind. He stopped and pulled her into his arms. He had meant for the kiss to be comforting, but as soon as their lips met, it turned into an explosion of heat. He heard a soft growl and realized he had made the sound. He quickly backed away, realizing his breath was coming in and out in shallow gasps. It was then he became certain he was in real trouble. Even with her swollen eyes and her nose red, she was still the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.

      “Damn.”

      She looked slightly dazed but recovered quickly. She cleared her throat before asking, “Can I get you something to drink?”

      A drink wasn’t what he wanted, but he agreed. He knew he needed to give her some space, he couldn’t. He wasn’t strong enough to stay away. He moved to sit on the couch, and got down to the reason he was there in the first place.

      “I thought you might like to know they found the woman who was involved in your kidnapping. Her name is Allie Lane, and her partner’s name is Chase Freedman. Apparently, you only winged him when you stabbed him. He has disappeared, but not before making Ms. Lane regret letting you get away.”

      Caitlin let out a horrified gasp, and completely forgot the drink she offered to go get for him. “Is she going to be all right? I mean, I don’t hold any affection for the woman, but I don’t want anyone dying over me either.”

      He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. She was a better person than he was. If it had been him, he would have been picturing the couple’s slow, painful death. He mentally shrugged. He knew from experience most women could be funny about certain things.

      “I don’t think you should be alone until this case is solved. They may have Allie in custody, but Chase is still on the loose. Allie claims she doesn’t know the identity of the person who hired them. Chase was running the show, and she didn’t ask any questions. It was all about the easy drug money for her. I don’t think she even realized how much trouble she was getting herself into until now, and quite frankly, I’m not certain she’s smart enough to even know it now.”

      Caitlin looked stressed. “I can’t hide out in my house forever, and I refuse to stay with my mother. I love her, but she can be very intrusive. Not to mention I have a job, and a life, well not so much a life, but I do have a job.”

      She was very adorable when she was frustrated. Jake was having a hard time not smiling. She was pacing, and it looked as if she was getting ready to lose what little control she had been clinging to, so he pulled her into his lap and wrapped his arms around her in an attempt at calming her down. Well, it was the reason he gave himself, but if he was really being honest with himself, it was where he wanted her to be.

      

      Caitlin sank back into his chest, and soaked up any comfort he could offer. How had her life gotten so off course? A week ago, she knew right where her life was heading. Now she was being kidnapped and stabbing people. Of course, if things had stayed the way they were, then she might not have ever met Jake and that was unthinkable. She was almost happy things worked out the way they had, a feeling obviously deserving of some high priced therapy.

      She had never met a man like him. She didn’t know how else to describe him, other than to say he was beautiful. He would probably hate to hear himself described in such a way. She didn’t understand what he saw in her. His body was solid muscle and his face was all sharp angles. It was his eyes she had the hardest time looking away from. They were amber. The eyes of a predator. Oh goody, she hoped she would get to pretend to be his prey. Okay, okay some mental eye rolling, but seriously, she was average, and he was perfection. It didn’t fit, yet they did. She had only met him, and she felt more comfortable now with him than she had ever felt with James. He was all about appearances and his job, and she had settled, uncaring if they became anything more. It was easier to stay with James than to put herself out there in order to find something real. She had known something was missing, but it was surprising how quickly a person could become stuck in a rut, and not know how to get back out.

      Caitlin became so lost in her own thoughts, she didn’t realize Jake had fallen asleep until she heard a soft snore. The unexpected sound startled a surprised laugh out of her. She eased off his lap and grabbed a blanket to toss over him. Caitlin turned all the lights off, then came back to Jake. She stood staring at him, amazed at how much younger he looked when relaxed from sleep.

      She bent down and placed a kiss on his forehead. “Thanks for being so sweet,” she whispered, before heading off for the comfort of her own bed for the night.

      

      Chase

      Chase couldn’t believe that bitch had stabbed him. He’d make her pay, but not before having some fun with her first. This man was a problem he hadn’t expected. He didn’t like surprises. He’d plotted a well-laid plan. He should have never involved a junkie like Allie, but he had needed a forgettable face to distract Caitlin in the club, long enough for him dump some drugs in her drink. He’d been watching her house for hours now, waiting for a chance to strike. This time he would do things alone, and Caitlin Larue would not be walking away.

      

      Jake didn’t know what woke him, but for a minute, he couldn’t remember where he was. When he realized he was still at Caitlin’s, he smiled to himself. She hadn’t woke him up and told him to get out. That was a good start. He got up and made his way back to her bedroom. Caitlin was tossing around as if she was having a bad dream. Jake stripped down to his boxers and slipped in next to her. As soon as their skin touched, she stiffened until she realized it was him, and then she curled into his touch and their bodies molded together as if one.

      She was fast asleep before he even settled in good. It took Jake a little longer to fall asleep, but he didn’t mind. He only wanted to hold her. He didn’t want to look too closely at the reasons why. He was afraid of what he might see.

      The next time Jake awoke, he knew something was amiss. There was someone in the house. He could tell by the way Caitlin was lying perfectly still, she’d heard it as well. He looked over at her, and put his finger to his lips in a motion for her to be quiet. She nodded she understood, and he eased out of the bed. Jake’s gaze scanned the room, looking for something to use as a weapon. When he didn’t finding anything useful to use, he decided surprise was the only option he had, but he was pretty good at surprise and what would come after the surprise.

      He silently crept down the hall. He kept his back to the wall. It wasn’t easy to see in the dark, but luck was on his side, and he caught sight of the outline of a man. Jake pounced toward the outline, and brought the man onto the floor with one swift movement. There was a low grunt when Jake elbowed the guy in the middle of the stomach, and then the lights came on. It took a few seconds before his eyes could adjust to the light, and before they did, he heard Caitlin’s outraged screech.

      “Damn it, James not again! What are you doing here?”

      Jake narrowed his eyes at the man who was lying beneath him. He pushed James’s elbow out of his ribs, before asking the same thing. “What are you doing here in the middle of the night?”

      Even with a knee in the middle of his groin, the guy didn’t miss a beat.

      “I should be asking you that.”

      It was amazing to him that someone could still be so arrogant even after a punch to the face, and a full body tackle onto the hardwood floor.

      James twisted around toward Caitlin. “We’re not even split up a week, and you’re already whoring yourself out.”

      She flushed red, and Jake was about to wipe the floor with him. How dare he speak to her in such a way? Caitlin beat him to the punch, literally, and James never saw it coming, BAM! She smacked the already prone guy with a house shoe across the face, and then calmly stepped over both men, as if they weren’t lying in her hallway. She calmly put her house shoe back on before sitting on the couch to wait for the two of them to get up.

      Jake took great pleasure in kneeing and elbowing as many soft spots on James’ body, as he could before finally getting off him. James had to wait to catch his breath before he was finally able to roll onto his knees. He rubbed at the spot on his jaw, where the hard plastic sole of the shoe had struck him, but then he scooted on both knees over to where Caitlin was sitting. He stayed kneeled down on the floor in front of her, and placed his hands on both sides of her knees on the couch. She tried to inch away, but he had her boxed in.

      “I deserved that.” He almost sounded sincere.

      Becoming a little bolder, James reached up again, stroking where she had hit him. Caitlin sat poker straight, refusing to look him in the eyes. “I’m sorry. Damn, Caitlin, I’m so sorry about everything. I came here and there’s this guy,” he waved a hand in Jake’s direction, “in your house and in his boxers. I freaked out.”

      Caitlin still wasn’t looking at him. Jake wanted to drag the guy out and make him sorry he was ever born, but he needed to know he was out of Caitlin’s life for good. She needed to make that decision. It was killing him, but he stayed where he was and let James plead his case.

      “I love you, and I never meant for you to get hurt. Heather came on to me, and I wasn’t strong enough to say no. I wish to God it had never happened, but it did. Now tell me what you want me to do to fix it. I’ll do anything to make this up to you.”

      She had been staring at some point past his shoulder then for the first time she looked him straight in the eyes. Jake wanted to take a step back, and he wasn’t even the one on the receiving end of her stare.

      “I don’t love you, James. You can’t fix that.” Her tone was very matter of fact.

      There was no mistaking the finality in her voice. She was through. James looked as if she had struck him again. He stared at her determined face for a moment longer before standing. He made a movement to leave, but then stopped. He turned toward Jake instead. “Treat her right. She deserves it.” He paused before adding, “I’ll drop the lawsuit.” He took one final look at Caitlin before spinning on his heels and leaving.

      Jake took one look at her face and gave her a gentle nudge toward the bedroom. “Pack a bag. We’re going somewhere where there is less foot traffic.”
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