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Cajun Pronunciations




Cher: shă (Pet name like darling)


Beignet: bin yay


Fouchon: foo shaan


mon joli petit amant: ma ˈZHōlē pəˈtēt amɑ̃


Mon amant assassin: ma amɑ̃ əˈsas(ə)n


Prejean:  prā zhah-n


Boudreaux: Boo dro 
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Prologue


The Phoenix





Pushing a chair against the door and wedging its back under the doorknob, I let out a shaky breath and desperately reached for my phone. I was not sure why my instincts led my fingers to pull up the contact info for someone I had only spoken to a few times. Although he had been working with my brother for a long time, I had only met him when he came into the store, but he was someone I knew could help me—or at least I hoped he could.


Swallowing back my hesitation, I clicked on his contact information and quickly typed a message. “Hey, it’s Caroline. I think I need your help.”

















  
  

Chapter 1

The Phoenix


Two Weeks Earlier





It’s startling how fast life can change—how quickly you can go from whole to a million broken fragments, tumbling along the ground and breaking into dust. That’s what happened to me three years ago when my husband, Daniel, died in a car crash, leaving me and Evie, our then five-year-old daughter, to navigate life without him. After three years of being without him, I was not sure if I would ever be able to move on. 

Dawn cast a gentle glow across the small cottage kitchen as I stared out the window, but even as sunshine painted my face with its joyous rays, he was all I could think about. I did not believe in an afterlife, but I couldn’t help but wonder if he was watching over us—if he knew how hard his little girl fought against cancer—how hard she had been fighting. Evie had been in remission for five months, but I wondered every day if the cancer was back and hiding from us. It haunted me like a bomb with a retractable fuse, except I wasn’t the one holding the lighter. I couldn’t even find the fuse.

Our new home in the mountains of Alabama was so different from my downtown New Orleans apartment, but I loved it. It was the perfect place to raise my little girl. It was far away from the hustle and bustle of a city that moved too fast, a city that was plagued with too much crime and natural disasters that sent us running multiple times per year like birds flying away from the seasons that did not suit them. 

I moved quietly, trying not to wake Evelyn, acutely aware of the peaceful stillness that enveloped the house without the incessant horns of taxis outside our windows. I cracked eggs into the sizzling pan, the aroma of butter and bacon filling the air, making my stomach grumble. It definitely beat the hospital food that had all started to taste like cardboard after a while. The steady rhythm of my morning routine provided a comforting anchor in a world that had once been untethered by grief.

“Mommy?” A sleepy voice drifted in from the hallway, pulling a smile onto my lips. After so many months of not having my little girl at home, I cherished every moment we had together. Just thinking about how I could have lost her forever threatened to send me into a downward spiral that I would never crawl out of, so I pushed the what-ifs away, instead focusing on making every moment with her as special as I could. Cancer was a relentless foe, but Evie was a warrior.

“Good morning, nugget.” Turning off the burner, I watched as Evelyn appeared around the corner, the stuffed llama Ethan had brought her the last time she was in the Intensive Care Unit clutched tightly in her arms. She padded over to the table, dragging her feet in fluffy bunny slippers.

As she sat down, I measured out her medications, a morning routine we had perfected over countless months. 

“It tastes yucky, Mommy.” Watching me with her usual scowl, Evie shook her head. She responded the same way every day, but we both knew she would take her medicine in the end. She had no other choice if she was going to stay in remission. 

I smiled, setting the bottle back on the counter. “Like the nastiest goblin brew, but it’s making you strong, my little warrior.”

Her blue eyes searched mine, seeking assurance in a world upended too soon. “Strong like you?”

The question took me by surprise, considering I was never more than two seconds from unraveling. “Stronger.”

Once she had bravely downed her medicine and taken a big gulp of her vanilla almond milk to wash it down, I returned to the stove to finish making breakfast. My heart swelled with love as I prepared her food on her favorite plate, ensuring every detail was perfect—the strawberries sliced in bite-sized pieces so she would not choke, and her toast buttered just how she liked it.

“Here you go, baby. Eat up. We’ve got a big day ahead.”

As she nibbled, I fitted her hairpiece on her still nearly bald head, pulling the sides back in a braid and finishing it in a big pink bow. 

“Is Uncle Ethan coming for breakfast too?” she asked, a milk mustache coloring the top of her lip.

Right on cue, the sound of a familiar engine rumbled outside, and moments later my brother sauntered in, his black hair disheveled and tattoos peeking out from his rolled-up sleeves. With late spring setting in, it was getting too hot for his typical black hoodie, not that he didn’t still wear it the majority of the time.

“Morning, Cara. Morning, munchkin.” A goofy grin spread across his lips as he crossed the room and lifted Evie from her chair, her squeal nearly popping my eardrums. She thrashed, but it only made him tickle her harder, her wig barely holding on.

“Put me down, silly goose!”

Chuckling, he plopped her back into her chair and sat beside her. 

“Saved you some eggs and bacon,” I said, sliding a plate across the table, followed by a mug of black coffee. It felt like a ritual, this shared meal we had most mornings, a silent nod to the new life we were steadily building in Alabama, far from the turmoil that once consumed us. “Is Scarlett at the store?”

Already chewing his food, he nodded, the love for his new wife written all over his face. There was still so much I didn’t know about how they’d met, but what I did know was that their love was one I hoped for myself one day. It was a force that could build and shatter worlds—just like I’d had with Daniel, turning my whole world upside down. 

Thoughts of the man I still mourned flooded my mind again, tearing at the freshly stitched wound that still bled, so I did my best to push it back. Later. Later, when I was alone, I would let myself feel.

“Are you excited for school?” Ethan asked, his bright blue eyes settling on Evie, whose fingers were so sticky that I instinctively clenched my teeth, hoping she wouldn’t get any in her new wig. 

“Uh-huh,” she mumbled between bites of her fruit, nodding enthusiastically.

“Good. You’re going to knock ’em dead today.” Taking another sip of his coffee, he returned his eyes to me. “You settling in okay at the bookstore? You seem to like it.”

“Better than okay.” I smiled, the thought of Tangled in the Pages Two, the bookstore he and Scarlett had just opened, sending warmth straight into my heart. “It’s like finding a piece of myself I thought I’d lost.”

Ethan nodded, understanding without needing further explanation. We’d both sacrificed pieces of ourselves along the way—his to the darkness, mine to despair. Yet here we were, piecing them back together, side by side, the only family we had left. 

“Scarlett’s lucky to have you,” he said after a moment, his tone laced with pride.

It was amazing to see my brother settling down and smiling. His happiness and love showed in everything he did, in every glance toward Scarlett. She was his world. I couldn’t imagine ever dating again, not after losing the love of my life, but if I ever did, I hoped to have what they did. Theirs was the kind of love that filled your chest until there was no room for hurt; the kind of love that left you breathless. 

Reaching across the table, I wrapped my hand around his, needing my brother to know how important he was to me. “And I’m lucky to have her… and you. Maybe one day, I’ll find something like what the two of you have, but I have a feeling it’s a once in a lifetime thing, and I’ve already had my soulmate.”


      [image: ]Pulling into the drop off lane, I squeezed Evie’s hand, the ritual as much a comfort to me as it was to her. She was only on a hybrid school schedule, going to school three days per week, but having her away from me was hard. I’d only just gotten her back. “Remember, I’ll pick you up right after school.”

“I know, Mommy.” Her smile was the kind that crinkled her nose and made her entire face glow. “And then we can go to the bookstore and see Auntie Scarlett!”

“We can certainly do that, nugget.” The familiar tug at my heartstrings sent a smile onto my face as well. Letting go was never easy, but this routine—our little morning dance of reassurances—had become the steady beat to the start of each day, whether she was going to school or not.

With a quick kiss on my cheek, she pulled on her backpack, the one adorned with vibrant stickers she’d chosen herself, and joined the crowd of children bustling through the school doors. I lingered for a moment longer, ensuring she melded safely into the sea of uniforms before I finally drove away. 

The drive to Tangled in the Pages Two was short, only three miles from Evie’s school. As I parked and stepped out onto the sidewalk, the late spring air filled my lungs, carrying with it the scent of freshly brewed coffee mixing with the fresh mountain air, nothing like what we had lived with in New Orleans. 

The bells above the door chimed as I walked in and my gaze immediately found Ethan, who was lifting a box of newly arrived books onto the counter. Customers milled about, their fingers trailing over spines, while a few stood at the cafe counter. 

“Need a hand?” I asked him, slipping behind the counter and grabbing my apron.

A smile spread across my brother’s lips, one I was seeing increasingly as of late. “I’ve got it, Cara, but we may need some help at the register.”

I nodded, aiming for the front of the store. “Got it.” 

Heading toward the register, I passed Scarlett as she meticulously arranged a display of books, unconsciously stopping to rub her baby bump. It was a testament to the new life they were building together and how far she had come since her ex-husband, Joshua—who was thankfully no longer wasting oxygen—had tried to erase her existence. When she noticed me, she smiled, her dark eyes lighting up with genuine affection. “Good morning, Caroline.”

With a few customers at the register and only one cashier handling everyone, I didn’t stop to chat, but I touched her forearm as I passed. “Good morning. That looks great.”

Even in a small mountain town, there was a steady stream of customers throughout the day, making time go by quickly. Between helping customers, restocking shelves, and brewing cups of coffee for those seeking a quiet corner to immerse themselves in a good book, I ran around all day, barely finding time to take a break. If anything, it prevented me from getting lost in my head, a place I sometimes needed an escape from. 


      [image: ]Arriving back at the bookstore with Evie in tow later that afternoon, I’d barely put the car in park before she jumped out of the car and bolted into the building. After a long day at school, I would have thought she would have had less energy. I was exhausted. 

Crouching, Scarlett wrapped Evie in a hug. “Hey, sweetie! How was your day?”

Before Evie had a chance to answer, Ethan grabbed her and lifted her off the ground, tickling her sides and sending her into a fit of giggles. “We got a new toy train today, munchkin. Wanna play with it?”

“Y-y-yes. P-p-put me down!”








  
  

Chapter 2

The Phantom





The glow of multiple screens was the only light in the room, emitting an eerie luminescence over the scattered hardware and half-empty coffee cups and soda cans that seemed to accumulate on every surface in my computer room. My downtown apartment was large, but my lab was where I spent the majority of my time. With the number of clients who called on my services regularly, I was never away from a device for long. Aside from my clients, who I rarely met face to face, my cat, Houdini, and Legacy, my mentor and the man who got me off the streets, I kept to myself. 

Sitting in front of my center monitor, my fingers danced across the keyboard, a rhythmic melody to the uninitiated, to those unfamiliar with the world of computer hacking, but to me, each keystroke was a familiar symphony of code. The digital fortress I had constructed around myself in my home was more than just a workspace. It was a haven—a retreat from a world that demanded too much connection, too much emotion. Having lost my parents at sixteen, I had always found it safer to stay firmly within my bubble, my only roots being the wires that connected my technology to its power source.

“Phantom” was not just a moniker. It was my reality. In my lab, amidst the hum of the machines and the flicker of lines rushing past across monitors, I could disappear. It was a somber existence punctuated by the crackle of electrical circuits and the occasional purr of my furry companion, who seemed to appreciate the quiet as much as I did. He was good company, so I wasn’t truly alone. 

A soft ping broke the silence, a simple notification sound, yet it sent a ripple through the stillness of my sanctum. It was Ethan—Bane—or Boss, as I usually called him. The encrypted message came across my device, finding me in my self-imposed exile. 

“Need you at the new cabin in AL. Security setup. Can you make the trip?”

I paused, feeling the weight of the outside world pressing against the walls of my apartment. Ethan didn’t ask for favors often. The man was a fortress himself, all hard edges, inked skin, and haunted eyes that had seen too much. Yet there was honor in him, and a protectiveness that extended beyond his immediate circle, but getting too close to him could put me in the line of fire, and I knew that. Still, after everything we’d uncovered together, I couldn’t find it in myself to turn him down.

“Sure,” I typed back, my fingers pausing before pressing send. “When?”

Three pulsing dots. Tapping my finger on my mouse, I took a sip of my soda, knowing I should probably switch to water if I wanted to sleep at some point before daylight. “Tomorrow good?”

“See you then.” My response was automatic, but as I leaned back in my chair, staring into the light of my computer screens, responsibility and a warning warred inside my chest. Ethan and Scarlett’s world was one of dark pasts and tangled futures. Although this time it was pulling me to rural Alabama, to where they’d recently moved and opened a bookstore, it was so much more than their attempt to start over with used novels and dog-eared paperbacks. They may have moved there to leave their past behind, but I wasn’t so sure if the past was through with them yet. The question was, if their past wasn’t finished with them, did I want to risk it catching up with my present?

Sleek black fur blending in with the shadows, Houdini jumped onto the desk, his bright emerald eyes reflecting the screens’ lights like beacons. As he nuzzled my hand, forcing me to give him attention, it was a not-so-subtle reminder that even in the depths of my isolation, connections were inevitable, maybe even necessary.


      [image: ]Sliding behind the wheel of my vintage, black, 1969 Mustang, the engine rumbled to life with a roar that echoed off the walls of the parking garage below my apartment complex. As I pulled out onto the freeway, I watched the city fade into the rearview mirror, a tangle of glass and steel vanishing into the horizon behind me. 

Breathing in deeply, my lungs filled with the scent of the fresh air blowing in through the open windows, it was a stark contrast to the car exhaust I was used to. Urban chaos slowly bled into pastoral calm as I drove. Skyscrapers gave way to sprawling fields and the constant hum of traffic softened to the occasional murmur of passing cars. The golden rays of the sun glinted off the hood as I steered the car along the highway, cutting through rural Georgia. Rolling hills stretched as far as the eye could see, dotted with grazing horses and weathered barns. 

But even with the serene landscape outside my windows, however, with every mile, the anticipation within me swelled, a silent storm that thrummed against my ribcage. I wasn’t naive. I knew the risk I could be taking by meeting Ethan and Scarlett face to face—how their enemies, the remaining members of Victor Delacroix’s gang that were undoubtedly still out there, could finally realize I was the man behind the screens and seek vengeance against me for the part I’d played in their leader’s death—the part I was still playing. I may not have been the one who’d pulled the trigger when Ethan stormed into one of their locations to save Scarlett and killed several people in the process, including their leader, but I’d helped him find them, and I’d helped to create the diversions that had gotten him inside, and them both back out. But after everything we’d gone through together, I considered them my friends, so I swallowed my hesitation down like the jagged pill it was, and pressed my foot harder against the pedal, loving the way my baby purred beneath me. Damn, I loved my car.

Living in Atlanta, I didn’t make my way to this part of Alabama often. My job required me to remain in locations with high-speed internet at least, and by the lack of infrastructure as I approached the eastern border of Alabama, I realized I may be out of luck. The Appalachian Mountains stood sentinel in the distance, the sun illuminating their peaks like golden crowns. It was breathtaking—a contrast to the constant flashing of police lights and the sterile chill of skyscrapers. 

It was still early in the morning by the time I exited off the freeway toward the town where Ethan and Scarlett lived, venturing deeper into the mountains. Wanting to avoid rush hour traffic, I’d left way too early, so I was relieved when the illuminated sign for my hotel popped up around the bend. Ethan wasn’t expecting me until later in the day, and I needed a nap. After his message, I’d stayed awake for far too long packing, and dwelling on if I was making the right decision. No matter what argument I made with myself, however, I’d still decided to take the risk. I hoped I didn’t come to regret it.


      [image: ]The small town where Ethan and Scarlett opened their new bookstore in was quaint, a place you would see in a romance holiday movie, a town where everyone in town came out just to watch the Christmas tree being lit on Main Street. There was a charm to this town that I would never be able to find in the place I called home, and I could certainly see the appeal. 

Pulling my backpack on, I left the hotel and stepped out into the early spring afternoon, heading down the street toward Tangled in the Pages Two, which was only two blocks away.

The scent of pine filled the air as I pulled in a deep breath and scanned the quiet street. It was not quite time for schools to let out, but I imagined the roads and sidewalks became busier once they did. 

My steps became less sure as the bookstore came into view, but I forged forward, stepping through the door just as another man walked out, allowing me to walk in unnoticed. 

For a moment, I lingered near the stack of bestsellers at the entrance, taking everything in. Although I’d never seen pictures of Ethan, I’d seen many of Scarlett, so I recognized her immediately. Petite, with long black hair and deep brown eyes, Scarlett was a stunning woman, and the way her eyes lit up as she smiled at her husband, her hand reaching down to rub the small swell of her pregnant stomach, even my icy heart warmed for her. Out of everyone in the world, she deserved so much happiness. And Ethan, at least in person, at least in such a benign setting, had far fewer shadows than I ever expected him to have. They seemed almost…ordinary.

A smile stretching across my lips, I stepped away from the place where I’d been lingering, moving closer to the counter. “Hey, Boss. I heard this was the place to get a good cup of coffee in town.” 

Both Ethan and Scarlett spun toward me, Ethan’s eyes widening, amusement playing across his features although he was the one who’d invited me. “Phantom?” 

“Nice to finally meet you,” I said, extending a hand toward Ethan before turning my smile toward Scarlett, who’d moved to stand by his side. “And this must be Scarlett.”

 A bright smile spread across her lips, and before I knew what was happening, she took a step forward and pulled me into a hug. “Hello. It’s amazing to finally meet you!”

Although it was awkward, and she’d nearly knocked my glasses off my face, I hugged her back. “It’s nice to meet you too.” 

As she pulled away, I noticed the stunning woman and little girl standing near the cafe counter—a woman who looked remarkably like Ethan, so I assumed she was his sister. Seeming to sense my eyes on her, she turned up to look at me, the side of her lips lifting in a smile. Before I could lift my hand in a wave, she turned and chased after her little girl who’d taken off in the other direction, running toward the back of the store. 

It was impossible not to chuckle, but I redirected my attention back to Scarlett and Ethan. “I heard the two of you may be in need of a new security system, and I definitely wanted to come check out the new store. By the way, my real name is Tristan.” 

I’d debated the entire way to the store whether I wanted to share my real name with them, but since I knew their names, I figured it was only fair they knew mine. The three of us had moved past simple acquaintances. If Ethan trusted me with his family’s safety, then I needed to trust him with mine. 

Ethan smiled, reaching forward to grip my forearm. “Appreciate you making the trip, Tristan.” 

Nodding, I flicked my eyes over his shoulder to where the other woman had reappeared from around the stacks, her bright blue eyes meeting mine before turning away.

“Tristan, that over there is my sister, Caroline,” Ethan said, letting go of my arm to lift the little girl who’d wrapped her arms around his leg and was hanging off him like a monkey. “And this little firecracker is Evie.”

Caroline smiled at me, her beauty nearly sending me to my knees, but it was her little girl that tugged at my heart. Although I didn’t know much about Ethan’s family, it was clear by the child’s appearance that she was a cancer patient, which was heartbreaking for someone so young, but when she looked up at me, it was also clear she was bursting with life. 

“Hi, Tristan!” Her voice was bright as a string of lights, her eyes wide and curious. “Are you a superhero? You look like someone who knows about secret missions!”

A chuckle escaped me, despite the somberness that often lay beneath my smiles. “Not exactly a superhero, Evie. But I do know a thing or two about secret missions.” I winked, watching as her grin widened, revealing a gap where a tooth had vacated its post. 

The way Ethan held Evie in his arms, it was easy to forget how much blood he’d spilled. “Tristan’s going to help us with top secret computer stuff,” he said, his tone making me sound so much cooler than I really was. Giving her a kiss on the cheek, he placed her back on the ground.

“Like in spy movies?” she asked, bouncing on the balls of her feet. I had to admit, she was an adorable kid.

Loving the lightness that bubbled inside me at her exuberance, I grinned. “Exactly like a spy movie.”


      [image: ]The air was crisp, carrying with it the scent of the forest after it rained. I followed behind Ethan and Scarlett as they walked hand-in-hand through the grass of their expansive property. Up ahead of us, Evie skipped with a stuffed llama in her arms, powered by a seemingly endless supply of energy. Beside me, Caroline walked quietly, the floral scent of her shampoo nearly sending my eyes rolling back in my head. I couldn’t imagine what Ethan would say if he knew I was already crushing on his sister, and to be honest, I wasn’t sure if I cared.

Although I didn’t know anything about Ethan’s finances, I was privy to what Scarlett had received after her husband’s death, as well what she’d received when her trust fund was finally released by her father, and it was clear some of it had gone into the property we toured while the heat of the day cooled. She’d brought quite a bit of wealth into her marriage with Ethan. 

Tucked within the towering pines, the sizable wooden structure seemed to be part of the forest—beautiful in its simplicity. Aside from the cabin, there were three other structures on the property, including a barn, all of which blended into the landscape.

“Big place,” I said, gazing out at the sun as it made its way behind the endless peaks. “It’s really peaceful. How many acres do you have here?”

Ethan smiled, letting go of Scarlett’s hand so he could wrap his arm around her waist and pull her close. There was no question as to how much they loved each other. It only served to make me feel lonelier—an awareness that always seemed to cut deeper when you were around others than when you were truly alone. For a moment, I wondered what Caroline’s story was—what had happened to Evie’s father—but it wasn’t my business, so I had no intention of asking.

“In total, about forty acres,” Ethan responded, pointing toward the distant ridge, where the setting sun painted the sky in a prism of pastels. “But protected forests border us on the other side of that ridge for thousands of square acres, so it gives us a lot of added privacy.”

I nodded, appreciating the seclusion for what it was worth but knowing it could never be for me. All I kept thinking was about the lack of cellular signal I’d had ever since we’d arrived at their property. With all the trees, and being so far from town, getting any kind of reliable signal was a challenge. 

“It’s a lot to secure.” Although we both knew it, my words still came out. The grounds were getting dark, but there was already a fire burning in the backyard that he’d started before we’d left for our walk. Scarlett’s chin dipped in a nod, but it was Ethan who answered as he turned left on the path, leading us back toward their home.

“It will be, and I hope it’s not necessary, but after everything my wife has already been through, I’ll do whatever it takes to keep her safe.”

As we approached the large back porch of the cabin, Scarlett kissed Ethan on the cheek and let go of his hand, heading into the house, Evie, and Caroline at her heels. Instead of following the others inside, Ethan approached the large outdoor grill, glancing at me before lighting the burner. 

“New Orleans is heating up,” he said, his eyes flicking up to meet mine before glancing toward the back door. “Victor Delacroix’s gang isn’t going to lie low forever. You know the FBI’s poking around, and if they connect the dots back to Scarlett or her father…” His words trailed off, but the unspoken threat hung in the air, dense and foreboding. I could almost hear the click of a hammer being pulled back, ready to unleash chaos. “If he discovers this haven, if something hap—”

“I won’t let them find out.” Despite the storm starting to brew inside me, and although we both knew it wasn’t a promise I could make, I still meant the words with every fiber of my being. If it was in my power to lead Victor’s gang astray, I would. “I’ll fortify this place… make it invisible to anyone who doesn’t know where to look.”

“Appreciate it, man.” Ethan’s nod was filled with gratitude and the knowledge that the line between protector and predator was one he had walked many times. “Scarlett’s got enough to worry about with the baby on the way. She doesn’t need the sins of my past—or her father’s—to come knocking on our door.” 








  
  

Chapter 3

The Phantom





The evening air held a chill in the mountains that we never got in the concrete jungle I called home. I stood beside Ethan at the grill as he flipped steaks on an open flame, breathing in the fresh scent of nature that mingled with the aroma of seared meat. 

“After killing Victor Delacroix… there’s no turning back now,” Ethan muttered, his light blue eyes reflecting the fire’s glow. “His mob won’t take it lightly. I didn’t have a choice, but they’ll want revenge.”

I nodded, his words sending a shiver through my body that had nothing to do with the temperature outside. “Even with the FBI potentially watching, you think his people will retaliate?”

“Retaliation is a given,” he replied, his gaze fixed on the darkness beyond the halo of light surrounding us from the bonfire and porch lights. “But it’s not just them. I don’t want Scarlett getting dragged into this thing. There shouldn’t have been any evidence left of her in the torched scene, but I’m hoping the feds don’t come sniffing around.”

The mention of the feds stirred a different kind of unease within me. My mind instinctively began to race, considering all the angles, all the potential digital trails that could lead to an unwanted knock on the door. “How hot do you reckon the trial is? I mean, I haven’t seen much on the news yet. Seems like they’re keeping it all close to the vest right now.”

Ethan exhaled slowly, the tension in his shoulders becoming more pronounced. “Although Scarlett has no contact with her father, we do know they’ve been digging. Victor’s operation was vast—drugs, weapons, you name it. And after what went down with Scarlett’s father…” He trailed off, the unsaid words hanging heavy between us.

“Well, I’ll do my best to make sure there’s no electronic trail of Scarlett being involved, and as far as the remaining members of Victor’s gang, all we can do is try to find out if they know who you are, and if they know what Victor had planned for her. There’s always the chance that his plans were kept to a small following.” Hesitating for a moment, I glanced toward the cabin only yards away, where I could just barely see Scarlett and Caroline through the window as they moved around the kitchen. “This isn’t the same location the two of you ran to last time, and everyone who was at that compound… They’re—”

“Dead,” he cut in. After everything he and Scarlett went through—after everything I was a part of—I understood all that he’d had to do in order to save the woman he loved, but I did not think I could ever get over the idea of taking a life, or if I could ever do such a thing myself. 

I nodded, meeting his stare. “Right. They’re all dead. So, there is a chance the rest of his gang has no idea that you and Scarlett were involved.”

Turning back toward the grill, Ethan flipped the steaks, the sizzling steam making my stomach grumble. “I think there’s a higher probability they at least know Scarlett’s father was involved, and perhaps may, once again, try to use her to get to her father. But,” he said, using the tongs to point to a pan which I held out for him to place the meat on, “we have been doing everything we can to cover our tracks—especially Scarlett’s tracks, including changing her name and purchasing the store and home under a different entity altogether. Unless they come here and run into her in the street, they shouldn’t be able to easily find her, but that doesn’t mean they won’t. We just must stay vigilant and be prepared.” 

With the food cooked, the conversation about Victor Delacroix and the events that had happened in New Orleans ceased. I followed Ethan back inside and we sat down at the long, wooden table where Scarlett, Evie, and Caroline were already seated. The atmosphere was warm and inviting, the cabin itself a true home. It was such a contrast to eating in my dark computer lab from take-out containers. Although I had the ability to toss ingredients together and have them taste half-decent, I didn’t cook often. Nobody enjoyed cooking for one. Back when I had a girlfriend… Well, it had been a while. Two long years.

“So, what do you think of our little town so far?” Scarlett asked, passing me a dish of steamed vegetables.

“It’s beautiful here,” I said honestly, my eyes flicking to Caroline’s for a moment, surprised when her cheeks flushed a rosy shade. “The scenery is breathtaking, and the people seem genuinely kind.”

“Most of them are,” Ethan chimed in. “But every town has its fair share of nosy busybodies. We’ve had to learn how to navigate around them.”

His words made me chuckle, and for the life of me, I couldn’t help but imagine Ethan, in all his darkness, trying to manage a nosy old lady and keep her in her place. He may have been intimidating, but I think even he would cower to an Alabama mountain grandma with a glass of sweet tea and the words ‘bless your heart’ on her lips. “Well, it doesn’t look like you have any neighbors near the cabin at least.”

The look on Ethan’s face told me it had very much been the plan. I didn’t blame him. Although I liked living where modern conveniences were a dime a dozen, I preferred to not hear my neighbors fucking through the walls. “Did you see the fight last night?” he asked, a casualness in his tone that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “That knockout was brutal.”

“Missed it,” I admitted, taking a sip of my beer. “Was running diagnostics on my systems.”

Scarlett laughed softly from her seat beside Ethan. “You and your computers. Sometimes I wonder if you dream in code.”

“Doesn’t everyone?” I didn’t miss how Caroline’s lips lifted in a smile at my response, which stirred something low in my belly. Beside her, Evie had ketchup all over her face, but seemed to be the happiest kid on the planet, no matter what was brewing beneath the surface of her skin. It was something I still hadn’t asked about. 

Dinner unfolded with an ease that surprised me. We talked about the weather, the clarity of the night sky so far up in the mountains, and the latest book Scarlett was reading. I listened more than I spoke, letting the voices fill the spaces between us. It was strange, this budding sense of camaraderie between Ethan and I, two men who lived in the shadows now breaking bread under the same roof. It was odd, but I realized the longer I was in their company, the more I was open to it.

“Super-spy Tristan,” Evie’s small voice interrupted, her bright blue eyes fixed on me from where she sat across the table. She stood, clutching a stuffed llama in her arms, its fur matted from countless hugs.

“Hey, sweetheart.” Pushing my chair back, I leaned forward to lower myself to her level. “What’s up?”

She twisted on her feet, as though she was nervous to say whatever she wanted to say. “Will you play with me?”

“Of course,” I replied without hesitation. “Lead the way, Captain.”

Her laughter was like music as she took my hand and pulled me toward the bedroom Ethan and Scarlett had set up for her in their home. The walls were adorned with drawings, her imagination splashed across every inch. Leading me across the room to a shelf that was lined with action figures, she told me all about them, each with their own intricate backstory, and I found myself engrossed, following her narratives with genuine interest. I hadn’t been a child in a long time, but I admittedly missed the imagination that tended to fade with adulthood. I was still only twenty-six, but trauma had certainly already turned my life to gray.

As we built a castle out of her Legos and devised an epic tale of how her queen saved the entire kingdom from all the bad guys, I let the weight of the world slide from my shoulders—if only for a little while. 


      [image: ]The laughter from Evie’s room faded into a gentle hum of a lullaby as Caroline’s voice threaded through the crack under the door. They weren’t staying for the night, but Scarlett and Caroline wanted to watch a movie together while Ethan and I worked, and Evie couldn’t keep her eyes open, so Caroline bathed and put her to bed before it began. I stood in the hallway for a moment, a little out of place as to where to go next. I’d ridden to the cabin with Ethan, therefore I didn’t have a vehicle to get myself back to the hotel. I wasn’t sure who intended to deposit me back in town, but I knew someone would at some point.

“Tristan,” Ethan said, coming around the corner from the living area, nearly startling me half to death. “Ready to see the brains of the operation?”

The corner of my mouth lifted as I nodded. “Hell, yes. I’ve been waiting to see some tech.”

With the women still in the living area and the scent of popcorn meeting my nose, I followed Ethan down the main hallway and into a spacious master suite. A massive bed made of carved dark wood stood in the center of the main wall, with complimenting pieces of furniture spread out in the space. The bedding was crisp white, which complemented the dark woods and gray walls. There was no baby furniture in the room yet, but there was a small pile of baby blankets folded on the bed, as though one of them had recently done laundry in preparation for their new arrival. 

Inside the equally impressive walk-in closet, Ethan slid his nearly all black clothes to the side and pushed on the wall panel, which opened outward like a door. From the outside, there would have been no way for anyone to know it was there. 

“There’s a door to the finished basement and below ground storage next to the laundry room,” he said, flipping the switch to turn on the light over a staircase that led down to the subterranean level. “But this safe room space isn’t on any of the blueprints.”

Following him down the stairs, I was impressed by the forethought it took to come up with the building plan for the hidden room. 

When we reached the bottom, there was an open entryway with a steel door on the side wall. Ethan punched in a code that beeped in affirmation before the heavy door swung open with a hiss.

The air inside was cool and still, carrying the scent of concrete and metal. To the right was an open living area, already furnished with a sofa, television, and other pieces, as well as a small kitchen in the corner. The door to the bathroom and even a bedroom took up a side wall. Shelves lined with non-perishable food, medical supplies, and a few personal items lined the other side of the space. Directly to the back, a dark room was lit up by a bank of monitors, only a few with video feed running—silent sentinels keeping watch. It was clear the entire property wasn’t under surveillance yet, which was why I was there, but he’d already done a lot of the work himself.  

“There’s an exit there,” he said, pointing toward the door against the wall opposite us. “The tunnel takes you to a cave that pops out about a half of a mile to the east.”

“This is outstanding, Ethan. I would have never expected this to be down here.”

“If it hadn’t been for the hidden basement in my other cabin, I don’t know where Scarlett and I would be right now.” A flicker of something I couldn’t decipher passed through his light eyes with his admission, but it faded quickly. “It allowed us to get a head start when Victor’s guys found us.” He shook his head, as though forcing the memory away. “Caroline doesn’t know about all of my…past. She’s been through so much, after losing Daniel, and everything with Evie. So, if it comes up—”

“I get it,” I assured him. Although I didn’t understand everything he’d done in his life, or the ins and outs of the relationship he had with his sister, I knew what he needed from me, and it wasn’t my place to share his truths with her. My job was to help him protect them—the fiercely independent sister who seemed to have already been through so much, the child whose laughter was a balm to the aches I didn’t know I carried, his unborn chance at a new life, and the woman who had survived hell to find love again. 
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