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Chapter 1

A bead of sweat snaked down Finn O’Brien’s spine, joining his comrades as they gathered in large numbers in his damp underwear. “Damned Teagan,” he muttered, not for the first time. The afternoon scorched on. “You just had to volunteer to cover his shift.” On a Saturday. Lowering his field glasses, he mopped his forehead with a freckled arm. Hour number four. “Funny how he forgot to mention it was a stakeout.” On a friggin’ asphalt roof, smack in the middle of an infamous Boston heatwave. While his older brother was livin’ it up. “Day-drinking wedding cocktails with stupid names.” Like Bloody Marry Me or The Blushing Bride. “Jeez . . . just give me a cold one,” he muttered. A no-name beer from Sully’s. The amount of money people wasted on bullshit stuff for a wedding- “How about a cocktail called Criminally Expensive?” Or the Bliss Kiss of Financial Ruin.

“Are you actually reporting something important? Or just your usual babbling?”

Nate’s static-y voice crackled in his ear, reminding him he was on speaker. “Not important.” One Night Stand would be an embarrassing choice for a wedding cocktail. Personally, he wasn’t partial to vodka. Sex on the Beach? He could almost feel Mama Lou’s head slap for that one. The back of his neck prickled, reminding Finn he’d forgotten to wear sunscreen. Again. While Teagan was sitting in air-conditioned luxury, stuffing his face with expensive appetizers. “While you’re on week four without a day off.” 

Out of five kids, only he’d been the lucky one to inherit Mama Lou’s red hair. Still irritated by the early morning phone call that had altered the course of his day, Finn replayed the conversation with his mother—although conversation suggested a mutual exchange of pleasantries. With Mama Lou, lecture was the more accurate term to use. If only he’d ignored his cell... but who actually called at six on a Saturday morning unless it’s a legitimate emergency?

“Teagan and Alyssa are attending that wedding today.” She’d started out reasonably civilized, but they’d both known it wouldn’t last long. “Why haven’t you volunteered to take your brother’s shift yet? If you had a girlfriend, maybe you’d have a social life, too,” she’d nagged with the subtlety of a sledgehammer. When he’d objected to pissing away his first Saturday off in a month, Mama Lou had blistered his ear with dire threats if he refused to switch so they could attend his sister-in-law’s best friend’s wedding. Something about beating him with a baseball bat. Yada. Yada. His mother seriously needed some new material. Seven hours later, he was still perched on a twelve thousand degree roof, probably getting skin cancer while his nuts steamed like dumplings in his soggy underwear.  

Finn scoped out the silent building across the street as he contemplated the inherent unfairness of his life. Only Brady was immune from their mother’s meddling. Brady— who’d followed a girl to Chicago and gained a nine hundred mile buffer, and Teagan— who’d received a five year reprieve while he’d been deployed to the other side of the planet. The remaining O’Brien brothers had been unsuccessful in combatting her. When Mama Lou lasered in on one of them, the rest of them were simply grateful it wasn’t him. Which was why Finn found himself four stories up on a scalding roof on what should have been a lazy Saturday afternoon. Trying to remain focused after a monotonous four hours of . . . absolutely nothing happening. 

Stillness cloaked the block of tenements surrounding the warehouse across the street. Like their occupants, the old buildings slumbered in the afternoon heat. The scent of crumbling asbestos roof tiles and decaying trash lingered in the humid air. TJ was definitely having the better day. “Drinkin’ Meant to Be Mojitos.”  

“Yo—Huck. Earth to Huck-”

He jerked the mouthpiece back to his lips. “What?”

“Just wondering if you’ve suddenly developed x-ray vision to watch the building.”

Hearing the smirk in his partner’s voice, he hoisted the binoculars back to his eyes. Dammit. Nathan was right. Screw Teagan and his fruity cocktails. The Soft on Crime Cabernet? That one was just lame. “I’m trying to stay awake.”

“You sure your baby soft skin can take this heat?”

“Both of you—shut your yaps and watch that door,” the ASAC’s voice crackled in his ear. “Nate—check your twenty. Finn—you got a make on that chick down at the corner?”

Corner? “Yes, sir.” His brain sliding back into gear, Finn’s focus honed to the woman alighting from a car a block away. As the car pulled away from the deserted corner, she hesitated. Scanned her surroundings before her gaze dropped to the slip of paper she clutched in her hand. Who Ubered into this neighborhood on a Saturday afternoon? 

Long, black hair had been twisted into a thick braid that trailed half-way down her back. Finn straightened, his spine crackling with awareness. Something was off about her. The multiple layers of clothes- In this heat? Her mannerisms. Hell, even the hair didn’t seem right. Instead of a woman, she looked like a tossed-aside rag doll. “Nate, something’s weird about her.”

“On this street? You could say that about every person we’ve seen today.”

“Not like this.” He headed for the fire escape. “I’m going down there.” 

Nate’s resigned sigh suggested he knew better than to argue. “I’ll cover you.” 

Finn removed his earpiece before he could hear their ASAC’s reaction. Stanley would blow a gasket. With any luck, Nathan would smooth things over for him—like he always did. His senses were screaming to get down there. Adding to their ASAC’s frustration, Finn’s senses had become something of a legend. When Finn O’Brien experienced a tingle, everyone took note. He took the stairs two at a time. Whatever was going down, he didn’t have much time. Before exiting the building, he patted his holster, then hit the street.  

She was tall, her skin flushed and pretty as he closed the gap between them. His eyes snapped images as he forced himself to slow. Still walking toward him, she didn’t spare him a glance as she studied the condemned buildings, sidestepping glass shards and piles of trash as though looking for house numbers. Cripes, didn’t she know what neighborhood she was in? 

“Mo’s Lincoln just showed up. He’s around the corner . . . a block ahead.” Nate’s voice crackled a warning in his ear. “Repeat. He’s a block out. Finnie . . . forget her. Get out of sight.”

Warning tap-danced down his spine. Red hot. Not much time. The badly dressed woman with the weird hair was oblivious to the looming danger. The drug dealer they’d waited for all day on the rumor of a score to settle was about to arrive in a hail of bullets. Hell, on a good day in Southie, the chances of getting shot in the street were better than five to one. Today, in the sultry heat, it was even money. Braid Girl was currently standing smack in the middle of a turf war that was moments away from lighting up. Drawing closer to the unsuspecting woman, he winced. Jeez, she was dressed like a damned Sunday school teacher. 

She raised her head only moments before he reached her side, startled hazel eyes widening in confusion. Although danger seemed to thicken in the humid stew around them, his pulse slowed a notch. He’d reached her in time.

“Excuse me. Are y’all familiar with this area?”

A melodic voice. Soft accent. Definitely south of Fenway. Maybe south of Philly? “Yeah. This isn’t a safe area.” He ignored the urgency prickling the back of his neck.

“Most of these buildings don’t have any numbers.”

“You need to leave.”  

“Y’all are just being incredibly helpful.” 

The hazel cat eyes heated with annoyance. How did he manage to tick off women so quickly? “As quickly as possible.”

Definitely south of Philly. Why the hell wasn’t she afraid? The warning whispering against the back of his neck morphed into a fork—stabbing him repeatedly as the old Lincoln’s shadow passed to his left. Don’t look at it. Don’t look at it. Sometimes, his restless brain cooperated. Sometimes not. If Mo’s driver recognized him—the whole damned op could be blown. Months of work flushed down the toilet. His skin prickled with sunburn and sudden warning. Nathan’s voice sounded in his ear. 

“Finn—move out. Get the hell out. We’ve got visual confirmation on Tomas. He’s circling back.”

Without thinking, Finn swung his arm around Braid Girl’s shoulders and pulled her tight against him. “Don’t fight me,” he directed. “There’s about to be trouble.” When she jerked in shock, his nose brushed her ear and he inhaled a lungful of soapy sweetness. Right before her fist connected with his jaw.    

“You bet your ass there’s gonna be trouble.” Shoving him away, she yanked something from her back pocket.  

“Take it easy. I’m not trying to hurt you.” Instinctively, Finn knew to duck as something whistled past his ear. Pain seared behind his eyes when she whacked him across his shoulders. The blow reverberated through him. A baton? “Who carries a freakin’ baton-”

“Finnie—he’s back. Go!”

“I’m trying,” he said into his now skewed mouthpiece, gritting his teeth against the radiating sting. “She’s not exactly cooperating.” He dodged another lethal swing. “What the ever-loving’ hell-” Lunging for her, he grabbed a surprisingly strong arm and tucked it against him. “Let’s go. There’s no time to explain.” He tugged her down the block, away from the approaching Town Car.

“Hands off.” She wrenched free, surprising him with a bony elbow to his ribs.  

Wheezing with surprise, Finn recovered quickly. Pain-in-the-ass girl (the lumpy-braid moniker no longer seemed descriptive enough) nearly knocked the wind out of him. He caught her in two steps. At least they were scuffling in the right direction. He jerked her back against him. “Stop fighting me.” To anyone observing their progress, they were a couple . . .  getting into it on one of the nastiest corners in Boston. Even her ninja baton moves wouldn’t have raised an eyebrow in this neighborhood. 

“Listen—I’m a cop,” he whispered. “You’re in danger. We need to move down the street.” He brushed wispy black bangs from nuclear eyes that finally showed a trace of fear.

“But, that house-” She pointed to the crumbling brick they were still dangerously near. 

Jeez—why not advertise it? The building they were about to stampede . . . the place Little Mo was about to sweep with an assault weapon. Snatching her hand, he dragged her fingers against his lips. “Not today, sweetheart. We need to haul ass-”  

A painful sizzle of warning skated down his spine before he heard the first shots fired. Hell—his time was up. They’d gone as far as they would be able. Nearly doubled over, he shoved Braid Girl down, tumbling with her into the basement stairwell of what he prayed would be the abandoned building next door.  

His arms wrapped convulsively around her head in the impossible attempt to protect her from the barriers they would crash into. He shouted in agony when first his shoulder, then kidneys collided with the immoveable masonry wall. Bouncing off the concrete, they crashed through the dry-rotted timber door at the bottom of the stairs. Despite the overcorrection his feet attempted, they still crashed to the concrete floor. And now my ribs. Over a roaring waterfall of pain, Finn heard the ricochet of bullets overhead and the buzz of directives in his ear. Stanley had a nasty habit of losing it when things got critical— becoming more burden than help for the team stuck working with him. He really needs a desk job.  

Taking shallow breaths to avoid stabs of white hot agony, he tried to feel around for Braid Girl without moving too much. Tasting dank cellar dust against his tongue, Finn shook off the daze, taking roll call with the rest of his moving parts. Sprawled on his back, his legs seemed okay. Ankles. Feet. Hips. Aside from his ribs, his back and his battered left shoulder, Finn wasn’t exactly eager to discover what other body parts he’d injured. In hindsight, a stupidly named wedding cocktail would have been far more pleasant than this. Maybe a Flaming Fiasco?  

He groaned as he attempted sitting up. From what he could hear through his remaining ear bud, the situation appeared to be returning to normal . . . aka Stanley screaming at the team and sirens wailing in the distance. But after pumping the triplex building full of bullets, it sounded like Mo had escaped their net. Again.    

“You can let go of me.” Braid girl’s voice was surprisingly calm through the bells ringing in his ears. 

“Are you alright?” Clenching his teeth against a cacophony of pain, he wheezed the question, assessing the too wide eyes looming over his face. In the shadowed basement, her strange green eyes had gone flat. 

“I’m well, thank you.” Pushing out of his grip, she sat up primly, dusting off her torn, twenty-layered dress. 

Still feeling a little stupid, he wondered if maybe he’d hit his head. Staring at her, he realized her thick braid was seriously askew. Could real hair do that? 

“Is this over, then? I’m free to go?”

“Are you high? No. Of course you can’t leave.” He raised an eyebrow. Who the hell was she? “Don’t move. It’s not safe yet.” His second attempt to sit up failed. Clenching his teeth didn’t quite stop his groan. Ribs. Battered. A bunch of them. “On second thought . . . help me up.” 

She jerked him into an upright seated position and he bit back a shout of pain. Unleashing a string of expletives that would have had his brothers applauding with acknowledged wonder, he unholstered his gun. 

“Good Lord... what are you doing?” Her hand shifted defensively to her pocket. When she came away empty-handed, she scanned the floor around them.

He followed her gaze as she searched for the baton that was currently wedged under his left ass cheek. “You just walked into the middle of a drug turf war and you’re asking me why I need a gun?” 

Her eyes widened to half dollars. “I thought it was fireworks—kids playing with firecrackers.”

Despite the pain pulsing through him, Finn risked shaking his head. No one was that gullible. “No, lady. It wasn’t fireworks.” More likely, he’d stumbled onto a new face in Little Mo’s vast network. Since the driver, Tomas had likely eluded their grasp once again, Braid Girl would be a decent substitute. His lost Saturday wouldn’t have been entirely wasted. Capturing another potential member of Mo’s labyrinth might deflect Stanley’s wrath. Temporarily. 

“Do you need some help before I go?”

I need to get up. But it was gonna hurt like a beating, his brain warned. Shifting carefully, his ass was relieved of the pressure of her baton. He slid the evidence into his back pocket before attempting to rise to his feet. If he failed, he didn’t want her baton clanging to the floor where she could steal it back—and start whaling on him again. 

“Y’all don’t look so hot.” Serious eyes studied him from the relative safety of a four foot clearance.

Her voice reminded him of warm chocolate. Rich, smooth and not too sweet. “Can you help me up?” Forcing his broken body to his feet, he nearly swayed at the slash of pain in his left side. Apparently, he would finally be the recipient of some long overdue time off. 

“Hold your horses. I’m not sure where it’s safe to touch you.” 

Firm hands settled at his waist, steadying him on his feet. He caught a whiff of vanilla and something else. Clean. Floral? No, it was definitely fruity. Lemons. When she stepped back, the scent dissipated.

His eyes scrunched against a sudden wave of nausea rising in his throat, 

She lunged for him when he staggered. “Let’s make this quick,” she muttered. “I need to clear out of here.”

“Where do you think you’re going?” Breathing through his nose helped alleviate the sudden urge to hurl his gas station taquito. Forcing his eyes open, he nodded to the dimly lit basement. Concrete block rose ten feet to the small, rusted windows near the ceiling. “There’s nowhere to go. Besides that, we’ll need to interview you.”  

“Interview?” Her voice rose an octave. “No. I can’t possibly stick around for that.” Spinning on her heel, she paced to the far wall, the line of grimy, street level windows casting shadows on her lifeless black hair. “Is there another way out?”  

Finn forced an eye open at her scuffling steps, pondering which would be worse for his ribs. Giving in to the urge to throw up—or inhaling several deep breaths to avoid throwing up. “You’re not going anywhere,” he repeated through gritted teeth. “My ribs are probably broken. We’re going to wait for my partner to come find us.” Clutching his side, he hobbled back to the shattered door, each step excruciating. Through the static in his ear, he heard the all-clear sign. “A couple minutes.” Nathan would find him. His partner could take over with Braid Girl and he could get his ribs taped up. 

Cautiously easing back against the doorframe, he motioned Braid Girl closer. Ignoring him, she shuffled to the far wall of the basement. “There’s no other door,” he reminded. If he leaned just right, he could get a trickle of clean air through the remnants of the door. “Stay behind me,” he ordered. “I can’t make it up those stairs, so we’re gonna have to wait for help.”

“Why do I have to wait?” Lifting up on her toes, she ran her fingers along the rusted window frame overhead. “I didn’t do anything wrong.” Glancing over her shoulder, she frowned.

“Doesn’t matter.” He released a cautious breath. If he kept his inhales shallow, it didn’t hurt as much.   

“I didn’t see anything.” She moved through a shaft of watered-down light trickling through the grimy panes. “I certainly don’t know anything about whatever just happened.”

He lost her in the shadows as she bent to pick something up. “How do you know that?”

“I only just—arrived—in town.” Her sentence was punctuated by her huffing breath and the scraping sound of a dragged cinder block. She emerged from the shadows and positioned the block under the window. 

Finn exhaled slowly, content to watch her futile attempts to find another way out. “I guarantee that window has been rusted shut for the last fifty years.” Caught in a shaft of sunlight, a pert little nose wrinkled in dismay. 

Ignoring his fact-based statement, she adjusted the heavy block with a grunt. “Is it safe to go up there, yet?”

“Are you wearing body armor?”

She glanced down at her threadbare flowery dress. “No.”

Finn did a double take, assessing her again. “Are you sure you didn’t knock your head against anything?” 

“I told you—I’m perfectly fine. You blocked my fall.” She ran her gaze down his dusty shirt. “I suppose I should thank you for that. Although, if you hadn’t attacked me, I wouldn’t have fallen to begin with.”

“You’re welcome.” Finn rubbed his eyes, dreading the moment he would have to budge from his current position. His ribs were going to scream in protest. Where the hell was Nathan? 

“Is someone coming for you?”

You. Not us. “My partner.” His head whipped around at the sound of shattering glass. On her makeshift stool, she was up on her toes. Somehow, she’d managed to punch a hole in the window above her head. “You won’t be able to climb that wall-”

Braid Girl unbuttoned one of her many skirts. Wrapping the fabric around her hand, she swept away the jagged edges. Finn admitted to being mesmerized, by her methodical determination—and the lithe, shapely legs clad in gray checkered leggings that had been well hidden under her voluminous skirts. Hanging by her fingertips, she hoisted herself up the block wall, her flat shoes scrabbling against the pitted concrete block, finding toeholds where none seemed to exist. Her fingers white-knuckled as they fought for purchase. Her biceps strained with the effort to cling to the wall. Jesus— she was strong.  

“You’ll never fit through that window.” Finn lurched forward from his prone position against the doorframe in the unlikely event Braid Girl managed to make it to the tiny ledge where the broken window beckoned. He’d been wrong about everything else so far. One step later, he regretted that lurch. “Sonofabitch.” Clutching his side, he reeled back to his safe place against the doorframe, his head suddenly woozy from the pain. Helpless to stop her, he watched her reach the tiny ledge about two feet from the ceiling. Watched her contort an approximately 5’6” frame through the anatomically impossible twelve inch by eighteen inch window near the ceiling. Fumbling for his headset, Finn yanked it down, unsure whether it was actually still working. “Nate— I need someone in the alley beside this building-”

After shimmying her entire frame through the rusted opening, Braid Girl disappeared. A moment later, she poked her head back in through the window, surprising him. Her strange green-gold green gaze sliced through the murky light. “Hey, there. Good luck with your ribs.” 

# # #
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Chapter 2

Eight days later, Candace Avery was still kicking herself. Slouched in her non-descript car in the neighborhood of million dollar homes, she’d run the gamut of emotions. In the forty minutes she’d sat there . . .  still uncertain whether to go through with her years-in-the-planning task, she’d cycled from fear to foolish. One moment she was terrified by her actions. The next, she was furious with herself. You’re such an idiot. Crazy to have taken such a stupid chance. She could have blown everything. Everything she’d waited decades for. Taking out Mauricio had always been a secondary goal—even now. On the run, with barely the clothes on her back. 

Instead, she’d nearly been caught. Going after Mauricio had been stupid. “That was seriously unlike you, Avery. You’re slipping.” She never worked without a strategy. Yet, no matter how many stern talking-to’s she gave herself, she’d found herself growing increasingly desperate. The closer she inched to freedom- The closer she drew to the answers that had eluded her for three decades . . . the more fearful she became that everything would slip from her grasp once again. The more impatient she grew for her nightmare to end, the more mistakes she seemed to be making. 

But, to be free of him. Of the octopus that was Mauricio. His snaring tentacles. His unbearable reach. His ability to trip her up. Tentacles snapping. Sucking her back into the vortex of his dangerous, chaotic orbit. Some days she awoke with an irrational acceptance of the risk. To do something dangerously foolish—if only to have it finally be over.

“No,” she vowed, her gaze trained on the home three doors down from where she’d parked the (hopefully) forgettable tan Ford. Failing with Mauricio would mean losing the rest of it. The life she wanted to achieve. The family she deserved. Her gaze trained on the beautiful home, she felt around on the passenger seat for her binoculars. “You’ve made it this far.” After traveling a long way. After clawing her way to this point in her life. She released a calming breath and hoisted the glasses to her eyes. “One way or another, you’ll make it the rest of the way.” Soon, she would be free to embark on a new life. A different life. A quiet, safe, boring, picket-fence life. She could finally start making up for lost time. She could devote herself to regaining everything she’d lost. 

Something Mauricio would never allow if he discovered her. As long as he breathed air, she would be forced to look over her shoulder. As long as he existed, anyone in her path—any friend she happened to make along the way—any place she lingered too long—would be subject to Mo’s virulent form of jealousy. His belief of ownership. His payback for her desire to flee. 

Twelve years. If Candace could have that time back. If she could only undo those years. Unravel all the mistakes she’d made. If only she could have found him . . . before she’d met Mauricio. But, at nineteen, she’d been alone in the world. One poor choice had forced another. And another. Until one life-altering decision had dominoed into all the others.     

“You shouldn’t be here,” she reminded. An all-too-familiar guilt lanced her. Despite waiting years for this moment. Why not wait another year or two? Her brain whispered the suggestion. Until, one way or another, things died down with Mauricio. Until she was safe.   

Why couldn’t she wait? She winced over the lie she told herself. The argument she replayed in her head each night. Hell, she’d already waited thirty years for this moment. Despite her brain arguing the time wasn’t right, she’d built it up in her mind. Played the scene over and over again. The reunion she’d always dreamed of. Finally meeting the man she’d only seen in pictures. The man it had taken her twelve years to track. In all those years, it had never occurred to Candace he could be hiding in plain sight.

Heart pounding, she slouched behind the wheel. “Enough,” she muttered through clenched teeth. Candace raised the binoculars again. Two days earlier, she’d tracked down his house. Now, she only had to summon the courage to march up those steps and knock on his door. It would very likely alter the course of her life. And quite possibly, destroy his.  

# # #
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When the doorbell rang, MaryJo Lockwood set the ice bucket on the counter. As she traced her way to the foyer to answer the door, she heard Hannah's tutu swishing behind her. “You can go out back, Hannah. Tell Daddy I’ll be there in a minute.” 

“Let me open it, Mommy. Whoever is there will wanna see my tutu.”

MaryJo smothered her laughter as she opened the door. A beautiful woman with wild spirals of blond curls stood before her on the front step. Strangely familiar . . . yet—not. “Hi. Can I help you?”

“Hi . . . I'm looking for Travis? Travis . . . Lockwood?” The woman startled at the sound of laughter drifting through the house from the deck. “I'm so sorry—I've . . . caught you at a bad time.”

“It's okay.” Hair prickling on the back of her neck, MaryJo tried to analyze her reaction. 

“You're busy. I can . . . I'll come back another time-” Distracted, the woman turned to make her escape—as though second-guessing her decision to ring the bell.

“No, wait.” MaryJo stared at her, her pulse leaping over the woman's worried expression. The way she clutched the rail, as though she were holding on for dear life. 

“I should go-” She swept a hand through her streaked hair.

That mannerism. MaryJo caught her breath. “Don't . . . don't leave.” It couldn't be. A beautiful woman who looked just like-

“Mommy . . . she looks like Uncle Curt.” 

Before her eyes, the woman on the porch wobbled, her fingers gripping the wrought iron railing as though she might fall. “Wait—There are two?” 

The whispered question jolted through her. Her gaze never leaving the woman's, MaryJo finally found her voice. “Hannah—go get daddy and Uncle Curt.” To the stunned, swaying woman on the porch, she extended a hand. “Would you like to come in?”

Freckles stood out on parchment cheeks, the woman's eyes were enormous. Blue. Frightened. And so like Travis'. “Thank you. I . . . I'm Can-” Her voice strangely hoarse, her throat seemed to be working around tremendous fear. “Candace Avery. I . . . was looking for-”

“Travis is my husband.” MaryJo's heartbeat accelerated at the certainty coursing through her. “And I think he might be . . . someone to you, too?”  

A few awkward minutes passed before she heard Travis and Curt as they trailed through the living room. The moment she turned to face him, she read his expression. And Travis read hers. “Babe, what's wrong?”

MaryJo stepped aside. “Guys—this is Candace-”

# # #
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An arc of electricity swooped between them as they entered the foyer. Her heart pounding like a freight train, Candace’s gaze locked first on Curt. A man who could have been her twin. Thin, lanky. Crazy hair—a great deal like her wild corkscrews. As he met her gaze, he seemed to freeze in his tracks. Staggering, he reached out to catch the wall. 

“Oh my God.”

Ears buzzing with her lightheadedness, Candace heard his labored breathing in the deafening silence and realized it mimicked her own. Steadying her nerves, her gaze drifted to Travis. The one she’d sought. So many years she’d spent looking. Whenever she’d been able to afford it. Whenever she hadn’t been running. He stared at her curiously, his expression grim, yet somehow, remarkably—knowing. As though his childhood had flashed before his eyes, too. And quite possibly, it had been as scarred as hers. If he could so instantly believe a stranger at the door might possibly be a family member. 

She watched as he sought MaryJo’s hand, gripping it tight in his. In that moment, Candace was startled by a flicker of yearning. For something her brother had so clearly found. To have someone—who just knew you. Knew your weaknesses and flaws, yet still seemed to want you anyway. What would that be like? Was it even possible for a loner like her?

Unable to break eye contact, Candace froze, her voice suddenly failing her. “I’m Candace.” 

Still holding her brother’s hand, MaryJo nudged him forward. “Travis—I think she's-”

“You—you look . . . like Curt.” 

Travis’ voice sounded of sandpaper, making her throat ache with unshed tears. She’d started the day with zero brothers, technically. Though she’d known about Travis for years, he’d been a figment of a dream. A conjured image to comfort her. Not an actual person. Not approachable. He hadn’t seemed real until this very moment. Now, after all this time, was it possible she actually had two brothers?  

“I-I . . . wasn't sure-” Candace squeezed the door handle, her grip white-knuckled as she struggled to keep her legs from folding beneath her. “I only knew a-about . . . you.” She nodded to Travis, tears of reaction spilling down her cheeks. What was happening? She never cried. Yet, she was helpless to control them, now that they’d taken hold of her. “I've been looking for you for years. I w-wasn't . . . sure I'd be right.” She took a tentative step into the foyer, her gaze shifting to Curtis. “I never knew about y-you.”  

A stunned glance passed between the brothers. “How—old are you?” Curt's voice was gravelly with emotion.

“I'm . . . thirty-one. Nearly thirty-two,” she corrected, brushing the tears from her eyes. “I grew up outside DC.”

“How could we not know?” His jaw clenching and unclenching, Travis stood rigidly next to MaryJo. “How . . . is this possible?”

“I think I was . . . maybe about two when I was given away?” Candace’s voice was flat, despite the turmoil churning her stomach. She fingered the tarnished charm at her throat. The talisman she’d clung to, foolishly believing it would always keep her safe. Something she’d had for as long as she could remember. “At least that’s what I’ve been able to piece together.” 

When she began to shake, MaryJo stepped forward and gently led her into a room off the foyer. Candace startled when her legs bumped into the chair that MaryJo eased her into. The laughter and raised voices out on the deck receded as Travis and Curt followed in stunned silence. 

“The girl in the closet.” Curt’s voice sounded harsh in the sudden quiet. “I have nightmares of a crying baby. She has blue eyes and tangled, blonde hair.”

Travis startled. “I have that memory, too. Someone ripping a baby from my arms. She was screaming.” He sat down suddenly, his body seeming to fold in on itself under the enormity of the moment. “There was so much screaming. Jesus, how do you forget something like that?” 

“I never knew that was an actual memory,” Curt admitted, flopping down on the couch. “We were always locked in that closet. But, a baby?” He shrugged. “I assumed it was my imagination. Or a bad dream.” He glanced to his brother. “I never knew you saw her, too.” 

“The monster’s favorite punishment.” Travis’ voice was strained. “There was always screaming . . . because it was dark.” He glanced at Curt. “I’ve never known what was real and what was nightmare until I started comparing notes with you over the last six years.”

Curt leaned forward, long arms dangling between his knees. “When the baby left . . . I think I was five? I sorta remember-” He glanced at Candace, his eyes glinting. “I didn’t know you were ours.” 

Ours. She was—part of them. A family. A badly broken . . . likely dysfunctional . . .  a-long-way-to-go-ahead-of-them sort of family. But . . . it could still be a family. Though they’d lost decades . . . Candace swallowed around the hot lump in her throat. She’d never been part of an ours. She’d only ever been a me. A lonely, lost, angry, broken, terrified me. 

Travis released a shaky sigh. “You were more like four, Curt. I was eight.” His gaze drifted to the far wall, as though whatever he was seeing in his head had to be replayed before it could be put it into words. “I was holding her . . . and you were crying because you wanted the toy she was holding.” When he glanced at Candace, his eyes held a bleak despair that took her breath away. “You wouldn’t give it up . . . so she came in . . . yelling about the noise.” He nodded to Curt. “She was going to lock you in the closet.”

Through her tears, Candace noticed MaryJo’s fingers clutching Travis’ shoulder. As though she were trying desperately to anchor him there . . . in the present. So he wouldn’t disappear into the nightmare of the past. 

“Instead, she snatched you from my arms . . . and she-” He swallowed. “Said she was getting rid of you. There was too much noise.” He cleared his throat. “More than likely, it was Shirley who took you away-” He shook his head. “But, I could never be sure. Every place we stayed, we were always overrun with strange people wandering in and out of the house.”

Curt nodded. “I never knew if we were related to any of them. We moved so often, I never knew if the place we were in actually was our place or just another dump Shirley was flopping in.”  

“Shirley?” Candace glanced from one to the other. “I finally traced my birth certificate a couple years ago. It took me a while to make my way up here from the DC area. But that’s how I managed to find you.” She nodded to Travis. “Shirley was my mother’s name.”

Travis winced. “Mother is a term we use pretty loosely on the rare occasions we mention Shirley’s name. She was the bearer of us. Other than abusing us, that was pretty much the extent of her involvement.”

“I have this.” Candace was almost reluctant to reveal the long-faded toy she’d kept close to her heart for decades. What if it didn’t mean anything—except to her? For so many years she could have packed everything she owned into a grocery bag. Many times she had. Bouncing from one foster home to the next. “It means something to me . . . only because I’ve had it so long. I’ve always hoped that it was a connection to you, too.” She met Travis’ gaze. “But maybe it doesn’t mean anything.” 

The brothers leaned in simultaneously. “That was mine.” 

Travis’ raspy voice was laden with a pain that shivered along her spine. She glanced up at him. Was she making it worse by being there? By reminding him of the nightmare he’d left behind? Or was it like the lump aching in her throat? The knowledge of all the time they’d been robbed of. All of them denied their family because of the whims of a woman who’d either been mentally ill or frivolously vicious. 

The cheap, stamped metal in the shape of a sun had dulled and tarnished over the decades, leaving no trace of the painted enamel surface that had long ago been yellow. Even now, the metal was dangerously thin. Candace could have bent it in half long ago and it would have snapped in two. The metal heated between her fingers as she massaged the five pointed rays. She was always so careful with it. 

Curt leaned in. “There were planets, too.”

“You used them like marbles.” Travis seemed to stare through her, lost in thought. “We lost most of the planets pretty early on. They’d roll under furniture and there was no one to help retrieve them. But the baby . . .” He shook his head. “You . . . loved that sun. You’d grab it from me. You’d sleep with it.”

“If you tried to take it away, she’d scream bloody murder,” Curt remembered. 

“She was clutching it the day they took her away.” Travis shook his head as though to clear it. “Wow . . . that’s a strange flashback I’m having.”

MaryJo stood behind him, her hand still at his shoulder. He seemed to lean into it, as though she provided him with a level of comfort he desperately needed. “I’m going to slip out for a few minutes to check on everyone outside,” she whispered. “I need to take a head count on our kids and make sure no one is missing.” She nudged Travis. “I think I’ll have Dad fire up the grill so you can talk a bit longer. Will you guys be okay in here for a few minutes?”

“Maybe this was a bad idea. I’m only upsetting everyone.” Candace startled. She’d forgotten they were in the middle of a party. “I should . . . go.” She rose to her feet. “I’ve interrupted your party. Maybe we could meet again sometime—to catch up.”

Curtis and Travis both leaped to their feet. “No! It’s a shock for sure,” Travis admitted. “But . . . in my mind, it’s a miracle.”

“I agree.” Curt’s vivid blue eyes registered stunned disbelief. But there was a glint of determination there as well. “You can’t leave us. Not after all these years without you.”   

MaryJo smiled. “You’ll be lucky if these two let you go to sleep tonight. You have decades to catch up on.” 

Travis nodded. “Where are you staying? If you’re visiting from DC, you should stay here with us. At least spend a few days . . . so we can get to know each other. What hotel are you in?”

Her head began to muddle from all the questions. From being swamped with emotion. And no place to hide.  

“She needs to stay with us, too,” Curt interrupted. “Shannon will want to get to know her, too.” He turned to Candace. “You have to stay,” he insisted. “There’s no way you can introduce yourself and then leave. That’s not how this family works.” 

Candace lowered herself into the chair again. This might get overwhelming pretty fast. “I’m in town for-” as long as it takes. “The rest of the week or so,” she lied. “So, I could . . . stay here for . . . a couple days.” Any more would absolutely be too dangerous. Lingering anywhere was dangerous. Mauricio had eyes everywhere. Lingering with a newfound family would be like dangling a red scarf in front of a raging bull. If Mauricio ever found out-  

“Don’t you want me to get . . . a DNA test or something? Maybe do a background check on me? Before I stay in a house like this?” She glanced around at the lush, timeless elegance of Travis’ comfortable furnishings. The age-old feeling of being incredibly out of place returned with a vengeance. The trappings of wealth made her uneasy. It was so far from her reality. The chain motel under the overpass where she’d left her duffel was more what she’d become accustomed to. 

She’d never felt at home anywhere. Except New Beginnings. The shelter for battered women had sheltered her for a time. Still sheltered her single precious possession. There, she’d felt a sense of home, maybe for the first time in her life. A sense of belonging with the other women. All of them desperate in their own way. Broke. Afraid. On the run from their abusive situations. A sisterhood trying to win against the hand life had dealt them 

“Shouldn’t you be sure of me first? Before I meet your kids-” She swallowed hard. That would be another dangerous test. Being around children was always difficult. When she’d left her own behind. What if Travis’ kids were the same age as Mattie? How would she react? When she missed Mattie with an ache that made her chest hurt? It had been twelve days so far, this time. Longer than she’d ever had to leave him before. What would her little boy think? Was he crying himself to sleep at night? Her throat tightened. You’re doing to him what your own mother did to you. Abandoned her with strangers. Never to return. 

She startled at the warmth of MaryJo’s hand when the older woman caught her fidgeting fingers. She was so unused to . . . touch. To the feel of another person. Except Mattie. His soft, black curls against her nose as he slept, his head cradled into her neck- Candace released a tortured breath. 

“Please don’t leave. We can all talk with Candace over dinner—and . . . later,” MaryJo announced decisively. “Once everyone clears out this evening, you can all catch up. I’ll get the guest room ready. She’s going to be exhausted by the end of the night.” 

“I’m not sure I should. You have guests-” She swallowed around the dryness in her throat, her heart suddenly in overdrive. Candace sensed the walls closing in. Yet, hadn’t she anticipated this scenario as one of the potential outcomes? Sure, she’d tried to prepare herself for outright rejection . . . but she’d been too afraid to hope for actual interest. She’d prepared for curiosity. But the possibility of acceptance? Of welcome? 

“Not guests, Candace. It’s all family out there,” Curt corrected. “They’ll be dying to meet you.”

A large, exuberant family—if the elevated voices and clinking glasses were accurate? There were mingled conversations and laughter going on in the crowd on the deck . . . only yards away from where she sat. The shriek of kids playing encroached on their quiet space. Candace released a steadying breath, her hand reaching for the talisman at her throat.

“Only if you’re ready, Candace.” 

MaryJo’s gentle voice entered the tumult of her erratic thoughts. Glancing up at her, she met an understanding gaze. Unlike the guys, eager to have her join the fray, MaryJo seemed to understand her overwhelm. She’d crossed a threshold. To what, she was still uncertain. You wanted this, she reminded herself. A new life? A family? A future—without fear.  

It was too late to turn back. Beeline out to her car and gun the motor. Careen down the quiet, winding lane and floor it back out to the highway. Get lost in the maze of interstates before slinking back into her motel room under cover of darkness. Making sure no one had been there in the hours she’d been gone. Slide the dresser in front of the door . . .  

She glanced up into warm, friendly, brown eyes that impossibly—seemed able to see inside her. MaryJo’s gaze seemed to beg please stay. Her love for Travis and Curt was evident on her face. Maybe they needed this, too? Closure? Or a new beginning? What would a night or two hurt? To finally discover what she’d lost? To befriend her brothers? To make plans—if the Mauricio problem ever resolved itself. When it might be safe to spend time with them. Her resolve weakened. “Unless you think I should come back-” 

“No.” Travis and Curt spoke in unison. Travis released a steadying breath. “You'd better come in . . . and meet the rest of the family.”

# # #
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Chapter 3 

The blond woman had proven to be an interesting distraction tonight, Finn thought later that evening. She was the reason dinner had been delayed an hour. The reason everything had suddenly gone quiet inside the house. When Curt and Travis had disappeared inside to greet the stranger. When a sticky, little whirlwind in a tutu had exuberantly thrown herself into his arms, flopping into his lap. Hannah had told Uncle Finn that a girl had arrived. 

“A girl who gots pretty hair,” she’d said, squirming in his arms to face the others at the table, eager to share her news. “Grumpy,” she shouted, attempting to call Sean Mullaney over Finn’s head.

“Ow. That was my ear, Hannah.”

“Sorry, Uncle Finn.” 

She proceeded to knee him in the groin as she promptly stood up in his lap to better address her grandfather. He inhaled a sharp breath. The ear had definitely been the lesser of two evils. 

“She looks like Uncle Curt but her hair is like this.” Hannah waved her hands around her head, trusting Finn to make sure she didn’t launch herself from his lap. He’d held onto her just in case, her purple tutu crinkling against his face as she flailed around like a tiny, whirling purple helicopter.

Finn smiled at the memory. Of all the funny names Hannah had assigned everyone in the family, Grumpy was the best. Grumpy was Sean Mullaney. Instead of Grampa or Pops or Grampy, she’d renamed him Grumpy. Finn chuckled. Hell if it didn’t fit the old man. Finn himself had been honored to be bestowed with the ‘Uncle’ tag. She didn’t care whether it was true. Whoever she managed to wrap around her sticky fingers became an uncle in her eyes. He liked that Hannah didn’t care about technicalities.  

Finn monitored the new arrival from down the table, his face shadowed in the late day sun. An unobstructed view, and largely unnoticed in his study of her. He smiled, remembering Hannah’s hand-waving description of Candace’s hair. It was blonde and wild. Wavy corkscrews she likely tried to tame, but ultimately failed in doing so. Occasionally, she’d shoot him a fleeting glance. But she’d done that with everyone at the table. Likely overwhelmed by faces and names and the grid of who was related to whom. Most days, it was hard enough for him to remember and he’d been hanging around the Mullaneys and Lockwoods for years.  

There were at least a dozen people here tonight. Too many voices. Too much laughter. His brother’s extended family was close knit. Boisterous—which was really just a pleasant word for ‘loud’. “They’re always so friggin’ cheerful,” he muttered. As Teagan’s brother, Finn was now forced to attend these family barbecues with alarming regularity. But, he’d made his peace with it since he’d spent years praying for Teagan to finally return home from the opposite side of the planet. Years wishing things could be different between them. Wanting a return of the close bond they’d had before Teagan’s Army unit had shipped out. The relationship Finn had nearly ruined with his stupid, hero-worship jealousy. Now, all these years later, he’d finally regained the camaraderie with his still idolized older sibling. “Which means you can’t complain about being included in a noisy family gathering every couple weeks.”  

Finn picked at his potato salad, briefly contemplating another chicken breast. The blond girl—Candace was smiling over a story Sean was relaying. His animated voice floated down the table to him. He’d worked with Sean on several cases over the last eight years . . . which meant he’d long ago been tugged into Sean’s orbit. His life with his long-term girlfriend, the loving, and always meddling Maddie Stanhope. Sean also happened to be MaryJo’s dad. There really was no escaping the family tentacles, he acknowledged as he speared a chicken breast with his fork. Despite his loner tendencies, Finn was well and truly tangled in a familial web of his own making.  

When Teagan married Maddie’s daughter Alyssa, Finn had been sucked into the vortex of the Stanhope Mullaney Lockwood clans. At the time, unwilling to face them all on his own, Teagan had done what any big brother does. He’d yanked his younger brother into a headlock and dragged Finn along for the ride. Only Mama Lou had been spared today. Their mother was on a cruise with the ladies from her church. Otherwise, he’d have had one more mom harping at him on this lazy Sunday afternoon. 

Settling back in his chair, the tang of barbecue sauce on his tongue, he released a slow breath. His bruised ribs had vastly improved over the last week. His shoulder was better. But Stanley still had him marked out for light duty for at least another two weeks.  Punishment for leaving his post. The bastard. Despite saving Braid Girl’s scrawny ass, he’d been written up for failure to follow orders. While technically correct, Stanley’s orders had been shortsighted. Sit on the roof and watch Mo’s driver pepper the buildings with bullets? Watch Braid Girl get mowed down? 

Of course, Braid Girl had then escaped, Finn acknowledged. So, Stanley was probably slightly justified in his anger. Instead of interrogating a possible new lead in the quest to find Mo’s new northeast distribution set-up, they’d been left with a piece of Braid Girl’s torn thrift store dress to try to trace for clues. Her ugly, fake hair had been abandoned in the dumpster at the end of the alley. He knew there’d been something way off about that hair. He recalled the shaft of light spearing the dim basement. The light hadn’t reflected off her hair. 
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She stumbled into his life.
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