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Chapter One
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Axel grabbed her arms and jerked her against him. With a sinking feeling, Marissa knew this wasn't the dream job she'd hoped for. When she pushed against his shoulders, he only laughed.

God, how could she have thought Axel Powers was attractive? Surfer looks—had that really been her first impression? Light brown hair, tanned, killer smile. The malice shining in his cold, blue eyes pretty much changed her first impression.

“Let go of me,” she hissed through gritted teeth, heart pounding with fear and disgust.

“No, I don’t think I will.” His grip tightened on her arms. “I rather like the way you feel.”

Struggling wouldn’t faze him. He was at least six feet tall, towering over her five feet, six inches. He had broad shoulders and enough muscles to easily dominate her—which he was proving he could right now.

Desperate to escape his grasp, she attempted to reason with him. "You hired me as your assistant, nothing more." She hated the pleading note that crept into her voice.

Her words only seemed to fuel his appetite to control her. He slapped her hard. She gasped as burning pain spread over her cheek and down her jaw. Before she could even attempt to fight back, he violently shoved her against the wall, her head slamming against the hard surface with a thud. She cried out in pain as she ineffectively fought against him, but his grip only tightened.

“Didn’t I tell you? Assistant means you’ll do whatever I want, whenever I want.” His hot breath on her face sent shivers of fear over her. Tears stinging her eyes, Marissa knew she had to get out of there.

“Then I quit!”

Her words only seemed to amuse him. “That’s not an option.” He studied her face. “Damn, I wanted you as soon as I saw your picture. I knew the moment you arrived in town.  Yes, I know everything that goes on around here. You’ll do well to remember that.”

What had she gotten herself into? She should've run when she'd looked up a few days ago and caught Axel watching her. There'd been something in his eyes, a calculating gleam as if he played a game of cat and mouse, and she was the mouse. She’d wondered if she’d only imagined it. Apparently not.

His gaze raked over her. “I have an important meeting that, unfortunately, can't be postponed. I expect you to be in my bed waiting for me when I return."

“And if I’m not?” Marissa asked, hating that her words trembled.

His smile didn’t reach his eyes as he leaned in close, his lips crashing against hers in a brutal, bruising kiss. She tried to move her face away, but he gripped her chin until he finished assaulting her.

He rested his cheek against hers, his lips close to her ear. "Then I'll make your life a living hell," he whispered before releasing her and stepping away. "I'll be back in one hour." He paused at the door, his gaze locking on her. "And don't try to run. I'd find you, and I guarantee you won't like the consequences of your actions." With his warning hanging over her like a guillotine, he left the room, closing the door behind him.

Any strength left inside her suddenly drained away. If not for the support of the wall, she would’ve collapsed. One hour. She only had one hour to figure out what to do. One thing she knew for sure, she wouldn’t be waiting in Axel’s bed! He could go to hell.

Think! She needed a plan. First, was he serious when he said he would find her and bring her back? From the hard glitter in his eyes, she was pretty sure he meant what he’d said. It hadn’t taken her long to figure out he didn’t like sharing his things, whether it be a bottle of fine brandy or the gold pen on his desk. Marissa had a feeling she was his new toy.

Not if she could help it. She could go to the police. They’d be able to help. She felt a little better now that she knew what she was going to do.

Before she left his office, her gaze fell on his computer. Axel had told her not to bother with his documents. He didn't want her touching anything inside his office, going so far as to warn her it was off-limits. She only came into his office when he wanted something—like today, except Marissa was what he'd wanted.

Her office was in the adjoining room. What was on his computer he didn't want her to see? It could give her enough leverage so that he would leave her alone. The info might even get him arrested. Her eyes narrowed. Axel had to be dirty. It would serve him right if they put him behind bars. She took a seat at his desk.

She'd seen him enter his password once. Did he think he was invincible? Probably. Well, he didn’t know her. She typed it in now, not taking time to read the files as she inserted a flash drive. She just hit the key and started downloading them. Only then did she skim a few. From what she could tell, it looked as though he might be involved in some illegal activities. Not that she could say for sure.

When she heard someone talking outside his door, she quickly pulled the flash drive and came to her feet, not even bothering to shut down the computer. Whoever had been speaking walked past the door without stopping. She breathed a sigh of relief, but her hands were still shaking. When she glanced out the window. Axel was driving away. She had one hour before he returned.

She hurried from his office and went inside hers. She had a room on the estate but didn't think she would have time to pack a bag. All she'd brought with her were clothes. They were replaceable. She grabbed her cell phone off her desk, slipped it into her pocket, and then grabbed her purse, dropping the flash drive inside.

Before she left, she took another deep breath and exhaled, then stepped out of her office. Axel Powers could screw himself! She pasted a fake smile on her face when the housekeeper came out of one of the other rooms.

"Mr. Powers asked me to run some errands for him in town. I'll be back soon."

The housekeeper didn't return her smile. She only nodded. Marissa had noticed that the people who worked for Axel rarely smiled. She understood why now.

As soon as she reached her car, her pulse began to slow. Okay, that hadn't been so hard. Her relief was short-lived when she tried to start her car, and the engine refused to turn over. "Damn, damn, damn!" She slammed the palm of her hand against the steering wheel.

Intentional? Maybe. No, more like probably. This wasn't the end of it. She refused to let Axel win. She got out of the car and hurried to the garage, going to the box on the wall. She grabbed another set of keys with only one objective: get to the police station. From there, she would figure out what she needed to do.

The drive wasn’t long, only about ten minutes, but she kept looking in the rearview mirror, expecting to see someone chasing her. A couple of times, she veered dangerously close to the edge of the road. Calm down, she told herself. Yeah, that wasn’t happening. She didn't breathe easier until she parked the car and went inside.

"I need to speak to someone about Axel Powers," she told the woman behind the desk, who raised an eyebrow at her request.

"That's a nasty bruise you have on your face," the woman whose nametag read Dunn remarked. She was young, maybe early twenties, with red hair and freckles.

Marissa reached up and felt her cheek, then flinched when her fingers touched the tender skin. "He attacked me. I need to file a complaint,” she firmly stated, but tears filled her eyes.

Dunn snorted. "Against Axel Powers? Are you sure that’s what you want to do?"

"Quite sure." She could feel some of her bravado returning. She was going to make Axel pay. He couldn’t treat her, or any other woman, as if they were put on earth just for his pleasure.

"Follow me. I'll take you to one of the detectives."

She followed Dunn down a long hallway noticing the closed doors on both sides. At the end of the hall was a door marked exit. A bland, pale green paint colored the walls, and the place reeked of stale coffee. She would hate to work there every day.

The woman knocked on a door with opaque glass. The name, Detective Baker, was written in bold, black letters. A moment later, a deep voice told them to come in. Dunn opened the door, then quickly explained what was going on.

The detective, a man in his late fifties with gray hair and a mustache, looked surprised. He motioned for her to take a seat, and Dunn left, closing the door behind her.

"I’m Detective Baker. Are you sure you want to file a complaint against Axel?" he asked, with more than a hint of skepticism.

He was the second person to ask her that, as if Axel was some kind of god or something. It didn't matter. She raised her chin. "What would you do in my situation?" she asked, her voice trembling with anger. "He hit me and told me he wanted me waiting for him in his bed when he returned."

The detective’s expression grew serious. "You do know he’s a powerful man in this town, don't you?"

"Does that mean you won't help me?" she said, her voice rising in alarm. She started to stand.

He waved her back down with one hand. "Settle down. I just thought I would mention it. If what you say is true, then of course, I’ll help you. That’s what I’m here for. You'll have to fill out some paperwork, though.” His chair squeaked as he came to his feet. He rummaged inside a file cabinet. “Never anything here when I need it. I'll have to get the papers. Would you like a cup of coffee or anything?"

She shook her head. "No, I'm fine." At least, she was now.

Detective Baker left the room, and she finally began to relax. Axel couldn't hurt her here. She didn't care how powerful he thought he was. No one was above the law. She glanced at the clock on the wall. The minutes slowly ticked by. She shifted her position in the chair but didn't breathe easier again until the door finally opened, and the detective returned wearing a grim expression.

"I also have a flash drive," she blurted. "I think he's involved in illegal activities." She reached inside her purse and brought it out.

He took the flash drive, barely glancing at it before tossing it into a drawer in his desk, then taking a seat once again.

"I spoke with Axel on the phone, and he made some pretty serious allegations against you, young lady," his tone solemn.

She sat straighter. "About me? What did he say?" Her heart began to race.

"He said you broke into his computer and stole some files. I assume that's what's on the flash drive. He said these files contain information about corporate mergers that he's working on. The information could be worth a lot of money if someone wanted to sell it."

"That's not why I took it. It looked like illegal activity to me. You have to open the files," she insisted.

Detective Baker’s expression remained unreadable. "We will, we will."

Why didn’t she believe him?

"He also said you stole one of his cars. Is that true?"

Marissa felt the blood drain from her face. "I only took it so I could get away from his estate. I was scared. He was going to force himself on me. He did something to my car so I couldn't drive it."

He propped his arms on the desk, lacing his fingers together. "You know, stealing a car is a felony offense. It can send you to prison for a long time. Are you sure you want to press charges against him? Maybe it was all a misunderstanding. If you apologize, we can forget all about this, and you can probably return to work for him. I’ll talk to him, even put in a good word for you."

"You're taking his side? He was going to rape me," she ground out.

He shrugged. “Did anyone else hear him tell you that?”

She slumped down in her chair. “No,” she mumbled.

"It'll be his word against yours, and Axel is an upstanding member of this community. He donates a lot of money."

Axel was right. He was powerful. Marissa had a feeling she was screwed. She couldn’t rely on the local police to help her. Axel had bought and paid for them.

The detective's door was suddenly flung open, and the woman from the front desk began to talk rapidly about an ongoing situation. "You better get up here quick. Jackson is back, and he's threatening to shoot his neighbor. He brought his shotgun with him this time."

"Never a dull moment around here," he grumbled, then looked at Marissa. "Keep your seat, and I'll be back in a few minutes. We'll see if we can get all this straightened out. I'm sure you just let your imagination run wild. I'll have to convince Axel not to press charges against you. He might not if you go back to him. He did say you were a good assistant, just a little dramatic." He closed the door behind him.

"You've got to be kidding me," she said as her thoughts raced. There was no way she would hang around and then go back to work for Axel. She jumped to her feet and started for the door. At the last minute, she turned around and grabbed the flash drive from the desk drawer.

She eased the door open and heard men arguing up front. She glanced toward the back and made her way to the exit door. Once outside, she scanned the area. All clear. She didn't hesitate but went to Axel's car and got in. If he wanted to accuse her of stealing one of his cars, she might as well use it to get away.

Her heart was still pounding as she passed the city limits sign. She glanced at the dials, making sure she didn't speed. Getting pulled over might be the last straw. "Oh, great," she mumbled when she noticed the car was almost out of gas. She would have to go back into town if she wanted to fill the tank. Not a good idea right now.

She quickly looked around, then pulled down a dirt road. By the time she found a place to pull off, the car was starting to sputter. She barely made it behind a stand of trees in an open pasture, but at least no one would see the car from the road. Now she was stranded. Not only did she have Axel looking for her, but probably the police, too.

What the hell was she going to do? She could walk back to the main road and hitch a ride. The thought of getting into a car with a stranger didn't appeal to her. She couldn't call her parents because they’d gone on a cruise and wouldn't have phone service. She bit her bottom lip and closed her eyes.

She could call Blade. God, she hadn't spoken to him since the funeral. Ten years had passed. Did he still hate her? She already knew the answer. Everyone had said it wasn't her fault, but the look in his eyes that day had tried, convicted, and condemned her to a hell filled with guilt.

She was still in contact with his aunt. Aunt Peggy once told Marissa that Galen, his Aunt Peggy refused to call him by his nickname, Blade, had joined the Navy, then went on to become a Navy Seal, and then later, that he’d left the Navy.

Marissa did not doubt that he'd made a badass Seal. His intense gaze alone could pin you to the wall. He'd always seemed dark and mysterious, and yes, she'd always been a little attracted to him. There was something about the unknown that intrigued her.

Once, she’d seen him grab a man almost twice his size by the throat for calling a waitress a slut. It had all happened in an instant. One minute he'd been sitting in a booth at the diner, then he was on his feet like a panther attacking. Before all was said and done, the big bully was on his knees apologizing.

But that was a long time ago. Marissa had to hold onto the belief there was something inside Blade that would make him sympathetic toward her predicament.

Besides, he was the only one she knew who could help her. He was also the one man who scared her more than Axel. She hesitated before pulling up his name. Actually, his nickname was the way she had it listed. She'd never learned why everyone called him Blade.

“Here goes nothing.” She said a silent prayer and called him, then jumped when he answered.

"Blade here. Who’s this?" 

His gravelly voice was the same as she remembered. "It's Marissa. Marissa Finch."

There was just the slightest hesitation. "What the hell do you want?"

"I need your help."

"And you think I'm going to help you?"

"He'll kill me if you don't."

There was another hesitation, followed by an exasperated sigh. "Where are you?"
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"You’re an idiot," Blade grumbled under his breath. He had a death grip on the steering wheel, gripping it so hard his knuckles turned white. With a muttered curse, he loosened his hold, but it didn’t lessen the tension flowing through him. That’s what she did to him. She twisted him all up on the inside.

It had been ten years since he last saw Marissa. The day of the funeral, to be exact. His gut clenched. God, he hadn’t thought about that day in forever. He hadn’t wanted to. It was better to think about happier times. But as hard as he tried, he couldn’t stop his thoughts from drifting back to that day, and the memories flooded in with a force that caught him off guard.

Blade had spotted her after the funeral before she realized he was watching her. She'd worn all black that day. A plain black shift and low heels, but even in a simple dress, she'd looked stunning. Her long black hair cascaded down her back, almost to her waist. There was an air of sadness surrounding her. She'd looked so different from the first time he saw her.

Danny had introduced her to him. Man, his little brother had been crazy proud of her, and with good reason. Hell, Blade had been shocked Danny landed someone like Marissa. Not that Danny hadn't been good-looking, but he tended to be quieter and more of an introvert who sometimes leaned toward depression. Marissa was the exact opposite. She was vibrant and full of life. It wasn't hard to see she was special.

Blade remembered her eyes flashing a deep emerald green, but she would blush every time she caught him looking at her. He'd always wondered what she was thinking at that moment.

But what drew his gaze were her long legs. She came across as sweetly innocent—until she walked toward you. She gave off an unintentional sultry vibe with each step. He'd get hard whenever he imagined those legs wrapping around his waist and pulling him in deeper. Even now, just the thought sent a rush of desire through him.

But she hadn't been his then, and she damn sure wasn’t his now. That was the very reason he'd stayed away back then. How could he lust after his little brother’s girl? That was all kinds of wrong.

He shouldn't have kept his distance. If he'd returned, he might’ve prevented everything that happened. He might’ve been able to stop her. Except he hadn't returned. At least, not in time. He sucked in a deep breath, then blew it out. The regret and guilt weighed heavily on him. What was done couldn’t be undone.

Dammit! He should've left Marissa to her own devices tonight. He seriously doubted someone wanted to kill her. Aunt Peggy said Marissa did something in business management. A top assistant or something until he'd cut off his aunt. The last person he wanted to talk about was Marissa. He'd only called his aunt out of duty since she was his only living relative.

What had Danny said about Marissa the last night Blade spoke to him? He'd been so upset that his words were confusing, but Blade got the gist of it. That she'd ruined everything. If she'd loved him, then she would've let him explain. She'd ruined all his plans. Yeah, that pretty much summed up what he said right after she broke his heart.

So, why had he agreed to help her? Damned if he knew. Maybe he just needed to see some remorse, a little guilt—something, at least.

As the sun started to set, Blade turned off the main freeway. If her directions were correct, she was somewhere down this road. He grabbed his phone off the console and re-dialed the number she’d called from. She immediately answered.

"I'm on the road now," he said gruffly.

"I'll flash the headlights so you can see where I am."

He drove for another mile until he saw blinking headlights. The car was mostly hidden from the view of the road. "I'm here," he said. He couldn’t stop the cold tone in his voice, not that he even tried. Marissa knew exactly what he thought about her. Why try to change her opinion?

He slowed, leaving the road, then crossed into the open pasture and drove up to the trees. He watched as she stepped out, and despite himself, he was awestruck by her beauty.

This wasn't good. He'd hoped she'd grown a wart on her nose or something. That time and guilt might've claimed her beauty, but she still looked the same and moved with that same sultry walk.

As Marissa approached, Blade noticed her hair was a little shorter—just past her shoulders. He'd always liked her longer tresses. His gaze met hers, and he noted the wariness in her eyes. Yeah, she should be wary of him. He hadn't spoken to her after the funeral, but she knew anger had burned deep inside him.

Then Blade noticed the bruise along her jawline. His eyes narrowed as his anger shifted to a more dangerous form as he considered the possibility that some of what she’d told him about this man might be true.

She opened the pickup door and scooted inside, hesitating for a moment when she saw his expression. Someone had hit her, and right now, he knew she was scared of him doing the same thing, which was probably why she hadn’t closed the door. Blade fought to control the adrenaline rushing through him as much as he could.

"Who hit you?" he asked, struggling to keep an even tone.

Marissa looked unsure if she even wanted to stay in his pickup. "Axel. My boss...was my boss," she replied, her voice barely above a whisper.

"Where does he live?" He spoke between gritted teeth. No man should raise his hand to a woman.

"No, we can't go back!" Her words were frantic, and there was a wild look in her eyes. "He owns the town. I went to the police first." She downed her head in shame. "You're the only one I knew to call. I'm sorry. I probably shouldn't have mixed you up in any of this."

Okay, so he wouldn't go back and beat the shit out of this Axel guy. At least, not yet. He glanced toward the woods, his gaze landing on the car, partially hidden by the trees, and saw that it was a high-dollar Porsche. Probably low six figures. Hers?

"Are you just going to leave your car? Does it need to be towed or something?" he asked as he turned back to her.

"It's not mine. It's his."

"You stole it?" he asked, not even trying to hide the disbelief in his voice. Marissa had been a lot of things, but he found it hard to believe she was a car thief.

She raised her head and glared at him, some of the fire he remembered returning in that one look. "I took it so I could get away from him. He'd disabled my car, so I didn't have a choice. But yes, he told the police I’d stolen it. They wouldn't even listen to me, and they didn't believe me. It was his word against mine. I just want you to help me get away from here, and then I'll figure out what I need to do."

“I can’t,” he said and saw her crumble in front of him. “You need to shut your door."

She drew in a shaky breath and nodded. As soon as she closed it and fastened her seatbelt, he turned the pickup around and returned to the road. As he pulled onto the main highway, he met a dark sedan with tinted windows turning on the road he'd just left. A road that, as far as he'd seen, had no traffic. He glanced in his rearview mirror. Someone looking for Marissa? Possibly.

Damn, what had he gotten himself involved in? He had a feeling this went deeper than he'd first thought. After a few minutes of silence, he finally asked, "How are you connected to Axel?"

"I worked for him. I was his assistant. At least, that was my job description. I didn't realize he only wanted to...use me. He had a meeting, or I might not have been able to escape. He told me he wanted me waiting in his bed when he returned. I knew I had to get out of there. He said I would regret it if I ran. I'm afraid he's going to come looking for me, and I don't know what he'll do if he finds me," she whispered the last words.

His grip tightened on the steering wheel.

Not your problem!

He forced himself to disregard the bruise on her face. Hell, she might have lied about how she got it. Blade was even skeptical of the man's words. Would Axel go so far as to hunt her down? Some men were good at making empty threats, and he couldn't help questioning the sincerity of this one, especially since, according to his last conversation with Danny, Marissa had a history of lying.

"I'll take you to Dallas and drop you off at the bus station. I can’t offer you any more than that." He spoke with cold finality, emphasizing his deep-seated anger toward her. Being around her brought up too much of the past. It was a past that he had no desire to revisit. He hoped he’d made it clear enough that he was only willing to do the bare minimum to help her.

"Thank you," she quietly murmured.

Having her in his pickup was bad enough. Her perfume was already wrapping around him, pulling him in. He wanted to lean closer and inhale the heady fragrance. She'd always had the ability to tease his senses. Yeah, he had to get his mind off her.

"Tell me about Axel."

"What do you want to know?" Marissa asked.

"How did you end up working for him?"

"I was employed by a company managing apartments and handling their finances—in Dallas. It's a fairly large corporation, and this was one of their smaller companies. The new owners brought in their own people when they sold it—which is understandable. Things like that happen a lot. I could've stayed on, but for less pay and a downgrade in position. I didn't want to do that. The owner's assistant mentioned Axel Powers and how he was looking for an assistant. The pay would've been equal to what I was making, if not more. She gave me a phone number, I called, and got the job."

"Just like that? Over the phone, without an in-person interview?"

"I thought it was odd, too, but Connie had told me she would call and give me a good reference. I assumed Mr. Powers was desperate to find a replacement."

"So, you just show up on his doorstep?"

"Yes, I guess I did."

"First impression?"

She was thoughtful for a moment. "His estate is huge. In the Greek revival style, very ornate, with lots of white marble, and the inside is like stepping into a model home. Original paintings on the walls, and everything was ultra-modern, almost sterile. I suppose if you like that style, it was breathtaking."

“But you didn’t care for it.”

Her nose wrinkled. “Not really.”

"Did you stay in town or on the estate?"

"On the estate. I had my own room in a different area of the main house. Axel told me it was in case he needed me."

Judging from the Porsche and owning an estate, the guy had money. "And Axel, what about him? What was your first impression?" He glanced across the seat, but when his gaze lingered a little too long, he quickly pulled his eyes back to the road.

"Handsome, late forties, sandy-brown hair, blue eyes, around six feet. Maybe a little too handsome. You know, the kind of man who doesn’t sweat." She blushed. “The country club sort. I doubt he ever got his hands dirty doing a real job.”

"But something else about him put you on edge," he guessed.

She glanced across the seat and met his gaze for a moment before looking away. "I couldn't quite put my finger on it. It was just one of those funny feelings. Connie had highly recommended Axel, though. I figured I was tired from the drive and was seeing things that weren't there."

"Always trust your gut," he told her.

Her smile was wry. "That's what Daddy constantly tells me. But I didn't listen to it. I was busy the first week learning how Axel wanted everything done. There was a lot of filing and learning his computer system, which was fairly simple. As soon as I could relax a little, I noticed him looking at me oddly. At first, I thought I imagined it."

"Until today," he supplied.

"Yes, until today.” A shiver swept over her. “That's when he grabbed me and told me about my extra duties."

"It might've been good money. You know, an extra bonus." At her indrawn breath, Blade wished he could call back the words. He’d wanted to hurt her and pretty much accomplished that.

"Is that what you think of me?" she asked after a moment.

Blade didn't say anything, then released a breath. "No, that's not what I think. You might be a lot of things, but you wouldn't stay with a man just for his money." Danny had plenty of his own, and she hadn't seen fit to stay with him. He doubted she'd changed much in that area. "So, you ran out of his house, stole his car, went to the police station, and they wouldn’t help. Why wouldn’t they? That doesn't make sense."

"Because he has them in his back pocket. I think he's involved in something illegal."

"And you're sure about that?" Was she angry that Axel made a pass, or was she telling the truth? He hadn't seen her for ten years. He didn't know which direction her moral compass pointed. There was one way to find out. He picked up his phone off the center console and punched a number before bringing it to his ear. It rang twice before it was answered.

"Carter here. What's up, Blade?"

"I have an...acquaintance with me who ran into some trouble with her boss. She thinks he might be dirty. He warned her if she ran from him, he would hunt her down. Can you see if there's anything on him? His name is Axel Powers, and he lives between Dallas and Tyler."

"I'll call you as soon as I find out anything."

Blade ended the call and put his phone back on the console.

"What are you, CIA? FBI?" she asked.

"Neither one. Too many rules and regulations."

"And you don't have any rules where you work now?"

"A few, but not enough to make me feel like I'm choking."

"So, what do you do? Go around helping distraught women who make claims against their boss?"

He shrugged. "Sometimes. We're a team and work well together doing different jobs."

They didn't talk after that, which was okay with him. Just having her in the pickup with him was doing damage to his senses. The sooner he got her to the bus station, the better. He would drop her off, then get back to his own life. Yeah, he had a feeling it wouldn't be that easy to forget about her. They were almost to the bus station when his phone began to ring.

"What do you have?" Blade asked.

"On the surface, Axel Powers comes across aboveboard," Carter told him. "But I had our guy dig a little deeper, and it looks like he's got some questionable associates. If he threatened your friend that he would be looking for her if she ran, then you can trust that he'll make good on his threat."

Blake clamped his lips together at the news. That wasn't what he wanted to hear. He'd been hoping Marissa was being overly dramatic. Now what was he going to do? A dozen scenarios came to mind, but he always came back to his only option. As much as it left a sour taste in his mouth, he had to protect Marissa, even if it meant making a difficult decision.

"Okay, we're headed to Mama Rose’s."

"Some of us are already here."

"Good. Once we get there, we can figure out what to do." He ended the call and put the phone back on the console. He glanced across the seat. This was the last thing he wanted to do. "It would seem you were telling the truth. The guy's probably dirty."

"We’re not going to the bus station?"

"No, I'm taking you to Mama Rose’s. It's one of our headquarters. We'll see what we need to do from there."

She twined her fingers together. "I'm sorry you're stuck with me. If you would rather, just take me to the bus station, and I'll figure this out on my own."

Blade wished to God he could, but he refused to throw someone to the wolves, even someone like Marissa, and it sounded like Axel Powers fit that category. "I'll get you the help you need, and then we'll go our separate ways."

"Thank you. I know you blame me..."

"I don’t want to talk about the past," he coldly interrupted. She was smart and kept her mouth shut for the rest of the drive.

She sat a little straighter when they turned off the highway, then down an old country road, dodging potholes, until he turned off again down a long private drive. He stopped in front of the old farmhouse and turned off the key.

"This is your headquarters?" She sounded unsure.

He sensed some of her trust wavering in his decision to bring her here as she scanned the property. There was nothing safe looking about the old farmhouse. They didn't have armed guards. Anyone could drive in. But right now, someone knew they'd come on the property. There were cameras strategically placed, and someone watched the monitors twenty-four hours a day. Plenty of safeguards were in place if needed, and there were always several team members here at any given time.

"This is one of our headquarters,” he told her. “When I first joined the team, we all stayed at the farmhouse, but it got a little crowded, so we built another building farther back on the property. Most of us bunk there because it has a gym where we can train.”

She slowly nodded but still looked unsure. At this point, she should just be glad she was getting help.

Marissa pressed back against the seat when Savage and Wizard walked onto the porch. He almost smiled. Blade could understand someone being intimidated by those two. Savage was big and all muscle. Wizard, on the other hand, wasn't quite as large, although he still had his fair share of muscles, but he looked scary as hell with ink up both arms, a scraggly beard, and hair that brushed his shoulders.

"You can call this home, at least for a few days," he told her. He should probably feel bad that she looked uncomfortable, but he didn't.
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​Chapter Three
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Marissa would swear Blade's tone hinted that he was taking some kind of twisted pleasure, placing her in a testosterone-dominated situation. Of course, why wouldn't he be thrilled? She was sure he was aware that the presence of two muscular, rough-looking men would intimidate anyone, and Marissa was no exception.

Her anger momentarily flared. She refused to let him see her discomfort.

Just as quickly as her anger rose to the surface, it dissolved in a puddle at her feet. He had every justification for loathing her. She was the reason Danny died that night.

Not intentionally, damn it. She’d never wanted him to die. If she had known just how unstable Danny was, she would’ve done... but she hadn’t. She’d been seventeen, immature, and so damned confused.

It was water under the bridge. Blade didn't know the whole story, and she highly doubted he would believe her if she tried to tell him.

Did she want him to know the truth? She closed her eyes and pictured the two men when they'd been together. Danny had worshipped his older brother. They'd had a great relationship. She'd never had a brother or sister, and her cousins were a lot older or younger. She'd envied Blade and Danny's relationship.

No, some people needed to live in their bubbles.

She opened her eyes. Bubble or not, Marissa wouldn't let Blade see her cower. When he opened his door, she opened hers. They got out and started walking toward the front porch. Her slight smile wobbled slightly, but she didn't slow her steps. Were all the men here going to be this muscular and tall?

It didn’t matter. She could do this. Just put one foot in front of the other—and don’t stumble!

"I didn't expect to see you here, Savage,” Blade spoke first. “I figured you would be at home with Willow."

Savage? What kind of name was Savage? But then, what kind of name was Blade? She glanced over at him and noticed the sheathed knife on his belt. He'd always had it with him back then, as if it was an extension of himself. Nothing had changed.

Savage shook his head. "I escaped. We've been staying at Willow's grandmother's while they're working on the interior of the plantation, but her grandmother's place is even worse. Willow is busy planning a wedding for her grandmother and Wyatt. They're tying the knot next month, and she wants everything to be perfect. That means meetings with the wedding planner, lots of flowers, and open decorating books everywhere. I can't even sit down without sitting on one. The caterers are running around like a bunch of chickens when the fox gets into their pen, and Willow keeps having me taste so much food, I'm afraid I'm going to start getting soft."

The man beside him snorted. "I doubt that will ever happen." His gaze turned to Blade. "He took me down on the mat three times yesterday. Didn't even give me a chance."

His gaze turned to Marissa, narrowing on her bruised face. A flash of anger burned in his eyes briefly before it was gone.

"This is Marissa," Blade introduced her. "That's Savage on the left and Wizard on the right."

Savage nodded. "Carter filled us in on what’s going on. We’re all here to help."

"I appreciate it." What the hell was she doing? How did she know for sure they would even help her? This was a mistake. She was about to ask Blade to take her to the nearest bus station when the screen door squeaked and an older woman stepped out.

"I thought I heard someone pull up," she said with a wide smile, dusting her hands on the flowery apron tied around her waist. Her gray hair was pulled back into a bun at the base of her neck, and her eyes twinkled with warmth. She glanced at Marissa, then frowned when she looked at Blade. "I can't believe you didn't bring her inside. She doesn't want to be around a bunch of men. The three of you together are enough to frighten anyone."

"And that's Mama Rose," Blade told her. He smiled at the older woman. "Yes, I'm doing fine. Thank you for asking."

She slapped her hands on her wide hips. "Don't get smart with me, boy. I’ve boxed your ears before, and I can do it again. Besides, it hasn't been that long since I saw you."

Marissa was amazed at the change that came over Blade. He downed his head and looked at his feet. "Sorry."

"Well, are you going to introduce me?"

"This is Marissa," he said.

"Well, come inside with me, girl. I bet you could use something to drink while I finish getting dinner ready. I hope you’re hungry."

Savage and Wizard moved out of the way as she stepped up on the porch and went inside with Mama Rose. "Something to drink would be nice, and yes, I’m starved."

She was immediately surprised when she stepped inside. She didn't know what she'd expected, but not a room this cozy or comfortable. The furniture was oversized, with crocheted doilies on the backs. There was an Austin stone fireplace with three large logs stacked inside. She imagined it would be comfortable sitting on the sofa with a glass of wine and a fire crackling in the hearth. They continued walking to the back of the house.

A long wooden table dominated one-half of the open-concept, farmhouse-style kitchen. It was a lot like her grandmother's home, except the appliances were larger. The pleasant aroma of food cooking filled the room. It reminded Marissa that she hadn't eaten all day. She finally began to feel more relaxed.

"Sweet tea?" Mama Rose asked.

"That sounds perfect, but I can get it if you point me in the right direction. I know you're busy. I don't want to be any trouble. Besides, I've been sitting for a while. I need to move around."

Mama Rose studied her for a moment, then nodded. "Oh, honey, you're not any trouble. But the glasses are in that cabinet, you can get ice in the door of the refrigerator, and there's a jug inside with tea already made. Those boys can drink several jugs in a day." She picked up the spoon and began to stir something in a pot. "And you can call me Mama Rose, just like the boys."

She smiled at the thought of Blade and the two men on the porch being called boys. Marissa went to the cabinet Mama Rose pointed to and brought down a glass. After filling it with ice, she poured tea from the spout on the jug, took a long drink, and closed her eyes. She hadn't had tea like this since the last time she was home. There was nothing instant about it.

"This is good."

Mama Rose beamed. "I'm glad you like it. Now, tell me how you know Blade."

She was in the middle of taking a drink and choked. Mama Rose waited patiently for her to recover. What if she pretended she didn’t hear her question? From the look on Mama Rose’s face, Marissa didn't think she’d let the matter drop. Still, she hesitated for a moment before she finally said anything. "I used to date his younger brother."

Mama Rose tapped the spoon against the pot's rim and set it on a spoon holder before opening the oven and looking inside. Satisfied that whatever was cooking was okay, she closed the oven door.

"He only has one brother that I know of, and he passed on a long while back," Mama Rose said.

Marissa leaned her hip against the counter and ran her thumb up and down the condensation forming on the glass. She didn’t meet Mama Rose’s eyes. "Yes, it was a long time ago. We broke up right before he died." She waited for the barrage of questions that would surely follow and wondered exactly how she should answer. When Mama Rose didn’t comment, she looked up.

Mama Rose was watching her but didn't say anything else. She raised the lid on another pot, nodded, then replaced it. "How did you get the bruise on your face?"

Marissa let out the breath she'd been holding, glad Mama Rose didn't continue asking about her relationship with Blade or his brother. At least, this was something she could talk about. "The man I was working for informed me that he wanted to expand my office duties into the bedroom."

She gripped the glass a little tighter. Why hadn't she seen through Axel sooner? Stupid! For that matter, why had he come highly recommended? She took in a breath, then let it out slowly. None of that mattered now.
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