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Dear Reader, 

Club Devil’s Cove is a spin-off from Club Alpha Cove, featuring the powerful brothers of Ruark Greer and Bracus LeLuc, Rhone Greer and Keon LeLuc.

Please note that books 1 & 2 must be read consecutively. Although the rest are stand-alone novels, featuring the protagonists involved in the series, they are best enjoyed in sequence.

His Devil’s Desire, Book 1, is about Rhone Greer and his sassy sub, Samantha Frazer, or Ace, her codename as a sniper.

“Why do I get the feeling that you’re indulging me, Samantha?”

Her eyes widened innocently. “Me, indulge you? You should be so lucky. Oh no, this is all self-indulgence.”

Rhone has ducked trouble many times. As an undercover agent, you see a lot of shit. But this time trouble came wrapped up in an alluringly seductive package. 

Samantha Frazer. 

She’s good with her hands ... er, at carving wood. She’s even better with her mouth ... huh ... snippy little thing. Also, her aim is dead centre. She’s gunning for his heart, in more ways than one. 

From the moment Samantha lays eyes on ... um ... all of him, she is hooked. Rhone Greer is mouth-watering. He’s also one of the owners of Club Devil’s Cove and the most compelling Dom she’d ever met. He’s hot, controlling, and hungry ... for her. Lust and manipulation make strange bed partners as Rhone and Samantha combust between the sheets. 

The game is on. Who will bite? Who’ll get devoured? 

Unbeknownst, a sinister plot is underfoot, and everyone is a target. As ghosts from the past resurface, there is only one question to be asked.

Who will live ... who will die? 

His Devil’s Heat, Book 2, features Keon LeLuc and the woman who had become the mother to his child for the past six years, Lauren Frazer.

Keon is stuck between a rock and ... a soft place. 

He has his daughter back, but Lauren Francis is part of the package. Keon is torn between his love for his daughter and his insatiable desire for her adopted ‘Mommy’. Lauren has a guileless sensuality that is hard to resist. Not only is she encroaching on his space, she’s invading something deep within him. The urge to corrupt her is too strong. 

Lauren is weary. She feels like a new born fawn, finding her legs for the first time. She finally has a chance to move ahead in life, away from all the ugliness of the past. She’s been a thirsty traveler for so long and Keon represented a balmy oasis. He is hot, talks dirty and is a complete beast in bed. Lauren is helpless as he plays with her body and heart strings, alike. 

The world falls away as fates collide and destiny gets rewritten. Keon and Lauren sizzle as the games heat up in Club Devil’s Cove. Keon exults in Lauren’s passion and submission, while Lauren revels in Keon’s gluttonous need for her body ... and her soul.

But the demons from the past refuse to lie low. The dangerous game is just heating up. No price is too high. No life is too precious. 

Life is a masquerade. Keon, Lauren, Rhone and Samantha must dance to the tune of the devil. The band must play till the masks come off. 

But when it’s time to draw the first blood ... all bets are off.

Wishing you all well and trust you will enjoy this story. 

Best Regards

Linzi Basset
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Club Devil’s Cove

The series you've all been waiting for. Rhone & Keon's stories.

​If you liked Club Alpha Cove - this is the series for you!

​Club Devil’s Cove is situated on the secluded, private Estate of Rhone Greer at the edge of Harmony Hall Park on the banks of Broad Creek, a tributary of the Potomac River in Washington DC. His best friend Keon LeLuc is co-owner and together they built a BDSM club to offer a safe and secure environment for members to practice their kink.

In this series we meet Rhone and Keon’s friends, Jack Blackmore, Max Shaw, Lance Talbot, and Ethan Brodie, who under the disguise of their company Precision Secure, run undercover ops for the President of the United States. Along the way we meet their Governor friend, Alex White, Mistress Pamela Seeger, who is in charge of the club’s legal aspects; Keon’s cousin, Master Goliath, war veteran Richard Almar, and the Club Manager, Wade Moore. Everyone, as dominant and powerful as the other.

During this series of take-no-prisoners suspense novels, we come to know each of the Senior Masters - big, dominant men and their strong, sassy women, along with their kinks, who you will either love or hate, as they carry on with their lives and fight against the pernicious grasp of crime syndicates, corruption, death and violence they were exposed to.

Catch up on Club Alpha Cove if you haven’t read it yet. Free on KU.

Click here to start reading now: www.linzibassetauthor.com



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Prologue

[image: image]




[image: A picture containing clipart

Description generated with very high confidence]

Six years ago ...

The dream ended abruptly as he came back to reality, completely shaken. He didn’t move. His eyelids fluttered but he squeezed them closed, synchronizing his breath to the beeping machines surrounding the bed, the only indication of his heartbeat—his existence. 

His arms and legs were numb. He pried open his eyes to see vases of flowers and beautifully framed art on the walls. He resented them on sight. Nothing had the right to be pretty—not in this world full of violence, hatred and death. 

He took a calming breath into his lungs as he looked around. He was alone, obviously in a private room. The air had a fresh ocean scent. The chairs against the wall were plush. His eyes flickered toward the nurse who had walked into the room with a purpose. 

She approached the bed and scanned his chart. He watched her make some notes before she walked around the bed to check the monitors next to him. Their eyes met. 

“Oh! You’re awake,” she said, startled at the directness of the green eyes staring at her from a gaunt face.

“Rhone Greer. How is he?”

His voice sounded foreign to his own ears; hoarse—with a hollowness that betrayed the emptiness inside his soul.

“He just stepped out for some breakfast. He had a leg wound but he’s been keeping vigil by your bedside since the day you were brought in.” 

Keon LeLuc wasn’t surprised to hear that. They have been best friends since they had been in nappies. They have always been there for each other. Through every hardship, they protected each other against the violent forces out there.

It was a pity neither of them could do anything to save his lovely wife, Amelia and his beautiful little girl, Beckie this time.

“But I will not rest until I find the one responsible.” 

“Excuse me?”

He didn’t respond and closed his eyes. He knew what vision he would see when he did. The moment Amelia’s eyes had met his; frozen, filled with shocked realization that her life was over. She’d been dead before he’d reached her, amidst the whizzing bullets around him. He’d blindly followed Rhone’s orders to ‘duck left’, ‘swerve right’ as he accurately read the projection of each silent bullet spiraling toward them. 

Amelia’s choked cry had broken through the air in stark contrast to the hum of the traffic in the adjacent street, filled with cars and pedestrians, oblivious to the death and destruction as he’d fallen to his knees next to his family. 

His wife and five-year-old daughter. The bullet had torn through Amelia’s body and shattered her heart. The second shot he’d heard at the same time most probably killed his child in Amelia’s arms. The pool of blood beneath Amelia’s body covering Beckie, was more than enough evidence that they were dead.

He’d looked up, hate threatened to turn him into a violent monster, ready to tear apart any living thing in the vicinity. A dark figure leaned over the edge of the hotel roof across the road. The silhouette of a sniper rifle in his hand had caused another surge of rage to explode within Keon.

“I will find you, you fucking bastard! Even if it takes me the rest of my life. I will—”

Rhone had yanked him to the side, a move that had saved their life, as he was thrown off his feet when a bullet impacted and tore into Rhone’s shoulder. Keon went down with a bullet high in the chest.

He shouldn’t have. He should’ve left me to die with them. 

“Keon?”

He took a deep shuddering breath into his lungs before he opened his eyes. Rhone stood over him with a question in his eyes. He looked listless and empty. 

Keon knew why. Because try as he might, not to, he blamed Rhone as well. 

He was the one who had been receiving threats. He sighed heavily with the realization that it was unfair. He couldn’t blame Rhone. They had decided collectively to send Amelia and Beckie to the safe house. 

They should’ve known better; been more prepared; taken more precautions. Corruption stretched far and wide in their world. They had always known that but they’d become placid, believed they had covered all their bases.

But they had never accounted for the possibility of a mole in their midst, which was the only way the location of the safe house could’ve leaked to the killers.

And for that, Keon’s family had to die.

“I’ll survive, Rhone. If only to avenge my family’s death.”
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“I will take care of you, Lauren.” 

Those had been the sweetest words at the time. Her entire family had been killed in a senseless robbery. She’d been left alone—an orphan, with no one to turn to. 

A year. It had taken an entire year for her to fully recover after the gunshot wound in her chest. The emotional recuperation had taken much longer. There were times when she’d wondered if she would ever convalesce. She still woke up from nightmares, looking into her elder sister’s eyes, identifying the shock of death in them, even as she felt the pain of the bullet exploding into her chest to spray her sibling in a splatter of red.

That had been ten years ago, just after her fifteenth birthday. It had been torture living without her sister to confide in; to talk to and listen to her advice about boys. Not that she’d needed it much since, seeing as she’d been in a girl’s only private school, deep in the hills of Colorado. Sandra had always known whom to trust. It had been one of her best traits.

“Oh god, I miss her so much,” she whispered as she battled with the tears.

Crying wasn’t going to change anything; it hasn’t for the past ten years and it wasn’t going to now.

Lauren hoisted her plastered leg onto a footstool, clicking the remote control to scan through the TV channels. Every muscle felt tight, primed for action but she couldn't even walk. Her body screamed at her to sprint down the street, to spend the energy that kept piling in regardless of her inability to use it. Even her face felt tight, like smiling just wasn't an option. Her usual calm had been replaced by a carousel of ideas, each one more worrying than the last. 

A broken leg meant no teaching for at least a week, no jogging—her stress relief—and the way she’d learned to cope with William Booth, her savior and benefactor since her family’s death.

“Yeah, let that be a lesson Lauren Francis, you’re too old to be doing hopscotch with a bunch of ten-year-olds,” she berated herself. 

She already missed her pupils. When William had offered to pay for her tuition, she hadn’t hesitated. Teaching had always been in her blood. She loved to guide.

The only thing that stemmed her ability to find happiness was the hold he had over her—William Booth.

She cringed recalling the crush she’d had on him in those early years. She’d been a vulnerable sixteen-year-old when he’d taken her under his wing. He was an attractive, enigmatic older man who knew how to charm people, not just women. And she, especially as a young girl, had no defense.

“Maybe that’s why it had been so easy for him to take control of every aspect of my life,” she pondered aloud. “Ugh, not another rerun of Family Ties,” she complained and flicked off the television. Lauren hated any movie or television show relating to family. 

Lauren had tried to find her roots as soon as she’d graduated, ready to take up a teaching job. William had had other ideas. 

“I’ll hear nothing of the sort, my dear. I took you in when you had nowhere to go. Now, you will start repaying me.” 

She’d been flabbergasted at the sudden cold look in his usual warm eyes. For the first time in years, he’d looked like a stranger and she feared him.

“What do you mean?”

“There’s no rush, my dear. But, you will stay under my control until I’m ready to state my demands.” 

The leering look in his eyes had been enough to warn her about what he’d been alluding to. She had been unable to contain the shudder of revulsion that had shaken her lithe frame.

He, the demon from hell, as she’d begun to call him since that day, had barked out an evil laugh. 

The fear for William had become part of her life, eroding away her defenses. Sometimes, just thinking of him felt like being smothered by an invisible hand. She struggled to breathe. She always fought it, refused to give in. She couldn’t let him win. She’d learned how to cope, got stronger under the cruel hold he had over her but at the same time, a part of her had weakened. 

The one time she’d tried to get away from him, he’d shown his true colors. He’d tracked her down in Chicago, where she’d hoped to start a new life, and had forced her back with intimidation. Her resistance had resulted in a broken wrist and being locked in her house’s basement for a week. 

“Don’t ever walk away from me again, Lauren. I’ve told you, you belong to me. I will always find you and next time you won’t get off so lightly.” He’d followed up that threat by ‘punishing’ her for the slightest disrespect, threatening the life of her only friend she’d made at school. He’d effectively smothered her.

Living in constant fear had changed Lauren. It made her second-guess every thought, every aspect of her life, until she lost confidence in herself. She still fought; but only to defend. Self-preservation is the most basic need of a human being. Material and intellectual aspirations took second seat to that. So, Lauren simply self-persevered. She survived. 

She’d been on guard ever since; waiting for him to pounce on her. Now, three years later, she feared the time had arrived. 

The slamming of a car door shattered her ponderings. She craned her neck to see outside.

“Ugh! I don’t have the strength for him today,” she complained loudly as she identified the blonde head of her benefactor. She braced herself for his annoyance at her broken her leg.

She blanched when she heard the key turn in the lock. It was another thing she abhorred. That he came and went into her house like he pleased. And it was her house. She paid the rent herself every month. On that, she had been adamant. She refused to be indebted to him anymore than she already was.

“Good lord, Lauren! What happened?” 

“What does it look like?” she muttered. She didn’t bother to hide her irritation.

“Careful, my dear. You should know better than to sass me,” William warned. His voice and the words, ‘my dear’, grated on her nerves. It was another pet peeve she had when it came to him.

She was tired of the cat and mouse game he had been playing with her for years. He’d stopped hiding his lust and lately had been forcing his caresses and kisses on her—threatening and yanking her around when she dared to oppose him.

Lauren stubbornly refused to face him.

“What do you want? As you can see, I’m not good company. Had you phoned before you took all the trouble to drive out here, I would’ve told you that.”

It was a ‘not so subtle’ stab at him for arriving at her door unannounced.

“You’ve complained so often about living alone, I thought it was time to bring you some company.” 

Lauren was tempted to turn around but refused to give him the pleasure.

“Again, if you had phoned, I could’ve warned you I’m incapable of entertaining.”

“I see. Well, I guess that means we’ll just leave, then.”

A tiny sniffle caught Lauren’s attention. She stiffened as they became louder until she heard a child cry. She turned around.

“I want my mommy and daddy,” the dark-haired little girl wailed the moment their eyes met.

Lauren sat frozen, her mind went blank. The past came crashing down upon her. Flooding her with the pain and longing she noticed in the little girl’s eyes.

Not again. Oh, god no, please, not this little girl too.

The little girl struggled against William’s hold until he lowered her to the ground. The moment her feet touched the floor, she tore across the short distance and hurled herself into Lauren’s arms, who caught her with a cry of pain as her cast thumped to the floor.

Her small arms clamped around Lauren’s neck as she sobbed against her throat.

“Shh, there now, little poppet. Don’t cry like that. It’s okay. Everything will be okay,” she soothed her as she stroked her long hair.

“No, it won’t! They’re gone. Mommy and ... sob ... daddy ...”

Lauren’s eyes lifted. William was too slow to hide the smile of satisfaction on his face. She was shocked. How could any human being relish such heartache and pain?

“What is this, William? Where are her parents?” 

He shrugged and walked around the room, negligently inspecting every corner like he expected someone or something out of place.

“Just another lost soul I’ve taken into my care. Much like you, all those years ago. Her parents are d-e-a-d,” he spelled the word, “and like you, she has no one to take care of her.” 

“But she could’ve gone through the legal system, William. Nowadays there are wonderful people looking to adopt or foster kids.” 

“That is true, but can you imagine the trauma the poor little thing is going through and will continue to experience until the legal system finds a match for her? Could take years.” 

He looked at her with raised eyebrows. “I thought I was doing her, and you, for that matter, a favor, but I guess you’re right. I should take her to Child Services.”

She watched him approach and her arms instinctively tightened around the clinging girl.

“What do you mean by doing me a favor?” 

His eyes seared hers. She felt a shiver of trepidation run down her spine. It was a warning. She dreaded what would follow.

“Come now, my dear. We both know you dream of white picket fences and children in your future. I thought you would realize that was never going to happen. Not for you. Because, you, my dear Lauren, belong to me and I have every intention of picking the fruits of years’ worth of money to support you.” 

“What are you saying?” She croaked in the silence that had become oppressing since the little girl had stopped crying.

“I have every intention of getting married one day. To a rich, successful heiress, which of course, discounts you as a candidate. However, I am a very possessive man and you will be mine for as long as I deem fit. As soon as your leg is healed, you will become my slave.” He laughed briefly at her gasp. “So, I figured, this little girl will be the only opportunity you will ever have at playing mother.” 

“You’re not serious.”

Lauren found it difficult to breathe but the expression on William’s face was undeniable. He intended to turn her into his concubine. That she was unwilling, didn’t seem to faze him in the least.

“Oh, but I am, my dear. I suggest you read the e-mail I’m going to send you shortly, about my expectations from you. You better be ready, because I’ve been very patient with you.” 

He walked closer and fisted a clump of her hair in his hand and yanked back her head. The kiss was hard, painful and meant as a lesson of what the future held in store for her. 

“You will bow to my demands, Lauren. This little girl’s future depends on it,” he hissed into her ear.

He released her when her painful whimper drew the little girl’s attention. She sat upright, looking between them.

“See, I promised you a new mommy,” William said in a soothing voice, a complete contradiction to the venom he’d just spilled into Lauren’s ear.

“And, to make sure we’re all safe, the two of you will wear these bracelets. Aren’t they pretty?” He asked the little girl who stared at the silver band he’d just clipped around her small wrist.

The battle, to keep him from branding her, was short because he pushed Lauren’s fingers back until they threatened to snap.

“There. See? You and your new mommy are wearing the same bracelets. Do you like them?” William asked while he brushed the little girl’s hair back.

She nodded and sniffled, while gingerly fingering the cold steel of the clip.

“One more thing, my dear. Do not attempt to remove them. There are remotely controlled explosives. It’s tuned to send a signal to my cell phone. If you try to remove them, I’ll know. Believe me, Lauren I won’t hesitate to detonate them.”

“You can’t be serious! She’s a little girl. She won’t leave it alone. Please, William. I beg you. Remove hers and leave mine. You can’t—” 

“I’ll leave it to you to make her understand the importance of wearing it. Before I forget.” He picked up a brown manila envelope he’d left on the foyer table when he’d walk inside. “Your new identity. From today, you will be known as Cynthia Marsh and soon, she will be your legally adopted daughter. I’ll be back in five weeks, my dear,” he said from the doorway. “That’s when we will embrace our future ... as Master and slave.” 

Lauren listened to the car drive away. She didn’t realize she was crying until the little girl brushed her tears away.

“Don’t cry. Please don’t be sad,” she said in a small voice. She tried to be brave but Lauren noticed her bottom lip quivering.

She hugged the little girl against her.

“It’s okay, little poppet. I’m not going anywhere. You and I are going to become good friends.” 

“I miss my Mommy and Daddy,” she said dolefully.

“I know, little one. I lost my parents too, many years ago.” 

“You did?” She stared at Lauren with big, sad eyes and found her way into Lauren’s heart without even trying.

Lauren nodded, too choked up to talk. She cleared her throat.

“What’s your name, little one?”

“Rebecca, but Daddy always called me Beckie.” 
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Present Day ...

“Get out of my way, Ethan,” Keon warned his friend and Internist, Ethan Brodie, who had just finished stitching up the wound in his thigh.

“You can’t go gallivanting on this leg, Keon. You might get an infection.” 

“Then you can treat that too. Out of my ... fuck this,” he bellowed and physically pushed Ethan out of his way.

The nurses stared aghast at the two men. Ethan was a muscle house himself but Keon was hulk of a man, with strength to match. His movement seemed as effortless as swatting away an irritating fly.

“Where is Rhone?” He asked, yanking off the blue hospital gown. He picked up his bloodied pants and grunted, unconcerned with the rosy-cheeked nurses who were watching him dress. 

“Nurse Aliana, please fetch some clothes from my office. Pants and a shirt will do.” Ethan stood watching Keon with his hands on his hips. “One of these days I’ll have no fucking clothes left at the rate the lot of you are going.” 

“I didn’t ask for clothes,” Keon snapped. He sighed and tilted back his head. He breathed in deeply, concentrating on the flow of air in and out of his lungs. “I’m sorry, Ethan. I’m worried, fucking furious and now I’m taking it out on you.”

“No need to apologize, mate. I understand.” 

“How is Samantha?” 

“She’s still in surgery.” 

“Will she pull through?”

“It was a clean wound but there was some tissue damage, which is why she lost so much blood. That fucktard knows how to shoot. The bullet went right through, just below her clavicle, bypassed the sternum and scapula. She’s lucky that no major arteries were damaged. He used a low-velocity weapon but because she’s so tiny, it would’ve felt like something bigger. His intention had been to incapacitate but not kill. The danger with gunshot wounds through the chest cavity, however, is always infection and fever. That’s why the operation is taking so long. The specialist needs to ensure that there are no traces of gunpowder residue or cordite left behind.” 

“I need to find Rhone.” Keon got dressed in the clothes that the blushing nurse brought over. He stomped into his boots before heading for the door.

“I’m afraid you’re gonna have to wait.”

Keon looked at him questioningly.

“He’s inside the OT. No one could keep him outside.” Ethan chuckled. “It was quite a spectacle but the specialist finally relented when Rhone wouldn’t budge.”

“It seems our fearless leader has finally met his match. I’ve never seen him this affected by a woman. Where is the rest of the gang?” 

“They’re keeping vigil outside the operating OT and causing quite a stir with the nurses, I don’t mind telling you.” 

Keon’s lips pulled into a straight line. He understood that they felt the need to support Rhone. Everyone liked Samantha and was worried about her, but time was of the essence. They needed to find Beckie.

The initial mistrust he’d had against Samantha, had started to dwindle the day she had saved Rhone from a shot by another sniper; the day she’d informed them who Bulldog was, it completely vaporized. It was then that they all understood her hesitation in disclosing his identity to them. None of them would have guessed a man, who they had deemed a friend, could have such a psychotic side. She had been right to be scared and weary. Someone, who didn’t harbor any regret for taking a child away from her father, wasn’t only heartless—he was dangerous too. 

Dread had crept over him like an icy chill, numbing his brain, when he’d watched the van drive off, carrying his little girl further and further away. The bastard, Adam Baxter, who had pretended to be their friend, had taken his daughter, Beckie. Again. Like he’d done, unbeknownst to anyone, six years ago.

Six fucking years! While I lived in limbo. Dead and empty inside. 

He found his friends, Lance Talbot, Max Shaw and Jack Blackmore, up in arms in the waiting area in front of the operating room. They were huddled around Max, who was furiously working on his laptop.

“Got him!” He rumbled excitedly.

“Where is the motherfucker?” Lance wanted to know. “Let’s go. Bracus, Ruark and Courtney are on their way here to support Keon, Rhone and Samantha. Time is of the essence. We have to corner the bastard.” 

“Baxter? Did you find him?” 

The three men looked up with surprise stamped on their faces.

“Jeesuz, Ethan, isn’t he supposed to be in bed for at least a couple of days?” The censure was evident in Jack’s voice, as was the look he slanted Ethan’s way.

“You’re welcome to try and keep him contained,” Ethan shrugged it off.

“Enough of the chit-chat. Where is the fucker?” Keon barked.

“I noted the registration number of the van as they drove off. It was a rental. I pulled some strings to obtain the built-in GPS link from the car rental company,” Max informed Keon. “The van has been stationary for the past twenty minutes. I’m just waiting for the satellite link I hacked into, to kick in.” 

“Why? Let’s go. I’m not giving that man another chance to steal my daughter from me.” Keon found it difficult to contain the fury that raged inside him. He spoke with a coldness none of them had heard before. “I don't just want to kill the bastard. I want to put him in a pit and shovel dirt over him slowly until his goddamn mouth is full of muck. Then I want to look him in the eye and laugh while he suffocates to death.”

“We’ll each have a shovel alongside you, mate. He’ll pay for what he’s done,” Jack imparted.

“The area where the van appears to be, is on the 642, Yates Ford Road, just past the bridge over the Bull Run river. They must’ve taken back roads to Charlottesville. There’s nothing there, except for the Bull Run Marina park. There’s no reason to stop there, not for this long and this time of night. Let’s just wait and ... ah, here we go. Lemme enter the coordinates, yes! There it ... shit, it looks like that van is hugging a tree, Keon,” Max confirmed what they were all looking at.

Keon was already stomping toward the exit. The others didn’t hesitate and sprinted after him—Ethan included, who barked instructions to the director of nursing on his way out. “When Rhone’s brother arrives, see that he is taken to the operating room waiting area, immediately.” 

“Of course, Doctor Brodie,” the tall brunette responded. Ethan frowned. Something about her tickled a memory, other than the usual tight bun her hair was caught in, at the back of her head and the tortoiseshell glasses resting on her nose. Where had he seen her outside of the clinic? He shrugged it off. There were more important things to focus on at present. 
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Keon watched the bonfire, hoping it would swallow the rage churning inside him. The heat was scorching, ordering him to take a few steps backward, but he didn’t. He watched, with sightless eyes, his posture square to the flames. 

A red, orange, and yellow ball of rage roared upward, eating its way through the wood pyramid at its base—similar to what he was feeling inside. Plumes of grey were buffeted into the night sky, carried by the chilly wind—an indication of an early winter. Ashen debris glided silently away from the smoke into the dark sky.

Like most nights, this was where he’d stay until the glowing embers died, until the wind blew cold once more. He felt at home when the world slept, faux solitude, no need for a mask of docility and cordiality.

“Relax, Baloo. There’s only us,” he soothed the big Tibetan Mastiff that pushed his nose into his hand. He’d always been able to read Keon’s emotions. Beckie had named the dog after the big bear character, Baloo, in the animated movie, Jungle Book. He had been two years old when the tragedy had struck.

Earlier today, Keon had driven like a madman, desperate to get to the site where Max had found the van. His gut instinct had warned him they would find nothing, but he had been impelled to get there as fast as he could, nonetheless.

Baloo growled and shook his head. His mane shone in the blaze of the fire. He stood as tall as Keon’s waist and could very easily be mistaken for a lion, if not for his russet coat. He growled again and stared over the fire into the dense trees on the outer edge of his estate that bordered Club Devil’s Cove and Rhone’s property.

“We’ll go in soon, Baloo,” Keon promised with a deep grunt. Baloo stared at him, his ears pricked as he looked toward the trees once again and then yawned. He stretched, shook himself and circled several times before dropping to the ground at Keon’s feet.

Keon’s eyes hardened like the surface of a frozen lake, robbing them of their usual warmth as he recalled the despair he’d felt when they’d arrived at the accident scene. His shoulders had slumped as he took into account the splotches of red on the front seat, the shattered window covered in blood, where someone’s head had clearly broken through on impact. At that moment it had felt like everything in his life had lost importance—life, death, and pain, none of it mattered anymore.

Not without his precious little daughter. He’d held her in his arms, so briefly; experienced the joy of finding her alive, six years after accepting that she’d died with her mother, only to lose her again just as quickly. 

After their death, he’d lived in a void. The darkness had consumed everything and left him feeling nothing—empty; nothing beyond the hollowness of his empty soul. He still resented Amelia’s parents for cremating their bodies and having the funeral before he was released from hospital. They could’ve waited. Two more days and he would’ve had the opportunity to say goodbye to his cherished family.

He’d disappeared for two years then and to this day he cringed at the things he had done during that time. Life had little meaning to him and he’d became a sought-after assassin, or if he had to be honest, a mercenary. He hadn’t even cared if it was the good or the bad paying for his service; as long as it served the purpose of his life—to make him forget.

Until Rhone found him in a drug infested hovel in Mexico and saved him from complete self-destruction. Keon owed him his life and it was time he repaid that debt and assured Rhone that he had stopped blaming him a long time ago. Keon was grateful for Rhone, who’d kept him alive and looked after him during those two years he’d taken to work through his grief. 

Adam Baxter was the one to blame; him and no one else—including Samantha, or Ace—her sniper codename with the CIA. It didn’t even matter anymore that her innocence hadn’t been proven as far as the shooting of his wife was concerned.

“Who the fuck am I to judge her? When I had done much worse in my life? So much worse,” he berated himself, his voice sounded hollow in the silent night.

Beneath his day-old stubble, his mouth twisted into a scowl. He patted the pockets of his jeans and then his shirt. He retrieved a packet of cigarettes and lit one. He dragged the anesthetic essence of the nicotine into his lungs.

“Fucking bad habit. I should quit,” he mumbled when Baloo grunted and squinted at him—almost like he too berated him for smoking—but it offered him comfort, his coping mechanism. The ash drifted when he flicked the filter. He followed its path, like each floating piece was a moment of his life, sheared away. He inhaled deeply, letting the smoke seep into his blood. It soothed him, even if only for a small period of time.

Baloo growled warningly. This time, Keon took notice. It wasn’t his usual, I want attention growl. He’d detected something amongst the trees. Baloo sat upright; his eyes were wide and his ears perked up. Another growl sounded from him.

“What is it, Baloo?” Keon asked and squinted over the orange flames in the same direction. The bright fire prevented him from seeing anything apart from the dark outline of the trees. He walked around the bonfire with Baloo on his heels, his growls intensifying and growing louder. He was preparing to charge, with his canines bared, and his ears pricking up and down. 

The huge Tibetan Mastiff stared alertly at the trees, his head slightly cocked. He stopped, keeping one of his fore-legs doubled up for a long time, like he was preparing for an attack. His nose twitched as he sniffed the air. Suddenly, his growls turned to soft whimpering sounds and then into an excited yowl before he bounded forward.

“Baloo! Get back here,” Keon cautioned and then sprinted after him, his gun drawn. Jack had made sure their ammunition was ready and loaded when they left the hospital. He sped up, wincing at the pain that shot from his leg wound. He ignored it and concentrated on shortening the distance between him and the bounding dog when he heard a fearful scream from the shadows of the first row of trees.

“Baloo. Stop.” This time the order was given in a deep growl. The large dog skidded to a halt and sat down on his haunches but kept giving soft barks. His tail wagged like he’d just received the biggest bone to chew on.

“Daddy!”

The next moment Keon’s arms were filled with the chilled body of his daughter. They wrapped around her instinctively even as he battled to comprehend how she came to be there. Baloo was now yowling and going berserk but he hadn’t moved from the spot.

“Beckie? Honey, what are you doing here? How did you—” 

Another shape emerged from the shadows and Baloo growled in warning as he shuffled closer to Keon and Beckie. He was protective and possessive of those he cared for.

“We managed to escape,” the sultry voice intoned softly.

“Lauren?”

“Cynthia Marsh. Lauren ... ceased to exist six years ago.” Her voice vibrated with hatred.

“Dad, do you think ...” Beckie stared at the huge dog that sat looking at her with longing eyes. “Is it Baloo? My Baloo?” She asked in a trembling voice.

“Yes, my darling. It’s the same old Baloo.”

“Do you think he still remembers me?”

Her eyes were huge but trained on the large dog. 

“Oh, I’d say he definitely remembers you. Go ahead, he’s dying to say hi. Just be careful—”

But his warning came too late as Baloo charged forward when Beckie took a step toward him and called his name. He flattened her in his excitement and then the sound of her laughter and his yowling barks filled the moonlit night.

Keon looked at the silhouetted woman who stood watching with her arms wrapped around her waist. Even in the darkness he could see her lithe form shivering. 

“Escape?” He suddenly recalled her explanation. “From the way you clung to that bastard’s knees and crawled like a slave at his feet earlier, I sincerely doubt that. Where is that fucktard?” 

Try as he might, Keon couldn’t keep the censure from his voice. His eyes turned to slits when she tilted her chin higher and glared at him. She appeared almost ethereal.

“Assumption is the mother of all fuckups,” she berated him quietly, keeping her voice low so that Beckie, who was still wrestling with Baloo, couldn’t overhear. “Who are you to judge me, Keon LeLuc? You have no idea who I am or what I have gone through ... ohh ...”

Keon saw her legs wobble and then give in. He surged forward to catch her before she crumbled to the ground.

“Mom!” Beckie cried and ran toward them. She tenderly brushed the hair from her face and then looked up at Keon. 

He shifted his weight as he looked at the woman in his arms. For the first time in his life, he felt uncomfortable holding a female. There was something about her that had drawn him from the first glance. 

Keon didn’t like how it made him feel. In fact, he resented it.

“She’s hurt, Daddy. If she hadn’t crashed into that tree, we would’ve ... he would’ve ... you have to help her. Please, I don’t want her to die,” she pleaded earnestly.

“Let’s get her inside. She’s as cold as ice.”

“She gave me her sweater when I got really cold,” Beckie volunteered. She had to run to keep up with Keon’s long strides as he walked to the Mediterranean style house. 

Baloo already stood waiting for them at the side entrance with his tongue rolling to one side. His tail hadn’t stopped wagging since he’d sensed Beckie.

“Open the door, sweetheart, I need to see how badly she’s hurt.” Keon directed his daughter.

Beckie followed him as he made his way through the dark living room and into the dimly lit reception hallway effortlessly. She looked around, her eyes as wide as saucers.

“Wow! Is this really your house, Dad?”

Keon chuckled as he began climbing the stairs. He had chosen the mansion—it was modern, stylish and the fact that it bordered Rhone’s estate, made it a no brainer. It was the complete opposite of the one they used to live in—a Victorian style house in a well-populated suburb in Santa Monica, Los Angeles.

“Our house, Beckie. This is now our house,” he smiled at her pleased look. He frowned and then scowled when he noticed the cut on Beckie’s forehead for the first time.

“You’re bleeding.” 

“Oh, I forgot about that,” she mumbled as she tentatively padded her fingers over the cut. “Mom taught me ‘mind over matter’ when she was teaching me Jiu Jitsu.” 

“You are training in martial arts?” Keon asked with a dark look. She had always been a little princess and had loved to dress-up and play with dolls. He couldn’t envision her kicking and chopping the air.

“Put me down.” Lauren, who had been observing the interaction between father and daughter silently, spoke up.

“Keep still,” Keon snapped when Lauren began to struggle. He shouldered open the door of one of the bedrooms. “Switch on the light, poppet.” 

Lauren hissed when Keon placed her on the bed. She reached out to balance herself.

He took her arm and touched the swelling around her wrist.

“Let me go. I’m fine.” Lauren found it difficult to understand the rush of emotions flooding her mind from his touch. Her body still tingled from being held against his hard body.

“You’re not fine. Your wrist is either sprained or broken. How did it happen?”

“It must’ve been during the crash. I think it twisted back when I caught and held on to Beckie,” she said quietly, watching how small her hand looked where it rested in his huge palm.

“Can you move your wrist at all?”

She tried and winced when pain flashed through her brain. 

“Hmm,” Keon murmured and gently inspected her wrist for ligament damage. “The mild swelling and the fact that the pain seems centralized on this spot indicates a sprain. Where else are you hurt?” 

“I’ve got a hard bump on my head. I think I hit the side of the van and the wound on my hand ruptured again.” 

“Which wound?” He grabbed the other hand and studied the bandage that was soaked with her blood. His jaw turned rigid at the implication as he recalled the ‘gift’ Adam had sent Samantha. “Jesus, he fucking really—”

Her fingers on his lips quieted his intended outburst. She moved her eyes in Beckie’s direction.

“It’s okay. It doesn’t hurt anymore,” she whispered dejectedly. The shock she’d experienced, on the day William—aka Adam, had forced her to submit to his knife play that had resulted in her losing her pinky, still woke her up at night. The excruciating pain, when he’d sliced the sharp knife through skin and bone, was a memory cast in a blaze of red hatred.

“I’m going to get a gel pack to reduce the pain, swelling and inflammation. I’ll phone Ethan—a very good friend and a doctor—to come and have a look at your hand.”

“That won’t be necessary,” she said dolefully.

“Yes, it is. Besides, I want him to check the cut on Beckie’s forehead. I suspect she might need some stitches.”

An hour later, Ethan had taken care of their injuries and left them with instructions to care for their wounds.

Lauren stood in the doorway of Beckie’s room and watched Keon put her to bed. It had always been her duty—the special thirty minutes at night when she would join Beckie in the bed and they would share stories of their day and make plans for their future. A future that would never materialize, but Lauren never had the courage to tell Beckie.

She could see it was an emotional experience for him, in the way he hugged Beckie, over and over, like he couldn’t believe she was there. She didn’t even want to consider what the future had in store for them now. Because Keon’s expression, every time Beckie called her mom, said that he had every intention of putting an end to that. 

“How did you manage to escape Adam?” Keon asked mildly. Their eyes caught and she was taken aback with the color eyes of his eyes, so similar to Beckie’s, so warm and full of life. But at the moment, they were glimmering like hard diamonds, filled with mistrust.

“Mom was very clever. We have a code for everything. And for danger, it was little red riding hood. So, when she said those words and winked at me in the rearview mirror, I knew she was planning to do something and I held onto the seat,” Beckie volunteered. It was evident that Beckie adored the woman who hadn’t moved closer and stood watching them from the door.

“Yes, and?” Keon prodded, looking inquiringly at Lauren. The question was clear. He wanted the story from her.

“When we rounded a bend just as we were crossing the river, I swerved sharply and accelerated. We collided with a huge bur oak tree next to the road. I noticed Beckie flying forward and grabbed for her, which was when I must’ve hurt my wrist.” She became uncomfortable under his close scrutiny and crossed her legs. 

The movement drew Keon’s gaze to her tiny feet. Barefoot, the bright pink color on her toenails shimmered gaily in the light. He forced his gaze back to her face, trying to ignore the perfect ankles and calves on the way. He felt a stirring in his groin.

Fuck. How is it possible that she arouses me? She, of all people.

Keon resented her. It was completely unfounded, he acknowledged that, yet he couldn’t seem to get past the fact that she had benefited from his daughter’s love and attention for the past six years, while he’d been mourning her death.

“William ... Adam, had no warning. He’d moved to the front seat a couple of miles out of Charlottesville. He was livid. I’d never seen him that angry before. I was afraid of what he might do to ...” She swallowed and straightened. “Anyway, he wasn’t wearing the seat belt and went flying through the windscreen—head first. It took a couple of minutes for me to find my bearings but as soon as I did, I grabbed Adam’s phone but lost it somewhere along the way. We just ran. I had to get Beckie as far away from him as possible. He was unconscious and his face was ...” she shuddered at the memory of his bloodied face, “pretty badly cut and he was bleeding from a wound in his throat. I know it’s an awful thing to say but I prayed that he wouldn’t survive.” 

Keon didn’t volunteer the information that they’d found the van but that there had been no sign of Adam Baxter. Beckie didn’t need to know that.

“How did you find out where I lived?” 

“Beckie told me your name, so I phoned a colleague who is very good with computers and has contacts in the police force. He found your address through a friend of his. An elderly couple picked us up a couple of miles from the accident and brought us to Burke. We took a cab from there. And ... we managed to squeeze past the side of the gate.”

Keon frowned. It was an oversight he was glad he hadn’t fixed yet. The palisade at the front of the estate was rusted and needed to be replaced. Now that Beckie was home, it would be the first thing he’d get done.

“Mom had to give her mother’s diamond necklace to the cabbie because we didn’t have any money,” Beckie interceded.

Keon noticed the flash of sadness in Lauren’s eyes at the mention of the necklace.

“First her ring and now her necklace. Now I have nothing of her left to ...” She swallowed down the lump that choked her.
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