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  Chapter One


  


  Then…


  


  Cristo Guerrero lay curled up in a ball on his bed in the basement of his uncle’s house on the outskirts of Los Angeles. He couldn’t exactly call it his room because it was a bed shoved in the corner and an old dresser. The washer and dryer were also down there, as well as years of accumulated stuff—boxes of Christmas ornaments, sports gear, things forgotten and broken.


  Much like he felt at that moment.


  He’d barely been able to stumble down the stairs to collapse onto his bed after the beating his uncle had just given him.


  Life can’t be like this. There has to be more. This can’t be all there is. If it is, fuck this noise.


  He was only sixteen. If this was what he had to look forward to for the rest of his life, why fucking bother?


  He heard the basement door slowly open, then quickly close again. Even if he hadn’t heard the telltale creak of the fifth step down, he still would have known it was little Sofia. Only eight, and named after their paternal grandmother, Sofia had followed him like a shadow, adoration in her little brown eyes, ever since he’d been forced to move into his uncle Gonzalo’s house six months earlier.


  His ribs hurt so badly from the punches he could barely breathe. That’s why he didn’t even respond when he felt her cool, tiny hand on his forehead.


  “Are you okay, Cris?”


  This time, he couldn’t lie. “No, Fi. I’m not.” That was his special nickname for her.


  “Why does Daddy do that to you?”


  He couldn’t protect her from the ugliness in the world, especially the one she lived with.


  As the baby of his aunt and uncle’s brood of four, and the only girl, she was four years younger than her next older brother, and an accidental baby the doctors had told Gonzalo and Julieta Guerrero they’d never have.


  Their little miracle.


  With a lot of renewed pain that almost made him black out, he managed to roll over and stared up at his little cousin. He knew, in her eyes, he was an adult.


  He couldn’t very well explain things to her in a way that she’d not only understand, but which wouldn’t earn him a heavier beating.


  “I don’t know,” he finally settled on. It wasn’t exactly a lie.


  The deeper truth was he didn’t know what drove someone to the level of visceral hatred his father and uncle felt toward him.


  His family was convinced he was gay, a worse sin in their staunch Spanish Catholic eyes than being a criminal. No matter how he’d tried to explain it to them, they didn’t understand he liked men and women. He was, right now, guilty of nothing worse than his father walking in on him and catching him watching a gay porn clip on his laptop.


  She knelt next to his bed. “I love you, Cris. I always will.”


  He managed a smile for her sake. “I love you, too, Fi. And I always will.”


  Her father never hit him in the face, marks that would draw the attention of any of his teachers. It was always in the gut, in the kidneys. His uncle insisted Cris needed to toughen up, to man up. That he was too weak, and that, by God, he’d beat the “sin” out of Cris until he renounced it to his uncle’s satisfaction.


  Cris wasn’t even sure if there was a God at that point, but he damn sure wasn’t going to lie, even if it meant more beatings.


  He knew when he turned eighteen he’d be out of there and in college. He’d already received word back from his early applications that he had a scholarship and grants waiting for him.


  He’d have to work his ass off to support himself during school, because he knew he couldn’t count on his family.


  But he’d be free.


  If he survived his uncle’s “love.”


  “Do you want me to bring you something to eat or drink?” she asked.


  He didn’t want to get her in trouble. Despite how she was basically spoiled rotten by everyone, if her father thought she was giving Cris help or attention, he might turn on her, too.


  Or turn her against him.


  “No, sweetie. Did you finish your homework?”


  She shook her head.


  “Go upstairs and finish it. Then if you want, bring it down for me to look at. Okay?”


  “Okay.” She leaned in and kissed his forehead before she turned and headed up the stairs.


  He couldn’t see, but he could hear, how she carefully eased the door open just a crack, then slipped through it when the coast was clear before closing it behind her.


  He carefully rolled onto his back and closed his eyes against the pain. It would fade, as it always did. He’d tough it out. Yes, there was more to life than this. He knew it.


  There had to be.


  The question was, was he strong enough to break free of his family’s hold on him and build the kind of life he wanted? To find happiness?


  


  * * * *


  


  Cris was genuinely shocked when someone loudly stood up and cheered for him as he marched across the stage at graduation.


  He realized after the fact that he shouldn’t have been.


  Once the ceremony ended, he struggled his way through the crowd to find her before nearly getting tackled from behind. Now ten, Fi was growing like a weed.


  “Did you hear me cheer for you, Cris?”


  He turned and hugged her. “Hey, yes I did. How’d you get here?”


  That’s when he saw one of her brothers, Dante, picking his way through the crowd. Dante was eighteen, just two months older than Cris, and the second youngest boy. He extended his hand to Cris to shake.


  In shock, Cris shook with him.


  “She wanted to come. She asked me to bring her.”


  “Do your parents know you’re here?”


  “Heck, no. You crazy?” Dante nodded at her. “It’s a secret between me and the princess. They think we’re at a movie.” He smiled. “I’m proud of you. I know my dad’s been a real dick to you. I’m sorry I couldn’t defend you better.” He held up a camera. “Well, and Aunt Mariana knows. She asked me if I’d come and take pictures for her. And she asked me to give you this.” He handed Cris a card.


  “Thanks.” He stared at the envelope. His name was written on the front in his mother’s hand.


  Dante looked a little embarrassed. “I guess I’m officially in cahoots,” he said. “Aunt M gave me money for gas and to take you and Sofia out to dinner to celebrate.”


  Cris fought back his anger. “Let me guess, my dad would have popped if she’d come.”


  “Yeah. You know how he is. As big a dick as my dad can be.”


  Cris had actually taken a city bus to get to the auditorium where their graduation had been held. Dante led them out to where he’d parked his eldest brother’s car.


  “How’d you manage this?” Cris asked. “Or do I want to know?”


  “Santino’s spending the day with his girlfriend. I told him I’d cover for him if I could borrow his wheels, no questions asked.”


  After Sofia was safely buckled in the back seat, they headed out to eat.


  “I heard Dad and Mom saying something about you moving out soon.”


  “Yeah. As soon as I can get into the dorm,” Cris said. “It’ll be a couple of weeks, though. I’m going to do summer classes, try to graduate early. A friend of mine said I can crash at their house if things get too bad before the dorm opens.”


  At dinner at a decent steakhouse, Sofia asked, “What if I need help with my homework?”


  “You can always call me,” Cris assured her. “I’ll do my best.”


  She picked at her food, a dark look on her face. “I don’t see why you have to move out.”


  “I’m sorry, Fi. Your dad doesn’t like me. The only reason he took me in was Aunt Julieta talked him into it.”


  “Family should stick together.” She looked up at him, her eyes red, near tears. “It’s not fair.”


  “I know, sweetheart. Life isn’t always fair.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Cris nervously sat at the table and tried not to glance out the window every five seconds. His mother was nearly fifteen minutes late, and even though it was LA, that was unusual for her.


  I wonder if Dad found out and put his foot down.


  He’d been shocked to hear from her. He hadn’t seen her since he’d moved out, although he had called her after his high school graduation to thank her for the hundred dollars she’d put in the card. Now in the middle of his sophomore year at college, she’d been the last person he’d expected to get a call from.


  When she hurried up the sidewalk, looking harried and drawn, he relaxed in some ways even while his gut ratcheted up the tension within him. By the time she flashed him a weak smile after giving him a hug and then taking her seat across from him, he knew something was up.


  “What’s going on, Mom?”


  “I…” Her smile faded as her gaze dropped to the table. “I never could lie to you, could I?”


  “I know Dad’s not dead, because you would have told me if that happened.”


  “No, he’s not dead, but he’s been forced to retire. He had a heart attack and they found out he’s got severe blockage.”


  “Oh.” He didn’t know what else to say. “I’m sorry to hear that.”


  “I was wondering…” She fiddled with her place setting.


  “Wondering what?”


  “Would it be possible for you to come visit him?”


  “Did he ask to see me?”


  She sidestepped the question. “I thought maybe you could, you know, tell him you’re dating a nice girl or something. Have one of your friends come with you. He wouldn’t have to know she’s not your girlfriend.”


  He sat back in his chair. “I’m living with Landry. You know that. I told you that. He’s my boyfriend.”


  Her lips tightened into a thin line across her face. “I’d rather not talk about that.”


  The waitress appeared, ready to take their drink orders, before his mom could reply. When they were alone again, his mom forced a smile Cris knew all too well.


  “I thought perhaps, for the sake of your father, you could come visit. It wouldn’t kill you to at least pretend.”


  “I’m twenty, Mom. I’m too old for these kinds of games.”


  “If you really love your father, you’ll do this for me.”


  “If he really loved me—and if you really loved me—all you’d care about is that I’m with someone I love, who loves me, and who makes me happy.”


  “The church says—”


  “The church says a lot of things, Mom. You and Dad used birth control for years, before and after I was born. How’s that any different from breaking other church rules?”


  She went a little pink in the face. “That’s different. And what your father and I do in the privacy of our bedroom is—”


  “Exactly.” Cris sat back as the waitress set their glasses on the table.


  From the forced smile on her face, Cris could tell the waitress had heard at least some of that. “Ready to order?” she asked, pulling out her pad and a pen.


  Once that was over and they were alone, again, Cris leaned in and dropped his voice. “What I do in my bedroom shouldn’t be of any concern to you and Dad. If you two can’t love me for who I am, then that’s not my fault.”


  His mom slowly stirred her iced tea with a straw. “All I’m asking is that you come home for a visit. Dinner. Just let him think you’re…not doing this stuff. If he asks about where you’re living—”


  “Lie.” He slowly shook his head. “So it’s okay for me to break a commandment about lying just so Dad doesn’t have to deal with having a bisexual son, huh? Nice. Great way to cherry-pick the rules.”


  “If you’re bisexual then why is it a problem to pretend you’re with a woman?”


  “Because it’s lying, and how is that in any way fair to Lan? I love him.” Cris knew he desperately needed to get this conversation out of the crapper or he’d end up paying his bill and leaving before the food even arrived. “How’s Sofia doing?”


  His mother seemed equally eager to latch onto another topic of conversation. “She’s making her parents pull their hair out. She ran away again yesterday. Julieta wants to let the police find her and lock her up to scare her but Gonzalo won’t let her call them.”


  “Can’t blame her for running,” Cris muttered.


  “They took you in when you needed a place.”


  “Uh, yeah, needed a place because Dad threw me out. And Uncle Gonzalo used to beat the shit out of me, okay?”


  His mother looked shocked.


  “What? Did he forget to report that little factoid when you called to check on me? I’m lucky he never broke any of my damn ribs. Guess child abuse is another of the cherry-picked sins to overlook, huh? No telling what he was doing to her to make her run.”


  “Well, if she calls you—”


  “If she calls me, I’m going to take her in and get her an attorney, help her file for emancipation, and help her press charges against her father, if necessary.”


  “That’s a horrible thing to say!”


  “Why? Because I actually give a shit about her?” He let out a long breath. This wasn’t going well at all. “Does she have a cell phone?”


  “No. They took it away last month because of her grades. They think she’s staying with a friend of hers, but they’re still trying to work on tracking her down.”


  “What about her brothers? Maybe she’s at Santino’s, or Ivan’s. What about Dante?”


  “No. They insist they haven’t seen her. Gonzalo and Julieta even went over to their places to search, just to make sure.”


  He snorted. “Yeah, because there’s such a high level of trust in that family.”


  Cris managed to make it through the meal with her, even paying the whole bill despite her trying to pick up the tab.


  “No, Mom. This one’s on me,” he said as he studied the check. “I can afford it.”


  Her face looked pinched. “Please? Just come by. Come alone, if you insist. If he asks, just say you aren’t involved with anyone.”


  “Meaning I should lie. Which commandment is that, again?”


  She slapped the table and leaned in. “Why do you have to be so stubborn?” she hissed.


  “Why do you two have to be so unaccepting of who I am?”


  “Because you’re going against God’s law!”


  “I thought God was perfect, Mom? Doesn’t make mistakes. He made me like I am. So I’m going to go with that.”


  As always, the old argument shut her up.


  When they parted just outside the restaurant’s front door, she hugged him. “I do love you, you know.”


  “I know,” he said. “I love you, too. And Dad. I just wish you two accepted me.”


  He watched her walk away down the sidewalk, toward where she’d parked.


  No, he wouldn’t deny Landry was his partner. He wouldn’t lie to make his parents feel better. One lie would lead to another until he was dragged into his family’s web of dysfunction and forced to live two separate lives.


  If they couldn’t accept him the way he was, yeah, it hurt, but it was okay. He had Landry. And a growing group of friends who supported and loved them both.


  Although, as he made his way to his own car, he did worry about Sofia. He hoped that she came around and didn’t screw up her life. The last thing he wanted to hear was her getting into trouble. To him, she’d always be that sweet kid who’d looked up to him and never understood why her father beat him. The kid he’d helped with her homework.


  She was the teenager who didn’t care that he was in a relationship with a guy.


  I’ll ask Landry about getting her a cheap cell phone for emergencies. He hated not knowing if she was safe or not.


  But, unfortunately, there wasn’t much he could do about it right that moment.


  Digging his keys out, Cris got in. Not the fanciest car, but it ran well. Courtesy of Landry. Sharing the man’s bed and being his slave was no hardship. Landry loved him, accepted him, cared for him.


  Cris wouldn’t trade that for anything.


  


  * * * *


  


  Once Cris returned home, he immediately stripped and donned his leather cuffs and collar. Landry preferred him naked when they were home alone.


  Or, sometimes, even when they weren’t alone. There were some friends who were in the lifestyle who’d been over and witnessed Cris in his usual manner of attire, or lack thereof.


  Landry would be home in an hour and expect the house to be clean and dinner underway. Cris was almost completely caught up on his chores, so that wasn’t an issue.


  By the time Landry walked in the door, Cris waited in the foyer, kneeling and head bowed, his normal position.


  “There he is,” Landry said, as he always did. “My beautiful boy.” He set his things down and walked over to Cris, where he stroked his hair. “Missed you.”


  Cris already felt the twinges of subspace setting in. “Missed you, too, Master.”


  “Dinner smells wonderful, but first—how did lunch go?”


  Cris should have expected the question. “Not well, Master.” He recapped what happened as Landry stood there, gently running his fingers through Cris’ hair the entire time.


  When Cris finished, Landry patted him on the top of his head, the indication for Cris to stand.


  Landry’s deep green gaze stared into his. Then he cupped Cris’ face in his hands and kissed him, slowly, sweetly. “I love you, my sweet boy,” Landry said. “Always and forever.”


  Deeper subspace beckoned, teasing, calling Cris to it. “I love you, too, Master.”


  Landry pulled Cris in for a long, strong hug. “Are your chores and classwork done for the day?”


  “Yes, Master. Once I clean the kitchen after dinner.”


  “Good. I’ll give my sweet boy a nice, hard paddling after dinner, followed by a good, long fucking. How does that sound?”


  Cris sighed. “That sounds wonderful, Master.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The woman sitting across the table from him held little resemblance to the girl Cris remembered. Now nineteen, she already bore a careworn expression that spoke to the hard life she was living. Cris was the only one in their family with whom she still had any contact.


  Which was ironic, because she was pretty much the only one in their family with whom he had any contact.


  “You can come with me, you know,” he said. “I start next week. Live with me, get a job, rebuild your life.”


  Of course, he left out the part that he would be rebuilding his life, too. He hadn’t told her why he and Landry split up. He’d been lucky the headhunter who’d repeatedly approached him over the past two years had a job opening for him in Florida.


  Perfect.


  All the way on the opposite end of the country from Landry.


  Her hair hung in stringy curtains along her face as she silently shook her head.


  He reached across the table and gently took her hands in his. “Fi, come with me. Please? Let’s get out of here together. You and me.”


  “I can’t, Cris,” she whispered.


  He was no idiot. No matter how much concealer she used, he could still make out the faint and healing bruise high on her left cheekbone.


  “If money’s a problem, I’ll pay.”


  She shook her head. “He’ll never let me go,” she said.


  “Uh, kind of the point, kiddo. There’s a serious problem when he beats the crap out of you and controls you. He won’t be able to find you. And I can protect you.”


  He wished he could admit what he was going through, the reason he was walking away from Landry.


  That Landry was willing to throw away six years of their lives together over wanting to date others proved to Cris he didn’t really know the man at all.


  And he wished like hell he hadn’t given Landry his heart, or his submission.


  Fi slowly shook her head again.


  He saw the resignation on her face and knew that, unless she decided she was tired of being used as a human punching bag, she wouldn’t leave until she hit bottom.


  “I won’t change my cell number,” he told her. “Promise me you’ll memorize it and call me if you change your mind. I will come get you, even from Florida.”


  She slowly nodded.


  She’d maybe said twenty words, if that, during lunch. He’d hated having to break the news to her that he was leaving.


  He hated even more that she wouldn’t move with him.


  There was a new start waiting for both of them in Florida.


  This current jackass was just the latest in a string of them, even at her young age. Apparently she wore an invisible “victim” sign on her forehead. Attracting every two-footed predator who could get his mitts on her.


  And with her parents having basically told her she was on her own, she now felt locked in an inescapable cycle.


  Looked like the two Guerrero brothers were a lot alike. Gonzalo and Marcos both tossed children aside like disposable diapers.


  I’ll never treat any child of mine like that. Ever.


  A deep sadness settled over him when he hugged her good-bye and watched her walk down the sidewalk toward the bus stop. He’d offered to drive her, hoping he could convince her, use the additional time alone with her to talk her into running away with him, but she wouldn’t.


  She was scared, of her boyfriend, and for Cris, despite him reminding her he could take care of himself.


  He supposed she’d found her way to a gang member for a boyfriend.


  You can’t save everyone.


  It sure as hell hurt, though. Hurt on a cellular level, a soul-deep level. Even deeper than what he was going through by walking away from Landry. At least he had the choice to leave. He could take an action.


  It hurt even worse with Landry being equitable about him leaving, about buying him out, giving him a solid nest egg to leave with.


  He wished the man had fought for him. Anything.


  Like he wanted to fight for Fi.


  Unfortunately, in both cases, he couldn’t fight the fight for them.


  They had to want to fight.


  Chapter Two


  


  Now…


  


  “I am not going to fight about this with you,” Tilly said.


  “Then take my damn car.”


  “I can take a cab—”


  Cris grabbed her by the hair and tipped her head back. “I’m not arguing with you about this, either, Redbird,” he growled in Master tone. “Take. My. Car.”


  She still managed to roll her eyes at him. “Okay, fine.”


  Who was she kidding? She couldn’t resist him.


  Especially when he played the Dom card.


  “Fine what?”


  She sighed. “Fine, Sir.”


  “Good girl.” He kissed her, then released her hair, pulling her in for a hug. “I still don’t understand why you won’t rent a car.”


  “Because I don’t want to end up on TMZ.com,” she mumbled. “That little fucker really pissed me off a couple of weeks ago. I’ve heard through the grapevine that now he’s out to get me since I told him off and he didn’t get it on video.”


  “That’s all?”


  “I don’t want to give him any ammo he can use against the gang.”


  That was her nickname for the poly trio of Lucas, Leigh, and Nick, their friends.


  Oh, and Tilly’s employers. It was common knowledge that Leigh and Lucas were married and close friends with Nick, with whom they were also business partners.


  It was not widely known that macho-man action star Nick was Lucas’ bisexual slave. As was Leigh. Lucas’ slave, that is, but not bi.


  “How can you renting a car give him any ammo against them?” Cris asked.


  “Why would I rent a car when I have a place here in LA?”


  “Uh, because it’s in the shop. The same reason a lot of people have to rent a car.”


  “Yeah, exactly. Because I was an idiot and hit a traffic barrel. I don’t need him hunting up a police report.”


  “But it wasn’t your fault. The wind blew it in front of you before you could avoid it. Two other people hit it after you did. I’m just glad nobody was hurt. None of you were even cited for it.”


  “Thank god no one recognized me at the accident scene last night.” She crossed her arms over her chest. They’d flown back to LA Sunday evening, and she’d barely been there twenty-four hours before wrecking her car.


  “By the time the guy gets done with the story, if he gets hold of it, he’ll have it looking like I ran over an orphanage school outing, or was in a drunk driving accident, or something equally bad, and that it’s getting covered up. Once something like that gets out, it makes people talk in the bad way no matter what the truth is.”


  “You make no sense, sweetheart.”


  “You’re right that it doesn’t make sense,” she said. “This is Hollyweird we’re talking about. Where the paparazzi lie in wait to get the perfect picture of a celebrity rubbing their face so it looks like they were picking their nose.”


  Cris stared at the living room windows of their condo. “Remind me to tell Lan we need to add extra thick window blinds to all the windows.”


  “Duh. Damn Interstate construction, anyway. I’ll never bitch about Tampa’s traffic again. Are the roads ever not under construction here?”


  “Freeway,” he said.


  “What?”


  “We call it the freeway out here, not the Interstate.”


  She planted her fists on her hips. “Really? You’re seriously going to go there?”


  “I’m just sayin’.”


  Then he smirked.


  Time folded and faded and it felt like the five years he’d left her had never happened. That handsome, playful smirk he wielded could completely disarm her sarcasm cannon and dampen her panties.


  At the same time.


  Yes, it shocked the hell out of her, too. This was never a situation she’d thought she’d ever experience in her life. Not only loving, but having forgiven Cris for leaving her in the first place.


  “I have a lot of work to catch up on,” Cris said. “You can take me to work and pick me up. That way, you’ll have the car all day, as long as you need it.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Good girl.”


  Not many people got to see this side of Tilly with Cris. Most people saw her treat him as an equal, or co-topping him with Landry at Venture, the BDSM club they frequented in Sarasota, where their home was located.


  Only recently had Tilly been able to allow the final remnants of the wall in her heart against Cris to crumble. She’d finally been able to ask him to be her Master again.


  He wasn’t going anywhere. Truly, he wasn’t. Especially not with Landry as her husband.


  Because Landry had already told her he planned on staying married to her for life. It didn’t hurt that Landry was happy to watch Cris and Tilly play together at home, getting every bit as turned on by it as Landry did by topping Cris.


  Sadistic man.


  Boy, did she love him. Both of them.


  Several years into her marriage to Landry, Tilly had finally released the last vestiges of her anger at Cris. She got it. She didn’t agree with his fucked-up logic about leaving her without so much as an explanation when he returned to California to help Landry heal from his first bout with cancer, which was discovered after the car accident that almost killed the man, but she understood it now.


  Especially since Landry had tried to kill himself in the car accident.


  That was in the past. Done, and moving on. It was more important for them to enjoy the life ahead of them. The very lucky life they had together, with Landry and Cris’ successful software business, and Tilly’s job as Lucas and Leigh’s assistant at their production company.


  Leigh had begged Tilly to come to work for them, needing someone they could trust, someone they knew could hold her own against pushy entertainment bigwigs, and someone who absolutely would keep their confidence about their poly BDSM relationship.


  The gang didn’t have to watch what they said or did around Tilly. They knew she had their backs.


  And, truth be told, Tilly had been in a rut. Landry was clear from his second bout of cancer, the one that had driven him to locate Tilly and reunite her and Cris. A nurse by training, she’d welcomed the chance to give up being a pro-Domme to oversee Landry’s treatment and recovery.


  The work with Lucas, Leigh, and Nick was a challenge. She’d felt completely adrift and lost at first, until she’d started learning the basics of the company, what they did, and got to know more people.


  Now, Tilly had started getting job offers from others. Ones she politely rejected, even though some of them were offering far more money and the chance to work with some of Hollywood’s major A-list names.


  It wasn’t about the money or the fame to her. It was about helping her friends and enjoying what she was doing, learning new things, the challenge of it all.


  She didn’t need the money. What Landry and Cris made alone had them set for life, even if they sold their business tomorrow.


  It was the fun of it.


  In the private garage under their condo, Cris got behind the wheel for the first leg of the morning trip.


  “How about I rent the car for you?” he suggested. “Or you can drive mine and I’ll drive a rental?”


  “No,” she said. “This is fine. We’re flying back to Florida Friday night. My car won’t be done until late next week at the earliest. That’s three days to rent a car and turn it in again. That’s just stupid and a pain in the ass.”


  “Suit yourself, sweetheart. I’ll be in meetings all day tomorrow anyway with a client. John Ebhrams is going, too, so I can catch a ride there with him from the office.”


  “See? Why waste the money?”


  “It’s not a waste. It’s a tax-deductible expense, since it’s a work vehicle. Besides, technically it’s Lucas and Leigh’s car, since the production company pays for it.”


  She arched an eyebrow at him.


  “Fine. Be stubborn.”


  “Thank you. I will. Seriously, I’d rather not spend the money. And I’m the one who wrecked it, so I should pay for it.”


  “You do understand that, even if we didn’t have good insurance, we can easily afford to rent something, right?”


  “That’s not the point,” she said. “Just because we can afford it doesn’t mean we should spend the money. I’m not blowing our money when we don’t need to.”


  He reached across the seat and laced fingers with her. “You always were a thrifty woman,” he said. “One of the countless things I love about you.” He gently squeezed her hand.


  A thrilled shiver ran through her nervous system. Lately, yes, those familiar old feelings for Cris had renewed. A return to the easy rapport she’d had with him as her Master.


  Maybe in public she wouldn’t ever be able to fully return to that old dynamic, she didn’t know. But it felt damn good to no longer have that boulder of resentment and pain weighing her down like it had for so long.


  It felt good to be them again. Even better, Landry didn’t mind it. Had, in fact, encouraged them to try to rebond in that way. Yes, sneakily and in secret, at first, but then openly admitting he was fine with it and welcomed it.


  They were a family again. It sucked that she’d finally had to bow to her body’s limitations and get a hysterectomy to end her monthly misery. Knowing she would never have kids and still having that little outside chance dangling overhead was different than the finality of not having any kids being forced on her by medical necessity.


  It took away every possible fantasy scenario, every last, desperate wish.


  Ironic, now that she had not just one but two men she’d kill and die for, men who she knew were just as madly and deeply in love with her.


  But them’s the breaks.


  At least she could be an “aunt” to her friends’ kids, including Lucas, Leigh, and Nick’s baby, Lily Grace. Tilly took every chance she could to babysit the adorable little girl.


  And Leo and Eva’s daughter, Laurel, and Eva and Crawford’s infant son, Kenny. Not to mention others in their closely knit group of friends.


  When they arrived at Cris’ office, he shifted the car into park. Then he leaned in and kissed her before unfastening his seat belt. “Have a good day today, Redbird,” he softly said. “Be my good girl.”


  “Yes, Sir.” The automatic response fell from her lips. Most of the world saw the hard side of Tilly Cardinal LaCroux.


  They didn’t see this.


  The true her.


  The slave who wanted to curl up in the protection of her Master’s lap and let him fix the world for her.


  She took his place in the driver’s seat. She was about to pull away from the curb when she realized Cris had left his personal cell phone in the center console, hooked into the hands-free system.


  She honked and rolled down the passenger side window for him. “You forgot something,” she said with a smile as she held it up.


  “Thanks, sweetheart.” He leaned in and took it from her. She used to tease him and Landry about having both business and personal cell phones.


  Until she went to work for Lucas and Leigh. Now, she got it. Not only did she have two cell phones, she had two iPads, her personal one and the one she only used for work.


  Tilly pulled out into traffic, trying to sort her day in her mind.


  


  * * * *


  


  Leigh was already in the office and handling a phone call when Tilly arrived. Tilly went to her office and was getting organized to start her day when Leigh appeared in her doorway.


  “Still won’t rent a car, huh?”


  “What are you, psychic?”


  “I saw you pull in driving Cris’ car. And you texted me that you were running late this morning, so I’m guessing you took him to work.”


  Tilly sat back in her chair. “I’m not going to give that little fucker ammo against me.”


  “There is no ammo against you. It was an accident. You’ve already let Archie Lounds into your head and ceded him the game by not ignoring him. If he wants to make something up against you, he’ll make it up regardless. Hell, he’s made up worse shit about more famous people. It’s all right.”


  “Yeah, and the less ammo I give him, the better.”


  Tilly thought Leigh muttered stubborn damn Domme under her breath as she turned from Tilly’s office doorway.


  The rest of the morning, fortunately, passed in a reasonably uneventful fashion.


  Then Landry called her around lunch time.


  “Pray tell, love, why won’t you rent a car?”


  Tilly silently groaned. “I already went through this with Cris.”


  “Yes, well, I’m asking you to go through this with me.”


  Landry already knew about the car accident but he’d assumed—as had Cris—that Tilly would simply rent a car.


  “Yes, I get it,” she said when she finished. “I’m stubborn and boneheaded and maybe it doesn’t make sense to you two, but I’m not renting a car when I don’t need to.”


  Landry let out one of those sighs, one that made its way over the phone all the way from Florida.


  “All right, Little Miss Stubborn,” he said. “Have it your way. I won’t even tell you ‘I told you so’ when you break down and rent one.”


  “I’m not going to rent one.”


  “Cris can go rent one, if he desires.”


  “You did not overrule me. Tell me you didn’t.”


  “Now, love. Would I do that?”


  “Bullshit, yes, you would. Did you tell him to rent a car?”


  “Not yet, I haven’t. I’m trying to decide how much satisfaction I can derive from your irritation all the way here in Florida.”


  “You know, that’s sooo not fair.”


  “I never said I was fair, love. I believe I made that perfectly clear to you when we got married.”


  “You did, but I thought you were teasing.”


  “Frankly, I’m beginning to think you’re just being stubborn on purpose.”


  “Well, think what you want, Sir Fussypants. We had a deal not to mess with each other’s jobs.”


  “True. But I could counter that you having to drive Cris to and from work is interfering with his job. And yours. You were late to the office this morning, were you not? Or should I call Leigh to ask her?”


  Dammit.


  “Don’t you go using logic on me, mister.”


  Landry chuckled. “Love you, sweetheart. I’ll talk to you later.”


  “Love you,” she grumbled before ending the call.


  Damn Dom.


  Later that afternoon, as Tilly was stuck in traffic while going to get Cris, she started to reconsider her stance. This was a major pain in the ass.


  That is, until Cris greeted her with a smirk when she rolled up in front of his office building.


  She knew that smirk. That smirk meant he thought he had the upper hand and she was about to capitulate.


  “Ready to take me to the rental car place?”


  She bristled. “No, we’re going home. Someone promised to cook me dinner tonight.”


  His smirk faded, giving her satisfaction. “Seriously?”


  “Uh, yeah. I’ve been looking forward to your chicken parm all—”


  “No, I meant about not renting a car.”


  She glared at him. “What part of that did I not make clear earlier?”


  “But I thought Lan said—”


  “Well, you thought wrong.” Dammit, she wouldn’t let these two damn Doms get the better of her. Unless they pulled the Master card—which she suspected they wouldn’t due to it being a job-related issue for her—she would hold her ground.


  On this matter, at least.


  It was too easy for the two of them to tag-team her, and before she knew it, she was rolling over.


  Not that rolling over was a bad thing with them, but dammit, she had her pride.


  This time, she wouldn’t cede.


  “Buckle up, buttercup,” she told him as she pulled away from the curb.


  Chapter Three


  


  Cris knew Tilly was being stubborn just for the sake of being stubborn at this point.


  And also that, very likely, Landry wouldn’t step in because he was enjoying watching the power struggle from a distance.


  Sadist.


  Cris was also smart enough to recognize that playing the Master card with Tilly regarding this topic would go over about as well as a fart at a funeral. He’d worked too damn long and hard to regain her trust to pull a stunt like that.


  Or to ask Lan to intercede on his behalf.


  No, this was one of those things he’d have to work out with her.


  With her sitting right there in the car, it wasn’t like he could call Landry and talk to him about it, either.


  When they returned home, Cris changed clothes and headed out to the kitchen to make dinner. When it was just the two of them, they switched off the chore. He did notice that when it was just him and Tilly, she seemed to drop back into slave mode more and more.


  It was the best feeling in the world, to have that trust from her again.


  Of course he’d cook her dinner. Who said Masters couldn’t cook dinner? Masters could do what the fuck they wanted, when they wanted.


  And he wanted to cook her dinner.


  Tonight, she’d even slipped on her leather collar and joined him in the kitchen wearing one of his old T-shirts. He’d donned shorts and nothing else.


  He pulled her close, wrapping her hair around his hand and tipping her head back. “Who’s my good girl?”


  She grinned. “Still not renting a car, Sir.”


  He laughed and gave her a long, deep kiss that hardened his cock. In some ways, this was better between them. She’d learned how to take care of herself, to stand up for herself.


  She didn’t brat but it was nice knowing he couldn’t steamroll her. That meant, especially in bed now, he could take control in ways he’d been hesitant to their first time around out of fear of her not stopping him if he crossed a line.


  Now, he had no doubts she’d stop him before he derailed them.


  He grabbed both her ass cheeks through the T-shirt and squeezed, hard, before smacking them. “I had other things in mind, Redbird. Like after-dinner activities.”


  “Mmm. I think I could be persuaded in that direction, Sir.”


  He nibbled on her neck, drawing a gasp from her when he nipped her, just below her ear. “Good, because I’m in the mood to give someone a spanking before I fuck their nice, hot pussy.”


  She squirmed against him. “We could do that before dinner, Sir.”


  Even her tone of voice had changed, sounding subspacey, turning his hard cock into something that felt like molten iron in his shorts.


  Now he had her. “After dinner, pet. I’m hungry.” One more smack delivered to her ass and he let her go, amused to see her sway a little on her feet.


  Good.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tilly knew trying to push or goad Cris into something before he was ready would only mean more delays.


  He was definitely a sadist like that.


  Not that she was complaining.


  Now having spent several years married to Landry, she easily saw where Cris had developed some of his sadistic practices.


  Again, not complaining in the least.


  If anything, it only amped up her excitement, her need. She knew he’d make good to take care of her after dinner. One thing he and Landry had quickly learned was that post-reunion Tilly was not a woman who took well to tease-and-denial play.


  If they teased her, they damn well better be ready to make good in short order. Winding her up and letting her go only made their own lives a living hell. It’d taken just one time of them doing that, Landry used to getting away with tease-and-denial with Cris, to end up with a screaming, and then sobbing Tilly, who alternately lashed out and retreated from the men, practically undoing in one evening all the work Landry had done trying to gain her trust.


  She hadn’t even realized why she’d triggered so hard or so badly until the three of them curled up in bed and talked it out.


  It was shades of rejection, of abandonment.


  And both Landry and Cris had sworn that night never to do that to her again.


  Making her wait a little while, for a definite payout, was one thing. Fun after dinner—fine.


  If that didn’t happen, unless it was legitimate circumstances beyond the men’s control like a natural disaster or something, it risked setting in motion something neither man wanted to happen.


  Landry still had his sadistic fun that way with Cris, but never with Tilly.


  She didn’t even mind a little delay, especially if they worked her up to a frenzy in the process, much like Cris was doing tonight.


  Such as making her sit on the counter, legs spread wide, so he could tease her by licking her pussy.


  Just enough to sink her into a deliciously subspacey place and keep her there for the duration.


  That was fun.


  That was something she damn well loved.


  Teasing with no foreseeable payout meant the men risked their testicles, or worse—losing her trust in them.


  After a delicious dinner eaten while cuddling on the couch, they cleaned up the kitchen together and set up a FaceTime call with Landry.


  “Ah, there’s my two gorgeous pets,” he said. “I was just getting ready to head for bed.”


  “So are we, Master,” Cris said as he hooked an arm around her shoulders and pulled her into his lap.


  “Miss you,” Tilly said. “We’ll fly home Friday night.”


  “I shall be eagerly awaiting your return, loves,” Landry said. “I wish I could have made this trip with you.”


  “Me, too,” they both said, making Tilly giggle. “Jinx,” she said.


  “I see someone’s already been dropped into subspace,” Landry said with a knowing smile. The picture tilted and shifted as he propped his iPad against his legs. He was in bed already, sitting up against the headboard.


  “I might have promised her some fun while we were cooking dinner,” Cris said.


  “Then fun you shall have,” Landry said. “I shan’t keep you any longer. I didn’t sleep very well last night, so I’m going to turn in.”


  Tilly sat up, alarm bells going off in her brain. “What’s wrong? Don’t you feel okay?”


  “Calm down, my rabid little nurse. I’m fine. My own damn fault, I had an iced coffee late in the afternoon.”


  She relaxed, relieved. “Oh. Well, yeah, you’re right. It was your own damn fault. You know you can’t have caffeine late in the day.”


  “Yes, and neither of you were here to give me a blowjob. Which is, of course, the fastest way for me to get to sleep when I’ve done that.”


  She smiled. “Hey, unintentional sadism on our part. Yay, us.”


  “Very amusing, love. I shall remember that when we’re together again. I can see someone needs a forced orgasm session with her pussy and her ass stuffed with cock.”


  Said pussy and ass both clenched at that thought. “Maaaybe,” she said.


  Landry chuckled. “Take her to bed and ravish her well and fully, Cris. Love you both.”


  “Love you,” they said in unison before Landry ended the call.


  Cris grinned down at her. “Well, now. Master gave me permission to ravish you.”


  “Yeah?”


  He tumbled her off his lap onto the sofa and stood, easily scooping her up and over his shoulder as she squealed.


  He smacked her ass, hard, as he carried her to the bedroom. “One ravishing, coming up.” He smacked her ass again. “In fact, I’m thinking someone’s getting a butt plug up their ass before their spanking.”


  Tilly whimpered. Oh, Cris was really wound up now.


  She’d have to remember to thank Landry tomorrow.


  He dropped her onto their bed, where she landed with a bounce. He walked over to the dresser where they kept their small supply of toys there at the condo and opened it.


  “Hmm. Let’s see.” He rooted through the drawer, pulling out her leather wrist and ankle cuffs and a snap-clip, as well as a medium-sized butt plug and the Hitachi vibrator.


  He brought them all over to the bed, a very wide grin on his face. “Shirt off, cuffs on.” He set everything on the bed. “I’ll go get the rest from the bathroom.”


  She was already naked and had her wrist cuffs on when he returned with a towel, a tube of lube, and a condom for the butt plug.


  “Such a good girl you are,” he said with a panty-dampening grin on his face.


  When she finished buckling the cuffs around her ankles, he stripped, sat on the edge of the bed, and patted his lap. “You know the drill, Redbird.”


  The brief oral teasing he’d given her earlier was nothing compared to the way her clit throbbed now. Her pussy was wet, ready, eagerly anticipating the spanking she was about to receive.


  When she was positioned over his lap, he used one snap-clip to capture her wrists together behind her back. He patted her on the ass.


  “What comes next?”


  She squirmed. “You’re going to put a butt plug in me.”


  “Good girl. And how do good girls ask?”


  Swirls of deeper subspace drew her down. “Please put the butt plug in me, Sir.”


  “Good girl.”


  She heard the snick of him opening the lube, and a moment later, she felt him drizzle it down the seam of her ass. Followed seconds later by the feel of the butt plug pressing against her rim.


  It wasn’t even the biggest one they owned and she wanted it inside her. Now.


  The sooner it was in, the sooner he’d spank her, and then the sooner he’d start making her come before he fucked her into a happy exhaustion that would leave her sated and sleepy and ready to curl up against his side.


  The only thing that shut her noisy brain off for any length of time, that blessed subspace.


  And both her men knew it, knew she needed it.


  He slowly worked the butt plug inside her as she tried to arch her back and rock her hips to urge him to go faster. Cris refused to be rushed and stilled her with his other hand pressed firmly in the small of her back, pinning her in place.


  “Someone’s eager tonight, aren’t they?”


  “Yes, Sir,” she mumbled against the mattress.


  Achingly slow, Cris fucked the butt plug into her ass, a little more with each thrust until the widest part of it was inside her and her body eagerly gobbled the rest of it, the flared base firmly wedged between her ass cheeks.


  He wiped his hand off on the towel and then patted her ass. “There you go.”


  She let out a moan, her need growing by the second, explosive. He wouldn’t need to use any of the French trigger phrases to make her come tonight. Her pump was primed and ready.


  With Tilly facing his left side, he grabbed the back of her collar with his left hand, and stroked her ass with his right. “Quick spanking for my good girl, and then you’ll get the orgasms. Okay?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  His right hand fell still and she held her breath, waiting, knowing damn well he was watching her breathing and would time the first strike during her inevitable inhale.


  She did, and he did, making her gasp as he started spanking her, hard and fast, alternating ass cheeks as he did until she squirmed in his lap and struggled not to kick her legs. Some of the swats landed directly on the base of the butt plug, only adding to her torment and making her even hornier than the spanking.


  When he finally stopped she lay there gasping for breath. She felt him reach for something, that something clearly identified when he pressed the head of the Hitachi between her legs and flipped it on to high.


  Tilly’s back arched, toes curling as the first orgasm ripped through her.


  “Good girl,” he cooed, chuckling. “Such a good girl. My good girl took her spanking, and now she gets her reward.”


  All she could do was moan in reply as he held the vibrator pressed against her clit. He would do so until he was ready to let her go or she finally safeworded.


  She wasn’t quite ready to give up just yet.


  Apparently, he couldn’t last as long as she could tonight. She gasped for breath again a few minutes later as he pulled the vibrator away and turned it off. He eased himself out from under her and turned her so she lay over the edge of the bed, feet on the floor.


  Stepping between her legs, he grabbed her wrists with one hand and fed his cock into her pussy with the other.


  Their happy groans echoed when he bottomed out inside her. Unclipping her wrists, he braced himself against the bed and started to fuck her, hard and fast.


  “Dammit, Redbird, you’re so fucking sexy when you’re coming like that.” Every thrust against her freshly spanked ass only kept the orgasms rolling through her, his body pressing against the base of the butt plug still inside her adding to the delight.


  Tonight he didn’t last very long. Several more thrusts, and he was groaning, filling her, falling still on top of her with his lips trailing down her spine.


  “You’re so beautiful, baby, and I love you so much.”


  She lay with her eyes closed, finally catching her breath. “I love you, too, Master.”


  Words she’d never dreamed she’d ever say again.


  Words she’d never wanted to say to any other man but him.


  And now she had Landry, too.


  He helped her to her feet and held her under the shower as they cleaned up. A few minutes later, they were spooned together in bed and she already felt sleep taking her.


  He nuzzled the back of her neck. “Sleep well, baby.”


  “You, too, Master.”


  Chapter Four


  


  Wednesday morning, Tilly gave Cris all due credit. She’d expected him to make another comment about renting a car, but by the time they pulled up to his office, he hadn’t said a word about it.


  Which left her feeling guilty for putting him through this aggravation.


  Which in turn irritated the snot out of her for feeling that way. She wondered if he was not asking her about renting a car deliberately, knowing that she’d feel guilty.


  I need serious help.


  She had already swapped places with him and hit the Interstate—freeway, she corrected herself—when she realized Cris had, once again, left his personal cell phone in the car.


  Dammit.


  When she reached her office, she texted his work phone from his personal cell.


  Guess what you left in the car again.


  He immediately called her. “Sorry. Can you please watch it for me today? I get work calls on it. If anyone texts or calls me, give them my work phone number.”


  “Will do.”


  “Thanks, sweetheart. Love you.”


  “Love you, too.”


  Now she really felt guilty. Had she not been so stubborn about this in the first place, it’d be a non-issue.


  Okay, so maybe when I pick him up, we’ll go rent a car. I can drive his and he can take the rental.


  Tilly had finished with a lunch meeting and was driving back to her office when she heard Cris’ cell ring from where it lay in the passenger seat. He’d received about eight calls on it and over a dozen texts already, all work-related.


  Dammit.


  Part of her wondered if he left it on purpose, just to push the issue.


  Fuck it. They’d rent a car. LA traffic wasn’t like Florida traffic.


  And still, his phone rang. Technically, she shouldn’t answer the phone while driving. Unlike Florida, in California she couldn’t hold the device and talk on it while driving.


  Grabbing it, she didn’t even glance at the screen before hitting the green button and the speaker mode, dropping it into her lap. “Cris Guerrero’s phone.”


  When the caller didn’t speak right away, Tilly thought maybe the call had dropped. She glanced into her lap and saw it was still connected. “Hello?” Tilly asked.


  “Who is this?” a woman asked.


  Tilly’s instinctive reaction was to ask who the fuck this was, but she reined it in. “I’m Tilly LaCroux, Cris’ wife. He forgot his cell phone. Can I help you?”


  “His…wife?”


  Tilly’s grip on her mental reins started slipping as she struggled to keep her thoughts from wildly running into dangerous territory. “Yes, his wife. Who is this, and how can I help you?”


  She silently added “bitch” to the end of that question.


  “I’m…My name’s Sofia Guerrero. I’m his cousin, Fi. He told me I could always call him at this number.”


  Tilly immediately relaxed as she negotiated traffic, even as her confusion increased. She thought she might have heard Cris mention a favorite cousin before. As far as Tilly knew, he hadn’t seen or heard from her in years, had lost contact with her. She’d been the only member of his family Cris had talked to after his father died.


  Tilly and Cris rarely discussed their families of origin. Tilly’s mom died in an accident, and she never knew her birth father. Her step-father raped her.


  Needless to say, she wasn’t close to anyone other than her adopted family of friends.


  And her two men.


  Cris’ parents had disowned him as a teenager, and he’d survived an abusive couple of years living at his uncle’s house before he’d landed a college scholarship, graduated high school, and then while attending college met Landry.


  “What can I do for you? Cris is in meetings all day today, but maybe I can help.”


  The woman started crying. “I need help.” Her voice dropped. “Please. He threatened to hurt my baby if I tried to leave.”


  In the background, Tilly heard what she thought was the sound of a baby crying. “Where are you?” Tilly said, upshifting from professional mode into full-on Domme mode. She pulled over into the next parking lot she came to and shifted the car in park. “Can you call 911?”


  “I can’t.” The woman cried harder. “I told him I was going to leave him the other day and he beat me up again. I was going to go to a shelter, but now I can’t. He’ll have his friends lie for him and get out of it and hurt me and the baby. Cris told me once, years ago, that he’d help me get away. I need to leave now. Before he comes back to the apartment this evening. Me and the baby. If I call the police, his friends here will see it, and he’ll run.”


  Beat her up again?


  That sealed it. “Give me your address.” Tilly grabbed her phone and plugged the info into it, mapping it. “I’m in Burbank. It says it’ll take me about forty-five minutes to get to where you are.”


  She knew Cris would spank her for this, and fine, she’d let him. But it would take her hours to get to his office near Anaheim and back at that time of day. She wasn’t even sure where his meetings were today, either. He might not even be in Anaheim.


  “You get everything together you can carry,” Tilly ordered. “Including anything you need for the baby. And any paperwork you have, like birth certificate, health records, photos, all of that stuff. Do you have something to write with? I’ll give you my cell phone number.”


  “Okay.”


  Five minutes later, Tilly was weaving through traffic, heading for the 5 and hoping to holy fuck that, for once, luck would be on her side.


  She had a flash of brilliance and wheeled into a home improvement store, racing through the aisles and finding what she needed, checking out in less than five minutes. Then she was back on the road and hitting the on-ramp to the Interstate.


  Tilly didn’t give a fuck what they called it in LA, it was still an Interstate.


  And she wished like fuck she was in Florida, because she’d have a good friend with a concealed carry permit she could call for backup in a case like this.


  


  * * * *


  


  Fortune favored the bold, Tilly knew. She had traffic on her side and managed to beat the navigation system on her phone’s estimated arrival time by five minutes.


  Giving her enough time to pull over once again and prep.


  She took the lighter and tested it, dropping it into the left pocket of her blazer. She popped the cap on the can of wasp spray and had it ready in her lap.


  Calling Fi back, Tilly’s pulse pounded in her ear until the woman answered. “Hello?”


  “Are you ready to go?”


  “Yes. But we need to hurry. His friend next door left to go to the store.”


  “That’s fine. I’ll be there in about two minutes. Do you have a car seat for the baby?”


  “No, it’s in his brother’s car.”


  Tilly was eagerly looking forward to meeting “him” and teaching “him” a lesson.


  But not yet.


  “Don’t worry, we’ll get a new one. Just be ready.”


  Tilly’s adrenaline was pumping by the time she pulled into the ratty apartment complex’s parking area. She kept the can of wasp spray in her right hand and hit the button on the key fob to lock her doors with her left thumb as she ran for the apartment.


  A young woman who looked like she’d been used as a punching bag opened the door when Tilly knocked.


  Fuck. Tilly couldn’t help but let nurse mode at least visually assess her. Both her eyes were blackened, the right nearly swollen shut. Bruises ringed her neck, and she held her left arm close to her body, like her shoulder might be dislocated.


  Scanning the spartan, dingy apartment as she walked in, Tilly said, “Introductions later. Where’s the baby?” Tilly sniffed the thick, close air and smelled old sweat, beer, cigarettes, and what she was pretty sure was the odor of pot.


  The woman pointed to the couch where a baby, who couldn’t be more than a couple of weeks old, was strapped into a disgusting-looking carrier. She appeared to be a baby girl, judging by her dingy pink onesie.


  Tilly stuck the can of wasp spray in the right pocket of her blazer, grabbed the carrier, and shouldered the overloaded, filthy diaper bag setting next to it on the couch. “What else do you have?”


  “My purse, and those.” A laundry basket and two garbage bags sat by the door.


  “You have everything you need? Paperwork? Pictures?”


  “In the diaper bag.”


  “Come on.” Tilly grabbed the heavier-looking of the two bags and headed out. The woman grabbed her purse and the laundry basket and followed her out to the car.


  Tilly popped the trunk. “Dump your stuff in there.” She put the baby on the backseat and buckled the carrier in as best she could. She’d passed a Target close by and knew they’d have what she’d need.


  The woman got the rest of her stuff from the apartment and brought it out.


  Five minutes later, they were speeding out of the parking lot, Tilly relieved she hadn’t had to use her improvised blowtorch on anyone in the process.


  Working to stifle her anger, Tilly didn’t look at the woman as she drove. “I’m Tilly.”


  “I…I thought Cris was gay.”


  “It’s…complicated.”


  “I thought he reconciled with Landry?”


  “He did. Landry’s my husband. It’s complicated.”


  “I thought you said you’re Cris’ wife?”


  “I…am. Sort of. It’s really complicated.”


  “So you’re living here in California?”


  “No, we live in Florida. We’re only out here for a few days this trip. It’s…complicated.” At the next red light, Tilly looked at her. “First things first, we need a car seat for the baby. Then I’m taking you to a damn hospital to get checked out.”


  She shook her head. “I can’t go to a hospital.”


  “You can, and you will. Money isn’t an issue.”


  “That’s not the problem. They’ll take my baby if you do.”


  Alarm bells rang in Tilly’s skull. “What are you on?”


  “I’m not! I’m clean, I swear. I haven’t used since I found out I was pregnant with her, but I’m on probation. If I tell them I was living with Monroe, they’ll put me in jail for violating.”


  “Why?”


  “Because…” She burst into tears. “He’s in a gang. He’s got a record. There’s warrants out on him. Him and his brother, both. It’s his brother’s apartment.”


  Fuck.


  Oh, there was a helluva punishment caning in her immediate future, Tilly knew. And she’d take it. She deserved it for being a terminally stupid idiot and racing in there when she should have called the cops—and Cris.


  “Okay. First things first,” Tilly said, “I need to get the baby a car seat.”


  “I don’t have any money.”


  “I said I would get it,” Tilly said. “You stay in the car.”


  When Tilly arrived at the Target, she grabbed both her and Cris’ cells and tossed them into her purse. “I’ll be back shortly. Stay here.” She got out, unfastened the baby’s carrier from the backseat, and pocketed her car keys.


  “Why are you taking her?” Sofia asked.


  “Because I need to know her size,” she lied before she closed the door.


  Like hell she’d leave a baby with that woman she’d just met, the mother or not. Especially knowing the woman was on the run from a violent gang asshole, and admitted being on probation.


  The baby wasn’t leaving Tilly’s sight.


  She got inside the store, carefully set the carrier in the cart, pulled another cart behind her, and headed for the baby section. Not only did she get the car seat, she got a new diaper bag, diapers, clothes, wipes, formula, bottles, and a folding playpen-crib—everything they’d need for their little guest.


  Wasn’t hard to guess what she’d need, because she helped with Leigh’s baby all the time and knew the routine.


  The car seat had a detachable carrier, which was good because this one was…gross.


  Tilly returned to the car, with two carts full of stuff, and proceeded first to strip the baby and thoroughly wipe her down with wipes before changing her diaper and getting her dressed in a clean, new onesie. All while Sofia watched.


  Then Sofia held the baby in her good arm while Tilly figured out the car seat, got it installed, then got the baby buckled in.


  Tilly stood and looked at the woman. “What’s her name?”


  “Katherine,” she said. “Katherine Crista Guerrero. I named her middle name after Cris. Sort of. He’s Cristo. I call her Katie, or KC, sometimes.”


  Tilly struggled to soften her drill-sergeant approach. “How old is she?”


  “Two weeks tomorrow.”


  Fuck. “Are you breastfeeding?”


  Sofia shook her head. “I tried and I couldn’t. I’ve still got some formula in the diaper bag. I get WIC and food stamps.”


  Well, score one for intuition. The woman looked practically emaciated. With the trauma she’d obviously been through, it was no wonder she couldn’t breastfeed.


  Tilly held her hand out. “Give me your cell phone.”


  The woman looked confused, but handed it over without complaint. A cheap-ass burner. Tilly checked the call log.


  Nothing since Tilly’s earlier call from Cris’ cell, and nothing but Sofia’s call to Cris’ cell for a day before that.


  Tilly pocketed it. “No offense, we’ll get you a new one.”


  Sofia burst into tears and flung her arms around Tilly. “Thank you,” she said.


  Tilly did her best not to gag. The woman smelled like she hadn’t bathed in at least a couple of days. “Let’s get home and get you a shower.”


  And then she’d have to call Cris.


  Chapter Five


  


  On the way home, Tilly called the office and cleared her calendar for the rest of the day, but didn’t say why.


  Five minutes later, Leigh called her. “What’s going on?”


  Tilly had her phone plugged into the hands-free speaker for the car, meaning Sofia could hear everything.


  “I can’t talk about it right now, Leigh,” Tilly said. “I have someone in the car with me.”


  Her friend’s tone turned concerned. “You all right?”


  “I’ll call you later today and update you. I need to handle a couple of things right now, immediately.”


  “Okay.”


  Tilly hung up and glanced at Sofia. “When was the last time you ate?”


  “Last night,” she admitted. “I had a piece of pizza.”


  When she reached her exit, Tilly pulled over into a McDonald’s and got the woman some food. She knew it wasn’t the healthiest choice, but from the way the woman wolfed it down, Tilly knew it had been the right decision.


  They finally pulled into the condo building’s private garage. Tilly knew the longer she waited to let Cris know what was going on, the worse it’d be, but she had to get a handle on everything first.


  Carrying the baby, Tilly led Sofia upstairs to their condo and inside. She pointed the woman to the guest bathroom. “First things first. You get in there and get a shower. Towels and everything you need are in there. I’ll unload the car.”


  Sofia started crying. “Thank you. I’m so sorry.”


  Tilly took a deep breath and tried to check her bitch voice. “I’m not angry with you. I’m angry, yes, but not at you. This isn’t my first rodeo, honey. We’re going to have a serious talk once you’re done with your shower. Leave the bathroom door unlocked. I’ll set your bags inside.”


  “Thanks.”


  Tilly turned on the TV and gently set the carrier holding the sleeping baby on the floor in front of it. Not the world’s best babysitter, but she’d need at least ten minutes to get the car unloaded.


  Once that was done, and she’d got the new baby bottles washed and ready to go, she called Leigh back.


  “I need the name and number of the best family attorney in LA,” Tilly said. “Especially for custody issues.”


  “What? What’s going on?”


  “Long story.”


  “Okay, seriously. You tell me what the hell is going on right now. You’re freaking me out.”


  “Long story short, Cris’ cousin has a newborn baby and has had the crap beaten out of her. She’s on probation and the asshole’s in a gang.”


  Leigh went silent. “Holy fuck. Where is she?”


  “In my guest shower.”


  “Oh, holy fuck, are you shitting me? Hold on.” Tilly heard Leigh yell for someone in the office. “You’ll want Dale Waters,” she said. “He’s a good friend of Clark’s. I’m guessing you want to talk to him this afternoon?”


  “Yep.”


  “Okay. Let me call Clark and get that ball rolling and I’ll call you back.”


  “Thanks.” Tilly ended the call. She grabbed the filthy diaper bag, took it into the kitchen, and upended it onto the tile floor.


  It was…gross. Like a thrift store reject.


  And she didn’t want it or its contents on her counters or table.


  There wasn’t much in there Tilly wanted to save, except three sealed cans of liquid formula that didn’t have to be refrigerated. Tucked into a side pocket, she found a zipper-top plastic bag holding the baby’s birth certificate, health records, and some other paperwork.


  For where the father’s name was supposed to go, it said Unknown.


  Tilly set the papers and formula on the counter.


  The rest she threw away.


  Including the diaper bag.


  She went through the laundry basket and Sofia’s purse.


  No drugs.


  One small measure of relief. And from what she could see, Tilly hadn’t spotted any needle tracks on the woman’s arms. That didn’t mean Sofia wasn’t using, but it was a good sign.


  Then she called Landry.


  “Hello, love. How are you doing tod—”


  “I need you on the first flight you can get to LA,” Tilly said, interrupting him. “Today. Right now.”


  “What’s wrong? Is Cris all right?”


  “Yeah, but I’m going to need your protection from Cris.” She gave him the quick summary.


  He let out a weighty sigh. “Very well, love. I’ll see what I can do. Do you wish me to call him and tell him?”


  “No, not yet. I’m going to wait to hear back from Leigh”—Tilly’s phone beeped with an incoming call—“and there she is. Get that ticket booked and get moving. Let me know when you have flight info.” She hung up on him and answered Leigh’s call. “Yeah?”


  “He can see you at six tonight,” Leigh said. “I’ll text you the address as soon as we’re done talking.”


  “Did I ever tell you how much I love you?”


  “Hey, I love you, too. It’s what friends are for. Keep me posted. Do you need us to come over?”


  Tilly heard the shower shut off in the bathroom. “Not yet. I’ll call you as I have more updates. Thanks.” She ended the call, her phone buzzing seconds later with a text message from Leigh with the name, phone number, and address of the attorney.


  Okay, those two things were handled.


  Next step…


  She texted Cris’ business cell. How are the meetings going?


  He texted her back. Almost done. Want to do dinner out tonight?


  She took a deep breath. Change in plans. We’re not alone for dinner tonight, and we have an appointment at six in Pasadena.


  She started counting. Her phone rang when she hit three.


  “What kind of appointment? And who is joining us for dinner?”


  Sofia stepped out of the bathroom in what looked to be a clean T-shirt and shorts, her hair wrapped in a towel. “It’s better I let you talk to someone else for a minute rather than explain it myself.”


  Tilly walked over to Sofia and handed her the phone. “It’s Cris.” She then went into the living room and checked on the baby.


  Still sound asleep, thankfully.


  “Hey, Cris. It’s Fi.” There was a moment of silence Tilly knew was likely Cris processing who it was and what she’d said. After talking to him for a couple of minutes, Sofia was crying. “Thank you,” she tearfully said. Then she returned the phone to Tilly. “He wants to talk to you.”


  Tilly took the phone back, took a deep breath, and answered. “Yo.”


  “Listen to me, we need to call Lan and—”


  “Done. He’s already booking a flight.”


  “Okay. Well, we need to get the name of an att—”


  “Done. That’s our six o’clock appointment. Is it better I come get you, or can someone take you to the attorney’s office?”


  He went quiet for a moment. When he spoke again, it was in the voice of Cris the Master. “Redbird,” he said using Dom tone, “exactly how long has this been going on?”


  It was only her rage at Sofia’s condition that kept Tilly from dropping into subspace. “Long enough that I’m already five steps ahead of you. You’ll get caught up when we get to the attorney,” she said. “We’re at the condo right now.”


  He let out a frustrated sigh. “We are going to have a talk tonight, Redbird,” he said.


  “I’m sure we will,” she said. “And I’m going to invoke the right to hide behind Sir Fussypants when we do.”


  He finally let out a chuckle. “Since when do you hide? Not fair.”


  “Never said I was fair. And you give mean punishment spankings.”


  “How bad is she?”


  “Bad.”


  “Okay. Might be better to text me the address. I’ll get over there by six, one way or another. Did I tell you how much I love you?”


  She turned away from Sofia. “Love you, too, Master,” she whispered. “Please, just be there. I need you.”


  When she ended the call, she forwarded Leigh’s text with the info to Cris.


  Turning back to Sofia, she said, “All right. First things first, show me what you brought with you.”


  Sofia nodded and led the way back to the bathroom where Tilly had put the bags of her stuff.


  After Tilly was convinced the woman didn’t have any drugs hidden in her things, Tilly laid down the law.


  “We’ve got an appointment at six with a good family attorney,” Tilly said. “Rule number one, you’re going to do what we say, exactly how we tell you to do it. Understand?”


  Sofia nodded. It looked like now that she was out of immediate danger, she was close to collapse.


  “Rule number two, I catch you with drugs, you will go to jail. And you will get drug tested. Understand?”


  Sofia nodded.


  “Rule number three, you are in no shape to take care of that baby. I’d guess from the way you’re holding your left arm, your shoulder’s either hurting like fuck, dislocated, or both. So I am in charge of Katie for now. Got it?”


  Sofia nodded.


  “FYI, I’m a nurse,” Tilly added. “So it’s not like I’m making this shit up as I go along. Well, I am, but not about that. Rule number four, you absolutely cannot have any contact with your ex. Is he the baby’s father?”


  “No,” she said. “Her father’s dead.”


  Great. “Then why didn’t you list him on the birth certificate?”


  “Because he was in the gang and I didn’t want his family trying to get custody of her. He didn’t even know I was pregnant when he died. I’d only met him a few weeks earlier.”


  “Why didn’t you tell them that at the hospital, then?”


  “Because I didn’t want any record his family could follow.”


  “Okay. Well, for obvious reasons, the no-contact rule applies to anyone. For right now, you’re off the grid.”


  “Can we come to Florida with you?”


  “We’ll have to figure that out. If you’re on probation, that might not be possible immediately. We’ll have to wait and see.”


  “He threatened to kill her. Can you at least take her with you? Get her out of the state? Please? I need to know she’s safe.”


  Tilly’s heart ached. She knew she was dangerously close to wanting to go back to the crappy apartment and burning it down with the asshole who’d beaten Sofia tied up inside. “That falls under the heading of ‘we’ll decide that once we talk to the attorney.’ Cris will meet us there. Follow me.”


  Tilly was a little larger than Sofia and knew her clothes would fit the battered woman. She led Sofia to the master bedroom and found a blouse and slacks that Sofia could wear. They wore the same shoe size, so Tilly gave her a pair of black flats.


  The woman now almost looked normal, except for her injuries.


  The baby let out a cry in the living room.


  “I’ve got her,” Tilly told her. “You sit on the couch and wait while I get her ready.”


  Sofia started crying again. “Thank you so much for this,” she said. “I was so scared. I didn’t have anywhere else to go when I had her except back with Monroe.”


  “They couldn’t get you to a women’s shelter from the hospital?”


  “Monroe always had someone stay with me from the gang. I couldn’t get away. He warned me if I tried anything, that he’d tell them I violated my probation. I didn’t want to lose Katie.”


  “What about your parents? Your brothers?”


  She shook her head. “My parents disowned me. I can’t call them. I don’t even know how to contact any of my brothers.”


  Trying to focus on one thing at a time, Tilly got the baby and checked her. She needed a new diaper, for starters. Grabbing everything else she’d need and moving it to the kitchen, and taking several trips to do so with the baby in one arm, Tilly started by bathing Katie in the kitchen sink.


  She’d forgotten to get a baby tub, but they could pick that up later. The poor thing had been filthy when Tilly wiped her down in the parking lot, but at least she didn’t look like she had any diaper rash or other skin issues.


  “When is she due back to the doctor?” Tilly called out from the kitchen. “Who is her pediatrician?”


  “We go to the health department,” Sofia said. “She’s due next week for a check-up.”


  After getting her bathed and dried, Tilly diapered and dressed her and prepped her a bottle of formula, which the infant eagerly started devouring like she was starving.


  Based on how thin the baby appeared, it wouldn’t surprise Tilly to find out she was underweight for her age and length as well.


  Tilly walked back into the living room, the baby in one arm, her other hand holding the bottle. “Why is she so thin? Was she underweight when she was born? Is she a preemie?”


  Sofia looked at her lap. “Monroe was trading some of the formula I got from WIC for…stuff.”


  Tilly suspected that meant drugs.


  Reeeallly hoping she would get a chance to meet this fucker face-to-face, Tilly fought back her urge to scream in anger.


  “Rule number five, you will sign over a temporary guardianship of Katie to me and Cris and Landry. If you are serious about wanting to keep her safe and cared for, you’re going to do that. We need to have legal rights to take care of her, especially if you’re on probation. If something happens, I do not want her in the foster care system. Understand?”


  Sofia nodded. “Thank you,” she softly said.


  Tilly took a deep breath and let it out again. “I’m sorry I’m coming off as a massive bitch right now, but there are certain things that piss me off and hit every last one of my bitch triggers. It usually never happens all at once, but this time, it has. Abuse and children at risk are my two biggest triggers.”


  Sofia managed a sad smile that nearly broke Tilly’s heart. “That’s okay,” Sofia said. “Because I know it means she’s going to be safe.”


  “Well, so will you, as long as you follow our orders.” Tilly winced. “Instructions,” she amended.


  “Thank you for this,” Sofia said. “I really appreciate it.”


  “What are you on probation for?” Tilly almost feared hearing the answer.


  “Monroe made me help them with a welfare scam and I got caught.”


  Well, at least it wasn’t a violent offense. Or drugs. “What did you used to use?”


  Sofia looked ashamed. “I smoked pot,” she said. “And I used to drink a lot. I quit it all cold turkey when I found out about the baby.”


  “Meth? Crack? Heroin?”


  “No, I swear. I could never afford that anyway. Plus they drug test me on probation.”


  “So I pull you in for a drug test now, you’re completely clean?”


  “Yeah. I was going to AA for a while when I first quit. Then Monroe wouldn’t let me go anymore.”


  Tilly didn’t want to admit she still wasn’t letting her guard fully down around this woman. The last thing she wanted to do was get scammed.


  “Once she’s finished eating, we’ll get going. Cris will meet us at the lawyer’s office.” The sound of a strange phone ringing caught her ear, and she realized it was Sofia’s cell. Tilly walked over to the counter and looked at the phone.


  “It says Monroe.” Tilly adjusted the baby in her arm, propping the bottle against her chest, and picked up the phone despite Sofia’s horrified expression.


  “Hellooo?” Tilly answered in a sing-song voice. “To whom am I speaking?”


  The guy even sounded like an asshole. “Who da fuck is dis?”


  Still using her sing-song voice, which would have probably terrified poor Sofia if she knew Tilly better, Tilly said, “Oh, just someone. Who da fuck are you, asshole?”


  “Where’s Sofia, bitch?”


  “Oh, I regret to inform you that Sofia has decided to terminate her affiliation with you, scumbag. I am absolutely the last person you want to mess with right now, because the first thing I want to do to you, douchebag, is string you up and castrate you for starving a motherfucking baby by selling her formula for drugs. So let me tell you something, buddy. You best pray to whatever god your little punk ass believes in, because we ever meet face to face, you’re going to wish you’d never been fucking born. Am I clear?”


  The man was silent for a moment. “Bitch, Imma gonna fuckin’ kill you when I find—”


  “You ain’t gonna kill jack shit, homey,” she said, trying to keep her voice down so she didn’t scare the baby. “But let me fucking tell you something. I have money, and I have friends, and I have a massively raging case of anger issues just making me itch to fucking rip someone’s guts out with my bare hands. I am a native daughter of the motherfucking state that put ‘stand your ground’ on the fucking map, okay? I will not hesitate to make sure the rest of your pitiful life is as fucking miserable as I can make it. I can afford to fuck your shit up for fun, just because I can. I can make you my motherfucking hobby, and see, that’s the last thing you want to be, because I’m a sadist. We clear?”


  “You fucking put Sofia on right now, you cunt.”


  “Oh, yeah. See, that’s not going to happen, jackass. Buh-bye.”


  Tilly ended the call. Then she immediately dialed 911 and ignored the call waiting beep that started a few seconds later, indicating the jackass was trying to call her back. When the operator answered, Tilly played it up good. “Oh my god, the guy next door, it sounds like he’s killing his girlfriend! Please, hurry! He’s got warrants and does drugs and everything, and she has a tiny baby! I can hear the baby screaming! It’s horrible!”


  Tilly rattled off the address, then once she knew the operator had the call dispatched to police, she hung up.


  She popped the back off the phone and removed the battery. Then she put the stopper in the kitchen sink, ran some water in it, and dropped the phone in to let it soak.


  Tilly turned to Sofia with a smile as she once again held the baby bottle in her other hand. “Well, that was fun!”


  Sofia wore an expression of wide-eyed terror. “What’d Monroe say?”


  “A lot of huff and puff all these assholes say when they realize they have no power. He has no idea where you or the baby are. He has no freaking clue who I am. Let me tell you something—he damn sure doesn’t ever want to meet me face to face. And I’m sure he’ll have a lot of fun explaining shit to the cops when they get there.”


  “But…I’m not there.”


  “Doesn’t matter. Domestic dispute like that, they’ll run him to see if he’s got a record. You said he’s got warrants, right?”


  She nodded.


  Tilly shrugged. “Good. They’ll pick him up. He keep drugs in the apartment?”


  Sofia nodded. “He deals.”


  “Cool. I just made some narco detective’s afternoon, then.”


  Tilly sat in one of the chairs in the living room and stared down into the baby’s face. She had beautiful green eyes, which were now almost completely closed. She’d nearly drained the bottle, but Tilly could tell she was full from how her sucking had slowed. Setting the bottle on the coffee table, Tilly moved her onto her shoulder, over the burp pad there, and gently patted her on the back.


  “Our washer and dryer are in the closet on the far side of the kitchen,” Tilly told her. “Everything you need is in there. Wash all your clothes, and hers. I don’t want them smelling like that place.”


  “Okay.” Sofia got up to do it, still cradling her left arm.


  Tilly fought the urge to tell Sofia never mind, that she’d take care of it. Even injured, the woman needed to learn to handle life and stand up for herself.


  And her child.


  If she couldn’t handle doing laundry, there’s no way Tilly would entrust an infant to her care.


  Katie finally gave up a huge burp that made Tilly smile. She stood and got her phone and called Leigh back. “Hey, I need your pediatrician’s name and number, too, and can you see if they can get me in first thing in the morning as an emergency new patient?”


  “You want me to move the Hollywood sign for you while I’m at it?” Leigh teased.


  “Yeah, that’d be great. I can’t see it from here anyway.”


  “How old’s the baby?”


  “Two weeks.”


  “Holy…oh holy hell. This is bad, isn’t it?”


  “It has the potential to be, yes.”


  “I’ll get that done for you and text you the info.”


  “Thanks. I promise, I’ll call you later and tell you everything. But I don’t know how late we’ll be at the attorney’s office. Lan’s flying out, too.”


  “I understand. Just be safe.”


  “What’s the fun in that?” Tilly ended the call to the sound of Leigh giggling on the other end.


  By the time Sofia had a load of clothes going in the washer, Tilly had settled the baby in the carrier, packed the new diaper bag with supplies—including several bottles of water ready to go and a can of powdered formula—and was waiting for the woman in the living room. Tilly had left the old baby carrier sitting in the cart at the store. Maybe someone else could clean it up and use it, but she didn’t want it.


  Tilly had also grabbed the baby’s paperwork and tucked it into her purse.


  “Ready?” Tilly asked.


  “Yeah.” Sofia looked close to collapse. “I guess. I’m sorry I’m causing this trouble.”


  “Hey, stop that. You’re family. Again, I’m not putting my best foot forward right now. After we get the hectic stuff handled and settle in, I swear I’ve actually been told I have the ability to be nice.”


  Sofia managed a smile. “You’re a lifesaver. Literally.”


  Down in the car, Tilly buckled the baby in and then slid behind the wheel.


  “Why do you carry a can of wasp spray in your car?” Sofia asked.


  “Same reason I have a lighter in my pocket even though I don’t smoke,” Tilly said as she started the engine. “Insurance.”


  Chapter Six


  


  Tilly didn’t know how he’d managed it, but Cris was standing outside the attorney’s office when she pulled into the parking lot next to it.


  He hurried over, practically yanking Sofia from the car as she got out, hugging her.


  The woman burst into tears. “I’m sorry, Cris,” she said. “I’m sorry I didn’t let you take me away years ago. I should have listened to you.”


  Tilly exchanged a look with him over the car’s roof before she opened the back door to get Katie out.


  “It’s okay, Fi,” he said. “The important thing is you two are safe.” He cradled her face in his hands. “You absolutely will not go back to him. Understand?”


  She nodded. “Tilly already laid down the law.” She tearfully laughed. “In the good way.”


  “Yeah, well, she’s good at that kind of stuff.”


  When Tilly’s phone buzzed with a text, she glanced at it.


  It was from Landry, giving her his flight info and telling her he was already at Tampa International and preparing to board.


  “Okay, add that to the list,” Tilly said. “One of us will need to pick him up at LAX. I’m thinking me.”


  “Why you?” Cris asked.


  She smiled. “Because he’s my damn human shield, that’s why.”


  Cris laughed. He grabbed the diaper bag and followed Tilly and Sofia into the building, where a receptionist didn’t even keep them cooling in the waiting room before leading them back to an office.


  The attorney was an older, short man, shorter than Tilly, with red hair and freckles, but he wore a determined air that Tilly liked even before he opened his mouth.


  “Dale Waters,” he said, shaking hands and indicating for them to take a seat. “I’m going to go out on a limb and say you’re the one they’re here for,” he said to Sofia.


  She nodded.


  “Leigh didn’t go into details,” he continued, “so let’s start from the beginning.”


  He took notes while Tilly led the charge, telling everything that had happened since she’d stepped into the scene after receiving Sofia’s call. Then he asked Sofia some very pointed and uncomfortable questions before sitting back in his chair.


  “Okay. So today we’re going to draft an emergency guardianship order, at the very least, correct?”


  Sofia nodded. “Please.”


  “We should draw up a simple will for you as well, designating who gets custody of Sofia in case anything happens to you.”


  Sofia looked to Tilly, who nodded.


  “That’s fine,” Cris said. “We’re paying for it. Do all of that. Durable power of attorney, living will, whatever we need to put in place. She has no property, just Katie.”


  The attorney studied Sofia for a moment. “You do realize we need to take you to the hospital, right?”


  She shook her head. “I can’t go. That might risk probation getting involved.”


  “You have to go.” The attorney took off his glasses and stared at her. “I’ll be going with you. Once you tell the story, chances are you won’t be charged with violating your probation. However, if you don’t have documentation about what happened, when we do go talk to your probation officer tomorrow, there’s a good chance they might want to revoke your probation for not reporting the crime. And for child endangerment. We have to show you were in fear before.”


  “But…but she’s safe now.”


  “Doesn’t matter. For letting your ex take her formula.”


  “I didn’t let him. He just took it and threatened me when I tried to fight him. He beat me up when I said I was leaving.”


  “Exactly. And documenting your injuries, and getting a police report about the abuse, means you’re not hiding anything.”


  She didn’t look happy about that, but she finally nodded.


  “No, I can’t guarantee you they won’t revoke you if you do go to the hospital. But I can guarantee you they absolutely will if you don’t go and get a report. The fact that you’ve reached out to stable family members with the means and resources to protect Katie is a point in your favor.”


  It was nearly eight o’clock when they finally got out of there and headed for the nearest hospital, the attorney following them in his car. First thing tomorrow morning, he’d file the emergency motion for guardianship for Katie. Landry could go with Sofia and the attorney to handle that. Cris had meetings he couldn’t get out of.


  And Tilly would take the baby to the doctor. Leigh had gotten the appointment set up for them after calling in a couple of favors to get the doctor’s personal cell number and talking directly to him. Tilly had a notarized statement signed by Sofia and giving Tilly authority to have Katie treated, and giving Tilly, Cris, and Landry temporary custody of her until the formal paperwork was filed. The attorney assured Tilly it would be sufficient for a doctor’s appointment until they had the actual court order in hand.


  At least that’s one good thing about this place. Money really can buy pretty much anything—except common sense.


  Tilly didn’t like the idea of exposing a newborn to the germs of an ER, but there wasn’t much other choice.


  It probably wasn’t any worse than the shit-hole she’d rescued her from.


  As they waited to be called, Tilly kept a blanket draped over the baby’s carrier and held it as close to her body as possible. She knew it wouldn’t stop really determined germs, but she wanted to do something.


  The harried ER doc visibly relaxed when Dale took over explaining the situation. Tilly didn’t need to be a mind reader to know the doctor had been trying to figure out how to get the baby away from them without forcibly doing so.


  “Okay,” the doctor finally said when the attorney let him get a word in edgewise. “But you realize we do have to notify law enforcement about this?”


  “Absolutely,” Dale said. “I want you to. I need a police report to take to her probation officer tomorrow morning after we get done in court.”


  Tilly’s instincts had been right. Sofia’s shoulder had been dislocated. They gave her a shot of pain meds when they reset it, but she refused a prescription for pain meds, earning Tilly’s respect for that, at least.


  “I don’t want anything stronger,” Sofia insisted. “I’ve worked too hard to stay clean and sober.”


  It was after eleven o’clock by the time they left the ER. Landry’s plane would be landing soon, but at least the traffic had eased somewhat.


  The attorney, who was more than happy to run a retainer fee on Cris’ black AmEx card, offered to take the two of them home.


  “You only live about a mile from me,” he said. “It’s not an inconvenience.”


  Tilly felt relieved. “Thanks. I’ll take the baby and get Lan.”


  Cris arched an eyebrow but apparently knew better than to argue with her.


  He leaned in and kissed her. “Drive safely, Redbird,” he whispered to her. “I guess one way or another, you get out of your punishment spanking tonight regardless.” He smiled, tipping his head toward Sofia.


  Yes, with a guest in residence, that would curtail their kinky activities.


  Tilly got Katie, who other than waking up for a diaper and a bottle while in the attorney’s office had slept through everything, securely buckled in. On her way to the airport, Tilly called Leigh back on the hands-free setup.


  “Okay, what the hell, honey? Tell me the whole story.” Now able to talk without Sofa listening in, Tilly got Leigh caught up.


  Leigh let out a low whistle at the end. “Wow. Holy hell.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Landry’s flying in?”


  “I’m on my way to LAX to get him. He’s landing shortly.”


  “Where’s the baby?”


  “In my backseat.”


  “Does it make me horrible to say I wouldn’t trust that woman with the baby right now?”


  “Why do you think the baby’s in my backseat? Besides the fact that Sofia’s hurting, her shoulder needs time to heal. And Cris needs to have a long talk with her, alone.”


  “And it’s a baby.” Tilly could almost hear Leigh’s smile.


  “Uh, duh.” Tilly’s heart ached. No, Katie wasn’t, technically, her baby, but she was damn sure going to protect her and care for her as if she was. Katie was family.


  Hell, she had Cris’ last name already, and had sort of been named after him.


  Tilly shoved that wistful thought away.


  “So are they moving to Florida with you guys?” Leigh asked.


  “Well, I damn sure can tell you the baby is. Sofia’s a wreck. Dale and Landry will go with her tomorrow to the hearing and then to see her probation officer. Dale will have to talk to them to find out what we need to do to get her probation transferred to Florida. If they don’t let her move, we’ll have to set her up somewhere in the area, but not near that fucker she just left.” Tilly spotted the sign for her exit. “I have to go. I’m almost at the airport. I’ll talk to you in the morning.”


  “Just be careful, okay? I know you’re tough but some of those pricks in the gangs don’t give a shit about their own lives, much less anyone else’s. These aren’t Florida gangs. They’re another level of crazy you aren’t used to.”


  “Don’t worry. He doesn’t even know who the hell I am, much less where. By the time the cops got done tossing his apartment and hauling him in for his outstanding warrants, I’m sure he forgot all about me and that phone call.”


  Tilly got off the phone and focused on driving. She still had fifteen minutes to wait when she walked into the main terminal. She grabbed herself a Starbucks and then sat in a chair where she could see Landry when he arrived in the main terminal, and she placed Katie’s carrier on the chair next to her.


  The baby awoke and started to fuss a little. Tilly quickly prepped her a bottle, taking her out of the carrier to feed her.


  That’s where Landry found her sitting when he walked into the main terminal.


  He sat next to Tilly and kissed her, then stroked the baby’s head. “She’s beautiful,” he said. “What’s her name?”


  “Katie, or KC. Short for Katherine Crista Guerrero. How’s that for fucking irony?”


  “Language, love.”


  “She won’t remember it. And if I’m in her life, not like she won’t hear me drop that bomb a time or two…thousand.”


  “True.” He made Tilly look him in the eye. “How are you doing? Any bodies we need to hide?”


  “You know me too well.” They sat there, Tilly’s head resting on Landry’s shoulder as she gave him the play-by.


  “I believe you outdid yourself, love. I would imagine it’s a miracle if the asshole didn’t have a brain aneurism from how you talked to him.”


  Tilly giggled. “I know, right? And, language.”


  Katie had finished her bottle. Tilly suspected the little girl would seriously start gaining some needed weight now that her formula wasn’t being stolen right out from under her.


  Tilly put her on her shoulder and burped her. “What about your luggage?” He had two carry-ons.


  “I only brought these. I wasn’t sure how long we’d be out here, but I have clothes at the condo.”


  “Oh, yeah. Sorry.” Katie let out a loud belch, making Landry laugh.


  “My. That’s a sound I wouldn’t expect from such a little thing as her.”


  “You should have heard her earlier,” Tilly said, buckling her back into her carrier.


  Landry took the keys from Tilly, but since he had his arms full with his carry-ons, he didn’t take the diaper bag. Tilly guided him out to the car and showed him how the carrier attached to the car seat base.


  When he was behind the wheel, he pulled Tilly in for another kiss. “I love you, darling. While I don’t approve of you dashing off alone the way you did, I will admit it’s for a good cause. I shall talk to our dear Cris about not punishing you. See if I can persuade him not to.”


  “Wait. I thought you’d order him not to.”


  He smiled. “Well, dear, I am a sadist, if you’ll recall. I believe it’s one of my many charms that you fell in love with. You’ll have to negotiate that with Cris yourself.”


  “Dammit,” she muttered.


  “Oh, love?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Why is there a can of wasp spray in your car?”


  Tilly giggled. “Insurance.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Cris was sitting up in the living room when they returned home. Now dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, he had a bottle of beer in hand.


  He was not wearing his leather cuffs and collar.


  He got up and immediately headed toward them but Landry stayed him with his hand. “It’s all right,” Landry said, his voice low and glancing around. “Not with a guest here.”


  Cris would have dropped to his knees in front of Landry and kissed his feet, their usual greeting ritual when one of them had been away overnight or longer.


  Instead, Landry pulled him in for a kiss and whispered something in his ear that Tilly couldn’t hear.


  She took the baby into the living room and set about getting her diaper changed. That’s when she realized the portable crib she’d bought wasn’t in its box where she’d left it.


  “Where’s the crib?”


  “Our bedroom,” Cris said. “Fi and I talked for a while but she was really hurting. I sent her to bed. When I checked on her a little while ago, she was totally zonked. I told her we’d take care of the baby for the next few days until her shoulder’s healed.”


  Relief filled Tilly. No, she didn’t want to take Katie from Sofia…


  But Tilly damn sure didn’t want to give her back to the young mother just yet, either.


  Not until they were all in Florida and Tilly was positive there wouldn’t be any problems.


  “So what else did she say?” Tilly asked, settling on the couch with Katie cradled against her chest.


  Cris went over what they’d talked about, including how shocked in a good way Sofia felt about how Tilly had talked to Monroe on the phone.


  “I wonder if he was arrested?” Landry mused. “We’ll have to ask the attorney tomorrow morning about that. See if he can check into it.”


  “I already checked,” Cris said. “Online records. He was booked this afternoon.”


  “Excellent,” Landry said. “That’s one less worry.”


  “Not exactly. I paid for a background check on him. He’s been arrested over thirty times and has spent a total of fifteen years in jail. He’s twelve years older than Fi.”


  “Terrific,” Tilly said. “Thank god he’s not Katie’s biological father.” She cuddled the baby just a little closer.


  “Sofia is really ready to move to Florida?” Landry asked Cris. “I recall how it broke your heart before when she wouldn’t.”


  “Yeah. She’s worried about her probation officer and then getting a job in Florida because of her arrest record, but she’s done with all of this crap out here. The baby snapped her out of it, finally. Better late than never, I guess.”


  “What about her parents? Your aunt and uncle? Her brothers? Should we notify them?”


  Cris shrugged. “Why?”


  “They do have a newborn granddaughter and niece,” Landry pointed out.


  “So?”


  “Cris, you are no longer a teenage boy your uncle can use as a punching bag. Perhaps we should allow Sofia the chance to reconcile with them.”


  “Uh, no offense, Lan, but no. I don’t want her staying here in LA if probation gives her permission to move to Florida. And she specifically said she absolutely does not want her parents or her brothers getting custody of the baby. She’s afraid they’ll never let her see Katie again, even after she’s got her life straightened out. Not to mention she remembers how her father used to beat me. She wants us to have custody because she trusts us not only to raise Katie right, but to not screw her over later with giving Katie back when Sofia’s ready and able to take care of her.”


  “And they would try to get custody of the baby,” Tilly darkly muttered. “People like that don’t give a shit about others.”


  Landry looked at her. “Well, that would be rather foolish on their part, wouldn’t it?” He smiled. “I suspect no sane person will pry that baby from your arms before you’re ready to relinquish her, my vicious little Redbird.”


  “Damn straight.”


  Normally, on a night when all three of them were together again after time spent apart, they’d make love. At least two of the three of them usually would.


  Not tonight.


  And tonight they all wore some sort of clothes to bed. Tilly wore one of Cris’ old T-shirts, which hung past her ass. The men both wore boxers to bed.


  Tonight, Landry would be in the middle with Tilly on the left side of the bed, where Cris had set up the portable crib.


  After getting the baby safely tucked in, Tilly stood there for a moment, struggling against the prickle of tears trying to well up in her eyes.


  The men gathered behind her, their arms around her, their chins on her shoulders.


  “It’s all right to cry, love,” Landry whispered. “It doesn’t make you weak. It means you’re strong enough to care and mourn.”


  “Let it out, sweetheart,” Cris gently said.


  She held her arms crossed tightly over her chest. “It’s not fair,” she whispered. “It’s not fucking fair. Even a fuckup—no offense, Cris—like her can have a gorgeous, beautiful baby. And because some fucking asshole raped me when I was a kid, I went through a lifetime of misery and my dream of having kids was taken from me. It’s not fucking fair.”


  They made her turn, her face pressed against Landry’s chest while Cris pushed in close behind her, their arms around her.


  “I know, Redbird,” Cris said. “That’s the one thing I always wished I could give you and couldn’t.”


  “It’s not fucking fair.”


  Landry nuzzled his chin against the top of her head. “Take comfort that because you answered the phone, you might have saved their lives.” He made her look up at him. “Are you sure you don’t wish to consider adoption?”


  She shook her head. “No. It’s not like a car where if you don’t bond with it right away you can take it back. I won’t do that to a baby.”


  “You seem to be bonding rather well with Katie.”


  “This is different. She’s family.”


  “You love Lily,” Cris said. “And Kenny.”


  “And even Laurel,” Landry added. “That beautiful, blessed little hellion.”


  “Molly,” Cris said. “All our friends’ kids, you love them.”


  “That’s…different.”


  “Are you so sure?” Landry asked. “Truly?”


  She sniffled. “I think so.”


  “Maybe once life settles down a little,” Landry said, “we should look into adoption.”


  “Or a surrogate,” Cris said. “That’s an option, too.”


  She took a deep breath. “Sorry, guys. I’m just overwhelmed today. I’ll be okay.” She kissed Landry, then Cris. “No, we don’t need to rush out and do something. I just…need to recover from today.”


  Once they were snuggled in bed, the lights off, Tilly wedged herself against Landry, who’d spooned against her. Cris, in turn, spooned along Landry’s back.


  “I love you guys,” she whispered into the dark.


  “Love you, too,” they said in unison, followed by chuckles from them.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Tilly was no stranger to nightmares. She’d experienced them the majority of her life, ever since the nighttime visits to her bedroom by her step-father started.


  They had, however, come fewer, and farther between since her life had settled into what now passed for normal in their household. Rare was the night she didn’t have one or both of her men in bed with her.


  That went a long way toward keeping the nightmares at bay.


  No doubt it was the day’s events that triggered this round, the first series of nightmares she’d had in months. Her sleep was plagued with visions of what might have happened had Sofia’s ex showed up while Tilly was trying to rescue her and Katie. What would have happened had Tilly resorted to her makeshift blowtorch.


  Had she showed up too late and found Sofia and the baby dead.


  Those visions were the worst.


  Around four a.m. Thursday morning, Tilly gave up trying to sleep. Soaked to the skin with sweat, she carefully got out of bed, discarded the T-shirt in the hamper, and pulled on a clean one. When she went to check on the baby, she found her lying there, eyes open.


  “You’re a quiet one, aren’t you?” Tilly scooped her up and carried her out to the living room. There, she changed her and then got her bottle ready. Sitting on the couch with the early-early morning news show playing at a barely audible level, that’s where Cris found her when he awoke at five.


  He settled onto the couch next to her. “I never heard you get up, Redbird.”


  “That was kind of my point,” Tilly softly said. “I didn’t want to wake you guys.”


  Katie was working on bottle number two. Tilly hoped the pediatrician would give the baby a clean bill of health despite Katie being slightly underweight. Tilly’s instincts told her to let the baby eat as much as she could right now, to catch up.


  Cris draped an arm around Tilly’s shoulders and pulled her close, nuzzling the top of her head. “Nightmares?”


  She let out a long, deep sigh and nodded.


  He kissed her forehead. “I’m sorry, Redbird.”


  “Not your fault.”


  “She’s my cousin.”


  “Still not your fault.”


  He rested his head against hers and reached in, stroking the baby’s hand with his. “She’s beautiful.”


  “Yeah.”


  “I’m sorry I can’t go to the doctor with you today.”


  “Well, even if your schedule allowed it, you’d be going with them to the hearing and the probation officer. I can handle the doctor appointment.”


  “It’s not fair to dump all this on you.”


  “At least we’re in a position to afford it. If you’d seen that shit-hole apartment…” She suppressed a shudder. “This worked out as if it was supposed to work out like this. I got the call, I was able to reach her. Let’s be honest, you would have called the cops.”


  “Yeah, I would have.”


  “And Katie would be in state care right now, and Sofia would be in jail.”


  “She still might go to jail.”


  “Better later than before we could step in and help with Katie. Are we really not going to contact her family?”


  Time for him to let out a sigh. “I don’t know yet. My gut instinct is no, because it will cause more problems than it will solve. They won’t want Sofia to leave the state with Katie, and might fight us for custody.”


  “That’s a moot issue once Sofia designates us guardians, isn’t it?”


  “That’s what I hope, but people can sue for anything. I’d rather not drag our private lives through the mud.”


  She snorted. “Says the man giving me a hard time about not renting a car.”


  He arched an eyebrow at her. “You’re just banking those punishment swats, aren’t you?”


  Tilly threw in a little pout. “Landry said he’d talk to you about not punishing me.”


  Cris smiled. “I think I’ll need some persuasion on your part.”


  She stared up into his brown eyes. Those sweet, handsome eyes she fell in love with what felt like a lifetime ago. Two lifetimes. Hell, three, if she counted their time together, their time apart, and him and Landry coming back into her life.


  “If it involves BJs and other…things, I’m in.” She grinned.


  A soft chuckle escaped him. “I never could wholeheartedly punish you, baby.”


  She tipped her head onto his shoulder. “And how I loved you for it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Of course he’d heard Tilly get up. He just didn’t want her to feel guilty about him waking up.


  He was so attuned to Tilly’s moods that he couldn’t not awaken when he heard her leave their bed, change clothes, and get the baby. She’d had a restless night, tossing and turning, and he’d awakened several times, unable to comfort her without awakening Landry in the process.


  This was going to be a long, damn day, Cris knew that already. As he gave Tilly one last kiss and rose from the couch to start his usual morning routine, he tried not to think about his uncle.


  The last person he wanted to contact was that man.


  He damn sure didn’t want Katie raised by anyone in that family. Considering Fi’s poor track record of having an inability to stand up for herself, he feared getting his aunt and uncle and cousins involved in this before they legally had the paperwork filed and finalized would open a can of worms.


  Especially if his mother got word of it. She’d most likely jump in on her brother-in-law’s side.


  His inclination was to wait until they were all safely back in Florida to track his family down and notify them about Sofia’s whereabouts and new-mother status.


  Even if that meant waiting several months to untangle legal paperwork snarls to get Fi moved to Florida.


  If then.


  There really wasn’t any reason to tell them about the baby. Sofia had reached out to her parents while she was pregnant and didn’t even get much info out before her parents shut her down and threw her out.


  Why should he go out of his way to let them know about a baby?


  The sadist in him toyed with the idea of waiting, and then maybe when the baby was two or three, sending them a series of pictures of Katie’s landmarks, like her first Christmas, first birthday, all of that.


  Torture them with what they missed by shutting Sofia out of their lives.


  Once the coffee was burbling, he started scrolling through his phone for any overnight e-mails needing his immediate attention from the Florida office. He hated the split time zones, but it couldn’t be helped.


  He’d missed Florida after returning to California to be with Landry. He preferred Florida to Cali, and not just because of Tilly. Because it had actually felt like home in a way Cali never had, even during his first tenure with Landry.


  If it wasn’t for the size of their company and their extensive business network, he’d gladly move everything to Florida and be done with California for good. A majority of their clients were along the East Coast now.


  Several of their programmers had opted to move to Florida, easing the strain a little, but the bulk of their staff and contractors couldn’t afford to, or didn’t want to. Some of them could telecommute, thankfully, but the bottom line remained they had to keep a physical presence here.


  Cris fixed Tilly a mug of coffee and took it to her, then one for Landry. Landry opened his eyes when Cris carried the coffee in to him and set it on the bedside table before he knelt next to the bed. Landry rolled onto his side and rested a hand in Cris’ hair, gently ruffling it.


  “Good morning, boy,” he said, his voice still thick with sleep. “I take it our Redbird has been up for a while?”


  “Yes, Sir. Nightmares. She finally got up about four. I thought it best to let her have a little alone time.”


  “How’s the baby?”


  “Already had one bottle, and working on a second.”


  Landry sat up and swung his legs over the edge of the bed. Cris leaned in, resting his head against Landry’s legs.


  “Sorry our usual routine is disrupted,” Landry said. “I’ll make it up to you at some point.”


  “I understand, Sir. Thank you for being so understanding about all of this.”


  Landry made him look up. “Cris,” he said, his tone tinged with disbelief, “why wouldn’t I be?”


  “Because I know your feelings about my family.”


  “That is irrelevant when we’re talking about the health and welfare of a baby.” He stroked Cris’ head again. “Are you really going to punish Redbird?”


  Cris let out a playful sigh. “I told her I’d probably be willing to let her…persuade me.”


  Landry grinned. “That’s my good boy. Let her sweat a little about it. See? You did learn well.”


  “I learned from the best, Sir.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Despite what his wife and slave might both think, Landry had already decided, as soon as he’d learned about the situation, to toss protocols out the window.


  An infant trumped all.


  Which was something he never thought he’d ever have to deal with, but it wasn’t exactly an entirely unpleasant situation.


  “Let’s go get our shower,” Landry said. “I’m a little too tired this morning to feel playful. Then we can watch the baby while Tilly gets ready, and you can fix us all breakfast.”


  Landry stood and held out a hand to Cris. Once they’d finished that, they dressed and emerged to find Tilly dozing on the couch with the baby on her chest and the empty baby bottle on the coffee table.


  Landry, who’d grabbed his phone, held out a hand and stopped Cris from waking her up. He took a couple of pictures first, then nodded for Cris to go ahead as he set his mug on the coffee table.


  Tilly looked so beautiful, so at peace, he’d wanted to capture the moment.


  He might get few like that again in his life.


  Tilly looked a little disoriented when she awoke, but she relinquished the infant to Cris without argument. Landry took her from Cris, resting her against a burp cloth on his shoulder.


  “Go get your shower, love,” he told her. “Cris will make our breakfast and awaken Sofia.”


  Tilly stared at him for a moment. “Can I get a picture of that?” She pointed at him, a smile on her face.


  Cris grinned, held up his phone, and snapped a couple. “No one’s going to believe this.”


  Landry feigned shock and dismay. “Why is it everyone assumes just because I’m a vicious sadist that I wouldn’t have a soft spot in my heart for a precious, tiny little bean such as this?”


  Cris and Tilly exchanged a look before snorting with laughter. Tilly stood and kissed Landry. “Yeah, exactly. Vicious sadist.” She reached up and stroked the baby’s head. “She’ll probably need another diaper here shortly. And don’t be surprised if she burps again. I got a couple of really good ones out of her before she fell asleep.”


  “Yes, love. Go shower.”


  The men waited until Tilly closed the bedroom door behind her.


  Cris grinned. “I want that one blown up and framed, suitable for hanging.”


  Landry lowered himself to the couch, mindful of the infant. “Go fix breakfast and awaken Sofia, boy. I’ve got this under control.”


  He smiled as he heard Cris chuckle as he left the room.


  Stretching, Landry reached for the remote and changed the channel to a different news program. This was going to be a really long, stressful day.


  He reached for his coffee. “Oh, and Cris? I’m ready for a refill.” He held it up.


  Sure enough, from behind, Cris walked in and took it. “Yes, Sir.”


  “Good boy.” Landry smiled.


  Who said he had to give up all his protocols?


  


  * * * *


  


  Tilly’s mind shifted into work mode as she woke up—again—in the shower. No time for a workout this morning, obviously. She’d have to juggle a ton of stuff around on her calendar for the rest of the week.


  It also meant they likely wouldn’t be returning to Florida late Friday, either.


  Dammit.


  She’d been looking forward to dinner at Sigalo’s and time spent with her friends on Saturday.


  This was, admittedly, way more important.


  As she stood there, she caught herself wondering if Sofia would end up in jail, her probation violated. Ashamed to admit she almost hoped that would happen, Tilly shoved the thought away.


  It was wrong to think that. It wasn’t like the woman had committed murder or something.


  Although allowing the abuse to go on even two weeks, in Tilly’s mind, was two weeks too damn long.


  Let herself get used as a human punching bag, that was Sofia’s choice.


  To stand by while the asshole stole Katie’s formula?


  Unforgivable.


  Jail might help her get her head screwed on straight.


  Then again, it might be another way for Sofia to escape her responsibilities. That wouldn’t do the mother any good.


  I guess I really am a cold-hearted bitch.


  Sofia was Cris’ cousin. Tilly knew she should muster a little more charity toward the woman than she was, but that proved damned hard when she thought about the squalid conditions she found them in. Being poor was no excuse for being a slob.


  She’s not my baby.


  Tilly knew that had to be her mantra for now, but she’d also be the first person to admit it was damned hard to keep it in mind.


  When Tilly emerged from the bedroom, fully dressed, she found breakfast ready and Sofia sitting at the table. Landry or Cris had buckled the baby in her carrier and had it sitting on the floor next to the table.


  High chair, one of those kinds that will hold a carrier.


  Tilly added that to her ever-growing baby shopping list.


  “How’d you sleep?” Tilly asked as she sat down at the place setting Cris had laid out for her.


  Sofia nodded. She looked like death warmed over, her bruises looking uglier in the morning light than they had appeared yesterday. “I think that was the first decent night of sleep I’ve had in months.” Her voice even sounded weak, broken, as if no ounce of self-preservation remained in her psyche. “I’m glad she’s safe now.”


  Tilly fought the urge to blush over her earlier uncharitable thoughts. “Once the hearing’s over, it’ll be official, then you can relax even more. We’ll get you on the right path to building a good life for yourself in Florida.”


  “I wish I’d listened to you back then,” Sofia said to Cris. “I wish I’d gone with you. I was so scared of that guy. He threatened to kill Mom and Dad if I ever left him.” She stared at her plate. “He ended up tossing me out anyway. I never should have fallen for his bullshit.”


  Cris’ expression darkened. “You can’t change the past,” he finally said. “So stop thinking about it. What matters is now, and that you’re safe, and so is she.”


  “He’s right,” Tilly said. “People do really stupid things out of fear, things that make no sense to them later. Beating yourself up after the fact doesn’t change them.” A thought came to mind and it flew from her mouth before she could censor herself. “Is Katie your only child?”


  “Yeah. I managed to stay on birth control before I met her father. But he made me quit working and wouldn’t give me money to buy any at the clinic. Said he wanted me knocked up so we could get more in food stamps.”


  “Sounds like a real charmer,” Tilly snarked.


  “I wasn’t exactly upset when he got killed during a hold-up. He stupidly picked a store where the owner had a gun. Then I ended up with Monroe, and he made me do the welfare fraud thing. I think the only reason they didn’t give me a longer sentence was I didn’t have any priors, and I was pregnant.”


  There but for the grace of god…


  Tilly knew she shouldn’t judge. After her mom was killed, her own life easily could have taken a hard right hook into the weeds, leaving her no better off than Sofia.


  Only through sheer tenacity on her part, and then followed by Cris’ love, had she managed as well as she had.


  “Everyone, finish your breakfast,” Landry counseled. “Time enough later to revisit the past. For now, we have errands to run and priorities to deal with.”


  Tilly stared at Katie. “At least things should get easier from here on out.”


  Chapter Eight


  


  Fortunately, Dale Waters would pick up Landry and Sofia from the condo for the hearing, and then to take them to the probation office. Meanwhile, Tilly would drop Cris at work and then head straight to the pediatrician’s office for Katie’s appointment.


  And at some point that day, Landry and Cris would both rent cars.


  Even Tilly wasn’t so stubborn to realize logistically, while it would be easy to temporarily get by with one vehicle in Florida, they couldn’t in LA. Not now, when they needed to take care of Katie.


  Well, at least I don’t have to worry about TMZ coming after me for an accident. Now it’ll be a “secret baby” scandal.


  Anything that kept the attention off Lucas, Leigh, and Nick was fine with Tilly. A secret baby scandal was far better than a make-believe vehicular homicide or imaginary DUI.


  Tilly, who’d ended up behind the wheel today, pulled up in front of Cris’ office and shifted into park.


  “You going to be all right, Redbird?” he asked.


  “I think I can handle a doctor’s appointment.”


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  “I know.” She drummed her fingers against the steering wheel. “Landry’s got the tough job. I know she’s your cousin, but how can she justify letting someone steal her baby’s formula? Why the hell didn’t she tell a nurse or a doctor or someone while she was in the hospital?”


  “I’m not excusing what she did,” Cris said. “I’m in complete agreement with you.”


  “I won’t let her have Katie back if I don’t think she’s a fit mother.” She turned to look at him. “I mean it.”


  “Again, I’m in complete agreement with you.”


  “Even if it means turning against your own cousin?”


  “Absolutely. We’re talking about a baby.”


  Tilly sucked in a long, deep breath and took her time letting it out again. “Okay. Sorry I’m being such a bitch about this.”


  “You’re not being a bitch. I love you even more for how you’ve handled this, although I wish you’d called me and not gone there alone.” He leaned in and kissed her. “Text me when you finish at the doctor’s office.”


  “Will do.”


  She watched him walk into the building before she shifted the car into gear again and pulled out into traffic.


  Dr. Rahling’s office was located in an upscale medical building complex with a gated private parking garage.


  Tilly walked into the office fifteen minutes earlier than she was supposed to and signed in on the clipboard. There wasn’t anyone else in the waiting room yet.


  The receptionist glanced at the name and then recognition hit. “Oh, you’re our urgent case.” She picked up a clipboard full of forms and rounded the desk. “Come with me. Dr. Rahling asked me to bring you back as soon as you arrived.”


  Tilly hadn’t even had time to set down the baby carrier yet. She was filling out forms when a nurse knocked a few minutes later and opened the door. “Hi, I need to get some vitals on her.”


  Tilly got Katie out of the carrier and stripped her down to her diaper, wrapping her in a light blanket so she wouldn’t get chilled.


  The nurse frowned as she checked the baby’s length and weight. “How old is she?”


  “Two weeks today, and yes, long story, she’s probably currently underweight and won’t be for long. Hopefully the court order naming me and my husband her legal guardians will be filed before I’m even out of here.” She wasn’t happy leaving Cris out, but it was easier not having to explain a third.


  As the nurse noted Katie’s vitals, Tilly gave her the short version of the story.


  “Wow. She’s a very lucky baby to have you in her life.”


  “Don’t worry, there’s no way in hell I’ll let her mom have custody of her again unless I’m sure she can take care of her.”


  The nurse helped swaddle Katie in a blanket and returned her to Tilly. “The doctor will be in shortly.”


  “Thanks.”


  One-armed, Tilly finished filling out the forms and was ready when Dr. Rahling entered the room a few minutes later. Probably in his late fifties, his formerly blond hair was mostly grey, and he had brown eyes creased enough in the corners to speak of time spent outdoors, but his skin didn’t look like leather. He either had a damn good dermatologist, or had been religiously using sunscreen and a hat.


  “Thank you for fitting us in,” Tilly said as she shook hands with him. “I am extremely grateful.”


  “My nurse said you’ve got quite the story to tell.”


  Tilly repeated it, the doctor frowning at first, then slowly nodding once Tilly assured him she was now Katie’s guardian and would remain so for the immediate future.


  “Let’s get some lab work on her,” the doctor said. “Just to be sure there aren’t any drugs in her system, or any other issues. I’ll call the phlebotomist in here once I’m done. Now, let’s take a look at this little girl.”


  It was over an hour before they were out of there. The doctor prescribed supplements and vitamins, recommended a different formula, and wanted to see Katie back in a week. “Hopefully there won’t be any lasting effects from this, since you intervened so soon.”


  “That makes two of us, doc.” Tilly changed Katie’s diaper before getting her dressed again.


  At check-out, Tilly paid the bill with a credit card and headed back to the car. With the baby securely buckled in, Tilly texted Cris an update. She followed that with a text to Landry, who called her a moment later.


  “How is she, love?” he asked.


  “Hopefully, we intervened in time. The doctor says other than being underweight, she seems healthy. Where are you?”


  “I stepped outside into the hallway. We’re awaiting our turn in front of the judge.”


  “Everything okay?”


  “She’s rather nervous and I can’t blame her there.”


  “About seeing the probation officer?”


  “Yes. Dale and I talked alone while Sofia went to the bathroom. He warned me that there is a very good chance she will be remanded to custody when the full story is told.”


  “He’s not very hopeful, huh?”


  “No, not considering her ex-boyfriend’s arrest record. And the brother’s record. Dale looked it all up last night after taking Cris and Sofia home. He’s hoping that the probation officer will take our guardianship of Katie into account, and the fact that Sofia reached out to us for help, but he warned me not to be surprised if she goes back into custody.”


  Tilly turned her head to look back at the baby’s car seat. She couldn’t see Katie, because of the rear-facing setup, but the baby had been nearly asleep when Tilly buckled her in. She’d sucked down another bottle of formula while in the doctor’s office, making that her third of the morning. Until Katie’s weight caught up to what it should be, the pediatrician had told Tilly to feed the baby as much and as often as Katie would take it, along with the supplements.


  She clamped down on her anger. “If I tell you something, promise you won’t tell Cris I said it?” She faced forward again.


  “Of course, love. Anything.”


  “Maybe a stint in jail is the best thing for her right now. Give her time to get her head on straight. And give us time to make sure Katie is taken care of. Not to mention, one less issue to worry about with her safely behind bars for now.”


  Landry’s sigh weighed heavily on her even through the phone. “Love, she’s not our baby. Under our care, yes. But she’s not ours.”


  “Not yet,” Tilly grumbled.


  “I know you don’t mean that.”


  “No, I do mean it.” She closed her eyes, rubbing her forehead against the tension headache already threatening to set in. “You didn’t see what a shithole she had that baby in. The carrier was disgusting, Lan. The place stank of weed and cigarette smoke. Serves her right to do a little jail time to make her think about what a good mother does and does not do. Like risking her infant’s life.”


  “No arguments from me, darling, but let’s make the goal to rehabilitate Sofia so she can be reunited with Katie, hmm?”


  “She’s the one who wanted us to take Katie out of the state in the first place.”


  “I realize that. And this morning her opinion hasn’t changed. She is under no illusions that she has screwed up and committed huge errors in her thinking. Do you trust my judgment?”


  “Of course I do.”


  “Then trust me now with this. I promise you, I will not let her regain custody of Katie unless I’m firmly convinced, and we are all in agreement, that Sofia can take care of her.”


  Tilly relaxed. “Thank you,” she said.


  “Let me get back in there. I’ll call you when we’re finished. Where is your next stop?”


  She started to say the office, then she thought about it. “I think I’m going to go shopping.”


  He chuckled. “Spend as much as you wish, love. Get her everything she needs and you desire.”


  “You know me too well. Love you.”


  “Love you, too, my dear.”


  She stared at her phone for a moment after she ended the call. Yes, she lived a charmed life.


  One more call to place.


  Leigh answered on the first ring. “Well? Do I still have a pediatrician,” she teased, “or do I need to find a new one because you went aggro on him?”


  “I’m not that mean. And yes, Dr. Rahling was wonderful. We have another appointment for next Thursday morning. I wanted to tell you I’m not coming in right away. I need to go shopping first. Baby shopping.”


  “Uh, not without me, you’re not.”


  “You have work to do.”


  “So do you. The benefit of being in charge is we can change the schedule to suit us. Come here, get me and Lily, and we’ll have a girls’ day out.”


  “Well, if we’re doing that, we need to take your SUV.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I need to get pretty much everything for her.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Landry slipped back into the anteroom and retook his seat on the other side of Dale Waters. Sofia looked worried until he offered her a smile.


  “The doctor said she seems fine, and wants to see her next week. As long as she gains weight at a proper rate, he thinks she’ll be all right.”


  Sofia closed her eyes, nodding. He spotted her relieved tears and reached over to a side table for a box of tissues, handing a couple to her.


  He wouldn’t admit it to Cris or Tilly at this time but Landry felt conflicted about Katie’s presence in their lives. Not that he wouldn’t devote whatever resources they needed to taking care of her, but what the eventual separation would do to Tilly.


  It didn’t take a psychology degree to see how protective and parental Tilly already felt toward the baby. What would it do to Tilly to let Katie go back to Sofia when the time eventually came for the mother to take over once more?


  He worried it would rip Tilly’s heart out, leaving him and Cris powerless to heal her. It’d been bad enough watching the emotional anguish Tilly had suffered before deciding to go through with the hysterectomy.


  And it’s aftermath.


  Feeling powerless to help the ones he loved was an uncomfortable place for Landry. Even holding himself back while Tilly and Cris found their emotional footing with each other had taken a massive feat of self-control on his part. Not ordering the two of them to fix things and make up.


  He also knew that the only thing that mattered was making sure Katie was safe and cared for. Everything else was secondary, including Tilly’s emotions—and his own.


  When it was their turn, Landry offered Sofia what he hoped was a comforting smile. This would be the easy part. With the mother there and asking for this guardianship to happen, Dale had assured him there should be no problems.


  What happened at their next stop remained to be seen.


  


  * * * *


  


  One more relief—the hearing had gone exactly as planned, and the three of them were now Katie’s legal guardians for the foreseeable future.


  Cris set his phone on the conference table. He’d warned everyone ahead of time that he’d need to take some important texts during the course of the morning, but hadn’t elaborated why.


  Landry had already texted him the gist of Dale Waters’ warning about the probation office visit.


  Cris hated that they had to do this but Sofia had begged him the previous evening, before Tilly and Lan had returned from the airport, for them to take Katie.


  It wasn’t that Sofia didn’t love Katie, because she obviously did.


  Sofia feared for her own safety, as well as her daughter’s safety.


  Unlike his father and uncle, Cris’ cousin wanted her child to have the best, to be protected and cared for. Giving Katie to them for now was the best way to protect her, and he couldn’t argue with her logic.


  It was a good thing Landry was there today. If anyone could schmooze the probation officer, it would be Landry. The silver-tongued Dom had a way about him, charm, grace, style.


  That damned sexy French accent, when he chose to use it.


  He wondered how much stuff Tilly would buy for Katie today, and if he should have asked her to wait until he could go shopping with her.


  He wouldn’t mind shopping with her for the baby.


  Katie wasn’t his daughter but he damn sure would spoil her rotten as if she were.


  Especially since she was probably the closest thing he’d ever have to a biological child of his own.


  Well, we’ll still need everything for the Florida house. I can ask Tilly to hold off on shopping for that.


  For now, he needed to drag his brain back into work mode. Otherwise, it’d be too easy to sit there and daydream about how to decorate not one, but two nurseries, one at each home.


  Or even going shopping for larger homes for Katie to grow up in.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Leigh squeeed. “Oh. My. God! She’s adorable! KC, huh?”


  “Or Katie. I’m not sure which I like better.”


  Leigh held the baby tucked close to her. “You might not get her back,” Leigh teased.


  Tilly smiled. “You’ve got two guys. Order another one of your own. I’m sure Lily wants to be a big sister.”


  Leigh laughed as she gently handed the baby back to Tilly. “Not right now. Not yet.” She hooked a thumb toward where Lily was sleeping in her playpen crib. “Once she’s older, I’ll give Nick his chance.”


  Leigh had overruled her two men once she learned there was a history of heart disease in Nick’s family, and had a DNA test done to see which man was the father. Lucas had done the deed, so to be fair, she wanted their next child fathered by Nick.


  “So what’s on the agenda?” Leigh asked.


  “Turning the condo’s third bedroom into a nursery,” Tilly said. “No more home office. I need everything for her. I only got the barebones basics yesterday. And we get to do this twice.”


  “When we get back to Florida?”


  “Yep.” Tilly settled the baby into the carrier. “Bye-bye home dungeon.”


  “Well, not like you aren’t good friends with the owner of a dungeon.”


  “True.”


  “You know, of all the crazy stuff that’s happened in our little circle, this was never on my radar of possibilities.”


  “Ditto.” Tilly stared down at the baby, already deeply in love with her.


  “How’s Sir Fussypants handling it?”


  “Far better than I imagined.” Tilly showed Leigh the picture she’d taken of Landry holding the baby that morning. “He’s a natural.”


  “Oh. My. God. That’s like the second most adorable thing I’ve seen today, after her. Text me that, please? I want to show the guys.”


  Tilly did. “I never thought ‘parental’ was a word I’d ever use to describe Lan. I mean, I know he’s good with kids. Hell, he’s like a big kid himself. But he’s amazed me. Both of them have.”


  “Well, she’s Cris’ cousin. I would imagine him to jump in to help.”


  “Yeah, but not like this. This is…more.” She shrugged. “What might have been, right?”


  “Oh, sweetie.” Tilly hadn’t even realized she was crying until Leigh pulled her in for a long, strong hug. “It’ll be okay.”


  “No baby should grow up in a shithole like that. What if we give her back to Sofia and she turns around and goes right back to one of those scumwads?”


  “Then she’s a fucking idiot, and you retain custody of the baby, that’s what.”


  Tilly grabbed a couple of tissues from a box on Leigh’s desk and blew her nose. “Cris said he’s in agreement that we won’t give her back unless we’re sure.”


  “Then that’s something, right?”


  “But is that the right thing? What if I never feel sure, and that’s because of me and not her?”


  “You have two level-headed guys to help you figure that out,” Leigh reminded her. “I’m sure if they thought you were being unreasonable that they would speak their minds. Anyway, shopping. Give me five minutes to wrap some stuff up and change the peanut, and I’ll be ready to boogie.”


  It was more like ten, because they had to swap the car seat base from Tilly’s car to the SUV. Once they were ready to roll, with Leigh driving, she turned to Tilly. “Where to first?”


  “Baby store. The same place we went shopping for Lily that time.”


  “Which one?”


  “The big place.”


  “Oh. That one.”


  Tilly grinned. “Yeah, that one.”


  Leigh backed out of the parking space. “Does Landry know how much you’re about to spend?”


  Tilly snorted. “Are you kidding? He okayed it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Landry and Sofia’s next stop was the probation office. Dale had called ahead to Sofia’s probation officer. They would likely have to wait for a while, but she would be in the office that morning and could see them.


  Landry glanced at the back seat, where Sofia sat on the driver’s side and stared out the window at the passing landscape.


  Besides her obvious injuries, worry seemed to weigh heavy on her shoulders.


  He didn’t try to tell her things would be okay. Not when he didn’t even know if they would be. For all he knew, it might be him and Dale departing and having to leave her there to work her way through the legal system once more.


  They had to wait over an hour to get in to see the probation officer. Carnie Nerzino was a middle-aged woman with liberal amounts of grey in her short hair. Wearing a pair of slacks and a slightly rumpled long-sleeved blouse, she looked harried and worn-out.


  Landry adjusted his expectations far lower than he’d started.


  Ms. Nerzino pulled up Sofia’s case file as Dale started going over what happened and produced copies of the hospital records, police incident report, and custody order.


  The woman removed her glasses and glared at Sofia. “So you’re currently two payments behind on your probation fees, and you now have an attorney? Where did you get the money for that?”


  Dale started to speak, but the woman held a hand up to quiet him. “I asked her, counsellor.”


  Sofia stared at her hands, which lay clasped in her lap. “I called my cousin, Cris, yesterday. He hired him for me.”


  The officer pointed at Landry. “You’re the cousin?”


  “No, Cris is a partner of mine. Friend and business partner. We’re very close. Consider each other family.”


  “And exactly where is your baby?”


  “She’s with Tilly. Landry’s wife. Tilly took her to the pediatrician this morning.”


  The woman put her glasses back on and stared at her computer monitor. “You gave birth to her two weeks ago?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “And the guy you were living with is now in jail?”


  “I…” She looked at Dale, pointed to him.


  Nerzino stared at him. “Well?”


  “He hadn’t bonded out yet as of this morning when I checked.”


  She tapped on her keyboard for a moment. “Well, he certainly is a real winner. Did you know about his criminal record, Ms. Guerrero?”


  Landry’s heart sank. He suspected where this was going.


  “I tried to get away from him,” Sofia said. “He threatened to hurt me and the baby.” She pointed at her face. “This is what he did to me when I told him I wanted to leave. I was scared he’d hurt her.”


  Nerzino pulled her glasses off again and rubbed at the bridge of her nose. “Why didn’t you ask for help when you were in the hospital and giving birth?”


  “Because he had someone stay with me all the time. I couldn’t. I wanted to.”


  The officer leaned back in her chair. “Is your cousin going to pay your overdue probation fees for you?”


  “I—”


  “I’ll pay them for her right now,” Landry said, reaching for his wallet. “How much?”


  “I’ll give you a print-out. You can pay it online,” she said. “So where is your new address?”


  Landry recited it for her as she typed it in. “But we want to look into getting her moved with us to Florida.”


  “I’m confused. I thought you lived here.”


  “We have a secondary residence here for business, yes. My wife, myself, and Cris, we all travel here for business, but our primary residence is in Florida. That’s where we spend most of our time.”


  “Frankly, I’m inclined to revoke your probation right now and remand you to custody for putting your child at risk.”


  “Ms. Nerzino,” Dale said, “I have the freshly minted court order stating that Mr. LaCroux, his wife, and Cris Guerrero are the legal guardians of the infant. They will remain so, at Ms. Guerrero’s request, until she is in a stable situation and able to care for her daughter properly.”


  The probation officer tapped on her keyboard for another minute, finally shaking her head. “I’m going to need to run this up the chain,” she said. “There are multiple probation violations here. Associating with a known felon, changing residences without notification, being behind in paying your fees, endangering an infant. If I let you go without so much as a slap on the wrist and something happens—I don’t want that on my conscience. And I need to do a home visit at your new residence.”


  Landry put breaking down the spanking bench in the spare bedroom at the top of his mental to-do list.


  And hiding their implements under their bed in the master bedroom.


  “What about transferring her probation to Florida?” Landry asked.


  “I’m not going to give you an answer about that right now. Tonight, eight o’clock, I’ll be there for a home visit. You’d better have your overdue fees paid by then, too. And I want to see a solid plan, either for getting a job or going back to school.”


  The woman leaned back in her chair again. “What were you thinking? One of the primary rules of your probation is not associating with criminals, and you were living with two of them? Another violation right there, you changed your residence without notifying me about it. Not to mention you were living outside the area where you were approved to be in the first place.”


  Sofia tearfully nodded. “I know. I’m sorry. I’ll do whatever it takes, even if it means going back to jail. That’s why I wanted Cris to have Katie.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked. “Had you told me what was going on, I would have referred you to a shelter. Gotten you help.”


  “I was really, really scared.” She pointed at her neck, where dark bruises ringed her throat, then at her blackened and swollen eyes. “I didn’t think I had options that wouldn’t get me or my baby killed.”


  “I’ll see you tonight at eight. That’ll give me time to look into this further. I want to know what charges are being filed against this Monroe Cord before I make a decision.”


  Sofia nodded.


  Dale glanced at his phone when they got outside. “Do you want me to run you home? I won’t be able to be there tonight. But when she gets there, just let her in and let her look around, answer her questions, and call me if there’s a problem.”


  “I need a rental car,” Landry said. “If you could drop us off at an agency, I’d appreciate it.”


  An hour later, Landry was driving them back to the condo. Sofia had barely said two words the entire time, and had waited out in Dale’s car while Landry went in to get the car rental handled.


  He couldn’t blame her. She looked horrible.


  “They’re going to put me in jail,” she softly said as they parked at the condo.


  “Think positively,” he said, not feeling very positive himself. “Perhaps when she sees where we live and the better position you’re in now, maybe she’ll feel more charitable.”


  “I’m lucky she hasn’t revoked me before now. Monroe wouldn’t give me any money. He said if they couldn’t find me, they couldn’t make me pay.”


  “Nice. Wasn’t his hide on the line, as they say.”


  “I still went. I didn’t tell him. I would take the bus. The last two times I went, I was obviously pregnant and since I was passing my drug tests, she went easy on me since I wasn’t working.”


  “We’ll pay the fees as soon as we’re upstairs. But in addition to the rules Tilly gave you, I’m adding another. You do not leave the condo alone until further notice, understand?”


  She nodded.


  “If one of us is with you, that’s fine. Otherwise, you stay where you are. We’ll investigate online classes for you that you can take either here or in Florida. Try to get you some sort of degree you can use to help you get a better job once you graduate.”


  “Is anyone going to want to hire me?”


  “Perhaps not a bank, but I’m sure we can find you something to do. You have to have the proper mindset, that you will succeed. It’s time for you to take decisive action to turn your life around. And another rule, you will not only have no contact with your ex, but with anyone who knows him. As of now, you have no contact with anyone we don’t clear first.”


  She nodded.


  “I’m sorry to be so draconian about that—”


  “Please don’t apologize. I deserve it. I didn’t do very good running my own life. I’m tired of trying. I need someone to tell me what to do to fix this mess. I’ll do whatever you say. It’s the only way I can keep KC safe.”


  “Do you want us to locate your family so you can contact them?”


  “No. They’ll want to take her away from you guys. I want you guys to have her. I don’t want my dad raising her.”


  “You’re talking as if you won’t be around.”


  “I hope I am, but I keep having dreams. It started about halfway through the pregnancy. I dreamed that I died. Various ways. I thought Monroe was going to kill me the other day and make them come true finally. The doctor in the hospital, when I had KC, said that dreams are normal when you’re pregnant. But they don’t feel like dreams. They feel more like premonitions.”


  “Life is what you make of it. You have the opportunity now to not screw it up going forward.”


  “Unless I’m in jail.”


  “Even then, I’m sure you can take classes, read books, do anything to keep your mind active until you get out. And from that point on, you move forward. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. She might do the home visit tonight and say everything’s fine, grouse at you once more to get a job or go to school, and say you can move to Florida with us.”


  “I hope so.”


  So do I.


  Landry didn’t want to think anything else, but in his heart, he suspected there would be yet another seismic shift on the horizon, an impact with far-rippling effects.


  Chapter Ten


  


  “They have delivery, Tilly,” Leigh reminded her.


  “Yeah, but I want it tonight.”


  “Then bribe them. Hell, I’ll bribe them for you.” They were staring at a display of cribs. Tilly had finally decided on the one she wanted, but no way, with all their other purchases, would it fit in the SUV.


  They had bought more clothes, blankets, diapers, toys, a baby bathtub, baby monitor, stroller, high chair—countless items.


  On the way there, they’d stopped at the pharmacy to get the prescriptions for Katie’s supplements filled.


  Leigh snagged the attention of a store clerk who assured them yes, they could deliver the crib for them that afternoon.


  An hour later, they were heading home to unload everything before returning to the office. They had just arrived at the condo to unload when Landry called her.


  “We’re on our way back, love.”


  “And?”


  “We have a home visit tonight at eight from the probation officer.”


  “Dammit.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Um, third bedroom? Hellooo?”


  “Right. I’ll take care of it.”


  “Oh, wait. I have an idea. I’ll handle it. You stay here at the condo for the rest of the day with Sofia. The crib will be delivered sometime this afternoon. I can break that…thing down and put it in Leigh’s SUV and let her watch it for us. I have to go back to the office with her anyway to get my car.”


  “Good thinking, love.”


  “I have my moments.”


  Landry and Sofia still hadn’t arrived by the time Tilly and Leigh were ready to leave. They got the spanking bench broken down and stashed in the back of Leigh’s SUV.


  Now, the room appeared to be nothing more than a home office. The other stuff, like mats, that were in there made it appear to do double-duty as a workout or yoga area.


  As Leigh drove them back to the office, Tilly laid her head back against the seat. “Twenty-four hours ago, I would have insisted you were crazy if you said I’d be taking care of a baby that wasn’t yours.”


  “Who says I’m not crazy?”


  “True. I think we’re all a little crazy.”


  “It’s the good kind of crazy, though.”


  “That’s still up for debate.” She turned to Leigh. “Am I doing the right thing?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Her. Katie. Am I doing the right thing getting involved?”


  “Well, while I will agree with your guys that racing in there without telling anyone what was going on or where you were going wasn’t the smartest thing I’ve ever seen you do, getting involved was absolutely the right call. That baby needs you guys. Obviously, her mom isn’t capable of caring for her.”


  “Am I enabling Sofia by stepping in like this?”


  “All that matters is you’re protecting and caring for that baby. That’s the only thing at this point that is of any importance.”


  “What if I can’t let her go later?”


  “Maybe you won’t have to.”


  “What?”


  Leigh shrugged. “Not like you and me haven’t seen our share of fuck-ups over the years. She might decide life’s easier without a baby to take care of. You’re not responsible for Sofia’s actions. You’re only responsible for taking care of the baby.”


  Landry texted Tilly just before they reached the office that he and Sofia had returned to the condo. At least they didn’t have to worry about cleaning or tidying the place up. Between her and Cris, the condo was always company-ready.


  Tilly swapped the car seat base out to her car. Then she unloaded the extra items she’d bought for the baby to keep at the office. After briefly going through phone messages and e-mails, she loaded the baby and headed home again. She had stuff to do, but it’d be easier, at this point, to do it at home.


  Her emotions ran the gamut from anger to worry to guilt. Not entirely convinced it didn’t make her a horrible person for hoping Sofia went back to jail, Tilly knew she’d need to talk this out with her men sooner rather than later.


  Especially when taking the nightmares into account. There were times Tilly could admit she couldn’t do something alone. Those times were few and far between, but this clearly was one of those times.


  She wanted her men’s input and guidance. Obviously, too many triggers in this situation meant she wasn’t thinking clearly, wasn’t being rational.


  When she arrived home, Landry was seated on the couch and working on his laptop. Tilly glanced around, and he smiled.


  “She’s taking a nap.”


  “Oh.” Tilly set the carrier on the couch and got the baby out. She’d just awakened when they’d returned home and needed a diaper and a bottle.


  Landry set his laptop on the coffee table and stood to help her.


  “I’ve got this,” she said.


  “I know you do, love, but I want to help. I might as well learn these skills.”


  “You? Changing diapers?”


  “This isn’t a case of she’s one of our friends’ babies. She’s ours, for the immediate future and perhaps longer. That means she’s my responsibility as well. I refuse to shoulder you with the entirety of the burden of her care.”


  Tilly blinked away tears that had taken her by surprise. “Imagine that,” she tried to snark. “Sir Fussypants is paternal.”


  He gently caught her chin and tilted her face up to his. His green eyes bore a serious intent she hadn’t seen there since his last round of cancer treatments.


  “Love,” he softly said. “She’s our baby, for now. I never said I was against being parental. It simply wasn’t an option before now. Give me this chance, please?”


  Now she really felt like a shit. “Sorry.”


  He kissed her. “I know your emotions are all out of sorts right now. Understandable.” He reached for the baby and Tilly handed her over. “Now, show me the proper way to change our little toxic waste zone.” He smiled.


  Tilly smacked herself in the head. “That’s what I meant to get. One of those diaper disposal things.”


  “Shall I have Cris pick one up on his way home? He’s going to rent a car after work.”


  “No, that’s okay. We have extra plastic grocery bags. We can tie the dirty diapers up in those and throw them away for now. I want him home and here for the visit.” She got Landry everything he’d need to change the baby, spreading the changing mat out on the sofa for him. “So what happened today? What are the details?”


  He went through the day, step-by-step, as she supervised him changing the baby. By the time he had the onesie snapped up again and the job finished, he’d completed his story.


  “You already paid the fees, then, I take it?” she asked.


  He held the baby in his arms. “The print-out is on the counter. Now, how do I prepare her bottle?”


  Tilly showed him, including using the supplement prescribed by the doctor. A few minutes later, he was seated on the couch again, a burp rag over his shoulder, the baby happily feeding in his arms, eagerly slurping down the bottle’s contents.


  Tilly pulled out her phone, snapped a few pictures, and even took video.


  He smiled. “This amuses you greatly, doesn’t it?”


  “Uh, yeah.” She fought the urge to break down in tears again. “Not something I ever thought I’d see.” She watched him for a moment. “What do you think the chances are of her going back to jail?”


  “I honestly don’t know. I suppose if the probation officer was going to revoke her probation, she would have done so before now. I’m guessing that coming here for a home visit is a good thing.”


  “True.” Tilly hated that she felt a twinge of disappointment over that logic.


  This wasn’t like her. No, she didn’t want Katie to be separated from her mom.


  But Tilly damn sure didn’t want the baby growing up with someone not capable of taking good care of her, either.


  Someone who couldn’t even protect herself, much less a baby.


  


  * * * *


  


  Cris willed the traffic to move faster, even though he knew that was an exercise in futility on a masochistic level.


  This was LA, not Florida. Even if he could get off the freeway, the secondary roads were just as clogged this time of day.


  Landry had filled him in about Sofia and the impending probation officer visit.


  He didn’t have a good feeling about it.


  When he arrived home, Tilly already had dinner going. Sofia sat in the living room with Landry, who was holding the baby.


  Sofia looked barely vertical.


  He walked into the kitchen to greet Tilly. “How is she?” he whispered.


  “Sofia?”


  He nodded.


  She shrugged and pointed. “That’s pretty much been how she’s been since she got up from her nap.”


  “She looks like hell.”


  “So would you.”


  “Good point.” He went to change clothes and returned to the living room to talk to Sofia. They had nearly two hours still before the scheduled visit. Just as he was about to say something, the doorbell rang.


  Shit. They were really early.


  “That’s probably the deliverymen with the crib,” Tilly said.


  “Crib?”


  “Yeah, you know. A bed for a baby?”


  “Oh.” He went to open it. Sure enough, it was the deliverymen.


  Once the box and mattress were deposited in the spare bedroom, he returned to the living room and started to talk to Sofia when the doorbell rang, again.


  Tilly stuck her head around the corner, wearing a frown. “I don’t know who that is.”


  Cris went to answer it and found three women—one of them a uniformed police officer—standing there.


  The woman in front held up an official ID. “Carnie Nerzino. I’m here to do a home inspection. This is Louisa Gonzalez from Child Protective Services.”


  Cris stepped aside. “Please, come in.”


  He didn’t miss how the woman was already looking around, even as he closed the door behind the three of them.


  “I know I said eight, but I prefer to do a surprise inspection. It was also easier for Ms. Gonzalez to make it now rather than later.”


  “That’s fine.”


  “And you are?”


  “Cris Guerrero. I’m Sofia’s cousin.”


  She consulted a file folder in her hand. “Yes, you were listed as a contact.” She spotted Landry. “Mr. LaCroux.”


  Tilly emerged from the kitchen. “Hi. I’m Landry’s wife, Tilly.”


  “You two are the baby’s legal guardians now?”


  “Yes,” Landry said, handing the baby off to Tilly and retrieving a file folder of his own from the counter. He handed it, and another sheet of paper, to the probation officer. “All three of us, actually. And there’s the receipt from paying her delinquent probation fees earlier today.”


  She glanced through it, handed the folder off to Louisa Gonzalez, who scanned it, then returned everything to Landry.


  Louisa Gonzalez turned to Tilly. “Can I see where the baby’s things are?”


  “Sure. The crib literally just arrived a few minutes ago, so we have to assemble it. The baby slept in our room last night in a portable crib.” Tilly handed the baby off to Cris before she led the woman down the hall toward the bedrooms, leaving Cris and Landry in the living room with Sofia.


  Sofia still didn’t stand, sitting there staring at her hands, which were twined in her lap.


  “Unfortunately,” Carnie Nerzino said, “I’m going to have to take Sofia into custody. When I looked into the circumstances of her previous living situation, combined with her own admissions as to what happened, I cannot overlook it. She put her baby in jeopardy, and she was affiliating with not just one, but multiple known felons. A judge is going to have to hear her case. I’m ordering her remanded until the judge can hear the circumstances and rule on it. Plus, she’s wanted for questioning as a material witness in Monroe Cord’s arrest.”


  Sofia nodded and slowly stood.


  Cris’ stomach hit the floor. “Isn’t there anything we can do? Post bond? Something?”


  “No. There’s no bond in a probation revocation case like this. She’ll go before a judge within two weeks and he’ll decide her case disposition.”


  “No offense,” Landry said in a tone Cris could tell meant he was reining himself in, “but then why do the home visit at all? Why bring the CPS officer?”


  “Because I wanted to be able to swear that the baby was safe. This will be a point in her favor when she’s in front of the judge. I will be happy to testify on Sofia’s behalf that it looks like her baby is safe and in capable hands. Unfortunately, her choice in living arrangements before now and her multiple violations of her probation mean I can’t give her any leeway. I did ask my superiors for their opinion before coming here, and they said she should be brought in.”


  “It’s okay,” Sofia said to Cris. “I knew the risk.”


  “I’m sorry, Fi,” he said, feeling helpless and heartsick. “We’ll talk to Dale Waters and see what he can do.”


  “I’ll ask that she get fast-tracked,” Nerzino said. “Hopefully we can get a hearing before a judge next week. But if the state attorney’s office asks for her to continue to be held as a material witness, that’s likely going to overrule anything I say.”


  The police officer frisked Sofia, then let her hold Katie one last time. Sofia kissed the baby’s forehead. “Love you, KC. Be a good girl.” She handed her back to Cris. “I know you’ll take good care of her. Thank you. Love you.”


  “Love you, too, Fi. Always. You know that.”


  The officer cuffed Sofia’s hands behind her. When Tilly emerged a few minutes later, following the CPS investigator, she pulled up short.


  “What’s going on?”


  “I’ll fill you in shortly, love,” Landry said in a tone Cris hoped Tilly would recognize as the “don’t ask questions” tone. Cris handed the baby over to her, hoping that would keep Tilly’s ferocity in check.


  Nerzino turned to the CPS investigator. “Well?”


  “I don’t see any problem leaving the baby in their care. They have a valid guardianship order, and this appears to be a perfectly acceptable home. They’ve got another appointment with the pediatrician next week, but the baby seems to be in good health.”


  Nerzino scribbled a case number on a business card and handed it to Landry. “You can have her attorney contact me here.”


  And in less than five minutes, they were gone.


  Tilly stood there, shock on her face, the baby tucked against her shoulder. “That’s it? We just let them walk out of here with her?”


  “Not anything we can do, love,” Landry said, his tone sounding resigned as he retrieved his cell phone. “I warned you this was a likely scenario.”


  “Yeah, but I thought with the home visit—”


  “It was just to buy her time to get her supervisor to weigh in so she didn’t feel guilty about it,” Cris said. “And to make sure they didn’t have to take the baby.” He turned to Tilly. “She’d probably planned to revoke Sofia’s parole as soon as she heard about Monroe. Legally, Sofia violated her probation. Multiple times.”


  Landry stepped into their master bedroom and shut the door for his talk with the attorney. Tilly headed for the kitchen, but Cris stopped her. “Sit down. I’ll finish dinner.”


  He hated that she looked so conflicted. It didn’t take a mind reader. Tilly wanted Sofia to be able to raise Katie…and she wanted to be the one to raise her.


  Hell, it mirrored his own conflict. If Sofia couldn’t get her life together before now, who was to say she’d get it together enough to take care of a baby?


  Tilly sat on the couch while he finished preparing dinner. By the time it was ready, Landry had emerged from the bedroom.


  “Dale assured me he’ll follow up in the morning,” he said. “Perhaps he can talk the judge into releasing her and reinstating her probation. It depends on what the state attorney wants to do with her.”


  “What do you mean, wants to do with her?” Tilly asked.


  “Dale did some more research. Monroe and his brother are claiming Sofia helped them sell drugs. Named her as an accomplice.”


  “Dammit,” Cris muttered.


  “I don’t think she did,” Tilly said.


  “Neither do I,” Landry agreed, “but there’s nothing we can do about it tonight except continue with our lives.”


  “And we have a crib to assemble,” Cris said.


  There was a whole bunch of stuff they had to unwrap and put away that Tilly had neatly stacked in the office earlier. “We’ll need to get some furniture for in there, too. A dresser and stuff.”


  “We might be moving her into the other bedroom,” Landry said.


  “Well, let’s wait on that. Not like she’ll be up and walking around and trying to suck on electrical cords in the next couple of weeks.”


  “Giving her Sofia’s room isn’t jinxing anything,” Cris told her.


  She glared at him. “Quit reading my mind. It’s spooky when you guys do that.”


  The men smiled. “We’re Doms,” Cris said. “It’s kind of our thing.”


  Chapter Eleven


  


  That night when they went to bed, Landry had plans for them to keep their minds off the latest developments.


  More specifically, plans for Tilly.


  With the baby monitor turned up to full volume on the bedside table, and with Tilly and Cris both wearing their leather collars, Landry issued his instructions.


  “I’m in the mood for a sandwich tonight,” Landry teased, smacking Tilly on the ass with his hand. “Someone is going to get double-stuffed.”


  He wasn’t sure he had the physical or emotional energy to full-on scene with them tonight. But he did have enough energy to fuck Tilly’s beautiful brains out.


  Pulling her into his arms, he headed for the bed while he nibbled on the side of her neck.


  Then he switched to French, her Kryptonite. “Who is going to be a very good girl for us tonight?”


  “Me, Sir.”


  From her tone of voice, he could already tell she was dropping hard and fast.


  Perfect. “Yes, you are.” He backed against the bed and sat, putting him at the perfect height to engulf her left nipple with his mouth.


  Cris pulled her wrists behind her as Landry teased her, moving back and forth between her breasts, sucking and nipping at her nipples and pulling soft, needy moans from her. When he reached between her legs and stroked her clit, she tried to rock her hips against his finger as he slid it along her silky folds.


  His own cock had fully hardened, aching and ready for a little action. He missed them when they weren’t home, and even having only one of them still wasn’t the same.


  He’d admit it. He was greedy. He loved having both of them there, loving him and each other, four hands and two mouths to double the pleasure they brought him, and each other.


  No way would he apologize, ever, for how things worked out in the end. He would always carry regrets about the way it had to happen, that Cris had left her, but that was years behind them now. Cris had not only proven himself to Tilly, but to her friends, overcoming their initial hatred of him at Tilly’s behest.


  He knew Cris was kissing the nape of her neck and along her shoulders as he kept her wrists pinned behind her. She loved losing control to them, being helpless and restrained as they relentlessly pleasured her.


  Landry reached up, grabbed her hair, and guided her down onto her knees. Behind her, Cris followed, still restraining her.


  Cradling her head in his hands, Landry pulled her delicious mouth onto his cock. She eagerly sucked, her soft, happy moans a tantalizing vibration all the way through to his balls.


  “That’s our good girl. You’ll get me nice and hard, and then get Sir’s cock nice and hard, and then we’ll fill you with those two cocks and fuck all the stress out of you.”


  She whimpered but her mouth worked harder, faster, sucking more.


  Before she accidentally made him come, he pulled her off his cock and motioned for Cris to move. Cris stood again, and they turned her around on her knees, Landry now in control of her wrists as Cris grabbed her head and slowly fucked her mouth.


  “Such a beautiful girl you are,” Landry whispered in her ear. “My beautiful, cherished girl.”


  One thing that was theirs alone, and he never did with her in front of Cris, was the comforting Daddy/girl dynamic she sometimes needed. Something he’d accidentally stumbled upon in their early days together, and something and he never abused or pressed. When they were alone, and she needed it, she always let him know. Either by asking for it, or by her actions.


  That was another reason he was fine with Cris and Tilly having certain things that were theirs alone. Just like he and Cris had a few things reserved for their alone time.


  Mostly because Landry worried how Tilly might view them if she was privy to those times, when he would pull Cris viciously fast and deep into subspace in what might appear to someone who didn’t know better to be a brutally cruel and cold-hearted way. To use him, hard, mercilessly, leaving Cris happily spent and sated afterward.


  In a way that would make their cuckolding of Cris on their wedding night look like a fluffy basket of kittens bathed in unicorn farts by comparison.


  And he already knew how Tilly felt about that night, that it was something she didn’t want to repeat, especially now that she and Cris had mended fences.


  Cris finally pulled his cock from her mouth, having to hold her off to keep her from going after him again. Working together, they got her standing and up onto the bed. Landry stretched out on his back and pointed at his cock.


  Landry pointed. “I want you right here.”


  She eagerly impaled herself on him. Once his cock was buried all the way to the root in her hot, wet pussy, he grabbed her hair again and forced her to remain still.


  Didn’t hurt that he kissed her, too.


  Cris grabbed the lube and a condom and started prepping her for a nice, hard ass fucking.


  She was trying to fuck Landry, but he reached his free arm around her and held her in place. “Build up a nice, hard orgasm for me, love,” he whispered. “Hold onto it. I shall let you come soon enough, but for now, I want that sweet pussy and ass to wait until they’re full of our cocks before you come.”


  She whined, still trying to grind her clit against his body, but he didn’t loosen his grip on her.


  Once she and Cris had started rebuilding their relationship, Landry had set to work reinforcing her older sexual trigger cues, the same ones Landry had set in Cris during their first time together.


  There was something deliciously devilish about being able to talk her into an orgasm in the middle of the grocery store.


  Which he’d done twice, so far.


  Each time she’d playfully called him an evil bastard after, but she hadn’t safeworded during.


  Landry spread his legs, forcing hers wider apart so Cris would have more room as he moved into position behind her. Then he felt the delicious sensation of Cris’ cock breaching her ass, her loud moan as he slowly started making progress, and Landry found he was having a hard time holding back.


  “Hold it, love,” Landry warned through gritted teeth. “Do not come yet.”


  She was nearly mindless with need, now speaking French, too, as she begged for relief, for permission to come.


  Once Cris had his cock fully buried in her ass, he pulled her body up against his, reached around her, and started playing with her clit. Landry reached up and cupped her breasts in his hands, his fingers pinching her nipples. “Come for us, love. Come hard, now.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tilly wasn’t even sure when Landry and she had switched to French, but the sneaky damn Dom had sent her into orbit by using the cheat codes to her clitoris. They let her start rocking, fucking their cocks, the sweet burn of them stretching her only making the pleasure that much stronger.


  “Again,” Landry barked in French. “Come for us, love.”


  She moaned her way through that orgasm. No, not as strong, perhaps, as a forced orgasm session with a vibrator, but she damn sure wasn’t complaining.


  He seemed happy to take his time, barely letting her catch her breath before sending her over the edge again and again, until she finally realized she was begging them to come, to fill her, to let her finish them off.


  Landry’s hands came to rest on her hips. He urged her to fuck them harder, faster. “If you want to make us come, love, then fuck us hard, and come for us again.”


  Long ago she’d given up trying to figure it out. The men obviously knew secrets about her body that she didn’t. They always managed to pull one last orgasm out of her that she never dreamed possible.


  She knew it shouldn’t surprise her at this point, but she didn’t care.


  She came.


  


  * * * *


  


  It was a toss-up as to what Cris loved more, the feel of his cock buried in Landry’s ass, or buried in Tilly’s. Oh, he loved fucking her pussy, and she gave amazing blowjobs, but her nice, tight ass, especially when Landry’s cock was stuffed up her pussy, felt extra wonderful.


  He was doing his best to hold back until Landry gave the final cue to climax. The sadistic man loved to feel Tilly coming around their cocks, loved driving her over the edge of temporary insanity and abandonment in a way their normally controlled woman didn’t usually show.


  He’d almost gotten over his guilt that not only had she not had a partner in the years between him leaving and his return, but she hadn’t even had a damn orgasm.


  That wasn’t something he’d anticipated. He’d thought she’d eventually find someone else, at least.


  She’d waited. Until she’d slept with Landry, she hadn’t been with anyone but Cris since their first time together.


  To share her with Landry was a dream come true. The two people he loved most in the world, able to give them both pleasure—especially Tilly—made him happy.


  He only wanted to make them happy.


  “Now,” Landry gasped in French.


  Cris grabbed her by the waist and started fucking her, hard and fast as Landry ordered her to come one last time.


  Between the friction of his cock tightly fisted inside her ass, and the way her muscles contracted around them, he quickly blew his load and filled the condom he’d donned.


  He heard Landry come as well, knowing that particular grunt the man made without question, and the three of them collapsed into a sweaty heap on the bed.


  Cris was the first to slowly move, carefully pulling out of her ass before rolling onto his back. “I love you, Master, Redbird,” he said in English. “I love you both so damn much.”


  Tilly kissed him. “Love you, too, Sir.” She kissed Landry. “And you…Master.”


  Landry grinned. “I won’t hold you to it. The Master, I mean.”


  “I know you won’t. That’s why I said it.”


  Landry’s deep chuckle rolled through the room. “I do so love both of you. More than you’ll ever know. Thank you for standing by me.”


  Cris rolled onto his side. “Thank you for taking Katie in.”


  Landry lifted his head. “Cris, she’s family. I suspect as she grows older we’ll have to get very creative to keep our dynamic hidden from her. The kinky part, I mean. But there was never a question in my mind of doing this for her when you told me.”


  Tilly lifted her head and kissed Landry again. “You big softy. You pretend like you’re some hard-assed sadist when you’re just a big teddy bear.”


  Cris sat up. “Oh, he’s definitely a hard-assed sadist. But he is also a teddy bear.”


  “I’m complicated,” Landry said with a smile. “What can I say? Are you complaining?”


  “I didn’t say that,” she said as she untangled herself from him and got out of bed. “I prefer you just the way you are.”


  After a quick shower, the three of them returned to bed, Landry in the middle with Tilly snuggled on his left and Cris on his right.


  There was something incredibly soothing about having both of them in bed with him.


  Cris didn’t give a shit what anyone else thought about their unconventional relationship. It worked for them, and it brought him more peace than anything else in his life.


  And now, with Katie, life had become a little more perfect.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Another restless night of nightmares hounded Tilly and interrupted her sleep to the point she quit looking at the clock.


  The sound of a baby crying awoke Tilly a little after four a.m. Friday morning. It took her a moment of disorientation before she realized it was coming from the baby monitor next to the bed.


  She got up, pulled on a T-shirt, and made her way to what she was already thinking of as the nursery. Flipping the light on, she blinked against it before heading to the crib. Yep, a full diaper and likely an empty tummy.


  Tilly was changing her in the living room when Cris emerged from their bedroom.


  “Hey, you didn’t have to get up,” she said.


  “Yeah, I did. I don’t want you doing all the work.”


  “I don’t mind.”


  He leaned in to kiss her. “I know you don’t, but I do mind. She needs a bottle?”


  “Yeah. When I finish this.”


  “I’ll go make it.” She also heard him get a pot of coffee going. When he returned with the bottle, he took Katie from her. “Go back to bed, Redbird. You don’t have to be up for at least another hour yet.”


  “You sure?”


  “I’m sure.” He settled on the couch with the TV on. “I’ve got this.”


  “Okay.”


  Reluctantly, she headed for bed. There, Landry draped an arm around her and pulled her close. “That’s better,” he mumbled.


  “You could always get up with us,” she teased.


  “Oh, I plan to, love. I’d started to when Cris told me he’d get up.”


  Now she felt guilty for the early morning snark.


  To be fair, she wasn’t caffeinated yet and couldn’t be held responsible for what she said.


  “Sorry.”


  “No apologies. Just go back to sleep.”


  She didn’t think she’d be able to, but then she awoke to the alarm going off at six. If they were in Florida, they didn’t even have to think about waking up before seven. The traffic here, however, made that nearly impossible.


  She rolled over just to be greeted by Landry’s smiling face.


  “Better, love?” he asked.


  “Sleep-wise, yes. Guilt-wise, no.”


  His smile faded. “You didn’t force her into bad life choices. That was by her own doing.”


  “I kind of wished she’d end up in jail.”


  “Claiming magic powers now, are we?”


  “You’re lucky I don’t wipe that smirk off your handsome mug.”


  Cris walked in, the baby on his left shoulder, a mug of coffee in his right hand. “Hold on, Redbird, and I’ll get yours, too.”


  “No, it’s okay. I’ll come get it. How is she?”


  “Took half of a second bottle and burped like a champ.” He smiled. “She’s adorable.”


  Landry sat up and reached for his coffee. “Go get your coffee, love, and bring it into the bathroom. We’ll shower together. Cris got to hog me yesterday morning.”


  “Are you all right?” Cris asked her.


  “She thinks she wished Sofia into jail,” Landry answered for her.


  Tilly shot him a glare. “I know I didn’t cause it. I just feel guilty for thinking it and it came true.” She got out of bed and headed for the kitchen. “I am human, despite reports to the contrary.”


  “Pity,” Landry said. “I was beginning to think, according to your reputation, that you were a Terminator.”


  “You wish,” she muttered.


  She met him in the shower a few minutes later. He pulled her into his arms, resting his chin on the top of her head. “We’ll get through this, love. Never fear. We’ve been through far worse. This is nothing.”


  “It’s not nothing for Katie and Sofia.”


  “You know what I mean. No one is dying. Sofia will wind her way through the justice system. She’ll either have her probation reinstated, or she won’t. We cannot do anything but wait for the outcome. Meanwhile, we have busy lives to live, which have been upended long enough.”


  “Someone needs to go online and change our tickets,” she said. “We’re obviously not flying home tonight.”


  “Why can’t we, love?”


  “Wh—are you serious?”


  “Of course I am.”


  “Sofia? Baby? Jail? Ring any bells?”


  “It’s doubtful any kind of hearing will be scheduled for this weekend or even on Monday. Cris has meetings in Florida on Monday that he should attend, as do I. I’d rather you not be here alone.”


  “But…” She sighed. “The baby has a doctor appointment next Thursday. And she’s a little young to be flying. That’s like sticking her in a petri dish.”


  “Ah. True.”


  “And it’s not like I’m not used to being here alone, Lan.”


  “Also true, but that was before all of this happened.”


  “I think I can handle it. I dealt with Lily all by myself that time when Leigh and Lucas had to fly to England for a week when that one shoot hit an emergency snag.”


  “You’re a rather stubborn woman.”


  “Duh. I thought that’s one of the reasons you married me.”


  He chuckled. “Touché, love. Touché.”


  


  * * * *


  


  After breakfast, Tilly took Cris’ car and headed to work. She barely made it there before Leigh, who had Lily in tow, as well as Lucas.


  “Is this the new peanut?” He scooped her out of her carrier and cradled her against him. “She’s beautiful.”


  “What’s wrong?” Leigh asked as she got Lily settled in her portable crib. “I know that look.”


  Tilly filled them in, both their expressions falling.


  “Damn,” Lucas said as he returned the baby to Tilly. “That’s rough. Hopefully she gets her act together.”


  “Landry wanted to fly home this weekend,” Tilly said. “I nixed that. She’s got an appointment next week anyway. Maybe if the doctor clears her to fly, then I’ll go home.”


  “Going home won’t change anything that’s going to happen with Sofia’s case,” Leigh said. “I was flying with Lily when she was two weeks old.”


  “That’s different.”


  Leigh arched an eyebrow at Tilly.


  “I say it’s different.”


  “I say you’re stubborn.”


  “I concur,” Lucas added. “Going to side with Landry on this one. You didn’t make Sofia’s bad choices for her.”


  Tilly headed to her office. “If you want to be helpful, Lucas, you can come unbox this portable crib for me.”


  “I think you hit a nerve,” Leigh said.


  He laughed. “I know I did. We Doms are pretty predictable. Even the switchy ones.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tilly was still playing catch-up at lunch time. Lucas went out and grabbed them all lunch and brought it back to the office for them. They ate in Tilly’s office with Lily on the floor on a blanket. Other than needing changing or fed, Katie had slept through the rest of the morning.


  And Tilly had already taken dozens of pictures of Katie with her phone and posted them to her private Facebook account.


  Ironically, most of her friends were in the Suncoast Society, and using their vanilla profiles. The comments rolled in about how adorable she was.


  Eva Crawford, a friend of theirs who also worked part-time for them in their Florida office, called her after lunch.


  “So when do we get to meet the newest addition? Kenny wants a girlfriend.”


  “Kenny’s not even a year old yet, and he’d better keep his grabby little mitts off my…”


  Tilly faltered. She didn’t know exactly what to call Katie. Technically not her daughter.


  “Ward” sounded too much like she was Bruce Wayne hiding the fact that she was really Batman. And Katie was too damn young to be Robin.


  “He’d better keep his grabby little mitts off her,” Tilly finally said.


  “How are you doing?” Eva asked.


  Working with Eva, and the emotional mess Tilly had lived through with her and her men, she felt a little less reluctant to open up to her than she might to other friends.


  “I’m working through some stuff.”


  “Well, we finally get a chance to reciprocate with the babysitting,” Eva said. “I’m not happy how the situation happened, but I’m happy for you right now.”


  “Thanks.” She stared at the sleeping infant. What she really wanted to do, instead of being cooped up in the office, was go shopping and buy up every last adorable girlie outfit she could find for the baby.


  It was nearly three in the afternoon before Landry called Tilly with an update. “Her court date is a week from next Wednesday. That was the earliest date Dale could get.”


  At least it was an answer. “And her chances for getting out?”


  “He won’t venture a guess. He’s in talks with the state attorney’s office now. She’s already been questioned once this morning.”


  “Can we go visit her?”


  “Cris will handle that, love. I’d rather you didn’t go.”


  She bristled. “Why the hell not?”


  “Because you’re already upset enough over all of this.”


  “Are they going to press charges against her?”


  “Dale doesn’t know. They’re still investigating the gang. If she fully cooperates, they might not. It depends on what they decide. It’s out of our hands.”


  She stared at the sleeping infant.


  “It’s not your fault.”


  “That’s fucking spooky, Lan.”


  “Language, dear. And it wasn’t hard to guess where your mind was drifting. How about I pick up Chinese for dinner and bring it home?”


  “That sounds like a plan.”


  She made it home less than twenty minutes before Cris walked in the door. In fact, she’d just started bathing Katie when Cris walked in.


  “Oh, man. You’re hogging all the fun.” He put down his computer bag and grabbed his phone, taking a video of Tilly bathing the infant. “We need to start her a baby book.”


  “Good idea. I hadn’t even thought of that.” Surprisingly, one of the things in the bag of paperwork Tilly had salvaged from the old diaper bag was the hospital bracelet Katie had worn when she was born. As well as an infant picture, and footprints.


  “This is the little angel, just over two weeks old,” Cris narrated. “Getting a bath.”


  Tilly couldn’t help but smile at Cris’ tone of voice. He was adorable.


  Parental.


  She shoved back the wave of melancholy threatening to overwash her mental defenses once more. She would enjoy this time with Katie and not think about the “what ifs” that weren’t even reality yet.


  For all she knew, Sofia might get out of jail and live with them for several years. The mother likely wouldn’t get a job where she could take Katie to work with her, so it’d be easy for Tilly to take care of her.


  Once the infant was dried and changed and working on a bottle, Cris stopped filming. “I was thinking, let’s move the bed out of the guest room and—”


  “Not yet,” she said. “Please? I don’t want to jinx it.”


  He draped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. “She’s my cousin, Redbird. And frankly, I think the baby deserves a room to herself. Based on what you said, and now her spending time in jail, Fi will just be happy to have a bedroom when she gets out. I doubt she’ll argue. We need the larger room for the baby.”


  “Damn you and your devil logic.”


  “I know, right?” He headed for their bedroom to change out of his work clothes. “I’ll get started on that. I want to get everything put away. If CPS decides they want to do another home visit, I’d rather her nursery be a dedicated room and not our office-slash-dungeon.”


  “They don’t know it was a dungeon.”


  “That’s beside the point,” he called back.


  Tilly settled on the couch with Katie as the infant worked on the bottle. At least she had a good appetite. Tilly would relax if next week at the appointment the baby had gained a considerable amount of weight.


  And if the blood work came back okay.


  If Katie’s blood sample came back with any drugs in her system, Tilly would want to put Sofia under the damn jail, much less even think about letting the woman regain custody.


  Cris had made good progress on swapping the bedroom out when Landry came home bearing Chinese take-out. They ate on the couch, Katie asleep on a quilt on the floor.


  “He’s right, love,” Landry said. “I prefer her to be in the guest room.”


  “Ooh, let’s go look at paint this weekend,” Cris said. “Before we go shopping for furniture.”


  “There’s furniture in the guest room,” Tilly reminded him.


  “Yeah, but some of that will need to go into the other room.”


  Landry held up his hands. “Before we go crazy, let’s think about this. Perhaps we need to invest in a larger space.”


  “Why?” Tilly asked.


  “If Sofia is going to be living with us, I’d rather not be on top of each other, as it were. At least a four-bedroom place. I did a little looking online this morning and found an upscale condo not more than a mile from Nick, Lucas, and Leigh’s place. Private courtyard pool, play area for children, and a private, gated parking garage. Also, a doorman around the clock.”


  Tilly stared at him for a moment. “That sounds damned pricey.”


  “Well, yes, it would be. Nothing we can’t afford. Especially if this place is sold. Besides, this place technically belongs to the production company.”


  “You already talked to them, didn’t you, you big fink?”


  He grinned. “On my way home, after going to look at it. They were highly enamored of the plan, yes.”


  Tilly flopped back on the couch. “Why do I even bother?”


  “Give me one logical reason this won’t work? It eliminates one of your concerns about privacy, does it not? And it’s in a very low-crime area. Which is another concern. While this area is nice, there are far nicer.”


  “When is the closing?” she snarked, already knowing he’d bought it.


  “Wednesday afternoon. My, now who is the spooky one?”


  She stuck her tongue out at him. “Like you said. It’s a Domme thing. So why should we even bother swapping bedrooms for the baby?”


  “It’ll be two weeks before we can move in,” he said. “And it’s two and a half bathrooms, top floor, gorgeous view of the mountains to the north. The building is only five years old and is the latest in earthquake resistant architecture. And there is a well-equipped gym for residents, plus a securely screened-in balcony lanai that is already child-proofed.”


  “When do we get to see it?”


  He held up a set of keys. “We can go over tonight, if you wish.”


  Cris started chuckling. That quickly bloomed into a full-on, deep belly laugh.


  “What’s so funny?” Tilly asked.


  “Welcome to my world, Redbird,” he said. “Oh, Lan. I love that after all these years, you haven’t changed a bit. He did this same damn thing to me when he rented out the second office space we were in. He’d been looking for weeks and one day after telling me he wanted to expand, he made it look like he’d just lucked into the space.”


  “In this case,” Landry said, “I really did start looking today. I asked Lucas if he knew of any places I should check out, and he’d seen the advertisement for that condo building. He gave me a budget that they’d meet me at, and I took care of the rest. It’s a new building, new stainless appliances, all the comforts, as they say. It truly was luck, in this case.”


  “Well, we sure could use a little luck about now,” Tilly said, her gaze falling on the sleeping baby.


  If only she knew the shitstorm surrounding her.


  Fortunately, she never would have to know about it.


  Not if Tilly had anything to say about it.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Cris volunteered to ride in the back seat with the baby while Landry drove Tilly’s car. Tilly rode shotgun.


  “Nice of you to ask our input before going through with this,” she snarked.


  He laced fingers with her and squeezed. “I swore I’d never try to Dom you unless you asked. I never said I wouldn’t be decisive.”


  “Dammit,” she lightly said. “I’ll never win with you, will I?”


  “Why would you want to?” Cris asked. “It’s almost more fun losing sometimes.”


  “I shall remember you said that, boy,” Landry said.


  He even had the garage code already, punching it in when he pulled up to the roll-up gate.


  “Wow. That is secure,” she said.


  “Of course it is.”


  “I take it you put the deposit down already?”


  “I wrote the real estate agent a check, yes. The inspector will be by early Monday to go through the place for us and do a walk-through.”


  “I thought you were going back to Florida?”


  “Change of plans, love. I’ve delayed our meetings until the week after.” He smiled. “We have a move to take care of.”


  Even the parking garage was nice, clean, obviously swept and free of any stray detritus that many garages picked up, like pieces of paper and leaves. Cris got the carrier detached from the car seat base and carried the baby while Landry led them over to an elevator and punched in a code.


  The condo was furnished, but with nothing personal in evidence. “It’s all rental furniture,” Landry told them. “It’s staged. It’ll take them that long to get it moved. I told them that was fine, because we didn’t need any of it.”


  Tilly walked into the kitchen. Larger than their current one, the open plan had enough room for a table and had a breakfast bar as well. Plus there was a separate dining room.


  In this condo, the master bath had both a large, deep soaking tub and a shower.


  “Okay, I have to admit, that’s cool,” Tilly said.


  “I thought you’d like that, love. And the pool is wonderful.” He walked her to a window in the living room and pointed down.


  The landscaped courtyard was cast in deep shadows from the evening, but she spotted palm trees galore. “And the pool is open twenty-four hours,” Landry said. “So is the hot tub.”


  She sank onto the couch. “Do I even want to know the price?”


  “I refuse to tell you, love, because you’ll simply get upset. While I appreciate your thrifty nature, in this case, I’m overruling you. If you wish, you and Leigh can carpool to and from work some days, you’re that close.”


  The doorbell rang. “Who’s that?” Tilly asked.


  Landry, however, didn’t look surprised. “Ah, there they are.” He walked over and let them in.


  Leigh, Lucas, and Nick, who carried Lily.


  Leigh grinned at Tilly. “Well?”


  “You’re as big a fink as he is.”


  “Hey, I didn’t find out until after you’d left for the day, and I was sworn to secrecy.” She sat next to Tilly. “Well?”


  She shrugged and pointed to Landry. “He gets the final word.”


  Cris gave Landry a fist bump. “I think that’s the closest to a ‘yes, dear’ that you’ll get from her,” Cris said.


  “I’ll take the win,” Landry said.


  “Won’t this add to your drive time to the office?” Tilly asked the men.


  Landry shrugged. “Maybe another ten or fifteen minutes. Honestly? I’d rather the time difference be in your favor than ours.”


  “Aww. You’re the sweetest sadist.”


  “Hush, love. You’ll ruin my reputation.”


  “What reputation?” Cris snarked. “Everyone knows you’re a teddy bear outside of a dungeon.”


  Landry’s hand shot out, grabbed Cris by the hair, and pulled him in close. “What was that, boy?”


  Nick burst out laughing. “Yeah, those sadists will get you every time.”


  Leigh walked the condo with Tilly. “I think this room would be the perfect nursery. What color will you paint it?”


  The entire condo smelled freshly painted, every room the same, blah industrial white.


  “I don’t know yet. I haven’t even gotten that far. We’ll have to go shopping again. I’ll need more furniture.”


  “That’s not a bad thing.”


  “I didn’t say it was. There are worse problems in life to have.”


  Like being stuck in jail.


  That was something she’d never done in her life. In fact, she’d gone through great pains to stay out of jail, especially while doing the pro-Domme gig following Cris’ unexpected departure. Any time she’d had a client she thought was trying to push for sexual services, she immediately dropped them. As a result, she never ran afoul of the law.


  Although there were a few times had it not been for Landry or Cris interceding, she might have ended up in jail for beating the crap out of a fucktard who desperately deserved it.


  Prison orange is not my color.


  Cris caught up with them. “I take it you’re okay with this?”


  “Not like I have a choice, but yeah, he did good.”


  “Let’s walk downstairs and see the pool before we leave,” he said.


  “Okay.” It would be nice to have a pool. They didn’t have one at the house in Florida, and the backyard was too small there for a decent one, anyway. Although they’d enjoyed Lucas and Leigh’s pool plenty of times, having a key to their house and free permission to use it anytime they wanted.


  This time, Landry insisted on toting Katie’s carrier. Tilly was shocked at not just how quickly the men seemed to acclimate to being “fathers,” but how natural they appeared in the role.


  No, hoping she stays in jail for a while is baaaad.


  By the time they headed home again, it was nearly dark.


  “What are you thinking, Redbird?” Landry asked, breaking into her thoughts.


  “Maybe it’s a good thing we haven’t adopted before now,” she said. “I would have reacted a lot differently the other day when Sofia called. And I probably wouldn’t have been so eager to have her in our home, Cris’ cousin or not.”


  “I had already thought that myself,” Landry admitted.


  “Ditto,” Cris added from the back seat.


  Tilly turned to look at him. “Really?”


  “I love Sofia, but I’m no idiot. I would have put her up in a hotel. Maybe taken the baby still, but definitely not have had her around a child of ours. Not unless I was sure it was safe. Gang thugs aren’t anyone I want to get involved with. Just because I have a black belt doesn’t mean I want to get in a fight. Especially since a lot of those guys carry guns.”


  “That’s one of the many things I love about you, boy,” Landry said. “Your common sense.”


  “That’s not what you said when you first came around,” Tilly snarked.


  Landry squeezed her hand. “There are exceptions to every rule, love.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tilly fell asleep on the couch, starting awake to find the baby not on her chest where she’d been when she’d laid down just for a minute.


  Landry chuckled. “Cris put her to bed over an hour ago. She’s fine.”


  Tilly felt her heart start to slow to a normal rate. “Oh, good.”


  Landry rose from the chair and held out a hand to her. “In fact, he already went to bed. Shall we join him?”


  “To sleep, I hope.” She took his hand and let him help her up. “I’m too damn exhausted for anything else.”


  “Just sleep. I’m rather tired myself. We had an early morning.”


  “I think we’ll have plenty of them until she starts sleeping through the night.”


  “He coaxed her into taking half a bottle before he put her down for the night. Perhaps that will help.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Landry got up to take the five thirty cry.


  Tilly didn’t argue.


  Since Cris also got up, she assumed the two of them had it under control.


  It was nearly eight when she finally rolled over again and opened her eyes. Next to the bed, her personal cell phone was ringing. Blindly groping, she found it and answered.


  “Yo.”


  “Hey, Tilly. Did I wake you?”


  Loren. “Kinda sorta halfway. I’m technically not awake yet, so don’t feel guilty.”


  “Sorry.”


  “What’s up?”


  “You tell me. What’s going on? And when do we get to meet the little one?”


  Tilly felt slightly guilty. She’d briefly talked to Loren on Thursday and gave her the quick version of events between returning to the office with Leigh and driving home again, but hadn’t had a chance to fill her in completely.


  “It’ll take a while. Give me five minutes to pee, get coffee, and I’ll call you back.”


  “Promise?”


  “Yeah.” She did just that, making sure everything was okay with the guys and the baby first.


  Cris and Landry were stretched out on the couch, Katie asleep on Landry’s chest, Cris dozing. Landry was watching a news program.


  “Was that your phone I heard?” he asked.


  “Yeah, Loren calling. I owe her a call right back. Everything okay?”


  “We’re fine, love. Go call her. Tell them I said hello.”


  Tilly took her coffee back into the bedroom and stretched out on the bed to call Loren.


  “That was six minutes,” Loren said.


  “I had to wipe,” Tilly snarked, blowing across the top of her mug. “Where do you want me to begin?”


  “At the beginning. I’m a little confused how this all happened. It didn’t make much sense the other day and I was having trouble hearing you.”


  “Sorry. Damn hands-free system.” She gave Loren the long version of events.


  A half hour later, Loren let out a low whistle. “Damn. So she’s in jail right now?”


  “For the time being, yes.”


  “When are you guys coming back to Florida?”


  “I don’t know at this point. Soon, I hope.” She closed her eyes. “I miss you guys.”


  “We miss you, too, sweetie, but this is more important. I can fly out there, if you want.”


  Tilly started to say no, that was okay.


  That she was strong enough to handle this.


  That she didn’t need the help.


  Those would have been lies, every last one of them. And Loren would have known it.


  Loren and Ross had picked her up and kept her going—literally—when Cris left. They were her very best friends.


  “Really?” Tilly asked.


  “Sweetie, you don’t even need to ask. I’ll book the first flight out that I can for today and let you know when I’m arriving.”


  “Thank you.”


  “How are Cris and Landry holding up?”


  “I’ve got some adorable pics to text to you. I didn’t even post them on Facebook.”


  “I can’t wait. Let me get off here and find a flight and pack. I’ll have Ross take me to the airport. Will you be able to pick me up, or should I get a cab?”


  “I’ll meet you there. How long can you stay?”


  “How long do you need me?”


  She swallowed hard. “At least until after the hearing.”


  “Then I’ll plan for a couple of weeks, at least. Hey, I get to help you decorate a nursery in the new place, don’t I?”


  Tilly swallowed back tears as she laughed. “I guess you will.”


  “Good. Keep your phone close. I’ll text the details when I have them. Love you.”


  “Love you, too, Lor.” Tilly hung up and stared at her phone for a moment. This wasn’t fair. Loren and Ross had always wanted children, too.


  Through no fault of her own, Loren had the option taken away from her, too, thanks to some drunken assholes at a frat party who spiked her drink.


  Cris tapped on the door and swung it open. “Is it safe?”


  “Yeah.” She wiped at her eyes. “Lor’s flying out. Hopefully today.”


  “Hey, great. She’s staying with us, right?”


  “She better be.”


  He walked over to the bed and sat next to her, pulling her into his arms. “This is the good kind of irony, for a change.”


  “Loren coming to my rescue again?”


  “Yeah.”


  She snuggled tightly against him, now letting her tears flow. “Why am I reacting like this?”


  “Because it’s an emotional time, Redbird. It’s okay to feel emotional.”


  “I’m not going to want to let her go.”


  “Let’s deal with that when it happens, not before. We have custody of Katie. That’s a given. Sofia understands we will not relinquish that custody until we’re positive she can care for her. Frankly, that’s going to be a while. At least a year, and even then perhaps longer depending on what happens at the hearing. She might end up in jail for a couple of years.”


  “Really?” She immediately hated herself. “Sorry that sounded so hopeful.”


  Cris chuckled. “We all make choices, Redbird. I get it. Uncle Gonzalo was an asshole. Or is one. I haven’t tried tracking them down yet. Not sure I want to. I keep going back and forth on that one. But the point is, Sofia made the choices she did. She could have left for Florida with me. She could have taken the easy out, and she chose to stay here. She made a series of bad choices that compounded each one she made.”


  “Sometimes people don’t think they have choices.”


  “True, but you can’t tell me there wasn’t five minutes in the hospital she couldn’t have asked a nurse for privacy during a bath or something when she couldn’t have whispered she needed help. You cannot convince me of that.”


  Tilly wasn’t so sure. “It depends on how scared she was.”


  “They have security in hospitals, Redbird.”


  “She might not have thought they could protect her. You don’t know if the people watching her were armed or not.”


  “She had a baby to think about. She knew the environment she would be taking Katie back to. You can’t convince me that was a better option than risking asking for help. It took getting the crap beaten out of her—not the first time—and the asshole threatening the baby to finally snap her out of it.”


  “And he threatened her that if she talked, he’d hurt the baby, or tell the probation officer what was going on and she worried the baby would be taken away.”


  “Maybe not the worst thing.”


  That irony wasn’t lost on Tilly, that she was now trying to defend Sofia in the woman’s absence.


  “Do you really feel like that, or are you just playing devil’s advocate?” she asked.


  “I really feel like that. What I did to you, that was stupid. But I knew you’d be okay. What she did…” He sighed. “I love her, but honestly? I’m angry with her. She could have accepted my help years ago.”


  “And maybe she wouldn’t have Katie.”


  “Well, if it wasn’t for us, Katie would be destined to a pretty miserable life. We’re charmed, no doubt about it. I don’t take that good fortune for granted, and I won’t let her go through the kinds of hell you and I had to go through as kids, even if it means standing up to Fi and keeping custody of Katie.”


  Tilly wasn’t sure if that made her feel better or worse. “Okay.” Her phone buzzed with an incoming text message.


  “Loren?” he asked.


  “Yeah. She’s got a flight booked already. Wow, that was fast.”


  “She’s a woman on a mission to get to her best friend’s side.” He chuckled. “Thank you for not letting her and Ross take a propane torch to me.”


  “I couldn’t have let them do that to you.” She fingered her fluorite pendant that was her day collar from him. “I would have felt too guilty. I’m not entirely sure Landry wouldn’t have let them.”


  “He let Ross gut-punch me, so yeah, I’m betting he might have.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Tilly and the men spent the day rearranging things. With Loren coming to stay for a while, they went back to converting the office to a nursery. Cris and Tilly went out to buy a dresser and changing table to fit in there while Landry stayed home with the baby.


  It was almost nine p.m. local time when Loren’s flight touched down. Tilly was waiting for her and engulfed her in a long, tearful hug when she emerged into the main terminal.


  “I’m not ashamed to admit I need you right now,” she whispered to Loren.


  Loren held her, stroking her hair. “I know, sweetie. I could tell. How are your guys?”


  “Amazing. But it’s not the same.”


  “I brought three suitcases. I hope your car will hold them. I came ready for a long stay. Ross had to help me pack to make it to the airport on time.”


  “Good. Because I don’t want you to leave any time soon.”


  Loren hadn’t eaten yet, and it was nearly midnight Florida time. Tilly called Landry to let him know she’d arrived and they stopped for sushi after leaving the airport.


  Tilly let Loren scroll through her phone, the pictures and videos. “Oh my god, she’s adorable!”


  “I know, right?” Tilly pinched a piece of California roll between her chopsticks, dredged it through soy sauce, and stuck it in her mouth. “Hell, she looks a lot like Cris. I saw his baby pics. It’s uncanny.”


  “Family resemblance.” She finally returned the phone to Tilly. “So for the foreseeable future…”


  “Yeah.” Tilly snagged a piece of sashimi. “Cris swears he won’t let Sofia get custody back until he’s certain she can take care of her.”


  “Well, I never thought I’d ever see the day where I’d say, ‘Go, Cris.’” She smiled, making Tilly laugh.


  “See, I told you so.”


  “Yes, you did. But you can’t blame me and Ross for hating him when he came back.” Loren used her fingers instead of chopsticks.


  “I don’t blame you. I would have done the same damn thing.”


  “Glad you don’t hold it against us.”


  “Never. You’re my best friends.”


  “So when is her court date?”


  “A week from next Wednesday.” Tilly ate another piece of sashimi. “Longest eleven days of my life, I think.”


  “You’re not horrible for hoping she stays in jail.”


  Tilly froze. “You been taking Dom lessons from Ross or something?”


  Loren grinned. “No. I just know you really well.” Her smile faded. “Because I would be thinking the same thing. Any rational person in this situation would think that.”


  “Any rational person wouldn’t be in this situation in the first place,” Tilly countered.


  “Don’t be so sure. Everyone has a relative or a friend who can’t get their shit together.”


  “Guess I was that friend for a while.” Tilly grinned before she popped another piece of sushi in her mouth.


  “But you got better,” Loren teased, their old, familiar joke.


  “Sometimes, I wonder if I did. I look at this life I’ve built and wonder how the fuck I got here, and when the fuck are they going to come in, declare me a faker, and take it all away from me.”


  “They won’t,” Loren said. “Trust me. Been there, done that. You’ve earned what you have with blood and sweat. Literally. Two great guys, and now…” Loren’s voice trailed off.


  “Now,” Tilly said. “That’s the problem. Is she my daughter? What is she?”


  “She’s a baby who doesn’t care who you or your guys are, only that you’re loving her and taking care of her. And that’s what’s important. What she calls you or what you call her is irrelevant.”


  “I still don’t understand how someone gets to that point,” Tilly said. “Even at my lowest point, I had a shred of self-preservation.”


  “She had enough to force her to make the call. Enough to remember a phone number when most people never would have. All those years, Cris kept that number. I thought he had a local phone number?”


  “He does. He still paid for that number and had it forwarded to his phone.”


  “Stupid question, and a little bit off-topic, but when Landry had his accident. When Cris went back. Why didn’t they call him on that number?”


  “Because he never gave that number to anyone else. He’d stopped using it when he met Lan and moved in with him and got a new phone. Only Sofia still had it. Well, and his mom and any other family who might have had it.”


  “So all this time, he kept that phone number active…just in case she called him?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Did you guys know about it?”


  “Landry did. I didn’t until this happened. Landry wrapped it in with their corporate account for Cris.”


  “They were trying to hide it?”


  “No, they honestly hadn’t thought to tell me about it.” She picked up another piece of sushi with her chopsticks. “Honestly, it’s okay. I know they weren’t trying to pull anything.”


  “You asked them?”


  “Hell yeah, I asked.” Tilly ate the piece of sushi. “I asked if there were any other little surprises for me to know about. They swear that’s it, that’s the only one.”


  “And you believe them?”


  “I have to. I love them. Why, don’t you think I should?”


  “I didn’t mean it like that,” Loren said. “It’s more me hoping you believe them, because when I look back at what Landry engineered to get you and Cris back together, it’s pretty fucking amazing. Other than the years of suffering you had to go through.”


  “Yeah. Real Romeo and Juliet. Without the suicide. And Romeo’s best buddy, Leroy.”


  “Leeeeroooy Jenkins,” Loren said with a grin, making them both laugh at the old joke.


  “Take every day as it comes,” Loren said when they’d both stopped laughing. “That’s all you can do. And I’ll be here with you, every step of the way.”


  “Thank you.”


  “You don’t have to thank me, kiddo,” Loren said. “That’s what friends do for each other.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Landry had instructed Tilly to let them know when she was about five minutes away. Cris met them downstairs to help with the luggage.


  Loren greeted him with a hug. “Glad she didn’t let me neuter you,” she teased.


  He laughed. “That makes two of us.”


  The baby was asleep in her crib, but Landry insisted Loren could go in and see her.


  “She’s adorable!” Loren whispered, holding onto Tilly.


  “I know, right?”


  The women stood there for a long moment in silence. Loren tipped her head over onto Tilly’s shoulder. When she spoke, it was a whisper Tilly knew her men, standing in the doorway, couldn’t hear.


  “Don’t let her go, babe,” Loren said. “Whatever you do, hold on tight. Whatever I have to do to help, name it. If you need Ross to help find an attorney, or whatever, it’s done.”


  “I appreciate that.”


  After getting Loren settled in the guest room, Tilly collapsed onto their bed in the master bedroom.


  Tonight, the men snuggled her in the middle. Cris would take the next morning shift.


  “How long is she staying, love?” Landry asked.


  “As long as I can get her to,” Tilly said.


  “She’ll end up helping us move.”


  “Probably.”


  “At least we’ll have plenty of room,” Landry said.


  “Time for us to start making play dates when we get back to Florida,” she said.


  “Yeah,” Cris said. “I think her calendar book will be filled.”


  “Pre-school,” Tilly moaned. “We’ve got to start looking.”


  “Too soon,” the men said in unison.


  “She’s only two weeks old,” Cris added. “There’s plenty of time for pre-school decisions.”


  As Tilly closed her eyes, it didn’t escape her notice that he didn’t add a caveat to that caution.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tilly didn’t know if her lack of nightmares was due to Loren’s presence or because she was growing used to the situation. But when she awoke a little after seven Sunday morning, she was alone in bed and felt like she’d had the best night’s sleep in days.


  Maybe because she had.


  She heard voices out in the kitchen and smelled coffee. After using the bathroom and pulling on a robe, she made her way out to the kitchen. There, Loren was holding the baby and feeding her while Landry and Cris sat at the table.


  “Ah. That explains the late sleeping.”


  “Aunt Loren is still on Florida time,” she said with a smile. “So I was already awake when I heard her wake up. Yes I was.” She leaned in and kissed the baby’s forehead.


  Yep. God help Sofia if she got out of jail while Loren was there. Loren would tear her a new one for allowing the situation to go on as long as it did, as well as a long strip out of her hide to remember the lesson by.


  Cris started to get up but Tilly patted him on the shoulder. “It’s okay, Sir. I’ll get my own coffee this morning.” With Loren in the house, Tilly knew she needed the day of downtime.


  Time spent not being strong.


  She knew she’d have countless days ahead of her where she’d have to be strong, maybe stronger than she’d ever had to be before in her life.


  And that was saying something, with all the shit she’d survived.


  For today, she just wanted to be Redbird, and feel safe with her men and her best friend. To not think about anything. To not ponder the what-ifs.


  To not think about a day where Sofia might get her shit together and take this precious little bundle of hope away from her.


  And she didn’t want to think about what a shitty person that made her for wanting this to never end.


  


  * * * *


  


  Landry and Cris still had a changing table to assemble and a home office to rearrange. They could shift the sofa around in the living room and make room to move the desk out there. It would do until their move to the new condo.


  A move Tilly dictated they’d handle themselves and not hire movers.


  When Loren arched an eyebrow at her, Tilly shrugged. “I don’t want movers pawing through our stuff. Look at how much we have. Honestly. Between us, Lucas, Nick, and a couple of guys from Cris and Landry’s office, we’ve got this handled at a fraction of the cost.”


  “And twice the backache,” Loren snarked.


  “You don’t understand what the paparazzi are like around here.”


  “I know you’re a little obsessive about saving money sometimes. And worrying about things that don’t really matter in the long run.”


  The men exchanged a knowing look.


  “Oh, don’t give me that,” Tilly said to the men. “You think I’m going to give in because Loren said so, don’t you?”


  The men laughed.


  Tilly sighed. “Fuck.”


  “Language,” Loren teasingly warned. “Little pitchers.”


  Tilly slid into a seat at the table. “Okay, fine. We’ll hire movers.” She jabbed a finger at Landry. “It’s on your head if some weird-ass story hits the news.”


  “Why my fault?”


  “Because I said so. And you’re the Master, that’s why.”


  He smirked. “I thought you didn’t want me Domming you.”


  “Well, you’re on top by default.” She stuck her tongue out.


  Loren snorted. “You’re living dangerously, sweetie. I have no doubts those two need absolutely no reason to put you in your place.”


  Landry grabbed Tilly by the hair and pulled her in close. “She’s right, you know. And with Loren here, there’s nothing to stop me from taking you into the bedroom and giving you a good hard spanking right now.”


  Tilly swallowed hard. “Um, no, Sir.”


  He looked at Cris. “Did that sound like consent to you?”


  “She knows how to say red,” Cris said.


  “Go play, guys,” Loren said. “Me and the peanut need some quality time together.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tonight, Landry determined it would be Cris in the middle of the sandwich, with Tilly on the bottom. Cris slid his cock inside her and held still at Landry’s order, waiting.


  Meanwhile, Cris switched to French and began whispering in Tilly’s ear, building her up, getting her primed and ready to go as soon as Landry let Cris start moving again.


  Didn’t mean Tilly couldn’t try to squirm against him, rocking her hips and trying to rub her clit against him.


  “Someone’s going to get a good, hard fucking,” Cris said. “Our sweet little Redbird, begging me for permission to come while I’m fucking her.”


  During Cris’ absence, Tilly had cursed the orgasm triggers that had been such an engrained part of their dynamic during their relationship.


  Now, with Landry as well, she’d been able to enjoy them once more, benefitting from the training Cris had done with her while her Master.


  Behind Cris, Tilly felt Landry start to work his cock up Cris’ ass. She knew because Cris always let out a cute little moan, and his cock started to twitch, when Landry got ready to fuck him.


  Landry had also switched over to his native tongue. “Two sweet pets are going to come tonight,” he said. “Cris, don’t you dare come before I tell you. Redbird, you may come as soon and often as you’d like.”


  Cris’ head had drooped a little. At that, he raised it and looked over his shoulder. “Why does she get that freedom?”


  Landry grabbed Cris by the hair and tipped his head back. “Because I said so.”


  Tilly felt herself drop a little deeper into subspace at the commanding tone of Landry’s voice.


  “Yes, Master,” Cris mumbled.


  Oh, he was already gone. She never dreamed she would ever find that sexy, but she did.


  Super-sexy.


  Tilly tried rocking against Cris again, but then he dropped his full weight onto her, pinning her to the bed. “If I have to wait, I’m going to make you wait a little longer.” Cris leaned in and started nipping the side of her neck.


  She mewed in pleasure, squirming against him—or trying to, at least.


  Finally, Landry had his cock buried inside Cris and made him sit up. “Start fucking our girl, Cris.” Cris immediate started thrusting, long, hard strokes she knew were not only bringing him pleasure from his cock being buried in her pussy, but from Landry’s cock in his ass as well.


  Landry looked over Cris’ shoulder and his gaze connected with hers. “Come, Redbird.”


  That’s all she needed. Between the ingrained trigger, the wonderful way Cris’ cock filled her, and the way his body was rubbing against her clit, there was no way she couldn’t obey him. She arched her back, clamping her lips together to stifle her loud, long moan of pleasure.


  “Good girl,” both men said, although Cris’ voice was sounding a wee bit strained from trying to hold back his own orgasm.


  “That’s my good boy,” Landry said. “I’ll let you fuck a couple of more out of her, then I’ll put a load into your ass and give you permission to come.”


  Tilly was still coming, one long, rolling, blissful release that seemed to have no end. Not as intense as the forced orgasm sessions with the vibrator, but still wonderful.


  She damn sure wasn’t complaining.


  Cris’ lower lip was caught under his teeth as he rolled his hips, thrusting against her, back onto Landry’s, impaling her and then himself with every stroke.


  Tilly held on and enjoyed the ride, glad for something, anything to capture and hold her mind and attention in this way, for this long. To quiet the thoughts rattling around inside her brain, noisily chipping away at her calm.


  Landry eventually took over the rhythm, grabbing Cris by the hips and driving his cock into the man’s ass, shoving him forward into Tilly even more and keeping her going. She knew Landry was close from the sound of his voice.


  “Get ready, boy,” he hoarsely ordered.


  Cris groaned, nearing the edge of his own self-control when Landry finally let out a satisfied moan.


  “Now,” Landry gasped. “Come for me.”


  Cris sped up and took several hard, deep thrusts before falling still on top of Tilly, his lips finding hers and kissing her even as his cock still twitched inside her, slowly growing limp.


  Tilly breathed in a deep, sated breath, scented with the men’s sweat and aroma of their lovemaking.


  She heard a slap against an ass as she felt Cris jump a little, making her smile.


  “Such a good boy you are,” Landry said in English as he untangled himself from the pile and headed for the bathroom. “Join me in the shower?”


  “Yes, Sir.” He kissed Tilly. “Want to join us?”


  She didn’t really need a shower now. She just wanted to curl up with them and fall asleep, but she wouldn’t say no to shower cuddling.


  “Sure,” she said, letting him help her out of bed.


  Landry cuddled Tilly between them in the shower. “Love you, pets,” he said.


  “Love you, Sir,” Tilly mumbled, struggling to stay awake.


  She felt Cris lean in and kiss Landry. “Love you, Master,” he said.


  “How come you don’t call me Master all the time, love?” Landry teased her. A familiar, playful jab.


  “Because I don’t always feel like it, Sir Fussypants.”


  That earned her a deep laugh. “Nothing like a switchy Domme nurse to keep me in line, eh, Cris?”


  “You’re telling me, Master. But I sure do love her.”


  Her smile widened. “Love you, too, Master.”


  “Hey,” Landry joked. “How come he got a Master?”


  “Because I felt like it.”


  It felt good to hear both men laughing.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Monday morning, Loren and Tilly were still at home and getting Katie ready for the trip to the office.


  “Do you think Ross would let me hire you to be me for me?” Tilly asked.


  “I actually understood what you meant,” Loren said. “I don’t know if that should worry or amuse me.”


  “I’m serious.”


  “You’ll get through this, sweetie.” Loren zipped up the diaper bag. “This is an adjustment, that’s all. Once you get your feet back under you and get a routine going, you’ll be balls-to-the-wall again.”


  “Is that what this is? My routine’s off?”


  Loren snorted. “Seriously? You’re asking me that? You are a creature of habit. It took me and Ross just a couple of days of you living with us to realize that. How do you think we were able to stabilize you so quickly and get you back on your feet? We matched our routine to yours.”


  “Really?”


  “Really. You’re a stubborn Taurus, honey. Routines-R-Us.”


  Tilly sank into one of the kitchen chairs and thought about it. “Son of a bitch.”


  “Language.”


  “Oh, seriously. She’ll be swearing by the time she’s five.”


  “That’s not a good thing, usually.”


  “You’re right. About the routine. How did I never realize that before?”


  “Because you didn’t need to realize it. You just did it.”


  The doorbell rang.


  “Who’s that?” Loren asked.


  “Do I look like I have super powers?” Tilly got up and headed to the living room. When she looked through the viewfinder, she found two men standing there, one a uniformed police officer, and the other she suspected was a detective.


  Just to be sure, she called out, “Can I help you?”


  The man she thought was a detective held up an official photo ID in a badge holder. “My name is Detective Rogers. I’m looking for Cris Guerrero.”


  She opened the door as Loren walked up behind her. “I’m his…partner. What’s going on?”


  He consulted a notepad. “Your name, ma’am?”


  “Tilly LaCroux. What’s this about?”


  “May we come in?”


  Tilly looked at Loren, who nodded. Tilly opened the door wider and let them in.


  A bad feeling settled over her, a certainty. “Is this about Landry? Is he okay?”


  “Ma’am, can you sit down, please?”


  “Why?” Panic started setting in. She felt Loren easing her over to the couch. “Don’t tell me something happened to Lan or Cris!”


  “No, ma’am. I’m here about Sofia Guerrero.”


  “What? She’s in jail. Her probation officer revoked her. She’s got a hearing next Wednesday. Cris is her cousin.”


  Loren grabbed her hand and held on tight. “Honey, be quiet. I think he’s trying to tell you something.”


  The detective nodded. “I’m sorry, but there’s no easy way to break this news to you. Sofia Guerrero died this morning.”


  “What?”


  “There was an incident at breakfast. The details are still being sorted out.”


  “Dead?”


  “Someone attacked her.”


  “Oh, shit,” Loren breathed. “I’ll call Landry.”


  Tilly was barely aware of Loren letting go of her hand and hurrying from the room.


  Tilly looked from one man to the other. “This is some really bad joke, right? Or like a bad investigation ploy to throw people off the trail? She can’t be dead. She was in jail.”


  “It’s still an ongoing investigation. We suspect someone in the same gang as her ex-boyfriend might have done it. We’re reviewing film footage.”


  It felt hard to breathe. Tilly remembered this sensation. The last time she’d felt it had been when she discovered Cris had left.


  Before that, when she found out her mom died.


  She stared at her lap. “What?”


  “Is there someone we can call for you? Would you like me to call Mr. Guerrero? You and your husband and Mr. Guerrero were all listed as next of kin on her forms.”


  Tilly focused on breathing. She suspected she wasn’t far from passing out, from the way her blood rushed in her ears.


  “Dead? Are…are you sure? Are you sure it’s her?”


  “I’m sorry, ma’am, but yes. We are.”


  Somewhere in the kitchen, she heard Loren talking, fast, low tones that brooked zero resistance, before she was at Tilly’s side again.


  “Landry and Cris are turning around and coming back. They said they’ll be here in about twenty minutes.”


  When Katie let out a little fussy cry, again Loren came to the rescue. “I’ve got her. You, stay.”


  Tilly relaxed back into the couch and tried to process this.


  Normally, Tilly was the one everyone came to in a crisis. The one everyone relied on. It was mostly her nursing training in those cases, a calm detachment she could hold on to because while she loved her friends, it wasn’t technically her crisis. She could deal with it because she had to.


  This was her crisis.


  A crisis almost of her own making.


  “Why would someone attack her?” she finally asked.


  “We don’t know for sure yet.” Detective Rogers wore a practiced sympathetic expression Tilly wanted to smack off his face.


  Instead, she balled her hands into fists, her fingernails digging into her palms, and held on tight.


  “We think,” he continued, “it had something to do with our investigation into Monroe Cord. He and his brothers are in a gang. Her testimony was going to prove vital in making sure they were finally put away for good. We were building a solid drug trafficking case against them and others in the gang. Including fingering individuals we didn’t have info on before now.”


  “You used her,” Tilly whispered, horrified as the realization sank in. “You probably promised her you’d put in a good word with the judge to recommend her release in exchange for her testimony, didn’t you?”


  “I can’t comment on an ongo—”


  “Didn’t you!” she screamed.


  Only the sound of Katie letting out a wail filled the condo. The uniformed officer shifted position, as if to make sure he was between Tilly and the detective, but he didn’t speak.


  The detective looked very uncomfortable. “We made her certain assurances in exchange for her full and ongoing cooperation, yes.”


  Tilly slumped back against the couch. “Son of a bitch,” she whispered. “You were going to strong-arm her, which wasn’t necessary in the first place because she wanted to set things right to get back to her baby. You strong-armed her, and now she’s dead because you couldn’t fucking protect her!”


  The detective had gone from looking very uncomfortable to looking like he wanted to be anywhere but right there. “She was supposed to have been housed alone in a cell in a more secure unit until her hearing next week,” he said. “Apparently over the weekend there was a mistake made and she was put in a lower-security section due to a shortage of bed space.”


  “Where someone from the gang recognized her as a snitch and took her out.”


  He didn’t answer.


  He didn’t have to.


  Tilly closed her eyes. “Fuck.”


  Loren walked out, the baby in her arms. “Honey, why don’t you take Katie back to your bedroom for a little while, okay? I’ll talk to them and wait here until Cris and Landry get back.”


  Tilly sat there, her mind whirling, her anger seething.


  Her guilt boiling over.


  “Tilly,” Loren sharply snapped, bringing Tilly’s attention to focus on her friend. “Honey, get up, and take the baby. Go back to your bedroom.”


  Automatically, Tilly found herself standing and heading over to Loren, where she handed Katie off to her. Tilly cradled the baby against her as she slowly made her way to the bedroom and closed the door behind her.


  Staring down into Katie’s face, Tilly realized something else.


  She wasn’t sure how she could face this little girl when she was older and explain this to her. How could she live with the guilt of the things she’d thought about Sofia?


  Sofia could have turned her life around once she was released. Could have gotten an education.


  Could have been there for her daughter.


  Tilly didn’t even have any pictures of Sofia she could give to Katie when she was older. None she’d want the girl to see. Only pictures of Sofia looking beaten and half-dead from her bruises and injuries.


  Not even a video with her mom’s voice on it.


  Tilly stretched out on the bed, the baby already soothed by her touch.


  That’s when Tilly closed her eyes and wept.


  


  * * * *


  


  Landry knew fear. He’d faced it head-on—literally—when he’d tried to kill himself. A lesser version of it during his cancer treatments, both times, when he realized he had so much to live for and didn’t want to die.


  That paled in comparison to the fear that crawled through his gut when he heard the tone of Loren’s voice when she ordered them back to the condo.


  Immediately.


  The only thing she’d said was that Tilly and Katie were all right, that it wasn’t about them.


  From the grim set to Cris’ jaw, he suspected the other man’s mental speculation had immediately jumped to the same conclusion, that it involved Sofia.


  That Loren refused to reveal anything else over the phone only further confirmed it, as far as Landry was concerned.


  They didn’t discuss it on the way, didn’t bandy possibilities.


  They’d find out soon enough, and all he wanted to do was get to Tilly and Katie and hold them and ease himself through his fears, the fear that had hammered and pounded his heart before Loren’s clarification that it wasn’t about them.


  But wasn’t it?


  Once they were parked, they both ran from the car for the elevator, and then jogged down the hallway to their door. He’d started fitting his key in the lock when it opened.


  Loren stood there, looking somber.


  And he knew.


  The detective and uniformed officer who stood at their arrival also confirmed it, but he knew they had to hear it.


  “What’s going on?” Landry asked.


  The plainclothes detective stepped forward, hand extended. “Detective Rogers,” he said. “Are you—”


  “Landry Renee LaCroux,” he said. “And Cristo Guerrero,” he said, pointing at the man. “Just say it. I think I already know what you’re here to say, but please, just say it.”


  Cris and Landry ended up sitting on the couch as the detective went through what happened. Loren hovered to the side, attentive, waiting.


  Landry draped an arm over Cris’ shoulders as the man sat there, elbows on his knees, head hanging.


  “We were going to help her get her life together,” Cris said. “She was finally ready. She gave us custody of the baby until all this was settled. We were going to move her to Florida with us, put her through school…”


  From the way his shoulders shook, Landry knew Cris was crying.


  “You’ll find who did this, won’t you?” Landry asked.


  “We should, yes,” the detective said. “We’re still going through the surveillance videos. There were several angles, but we should be able to figure it out.”


  “I’m going to go check on Tilly,” Loren said, leaving the room.


  Landry felt helpless again.


  Dammit, how he despised that.


  “Where is she now?” Landry asked. “Do we need to identify her?”


  “No, sir,” Detective Rogers said. “We have a positive ID on her from one of her tattoos. She’ll be taken for an autopsy and then released to whatever funeral home you choose.”


  “We’re going to take her to Florida,” Cris hoarsely said. “I want her cremated, and we’ll take her ashes to Florida. I want her to at least get there one way or another.”


  Landry worried about the man. Cris had stalwartly held up under all the stresses of caring for him following his accident and cancer treatments, all while taking over the business again. And while under the heartbreak of having walked away from Tilly, even though Landry hadn’t known that at the time.


  This man sounded broken, hollow. In a way Landry had never heard him sound before.


  “When can we get her?” Landry asked.


  The detective scribbled a phone number and a case number on the back of one of his business cards and handed it to Landry. “They can contact the county morgue at that number to make the arrangements. It’ll be at least a day or so.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Did they even try to save her?” Cris asked, that same hoarse, hollow tone to his voice. He finally looked up. “Did they even try to keep her alive, or was it easier for them to let her die right there?”


  Landry took grim sadistic satisfaction in the discomfort on the detective’s face. “Her injuries were too…extensive. By the time staff and guards were able to get in and control the situation, she was already gone. I’m sorry.”


  “I hope her testimony was worth it, detective,” Landry drawled. “I hope it was worth her life. I hope playing her, when she was already willing to cooperate, is worth her daughter now growing up without a mother.”


  “I’m sorry, Mr. LaCroux. We never—”


  “Was it you who asked the probation officer to revoke her, hmm? Be honest. Ms. Nerzino wasn’t going to revoke her, was she? It was after she contacted you all and you found out there was another witness, you asked for Sofia’s probation to be revoked, didn’t you? You had her brought in so you could, what’s it called, sweat her, right?”


  “I—”


  “Do not lie to me,” Landry said. “You bloody bastards. She wasn’t just some gang whore. She was a new mother desperate for a new start, a new life. She reached out to us for help. And by doing so, we basically became unwitting accomplices in you getting her killed. She trusted us, because we trusted the system to do right by her, and you failed her.”


  “She wasn’t supposed to be in that wing. She was supposed to be in a cell of her own but the orders got messed up somehow and the weekend staff—”


  Landry cut him off. “I don’t want your fucking excuses. I want to know how we’re supposed to explain to her daughter when she’s older that a paperwork snafu got her mother killed. Did you need this case to further your career, detective? Was it going to be a feather in your cap?”


  “I’m sorry. I know how traumatic this is—”


  “You know nothing, sir,” Landry said. “We promised her we’d help her. We promised her a chance for a new life. Now she’s dead and will never get to see her daughter grow up. Her infant daughter. Not even three weeks old. Do you have children, detective? She wanted her daughter to have a good life so she reached out to us for help, desperate to break free of her old life. She wasn’t some drugged out prostitute. She’d done the best she could under the circumstances. She was forced into crime by her boyfriend at the time, and ended up arrested for it. All her life she basically bounced around, feeling helpless. Well, the first time she finally finds agency, takes control of her life, it gets her killed. Great job serving and protecting.”


  The detective took a step back. “If you don’t have any more questions—”


  “Oh, I have plenty, but our attorney will be asking them of you on a witness stand when we sue you and the department of corrections for her death. Had you simply left her in our care, not only would she have helped you with your case and cooperated completely, she would still be alive. Well, now your case likely has been impacted, and she’s dead. Again, great job. You may show yourselves out.”


  The men left.


  Landry pulled Cris into his arms. Cris silently sobbed against him.


  Landry rested his head against Cris’. “It’s all right, love. I’m here. I’ve got you.”


  Cris’ low, keening wail took Landry off-guard, gutted him. Drew tears from even his stony heart.


  “She wanted my help,” Cris whispered. “I promised to help her.”


  “I know, love. I know.” Landry stroked his hair.


  “We promised her a new life. A better life.”


  “I know.”


  “She trusted us.”


  “We trusted the system.”


  After a couple of minutes, Cris sat up. “Tilly.” He stood, but Landry caught his hand.


  “Loren’s with her. I’ll go to her. You wash up first.”


  “Fuck,” he whispered. “What’s this going to do to her? She’s going to feel guilty as hell.”


  “I’m afraid we’re about to find out.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  For a sickening moment, time warped and folded and Tilly was lying there in Loren’s arms, crying over Cris. Reality set in and the baby cradled against her grounded Tilly to the present.


  Cris was not the Guerrero for whom she mourned.


  Not this time.


  The door opened and she didn’t even look to see who it was, although she suspected Landry. This was confirmed when he climbed into bed on her other side and wrapped his arms around her and Loren.


  And Katie.


  He pressed his lips against the top of her head. “I’m so sorry, love.”


  “This is my fault,” Tilly groaned. “All my fault.”


  “No, it’s not,” Loren said. “You were trying to help her.”


  “I wanted her to stay in jail,” Tilly said, the words almost physically painful to speak aloud. “I wanted Katie all to myself. I didn’t want Sofia to get out. I wanted her to be punished for what happened to Katie.”


  “Love, if you ascribe blame in that way,” Landry said, “then I am just as culpable as you are. I wished for her to face punishment, too.”


  “You did?”


  “Yes. I wanted her to learn a hard lesson so she wouldn’t repeat it. This is not our fault. This is the fault of the system, and we shall make them pay for it.”


  “Her parents,” Tilly said. “Her brothers. We need to locate them and tell them.”


  “I suppose you’re right.”


  Cris came in and sat on the end of the bed. He looked as gutted as she felt. “I’m sorry, Redbird.”


  “Why are you apologizing?”


  “She was my cousin. I’m the reason you were dragged into this to start with.”


  Loren let out a disgusted sound. “Jeezus, you three are incredible, you know that?” She pointed at the baby. “She is the only one who matters right now. Unless one of you actually snuck out this morning and murdered Sofia without us knowing, it, or one of you suddenly developed magical powers, none of you are to blame. So suck it up, buttercups, and let’s figure out what we need to do next.”


  Tilly let out a snort. “Since when did you get so toppy?”


  “Since the three of you apparently decided wallowing in self-pity was a valid option. Yes, this sucks. It sucks big hairy donkey balls. It’s not right. It’s damn sure not fair. And you have every right to mourn your loss. But it is what it is, the hand we’ve been dealt. So we need to play those cards and figure out the next step, because Katie needs you to be strong for her.”


  “I’ll track down my family,” Cris said. “They might have disowned her and me both, but I won’t stoop to their level. They need to know what happened.”


  “Be prepared for a legal battle,” Loren said. “They’re going to want that baby.”


  “Let them try.” Tilly looked down into Katie’s sleeping face. Innocence. Blissful ignorance to the drama unfolding around her new life. “They’ll wish they’d never heard of me if they try.”


  “We have a court order,” Landry said, “requested by Sofia, naming us custodial guardians indefinitely. Sofia’s will grants custody to us, and specifically states she does not want anyone else in her family to have custody of Katie. Her family can try to fight that, but it’s doubtful they’ll prevail. Dale Waters even mentioned to me that if we wanted to adopt Katie, as long as Sofia didn’t object, the paperwork we now have in place would make that quite easy to achieve. From what I understand, Dale is the best in the area at what he does.”


  “He better be,” Cris grumbled. “We’re paying enough for it.”


  Tilly knew Loren was right but it didn’t change how she felt. “Shouldn’t we take time to grieve for her?”


  “Of course. Just not right this minute. You need to call Leigh and tell her you’re not coming in right away.”


  “Maybe she should go to work,” Landry said. “Perhaps it’s the best thing. There’s nothing to be done that Cris and I can’t handle. You are already behind on work from last week.”


  Tilly tried to protest. “But—”


  “He’s right, Redbird,” Cris hoarsely said. “You need to keep yourself busy today. I don’t know how my family is going to react, and I don’t want you subjected to their bullshit if they act like assholes.”


  Knowing she was going to be overruled, she looked to Loren, who slowly nodded. “I think they’re right. Let’s get you ready for work and get going. I’ll drive you.”


  “I’ll call Leigh and tell her why you’re late,” Landry said.


  Resistance was futile. Even Tilly wasn’t so stubborn she would try to fight them.


  Plus they were right. Wasn’t a damn thing she could do. She had a lot of things that needed to be done at work. With Loren there, she could focus on work and not on Sofia.


  The men walked them down to the car and helped them carry their things.


  “Call me when you find out something,” Tilly said to Cris. “When you talk to your family.”


  “If I talk to them,” he said. “Might take more than a few hours to track them down.”


  Tilly gave Loren directions during the drive, but other than that didn’t say very much.


  “This isn’t your fault,” Loren insisted. “I don’t care what any of you think. It was a really bad confluence of events, but it wasn’t your fault.”


  “My brain hears you but I wish my heart believed that.”


  “I don’t expect you to be all happy-happy-joy-joy right now, but you need to accept that fact to be the best parent you can be to Katie. You’re her mom.”


  Tilly fought the urge to cringe at that. “Guess that question’s answered now,” she muttered.


  “Look at the bright side of this. You have the baby you always wanted. Cris and Landry are going to be great dads. This is the fairytale ending.”


  “More like a Grimm kind of tale. Where everyone gets eaten by the witch, but the witch dies of indigestion before she can finish off the rest of the town. Win by default. Doesn’t feel very good.”


  Loren fell silent for a couple of miles. “You didn’t rip the baby from her arms,” she said, her tone dark. “Were she any other woman, you’d shrug and say she sort of made her bed, them’s the breaks.”


  “She was Cris’ cousin.”


  “And that’s the only reason you’re as upset as you are. Because it’s a personal connection. A woman makes a cowardly series of bad, fear-based choices all her life, commits a crime, gets knocked up, and violates her probation instead of doing the responsible thing and asking for help. You said she told you she took the bus to her probation officer visits, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Obviously alone. There were two opportunities she could have said hey, I need help. Please, help me. And she didn’t. Why?”


  Tilly didn’t reply because she already suspected where Loren was going with this.


  Loren pressed on. “She was involved with a gang. Kudos to her for finally reaching out, but she only did so after getting the crap beaten out of her for what you said she indicated wasn’t the first time. Only because she feared for the baby. Why didn’t she fear for her baby before she was born, huh?”


  Tilly hunkered down in her seat.


  “I’m going to pull a you and point out a few flaws here. I know you want to believe Sofia’s story, even more so now that she’s dead. But it does not add up to me. Okay, she says she was clean. Hopefully, that’s the truth. But you don’t know what she was doing before then. Maybe she was turning tricks. How’d she survive all these years with no marketable skills, huh? She was involved in a gang. I’ll admit I’m not the most street-savvy person out there, but I’d be willing to bet money she was no fucking angel.”


  Tilly stared out the passenger window.


  “Believing Sofia was completely telling the truth about everything means ignoring a past history that runs contradictory to everything you know about her of a factual nature. I find it hard to believe the welfare scheme was her first crime. You said she lived in a shit-hole and had her clothes in a couple of garbage bags. You’re telling me she couldn’t grab the baby and just walk away in the middle of the night? Go phone 911? She had a fucking burner cell phone, right? How was she paying for that if her boyfriend wasn’t giving her any money?”


  Tilly closed her eyes and fought the urge to cry.


  “You’re getting tough love from me because I damn well know you’d be giving it to me if our positions were reversed. Sofia was pretty damned eager to give up that baby to you guys. Altruistically it’s wonderful to believe it’s because she wanted to do the right thing. Realistically, her past would lead me to think she wanted the baby safely out of her way so she could get on with living. No guilt, because she’d handed her off to someone she suspected could take care of her. Or what if it was Monroe’s plan all along to try to get in touch with her cousin and finger him for money? He never counted on you. Maybe you farked their plans by stepping in. Assholes like Monroe think they can walk all over women and get away with it without burning for it later.”


  Something about Loren’s tone made Tilly look at her.


  The woman wore a dark, hard expression that she’d never seen on her friend’s face before.


  “Katie didn’t lose her mother, Tilly, because you are her mother. Cris and Landry are her dads. This way, you can lie to Katie and tell her that her mom was a good person who got mixed up with bad people. She’ll never have to know the truth, that her mom was little more than a dirtbag.”


  “Okay,” Tilly quietly said. “I get it.”


  “Do you? Do you really? Because my Tilly wouldn’t have let this get under her skin. My Tilly would be fighting mad right now and not feeling sorry for herself. My Tilly damn sure wouldn’t accept blame that wasn’t hers to carry. Not your circus, not your monkeys. Isn’t that one of your mantras?”


  Tilly took a deep breath and nodded.


  “Then nut up, baby. The ride’s going to get bumpy. I’m going to be here for you all the way. You can lean on me, as much and as long as you need to, but you’ve got to understand I am going to call bullshit where I see it. I know you wouldn’t want me to ignore it, because you wouldn’t ignore it. Right?”


  “Right.” Tilly took another deep breath and pointed. “There’s our parking lot, right there.”


  Loren turned in and headed for Tilly’s reserved space. Their office was located in a three-story building with about fifteen other tenants. While their parking lot was marked for tenants and clients only and had posted no trespassing signs, there were no actual barriers to keep someone out who wanted to walk right in. When Tilly got out, she was startled to find a camera suddenly shoved in her face, the shutter sound of burst-shots firing off in rapid succession.


  “Tilly Cardinal. How’d you wreck your car? Why were you named in a custody lawsuit filed last week?”


  Before she could take a swing at the guy, Loren appeared there, between her and Archie Lounds, shoving the diaper bag and laptop case into Tilly’s hands and spinning her around, pushing her toward the building.


  “Go,” Loren told her.


  The guy was pinned between the vehicles, blocked in by Loren. “Is that the baby?” the man asked, followed by the sound of more shutter clicks.


  Tilly glanced over her shoulder.


  “Excuse me,” Loren said, opening the back passenger door so hard and fast that it knocked the camera out of the guy’s hand where it shattered on the ground. “Oops. Sorry about that, dude.”


  “You did that on purpose!” Archie Lounds yelled.


  “Nope. You got in my way. My apologies.”


  “You’ll pay for that—”


  That was all Tilly heard as the side door swung shut on the confrontation. Her heart pounded in her chest, pulse racing, until Loren came through the door a few minutes later with the baby carrier in her hands.


  She handed the carrier off to Tilly. “Go. Now.”


  “What happened?”


  “I called 911 and reported an attack by the guy.”


  “What?”


  “Just go. Upstairs. Now. And stay up there until I get up there.”


  Tilly didn’t even wait for the elevator. She bolted up the stairs and emerged on the third floor, trembling and out of breath.


  When she walked into the reception area of their office, Leigh met her there. “What the hell’s going on, Tilly? I got Landry’s call, and then I looked outside, is that Loren fighting with a guy?”


  Without even setting the baby carrier down, Tilly pushed past Leigh and into her office, which overlooked the parking lot. Loren leaned against the trunk of Tilly’s car, Archie Lounds apparently ranting and raving at her. Loren had her cell phone up, recording everything if Tilly had to guess from the way Loren held it.


  A marked cruiser arrived a few minutes later. Archie Lounds waved his hands, pointing at Loren and holding up the mangled remains of his camera while Loren seemed to serenely talk to the cop.


  Then, Loren showed him her phone.


  The cop watched for a moment.


  Next thing Tilly knew, Archie Lounds was face down over the front of the squad car, getting his wrists cuffed behind him. From the way his mouth was moving, Tilly suspected he was running it a mile a minute.


  “Holy fuck,” Leigh muttered. “She’s more devious than you.”


  “Where do you think I learned it from? Ross is a master tactician. Cris is no slouch himself, and he learned from Landry.”


  “Remind me never to piss her or Ross off. Or you, for that matter.”


  Katie started fussing in her carrier.


  “I’ll take her,” Leigh said. “You keep watching.”


  About ten minutes later, the cop pulled out and Loren headed upstairs. Tilly was waiting for her in the reception area when she walked in, a pleased smile on her face.


  “What the hell, Lor?”


  Loren grinned. “I remembered you telling me about an annoying guy. When we pulled in, I spotted a guy standing there, like he was waiting, and I’d already turned on my phone’s camera. His mistake was thinking he could say something like, ‘I’m going to make you pay for that, bitch,’ and assuming he wasn’t being filmed. Oh, and I had a baby carrier in my hands when he said it.”


  “Holy shit. He really said that?”


  “Yep. And from the angle I filmed him, it looks like he stepped into the door deliberately when I opened it. The cop arrested him for trespassing and attempted battery and child endangerment.”


  “Child endangerment?”


  “I had a baby right there.” She smiled. “Good thing you guys already had the trespass warrant out for him. That helped.”


  “Unless Martians land in the middle of the Hollywood Bowl or something by dinnertime, I’m officially declaring this the weirdest day of my freaking life. Not even in a good way.”


  “I’ve got to e-mail the footage to the cop,” she said. “Let me get my laptop set up.”


  “I’ll call Clark,” Leigh said from the doorway. She had Katie in her arms. “And Lucas.”


  “Now that was fun,” Loren said. “Why didn’t you tell me this would be so much fun? I haven’t had that much fun in a while.”


  “I don’t think that word means what you think it means, Lor,” Tilly said.


  “Maybe we should just take a vacation week,” Leigh suggested. “I’m not even kidding. All we need now is a damn earthquake to make this day perfect.”


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  Cris fought the really tempting urge to belt back a shot of something strong enough to burn a hole in his intestinal tract before starting the search for his family. The easiest way was to look up the property tax records.


  Sure enough, both his mother, and his aunt and uncle, still resided at the same addresses.


  When he searched his parents’ old phone number online, it came back with his mother’s address.


  Okay, then.


  Landry had offered to be the bearer of bad tidings, but Cris declined the offer. And he absolutely did not want to tell his mother the news before he told his aunt and uncle. He knew she would call them immediately and tell them, and he wanted to do it himself, in person.


  He owed Sofia that much. If he wanted to be able to look himself in the mirror about this matter, he needed to break the news himself.


  Landry went in to work to deal with everything there. Cris had just pulled onto the freeway when Tilly called him. He hit the hands-free button to answer it.


  “Hello, Redbird. Are you at work?”


  “Um, yeah. Heh, funny thing happened.”


  Cris did his best not to scream swear words when he listened to the story. Tilly might not understand he wasn’t swearing at her or even at Loren, but at the situation.


  What a bad fucking day to pile shit on top of shit.


  “Okay. Call Lan and tell him what happened. Are you guys all right?”


  “Yeah, we’re fine,” Tilly said. “But I think there’s now a bull’s-eye in the middle of my forehead.”


  “Probably. Maybe you should take the baby and go to Florida. Today.”


  “I can’t. She has a doctor’s appointment on Thursday.”


  “Cancel it and get one in Florida with Leigh’s pediatrician there.”


  “No. I’m not running. I’m too damn worn out to run. And I’m too far behind now with work.”


  That makes two of us.


  But he didn’t say that. “Can you work from home today?”


  “I’m not going back home. I’m already here. We’ve got meetings this afternoon.”


  “Then I don’t know what to tell you.” He reined in his frustration. “I’m sorry. I’ll call you and check on you when I finish this.”


  “Okay,” she softly said. “I’m sorry.”


  She sounded hurt, which seared his soul. Tilly never sounded hurt. When one of them got snippy with her, which was rare, she got snarky right back.


  “No, sweetheart, don’t be sorry. You were right, you needed to call me. I…I just can’t fix this for you, and I’m sorry for that.”


  “Do you think this will have any impact when we move to adopt her?”


  “No, baby. It’s just a jerk from the paparazzi doing what they do. It means nothing. So Loren took him out with a car door, huh?”


  “Oh, my god. It was incredible. Looked totally accidental, too.”


  He chuckled. “I want to see that footage when I get home. Let me get off here. Love you.”


  “Love you, too.”


  He ended the call and tried to yank his mind back on the task at hand. If he found no one home when he got there, he wasn’t sure what he’d do. He could leave them a note to call him, but who knew if they’d ever do that?


  Nearly an hour later, he made a familiar turn into their neighborhood. While the houses still mostly looked well-kept, there were a few more bars on some of the houses’ windows, and taller, fuller trees than he remembered.


  He wasn’t sure if he was relieved or disappointed when he approached their house and spotted two cars parked in the driveway. He was tempted to keep driving past, then found himself pulling up to the curb and parking in front of their house.


  I’d rather take another gut-punch from Ross than do this.


  He’d had no contact with his aunt and uncle, other than exchanging ugly glares with them at the hospital when he went to visit his father, since moving out of their house. He didn’t consider it being ungrateful when he could still remember the sound and feel of his uncle’s fists landing on his body this many years later.


  One of the reasons Cris had signed up for karate in college and had worked his ass off, even continuing his studies when he moved to Florida, becoming a black belt.


  The warm air hit him when he stepped out. He noticed he spent a lot less time outdoors when he was back here versus home in Florida. The climate was similar to Florida in some ways, drastically different in others.


  The nearby Pacific was no match for the sweet Gulf air that constantly blew through and around Sarasota. Here, with the valley to hold it, smog tinged the sky a brownish hue that you rarely saw in Florida, unless there was a nearby brush fire. Even those were rarely a bad thing in Florida, without the vicious Santa Ana winds to drive them down hillsides into canyons filled with homes.


  They had no canyons in Florida. And Florida hills were barely California speed bumps.


  Catching himself daydreaming as a way to avoid doing this, he mentally shook himself and aimed his feet up the front walk. The day he’d moved out, he’d silently sworn he’d never darken their door again.


  Ever.


  If it wasn’t for feeling responsible for Fi, he wouldn’t be here now.


  Taking a deep breath, he punched the doorbell and waited. Somewhere inside, a yappy little dog went batshit, soon followed by a second.


  That was unexpected. His uncle had been against having pets when he was living here.


  He saw a shadow moving through the small, high window set in the door, then heard the sound of a deadbolt unlocking. Through the bars of the screened security door, his gaze fell onto his aunt for the first time in more than fifteen years.


  Her bold auburn hair spoke to her still active coloring regimen and did nothing to hide the deep lines and wrinkles in her face. She had to be in her seventies, but she looked nearly ninety.


  She looked confused. “Yes? Can I help you?”


  “Aunt Julieta, it’s me. Cristo. Marcos and Mariana’s son.”


  Her drawn-on eyebrows lifted in shock and surprise. “Cristo? Oh, my word, I haven’t see you in—”


  “A long time. I need to speak with you.”


  “Who is it?” a weak man’s voice called from within the darkened house.


  If that was his uncle Gonzalo, perhaps the old adage about living well being the best revenge was true after all.


  “It’s Cristo,” she said as she unlocked the security door and opened it for him.


  “Who?”


  “Cristo!” She locked the security door behind him, closing the front door before grabbing his arm and leading him into the depths of the house.


  His uncle sat in a recliner in front of the TV. In his lap, two small dogs, Chihuahua mixes, if Cris had to guess. His uncle also wore an oxygen cannula. The tube snaked down to the floor and across the room to where an oxygen concentrator sat plugged in against the wall.


  The man’s rheumy eyes narrowed behind his glasses. The last time Cris had seen his uncle, he’d had a full head of mostly black hair, and had been strong for his age.


  This man looked like that man’s frail great-grandfather.


  “What do you want?” he asked Cris.


  “Stop being rude, Gonz,” his aunt chastised as she steered Cris toward the couch. “He’s here to visit. Forgive your uncle. He’s had three heart attacks, and he gets grumpy now that he can’t get out like he used to.”


  Cris sat, remaining perched at the edge of the couch. “I’m afraid I have some bad news for you.”


  Julieta gasped. “Is it your mother? I haven’t talked to her this week. Oh, I knew I should have called her!”


  “No, Aunt Julieta, it’s not Mom.”


  She frowned. “Then what is it?”


  There wasn’t any good way to say it, to soften the sting of the blow. “Sofia contacted me last week. She ended up back in jail because her probation was revoked for a violation. She…died in the jail this morning. I don’t know all the details yet.”


  His aunt looked stunned.


  Cris wasn’t honestly sure, at first, if his uncle had even understood what he’d said, until the man finally let out a disgusted snort.


  “Bound to happen sooner or later.”


  Julieta gasped. “Gonzalo!”


  “We lost our daughter years ago,” he spat back. “The only time we’ve seen her in the past, what, fifteen years was if she needed money or was in trouble. What was that last visit? Six months ago? Claimed she was pregnant and in legal trouble and needed money. Threw her out. Not paying for any bastard abortions, or her legal fees. Probably all a lie, anyway. Would have gone to drugs.”


  Well, it was strangely comforting, in a sick and twisted way, to see some things hadn’t changed. That went a long way to alleviating his guilt. “She didn’t have an abortion. She had a baby. Almost three weeks ago.”


  “What happened to it?” Julieta asked.


  “We have her,” Cris said. “She turned custody over to me.”


  His uncle sat forward. “That’s a joke. You can’t raise a baby, you worthless—”


  Cris stood up, fighting the urge to slug the man. “We have custody, she named us guardians in her will, and we’ll take care of paying for the funeral arrangements. I’m going to have her cremated and take her back to Florida where she belongs. That’s where she should have been all along, and maybe she’d still be alive if I’d talked her into it.”


  He walked over to the kitchen counter and scribbled the old cell number, the one that forwarded to his current phone. “If you want to call me, there’s my number.”


  His aunt had followed him. “Can we…can we see her?”


  Cris wasn’t sure which “she” she meant. “Sofia’s body is going to be autopsied, and then we’ll have a funeral home take care of her.”


  “No…the baby.”


  Cris glared at her. “Honestly? I don’t want that man anywhere near her. She’s mine now, and I plan to raise her as far away from all of you people as possible. I don’t want her to know any of you. The way Uncle Gonzalo used to beat me, god only knows what he did to poor Fi.”


  His uncle shakily pulled himself to his feet, the two little dogs jumping down and nervously staring up at him. “You listen to me—”


  “No, you listen to me, old man. I have money, I have friends, and I have a hell of a lot more fight in me than you do. I’ll be damned if that baby will ever be tainted by the bullshit of this family. She’s going to grow up loved and cherished no matter how different she wants to be, and we’re going to support her and not abandon her.”


  “You don’t know anything!” the old man raged before a coughing fit took hold, forcing him back into his recliner.


  “I know that the last thing I want is for her to grow up like you.” Cris stormed his way to the front door and unlocked it, fighting the urge to slam it behind him as he strode down to his car.


  When he looked back, his aunt stood in the doorway, one hand at her throat and staring at him.


  He got in, cranked the engine, and pulled away with a squeal of tires without even bothering to fasten his seat belt.


  At the first intersection he stopped and buckled up, even as his rage made his hands tremble.


  That went well.


  He hadn’t honestly expected anything else from his uncle, but he had hoped perhaps the years would have mellowed the fucker out.


  Nope.


  Cris was almost to the office when his personal cell rang. He sent it to voice mail without even looking at the screen. Whoever it was could wait. It wasn’t Tilly or Lan, because it didn’t ring with their special ringtones.


  When he got there, he went straight to Landry’s office, shutting and locking the door behind him. Landry was on a call, but he nodded at Cris in acknowledgment.


  Cris set his laptop bag down, walked over to Landry’s side, and knelt, placing his head against Landry’s thigh. He shuddered as Landry’s hand settled in his hair, tenderly stroking.


  There were no interior windows in Landry’s office, so no risk of anyone seeing. Only an expansive fourth-floor view that looked out to the west.


  Cris released his mind, shutting down his thoughts, his anger, breathing in the scent of his Master, focusing on the feel of Landry’s slacks against his forehead, Landry’s fingers caressing his scalp.


  He needed to check out for a few minutes.


  Desperately.


  It was a long fifteen minutes while Landry finished the call. Cris knew he wasn’t dragging it out on purpose—it was a business call. When he hung up, Landry let out a sad sigh.


  “Was it that bad, love?”


  Cris nodded without speaking. He didn’t want to open his eyes just yet.


  “Sorry. Perhaps I should have insisted upon going with you.”


  “No, it wouldn’t have changed things.” Cris finally sat back on his heels and looked up at Landry. “It wouldn’t surprise me if we have a fight on our hands with them.”


  Landry frowned. “Why?”


  “Over the baby.”


  “Ah. Well, they can try, and we’ll countersue them for legal fees. I talked to Dale Waters again this morning to update him. He insists that even if they try to sue for custody, since it was a voluntary arrangement on Sofia’s part, it will stand up in court.”


  “I hope so.”


  “He’ll take care of making the arrangements for Sofia as well. I told him we wanted to take her cremains back to Florida with us.” Landry held out his hand for Cris to take and helped him up. “Try not to think about this today, if you can.”


  “I suppose Tilly told you what happened at her office this morning?”


  Landry chuckled. “I do so love Loren. I’m glad she’s here. I’m afraid we might have been bailing Tilly out of jail for real had Loren not been there for her.”


  “Yeah.” Cris’ personal cell rang again. This time, he looked and didn’t recognize the local number. Once again, he sent it to voice mail.


  “Who was that?”


  “I don’t know. I’ll see if they left a message. I’ve got one voice mail to play that came through while I was driving.”


  Cris unlocked Landry’s door and headed for his own office down the hall. He had the corner office, but it wasn’t as large as Landry’s. Landry had given him the choice. Cris preferred the more panoramic view than Landry’s offered.


  He sat down at his desk just as a second voice mail notification came in.


  Here we go.


  It turned out to be from Santino, his aunt and uncle’s oldest son.


  “Hey, Cris, it’s Santino. Please give me a call. I want to talk to you about Sofia’s baby. My wife and I want to adopt her.” He listed his number.


  Over my dead body.


  Cris jotted the number down anyway.


  Whether or not he added it to his blocked list remained to be seen.


  The second caller was his mother.


  “Cristo, please call me. You cannot raise that child and you know that. Santino and Paula have been trying to have children and can’t. They would be amazing parents, and she should be placed with family. Call me, please.”


  What am I, chopped liver?


  Oh, wait. To them, I am.


  He jotted down her number, which was different than the one he’d remembered. Must be a cell.


  He was going to delete the voice mails and then decided to keep them. He might need them.


  It was interesting how they’d all written Sofia and him off, until they realized she had a baby they might be interested in and he had custody.


  He’d laugh if it wasn’t so sad.


  As he looked at the time, he realized it wasn’t even one o’clock yet. Hell, it felt like a week had passed since he’d gotten up that morning.


  He received three more calls before four o’clock, one each from Santino, his mom, and his aunt.


  He sent them all to voice mail. His mother sounded far more strident in that call. At least his aunt and cousin had sounded reasonably…sane.


  Against his better judgment, he called his cousin back. The man answered on the first ring, almost sounding out of breath. “Cris?”


  “Hello, Santino.”


  “I…” The man faltered. “I want to talk to you about Sofia’s baby.”


  “You don’t even know her name.”


  “Look, please. Paula and I have tried. They said she can’t have kids. We want to—”


  “My wife can’t have children, either,” he said.


  There was a long moment of silence.


  “What?” Santino finally said. “I thought you were gay?”


  “No, I’m bi. That’s what I kept trying to tell you people, and Uncle Gonzalo tried to beat the gayness out of me. If you think I’d let any of you have custody of her, think again. Sofia called me. She reached out to me. I was the only one who’d help her. She went to your mom and dad a few months back. Did they tell you that?”


  He hesitated. “No.” Now he sounded uncertain.


  “Your parents told me that this morning when I went to break the news. They turned their backs on her then and they knew she was pregnant. What makes you think I’d let a child be raised in that family, huh?”


  “Cris, I—”


  He knew he shouldn’t let his emotions run away with him, but he couldn’t help it. “We have money, Santino. A whole lot of money. We have a successful company, and my wife works for a movie producer making a good salary. You want to come after me, then bring it. I’d love to have it on official record how your father beat the crap out of me when I was a kid.”


  “Don’t paint me with that brush, Cris.”


  “Why not? Every one of you except Sofia painted me with one. Well, except Dante. He was decent to me. Did you know he brought Sofia to my high school graduation so she could cheer for me?”


  “No, I—”


  “Sofia called me. She wanted to change, wanted to get her life together. She gave us custody of the baby to protect her not just from people in her life, but from all of you. She specifically told us that. Especially from your father.”


  He went silent again. “She…she did?”


  “Yeah. She did. You can ask my attorney if she did. It’s part of the official transcript of the hearing. She told the judge herself she wanted us to have custody so that none of you could get custody.”


  “Cris, please. She’s family.”


  “Yeah? Well, I’m tired of all of you forgetting that so am I. And so was Sofia, until she became an inconvenience. My attorney’s name is Dale Waters. He’s here in LA. Your attorney can talk to him. Be prepared to spend a lot of money for the privilege, because I’ll tell him to drag it out for years, just for fun.”


  Cris punched the button to end the call and fought the urge to slam the phone down onto his desk.


  When it immediately rang again from the same number, he sent it to voice mail.


  He was done talking with them. He hated feeling the slightest bit guilty about how he’d spoken to them, but it pissed him off that they didn’t give a shit about Sofia until there was something they wanted from her. That she’d been disposable until she was useful.


  That he’d been disposable.


  Before his father’s death, his mother had tried to argue that the brothers were products of their upbringing, that their mother and father had been raised like that in Spain. That when they moved to the United States, that’s how their children had been raised.


  That Cris should be a little more understanding and just try to get along better.


  He was done making excuses. If he had his way, he’d make sure they never set eyes on that baby.


  Ever.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  That evening, when Tilly was finally ready to leave work for the day, Loren insisted on going down first and taking everything except the baby. She made Tilly wait inside the lobby, within sight of the front door.


  There were no signs of paparazzi, so Loren pulled up in front of the building. Tilly dashed out, quickly got the carrier fastened into the car seat base, and jumped into the passenger seat.


  She glanced behind them as Loren sped off toward the Interstate. “No one, huh?”


  “Nope.”


  “How pissed off is Ross at me for getting you into this?”


  She grinned. “He actually told me he was proud of me for how I handled it.”


  Dale Waters had one of his partners dealing with the mess. The photog had already bonded out and a restraining order had been issued against him for both their condo and the office premises. Tilly knew that’d hold him for about one day, until he figured a way around it or joined forces with another photog.


  “They’re like damn cockroaches,” Tilly grumbled. “You stomp one, five more jump out of the woodwork.”


  “So what did the little fucker do that pissed you off in the first place?”


  “I’d gone to a deli a few blocks away that we order from a lot. Apparently, he followed me there. I went to use the bathroom after I ordered, and by the time I got out my order was ready and he’d grabbed it. He was holding my fucking hoagie hostage for a goddamned quote about Nick’s next movie.”


  She snorted. “Seriously?”


  “Fucking seriously! I told him to go fuck himself and walked away without my goddamned food. Which I’d already paid for, by the way, so I was doubly pissed off. I got back to the office and ordered something to be delivered and watched the little fucker drive in and park and wait.”


  “And then?”


  “It escalated quickly,” she said. “He was waiting downstairs when I left. I shook him on the Interstate—”


  “Freeway.”


  “Seriously?” She gawked at Loren. “It’s a goddamned Interstate.”


  “Anyway.”


  Tilly took a deep breath. “Anyway. He was waiting there for me the next morning. I walked in the front door of the building and he followed me but the receptionist threw him out after I told her who he was. So he hung around the front door. Which, as you noticed, you cannot see the parking lot from the front door.”


  “Oookaay?”


  Tilly examined her nails. “He might or might not have ended up with four mysteriously flattened tires from sidewall punctures.”


  “Amazing how that sometimes spontaneously happens.”


  “They can’t fix those, either.”


  “Pity his bad luck.”


  “Well, he shouldn’t have been parked in our building’s private lot. It’s clearly marked and specifically says tenants and clients only, all others will be towed. It fails to warn against mysteriously flattening tires, however. I had the building receptionist call a tow truck and the cops issued a trespass warrant against him.”


  “And he’s been after you ever since.”


  “Well, I had to go back to Florida the next day, so he lost track of me for a while. This all happened a couple of weeks ago. I honestly expected him to start tailing me before now but fortunately the condo is listed in a different trust name than either the production company or Landry’s business, so it’s not as easy to track down. Is the dude behind us?”


  “Nope. I’ve been watching. No cars following us.”


  “Maybe I should head back to Florida.”


  “And give him the advantage? Never!” Loren grinned. “Besides, this is fun.”


  “Again, Lor, you’re using that word wrong.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Dale Waters stopped by the condo that night on his way home.


  Tilly knew this couldn’t be good news.


  “For starters,” the attorney said, “I’m sorry for your loss.”


  Cris nodded. “Thanks.”


  “If you want me to file a wrongful death lawsuit—”


  “We do,” Landry said. “Immediately.”


  “Will do.” He held up a sheaf of papers. “Wow, Cris,” Dale said. “You sure know how to make an impression on someone.”


  “What?”


  He handed Cris the papers. “Your cousin Santino has already hired an attorney. They’ve filed notice they plan to sue for custody of the baby. They want an emergency hearing before the judge.”


  “I hope he can afford it,” Landry said as Cris passed the paperwork to him to look over. “You have our permission to run up their legal bill as much as humanly possible. Call their attorney and chit-chat, if you wish.”


  “Oooh, fun,” Dale said, rubbing his hands together. “I don’t get many cases like that not involving celebrities. I also took the liberty of filing a counter-motion on your behalf and getting the hearing set before the same judge who handled the guardianship. Friday morning, so clear your calendars.”


  “Excellent,” Landry said. “That soon works to our advantage, no?”


  “Yes. The original hearing will still be reasonably fresh in his mind. There’s a huge difference in her forcibly losing custody and her voluntarily choosing to hand over custody to someone else.”


  The attorney turned to Loren. “I’m guessing you’re the amateur videographer?”


  “That would be me.”


  “So what’s the deal with the paparazzi? Can I get the whole backstory?”


  Everyone looked at Tilly, who uncomfortably filled them in.


  “Wow. Okay,” Dale said. “Let me see the footage.”


  Loren showed him her phone. He watched, laughing when she knocked the camera out of the guy’s hand. “Okay, that’s good. Usually it’s a clear-cut case of the celebrity knocks the camera out of the photog’s hand. This one, it looks like he walked right into the door as she was opening it.”


  “Pure luck,” Loren said. “I was absolutely trying to hit him, but that’s not what I told the cop.”


  “Well, obviously.”


  “I’m no dummy. My husband’s an attorney.”


  Dale laughed even harder. “Man, where do you get these people?” he asked Landry. “Please e-mail me a copy of that. I’ll give it to the guy handling it. I couldn’t have scripted something more perfect.”


  “We have the best friends anyone could ever ask for,” Landry said. “They’re our adopted family.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Landry’s only concern was that Cris had referred to Tilly as his “wife” when speaking with his cousin.


  “Doesn’t matter,” Dale assured him. “Out here, all that really matters is what the court documents say. We have an ironclad custody arrangement.”


  “Would we be better off filing for adoption in Florida?” Landry asked. “Cost them more money and have the home-court advantage, as it were?”


  “Maybe, but maybe not. We have a law here now, passed a couple of years ago. A child can actually have three legal parents here in California. Does Florida have something like that?”


  “You can?” Tilly asked, looking shocked. She stared at Landry. “I wonder if Nick, Leigh, and Lucas know that?”


  “Shush, love, and let him continue.”


  “It came about to help same-sex couples whose child has a third, biological parent, but it certainly could be applied in this case.”


  “How long would it take to file for adoption here?” Landry asked.


  “I don’t know. We won’t be able to until the judge rules on this motion. The fact that Sofia swore in the custody motion that the biological father is dead is a huge help. Otherwise, you’d have to track his ass down and get his permission.”


  Tilly rocked the sleeping infant in her arms. “If the guy wasn’t dead,” she snarked, “I’d be willing to help make that happen, based on what Sofia told us.”


  If Sofia’s version of events were the truth.


  Landry didn’t want to go there. Whether Sofia had lied to them or not was irrelevant at that point. The woman was dead, supposedly the baby’s father was dead, and now they had a custody fight on their hands.


  Once the attorney left, Landry turned to Tilly. “Call Leigh. I’ll have Loren drop you at her place in the morning.”


  “Why?”


  “Loren can go to work first, in your car. Put a hat and sunglasses on her and she’ll resemble you enough. If there aren’t any paparazzi hanging around, she can call you and Leigh to come in.”


  “Oh. Good plan.”


  “I do have one or two of those from time to time.”


  She stuck out her tongue at him but handed the baby off to Loren and went to make the phone call.


  Loren studied him. “You’re not so sure it’s a slam-dunk, are you?” she softly asked.


  “It never pays to take things for granted. That leaves one unprepared.”


  “And you should know,” Cris teased. “You’re the Master of taking precautions and hedging your bets.”


  “That I am,” Landry agreed. “That I am.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “Don’t look at the Internet this morning,” Loren warned Tilly when she emerged from the bedroom Tuesday morning.


  “That bad?”


  “I think it’s funny, but you…not so much, probably.”


  “What’d they say?” Tilly grumbled.


  “To be fair, they included my footage and the other sites are making the asshole look like he tried to come after me with a baby in the car. Only the one site he works for is trying to portray him as the martyr.”


  “Well, that’s something. I’d be willing to bet there will be more of the fucking bloodsuckers waiting for us at the office.”


  “That’s why we’re going to use the decoy approach. But, honestly? You said you didn’t want them focused on the gang. If they’re focused on you, doesn’t that accomplish the same thing?”


  “Yeah, but now we’ve got a baby to worry about. And a custody battle.”


  “A slam-dunk.”


  “I don’t want to jinx it.”


  “You won’t jinx it,” Landry said as he emerged from their bedroom and walked over to kiss her. “Stop worrying. If Dale Waters isn’t worried, I refuse to worry.”


  Sure enough, that morning there were three photographers across the street from the office building. When Loren called back and reported it, Tilly sighed in frustration.


  “Dammit. How am I supposed to work like this?”


  “What difference does it make?” Leigh said. “This isn’t going to be a reflection on me and the guys. You look like you’re hiding something by hiding from them. It’s going to be more stuff in the court records when the hearing happens on Friday anyway.”


  “True.”


  Loren met them outside at Leigh’s parking space and helped them get their things inside.


  Across the road, Tilly was well aware of the photographers at work.


  She resisted the urge to flip them off.


  That’d be like tossing a rare steak into a piranha tank.


  Upstairs, Tilly looked out the window. From that vantage, she could barely see across the street.


  “Are you going to let them run your life?” Loren asked. “Or are you going to be the usual kick-ass woman you normally are and go about your day as if they don’t matter? Because they don’t matter.”


  Still, Tilly found it difficult to concentrate. She tried to come up with multiple excuses to get out of there, Loren expertly corralling her every time and redirecting her back to work.


  “It’s like trying to keep up with a sugar-hyped toddler,” Loren joked.


  “I feel like one.” Tilly drummed her fingers against the desk. “Friday feels like years away.”


  “Yet it’ll be here before you know it.”


  Tilly sat back. “I also feel horrible,” she quietly said. “Like I should have gone and visited her. Or at least gone to identify her body. What if it really wasn’t her, and it was someone the cops planted there?”


  “Yeah, and the one-armed man killed her.” Loren leaned forward. “Honey, don’t you think Landry and Cris are on top of that?” she gently asked. “You’re grabbing at straws. You barely knew her. It’s okay to sit here not crying your eyes out like we did for…”


  Loren looked down. It took her a moment to speak again, and Tilly didn’t need to be a mind reader to know she meant Kaden. “There is no requirement to mourn someone you don’t know.”


  “She’s Cris’ cousin.”


  “Then be there for him. Support him. Love Katie and give her everything you can, but don’t absorb some random guilt just because you think you should.”


  “It’s not random.”


  “And you didn’t murder her. You are a talented woman, but psychic killing isn’t one of them.”


  “Damn good thing, too,” Tilly muttered. “I’d be fucked.”


  “Wouldn’t we all,” Loren agreed. “Hell, the world would be fucked. You’d have burned it down by now.”


  “To the ground, baby. To the goddamned ground.”


  “Want me to get you some coffee?”


  Tilly leaned back in her chair and rubbed at her face. “Yeah, even though that’ll make me want to get up and run around with scissors even more than I already do.”


  They’d set up the portable crib in the corner of Tilly’s office. Katie was currently sound asleep with a full tummy and a clean diaper, courtesy of Auntie Loren.


  “Focus on her,” Loren said, pointing to the crib as she pulled herself to her feet. “She’s the important one now.”


  “Thank you. Seriously. I appreciate it.”


  Loren paused at the doorway. “Honey, I’m your best friend. I’m always going to be here, just like I know you’d be there for me if I needed you.”


  Tilly was already immersed in another phone call when Loren returned with her coffee. She set it on Tilly’s desk and retreated to the sofa, where she stretched out with her laptop.


  Tilly mouthed thank you at her. Loren nodded, smiled, and went back to whatever she was doing on her laptop.


  Forcibly shifting her focus back to the call, Tilly made herself go back to work.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  As of Tuesday afternoon, Cris had received a string of calls on his phone from Santino, his mother, and his aunt, all of them singing the same tune.


  Give up the baby.


  He didn’t bother responding to the calls. In fact, he regretted giving them his phone number. He wished he’d never mentioned the baby to his aunt and uncle in the first place.


  Now they would be embroiled in a completely avoidable custody battle all because he’d lost his cool and opened his big fucking mouth. Had he just stopped with, “Sofia is dead,” and left the rest alone, his life would be relatively stress-free at this point.


  By four o’clock, Cris had enough. He logged into their corporate cell phone account manager and deactivated the number. The only person he’d really wanted to call him on that number was dead, and Santino had obviously figured out how to get in touch with Dale Waters.


  Blissful silence ensued.


  He called Tilly a little after five. She sounded weary when she answered.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked.


  She went silent for a moment. “Seriously?”


  “I mean, right now.”


  She sighed, a sound so mournful he wished he could pull her into his arms right that second and hold her.


  “I’m exhausted, I’m mentally drained, and all I want to do is come home and curl up in your lap and cry.” She didn’t sound like their Tilly.


  She sounded defeated, and that worried him.


  Greatly.


  “When are you leaving work?” he asked.


  “I have a budget report to go through. It’ll take me about a half hour to finish.”


  “Can you do that at home?”


  “I…” She hesitated. “I guess I could. I need to have an analysis ready for Lucas in the morning.”


  “Then come home. Load up, let Loren bring you and Katie home.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Good girl. Love you.”


  “Love you, too, Sir.”


  He ended the call and headed right for Landry’s office. Once again, he was on the phone. Cris closed and locked the door and was already dropping to his knees by the time he reached Landry’s side.


  Landry had already turned his chair so Cris could kneel between his legs, his arms slipping around Landry’s waist, his face pressed against Landry’s groin.


  Landry stroked his head as he talked to whoever it was on the phone, and that’s all Cris needed. The physical contact.


  There’d been times during Landry’s first round of cancer treatments after the accident, when the man had been dead to the world, zonked out on painkillers, and Cris would close his eyes and press his forehead against Landry’s thigh, lift the unconscious man’s hand and place it on his head, and cry.


  He’d been strong for Landry because Landry had needed him.


  He’d been able to be strong for Tilly because she’d needed him.


  But with both of them in his life, he found it far easier to slip back and forth in roles with both of them than he ever imagined it would be.


  Landry finally ended the call and set the phone on his desk. Cris heard it. He didn’t open his eyes.


  “Tell me, love,” Landry softly said.


  “This is my fault.”


  He sighed. “You didn’t kill Sofia.”


  “I meant the custody battle. If I hadn’t said anything about Katie—”


  “We might still have had one months or years down the road when they eventually discovered her. Best to get it out of the way now, once and for all, so they can’t blindside us later and she is far too young to even know about it.”


  He hadn’t thought about it like that. “I’m worried about Tilly.”


  “And I’m worried about you both.” Landry’s fingers still stroked Cris’ hair. “I think tonight I know two pets who need some serious attention from me, yes?”


  “Yes, Master,” Cris whispered.


  “You need to mourn. Tilly doesn’t expect you to be stalwart and steady all of the time. She knows you’re human.”


  “This doesn’t feel real. None of this feels real.”


  “I know. It’s happening so quickly.” Landry’s nails gently raked Cris’ scalp, making him shiver in the good way. “One shock after another, we almost don’t have time to adapt accordingly.”


  “I feel horrible for not stopping to mourn her.”


  “We will have time for that later,” Landry said. “She sprang into our lives, dropped a baby on us, and left again almost immediately. It’s normal to have difficulty adjusting.”


  Cris felt the room rock a little and it took him a moment for his brain to shift into gear. He lifted his head. “Was that an earthquake?”


  Landry wore a playful smile. “Just a small one. They feel odd now, don’t they, since we don’t get them in Florida?”


  “Hope that’s not a bad omen.”


  “Perhaps it’s a good one. A literal seismic shift.”


  “Thank god for Loren.”


  “Indeed,” Landry said. “Indeed.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Loren looked up. “What the hell was that?”


  Tilly waited, heart racing. “I think it was an earthquake.” She hated them. Fortunately, she’d only felt two minor tremors in the past, nothing catastrophic.


  Yet another reason she wasn’t fond of California.


  “Are you shitting me?” Loren said.


  “I shit you not.”


  They both froze, waiting, even as they heard others in the office make exclamations. Blaring alerts filled the office from people who had USGS quake apps on their phones.


  Leigh stuck her head into Tilly’s doorway. “I’m calling it an end of day, folks. I hate those damn things.”


  “It was a little one,” Tilly said.


  “You’re a Florida native, too,” Leigh shot back. “That could have been a big one, as far as either one of us know.”


  “The building’s still standing and we have power.”


  “Don’t take the elevator,” Leigh called over her shoulder as she headed for her office. “And we need to get your car seat base out of my car.”


  Tilly sighed. It seemed the issue was settled for her.


  Loren got up and started packing her things. “I just changed Katie a little bit ago. She should be fine until we get home.”


  “The roads will be a mess,” Tilly said. “Everyone leaving work early because of this.”


  “Great.”


  “Like all the new residents trying to evacuate for a little ole tropical storm,” Tilly teased as she shut her laptop down. “Everyone loses their shit.”


  “No offense, girlie? I wish you guys would move the works to Florida full-time.”


  “We’re working on that.”


  Twenty minutes later, Loren was behind the wheel and making her way with what looked like the rest of Los Angeles toward the Interstate.


  Tilly still refused to call it a freeway. At this point, it was more to aggravate everyone else.


  “You know what this town needs?” Tilly asked.


  Loren tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. “An enema?”


  “Besides that. You know, if you threaten Gotham’s water supply, I’m going to start worrying about you.”


  Loren shrugged.


  “What I was going to say is I wish this town had drive-through margarita stands. Did you know that’s an actual thing in Louisiana?”


  “Those are daiquiri stands, Tilly.”


  “Oh. I prefer margaritas, if I’m having something.”


  Loren glanced over at her. “Maybe we need to make a stop at the liquor store on the way home.”


  “One of us needs to stay a responsible adult tonight.”


  “And that would be me.”


  “So says the woman threatening Gotham’s water supply.”


  Loren smiled. “We haven’t watched Batman in a long time.”


  “Is KC too young to watch it?”


  “Uh, yeah. She needs to be at least ten.”


  “Oops.”


  “What’d you do?”


  “Ten? Really?”


  Loren snorted. “Yeah. Maybe a little older. Why? What’d you do? Fess up.”


  Tilly snickered. Finally, something to laugh about. “I might or might not have let Laurel watch it one night when I was babysitting her. Three times in a row. To the point she was quoting the movie with me.”


  “Tilly, holy crap, she’s barely eight!”


  “I know, right? See? I need you, a responsible adult, to supervise me.”


  “Holy crap,” Loren muttered. “You’ve got that straight. No wonder Leo is questioning if she’ll grow up to be a super-villain. You’ve been coaching her.”


  “I have fun watching her. Sushi and apocalypse. Hey, that sounds like a good name for a punk-rock band.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Cris had to finish up a couple of things before he could leave, but with the traffic he knew it wouldn’t make any difference. Landry headed home while Cris took care of his last tasks.


  Sure enough, when he checked his Waze app, the roads were clogged. Instead of getting stuck on the freeway, he opted to go back roads. It wouldn’t save him any time, but at least it would feel like he was making progress.


  He couldn’t stomach just sitting in a car waiting for traffic to thin. Landry had far more patience for that than he did.


  It was nearly eight by the time he’d arrived home. Tilly was already showered, collared, and dressed in nothing but a T-shirt, curled up on the couch with her head in Landry’s lap.


  “We left you a plate in the microwave, love,” Landry said, motioning him in for a kiss.


  “How’d you make it home so fast?”


  “Oh, I only arrived about twenty minutes ago.”


  Come to think of it, he was still dressed in work clothes. “Oh.”


  “I waited to shower until you got home.”


  “Thanks.”


  Cris checked the plate—meatloaf, yum!—and carried it and a glass of water out to the living room.


  “Where’s Loren?”


  “Here,” she said, emerging from the baby’s room with the infant. “She just had a bottle and a bath and clean PJs, so she’ll be coasting back to dream land soon.”


  Cris set his plate on the table and pulled out his phone to take pictures of her with the baby. He wanted to document it all. Every last bit of it. They’d missed the first two weeks of her life, her birth.


  After pictures, he switched to video mode. “This is Aunt Loren holding little Katie,” he said, choking back his tears. “Our beautiful little girl.” She had a shock of dark hair and green eyes and he was already plotting the demise of any boyfriends who tried to date her before she was thirty.


  Landry was suddenly there, behind him, one arm slipping around Cris, the other reaching over to stop the recording. He took the phone from Cris and set it on the table, then turned him and hugged him.


  “Let it out, love.”


  At some point, Loren quietly left the room with the baby while Tilly stood and put her arms around Cris from behind, her head resting against his back. He sobbed, crying, the emotional garbage finally having festered enough to claw its way to the surface past his iron fist of self-control.


  Eventually, he let Landry guide him over to the couch. Tilly brought him tissues, and Landry went to nuke his plate of food.


  Tilly curled up next to him on the couch and rested her head against his hip, one hand curled over his thigh. When Landry returned with Cris’ food, he sat on his other side, an arm draped around Cris’ shoulders.


  “You need to eat,” Landry said. “Then we’ll all retire for the evening.”


  Cris numbly nodded. He barely tasted what he ate and when he finished, Landry took his plate for him and put it in the dishwasher. Returning to the couch, Landry held his hands out to them. “Come along, pets. Let’s go.”


  He and Tilly reached up and let Landry lead them back to their bedroom.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tilly had finished her budget analysis while Loren had fixed dinner for her. So by the time her men had arrived home, she was ready to do nothing more than curl up with them and let her brain downshift into neutral.


  Yes, she’d had more difficult weeks in her life, but this one had quickly nudged its way into the top ten, for sure.


  It could always be worse.


  That was something she repeated to herself. Easier thought than absorbed, however.


  No matter how she tried, she couldn’t evict her final image of Sofia from her mind, of the woman in handcuffs, being led away.


  Never to return.


  The way she’d looked back at the baby one last time.


  She wasn’t supposed to die. She was supposed to get her shit together after learning a damned hard lesson, work her ass off to earn Tilly’s respect and trust, and then be able to if not raise her daughter, at least be an active part of her life under Tilly’s careful supervision.


  She never really wanted the woman gone.


  Tilly knew she would carry that guilt for the rest of her life.


  Cris hurt, too. Not just because Sofia was his cousin, but because he felt responsible for the custody battle. Landry had told her that much upon his return home. She’d thought it odd that he hadn’t changed clothes right away, gotten comfortable as was his usual routine, but then when he led them to the bedroom, she understood the plan.


  He was going to give Cris a little TLC first.


  With the bedroom door shut behind them, Landry turned to them. “All right pets, get naked. Tilly, take your collar off. Group shower.”


  She’d already had a quick shower when she got home, but she didn’t argue. She caught her revving mind, forced it into neutral again, and followed Landry’s orders.


  It was all she wanted to do.


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Landry worried more about Cris at this point than he did Tilly. He’d been texting with Loren all day about Tilly. While she was under a lot of stress, obviously, she seemed to be slowly adjusting.


  Cris, he suspected, neared breaking. While it wouldn’t take them long to fully convince Tilly she was in no way responsible for the current series of events, Cris would need some stronger convincing.


  Technically, Cris was to blame for bringing the custody battle about. Not deliberately, and Landry wouldn’t fault him for it. He hadn’t meant to cause it, had no reasonable reason to believe it would have triggered one.


  Although reasonable wasn’t exactly in the top fifty list of words Landry would use to describe the Guerrero family in general.


  After their shower, where Landry took time to soap both his pets up—teasing them in the process—Landry helped them dry off before he put their leather collars on them again and led them, naked, to the bed.


  “Over the end, side by side, feet on the floor,” he ordered as he headed for the closet.


  They obeyed, without hesitation.


  He returned with the cane. Tilly wasn’t fond of the cane, but for today he would use it on her, albeit not nearly as severely as he’d use it on Cris.


  Landry wasted no time. He pinned Cris to the bed by the collar, his left hand against the back of Cris’ neck. “I think my boy needs a long, hard cry,” he said. “You’ve tried to stay too strong for too long and forgot you can lean on both of us.” That said, he immediately took the first stroke.


  Cris winced, but he didn’t cry out.


  After the fifth stroke, even harder than the others, Cris fisted the sheets.


  Landry’s heart soared when Tilly reached over and laced fingers with Cris, shifting positions to nuzzle her head close to his.


  Good.


  He stepped up the pace and strength of the strokes, raising angry red welts on the man’s flesh until, finally, he saw the first shudders shake Cris’ body.


  He eased up, going faster but far lighter, barely stingy. It didn’t matter. Now that the wall had been breached, Cris was crying, pouring out his emotional pain as the physical pain set in.


  Something Landry had been sadly used to in the days and weeks following the death of Cris’ father.


  Something Tilly hadn’t had to witness with Cris.


  Landry didn’t know how many strokes he gave Cris before he finally stopped, stroking his hand over the lines marking Cris’ ass and upper thighs. It took several more minutes until Cris’ sobs finally eased and his breathing settled into a deep, regular rhythm.


  “Such a good boy,” Landry said. “And now, for my Redbird.”


  She tensed, but when she realized he wasn’t going to give her the caning Cris had taken, she relaxed into it. Now Cris nuzzled her, squeezed her hand as Landry adjusted his strokes until she finally started crying.


  Landry immediately set the cane aside and folded his body over hers, lacing his fingers through her other hand and waiting her out.


  Once she, too, had settled, Landry urged them up onto the bed and had her face Cris.


  He switched to French. “Would you like to fuck our beautiful Redbird, boy?”


  Cris was still deep in subspace. “Yes, Master. Please.”


  “Redbird, would you like to come with my boy’s cock fucking you?”


  “Yes, Sir. Please.”


  “Then you’d better come for me while he does.” He reached around her with one arm while she lay cradled in his other. As Cris slid his cock into her, Landry found her clit and started playing with it. “Come for me, my sweet pets. Let me hear you both come for me…now.”


  Maybe it was mean to make Cris come that quickly, but he’d let Cris have her again later, if he was up for it.


  Landry nipped the side of Tilly’s neck, drawing an even louder moan from her while Cris frantically fucked her, gasping as he filled her pussy with a load.


  They lay there catching their breath as Landry chuckled. “My good pets,” he said in English. “So sweet.” When Cris finally moved, Landry rolled Tilly onto her back and pinned her to the bed with his body as he slid inside her.


  “One more for me, then,” he said in French. “Squeeze my cock, Redbird.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The feel of her sore ass rubbing against the bed only made the second orgasm that much better. Landry’s trigger overruled her brain and forced her body into compliance.


  Her back arched as he fucked her hard, driving her up the bed with the force of his strokes. She knew he wouldn’t last long as fast and hard as he was going, but she didn’t care.


  It felt goood. He had a grinding, rocking motion that was so different from the way Cris fucked her in this position, one that rubbed against the full length of her clit and bored straight into her nervous system at the bottom of each thrust.


  She forced herself to keep her eyes open and stare up into Landry’s handsome green gaze. Yes, this man wasn’t just her husband, but the other half of her heart where Cris also resided.


  This was the closest she’d ever been to heaven in her life before Katie’s arrival.


  And he sure could make her call out to god.


  She was still coming when he exploded, his cock twitching and filling her, adding another load to her pussy and making the good kind of mess.


  She’d barely caught her breath from that when Landry, still speaking French, ordered Cris to get hard.


  Didn’t take much, the man’s body well used to Landry’s sadistic sadism, having trained Cris to enjoy it with sex.


  Before she realized it, Landry had rolled off her and Cris was back, furiously kissing and fucking her as Landry lay there watching, smiling, amused.


  Aaaand then he triggered her again and her world exploded.


  By the time Landry finally allowed them to go to sleep, Tilly could barely remember her own name, much less what she’d been worried about earlier.


  And that was certainly the good kind of problem to have for a change.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  By Wednesday, the coroner’s office had released Sofia’s body and it was picked up by the funeral home Dale had arranged. Wednesday afternoon, Loren stayed behind at the condo with Katie while Landry, Tilly, and Cris went to pick out an urn before going to the closing on the new condo.


  Landry had left the final decision up to Cris. When Sofia had made her will last week with Dale, she’d only specified she wanted to be cremated, not what was to be done with her remains after that.


  When Cris asked Tilly, she gave her opinion. “I say we pick a nice urn and keep her until Katie is old enough to understand and decide. It should be her final decision. At least Sofia will be with us, the people who remotely gave a damn about her.”


  He nodded, looking to Landry for the final call despite the man having already told Cris to decide.


  “If that’s what you want, love, I’m fine with it,” Landry told him.


  It took Cris nearly thirty minutes to decide on a wooden box with a pretty geometric pattern carved in it. Dark cherry wood, the design was stained black.


  They would have her remains back by Monday.


  Thursday morning, Tilly didn’t even want to crawl out of bed and it took Loren, Cris, and Landry working together to talk her into facing the day.


  More entertainment blogs and channels had picked up the story of the parking lot dust-up and custody order. When Tilly checked her phone, she found her business e-mail account deluged with requests for interviews.


  She asked Landry for a ruling on how to handle it, knowing her temper might get the better of her.


  He considered it for a moment. “Frankly? I say you put out a boilerplate press release statement. A distant family member named the three of us guardians of her child, and she met with a questionable fate while in the corrections system. The real story is the lack of attention paid to the tragedy of why was a woman, whose probation for a non-violent crime was senselessly revoked to serve the needs of police officers looking to make a high-profile case, killed while in custody and awaiting a hearing? A new mother, and a domestic abuse victim, no less. A woman trying to get her life together, who’d reached out to us for help with a new start, who escaped a violent situation. It’s a horrible statement about the quality of care inmates receive.”


  Her jaw dropped. “Damn,” she said, shocked. “You’re amazing.”


  He leaned in and kissed her. “Control the message, pet. Practice what our politicians are so good at. Turn the story around on them, and request that we ask for privacy at this time as we focus our energy on the infant and mourning our loss.”


  Lor shook her head, amused. “You should have gone into PR, Lan. Seriously. She’s right—you are amazing.”


  “I considered it, and law, and realized both were far too distasteful for my liking. No offense intended toward Ross or our dear friend, Ed. Or our attorney here in LA.”


  “None taken,” Loren said. “Why do you think Ross practices IP law and not criminal or personal law? He didn’t want to deal with criminal or divorce cases.”


  They stopped by the pediatrician’s office first for Katie’s appointment.


  Dr. Rahling turned to Loren. “Are you the birth mom?”


  She laughed, long and hard, until Tilly had to explain no, Loren was just her snarky best friend who’d flown out to help and give moral support.


  “Ah, sorry about that,” he said to Loren. Then, to Tilly, “Any concerns?”


  “No,” Tilly said. “Nothing beyond what we discussed last week.”


  “Physically,” Loren said.


  “Beg pardon?” Dr. Rahling asked.


  “Sorry,” Loren said. “We got some bad news on Monday.”


  “Oh?”


  Tilly filled him in. She’d forgotten Sofia had still been free when she’d brought the baby in last week.


  “I’m so sorry,” the doctor said, staring at the baby. “What are your plans for her now?”


  “We’re going to formally adopt her,” Tilly said. “The mother’s family is trying to file a motion for custody, but Sofia specifically told the judge at the hearing that she didn’t want any of them to have custody. Our attorney is very hopeful that we should win this.”


  He nodded. “Good. I’m glad she’s not going to be displaced again.”


  Loren snorted. “Good luck trying to get that baby away from her.”


  After the examination, Tilly wasn’t sure if she or the doctor was more pleased by the baby having gained over a pound while in their care.


  “Keep it up,” he told her. “I’ll see you back in a week.”


  “What did her blood work show?” Tilly asked.


  “Good point.” He flipped through her chart and scanned the test results while Tilly’s imagination spun out a thousand horrific scenarios in the space of a breath.


  “Looks normal,” he said as she breathed a sigh of relief. “And you’ll be happy to hear there’s no sign of drugs in her system, either.”


  “Thank god.”


  Loren was busy getting the baby dressed while the doctor went over a few last things with Tilly. “Next Thursday, then,” Dr. Rahling said. “I’m thinking after that, as long as she’s still gaining weight and there are no other problems, we’ll move to a monthly schedule until she’s six months old. I’ll have my nurse make you a copy of the height and weight chart so you can check her progress and note if there are any delays. After that, barring any illnesses, we’ll put her on a normal infant schedule.”


  Tilly thought she’d cry and somehow managed to hold it back. “Thank you, doctor.” At least one damn thing had gone right.


  They couldn’t use the decoy method this morning because of the doctor appointment. When they pulled into the parking lot at the office, there were six paparazzi across the street, and Tilly gave up trying to duck them. If they were going to take their pictures, they were going to take them.


  By lunchtime, Tilly had composed her statement and read it to Loren and Leigh, who both approved of it. After sending it to Landry and Cris for them to sign off on, Tilly started e-mailing it out in response to the inquiries.


  The first iteration of it appeared on a local news show for a network affiliate during their six o’clock broadcast.


  Already at home, Tilly and Loren watched as the anchor read snippets of the statement after showing a segment of Loren’s video, followed by a lame-ass “can’t comment due to an ongoing investigation” statement from a jail official.


  And some very uncomfortable questions were raised by the reporter as to why Sofia hadn’t been better protected while incarcerated.


  Now the photographer was looking like a real shit when all the information was put together.


  The officials in charge of the jail where Sofia had been housed were looking even worse, especially as the reporter led into a story about disturbing injury and death statistics from that particular facility.


  Loren held her fist up, and Tilly bumped her.


  “I hate to say it,” Tilly said, “but Lan was right. Spinning it like this not only seems to be working, but it’s taking the heat off us and putting it on the corrections system.”


  “Yep.” Loren sighed. “Shame it took the death of someone related to someone who is in a relationship with someone who works for someone who’s famous to get that spotlight.”


  Tilly cocked her head. “Is it strange that I totally understood that sentence?”


  “Considering how brain-fried you are,” Loren said, “I’d say it’s fricking amazing.”


  Dale Waters called Tilly shortly before Landry and Cris returned home. “Guess what? Your PR blitzkrieg worked. Archie Lounds’ attorney sent me an e-mail that they’re backing off, and would appreciate it if Loren wouldn’t mind speaking up on his behalf to get the child endangerment charges dropped.”


  “Really. What’s your opinion?”


  “Considering you’ve seemingly done the impossible and made the paparazzi look worse than they already are, I’d think he’s learned a valuable lesson.”


  “Tell him he owes me ten bucks for the food he stole from me and we’ll call it even.”


  Dale laughed. “Will do.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tilly awoke ready to do battle Friday morning. Her emotional pendulum had swung from near-depression to kick-ass-mommy-ninja-warrior.


  Loren would stay behind at the condo with the baby. Landry drove, Tilly opting for the back seat this time, wanting to be able to think about how to maintain her composure without both Landry and Cris’ eagle-eyes on her.


  She knew she couldn’t blow her cool, no matter what was said or even implied in court. All that mattered was that the judge ruled in their favor.


  They met Dale Waters in the lobby of the courthouse and he sat with them to go over things.


  “Let me do the talking unless the judge specifically asks you a question. Hopefully, they’ll sink themselves. I was able to get the CPS investigator who was there that night to come in, too. She’ll meet us up in the waiting area. If you’ve got a CPS investigator willing to state they saw a fit home, and a recent voluntary guardianship order, I don’t see how the judge will want to overrule it.”


  “They can appeal, can’t they?” Cris asked.


  “Sure. Anyone can appeal anything, but it’s doubtful it would be overturned on appeal. There’d have to be some mitigating circumstance involved.”


  “Like a married couple living with a third guy?” Tilly quietly said.


  “That’s irrelevant,” Dale told her. “The judge doesn’t care who’s living where, as long as where the baby is living is a safe and fit home.”


  When they reached the waiting room five minutes before their scheduled hearing time, Tilly nervously felt for Landry’s hand and laced her fingers through his. She’d never seen Cris’ family. Any of them.


  Never in her life dreamed she would.


  Her biggest battle today might be not telling them off the way she’d longed to.


  Tilly didn’t miss the way Cris stiffened when they walked into the room. Two elderly women, and an elderly man on oxygen, occupied three chairs at one end of the room. On either side of them sat several other people.


  “Steady, loves,” Landry murmured so softly no one but Tilly and Cris could hear.


  Dale Waters walked over to a man who stood and appeared to be their attorney. They shook hands and started talking. When the door opened again, Tilly glanced back, relieved to see Louisa Gonzalez there.


  Tilly offered her a smile. “Dale,” Tilly said, pointing to the woman and introducing her.


  He walked over and shook with her. “Ah, thank you for coming today.”


  Tilly noticed Cris especially glared at the three elderly people before deliberately turning his back on them and focusing on Landry.


  “Who is this?” the other attorney asked.


  “She’s with CPS,” Dale said, smiling. “She’ll give her findings to the judge.”


  “That’s not fair! My client hasn’t had a home visit.”


  “Your client hadn’t seen his sister in how many years? Ms. Gonzalez went there as part of the probation home visit.”


  “You never disclosed this.”


  “You never asked, and there was no discovery.”


  A bailiff opened the door to the judge’s chambers. “He’s ready for you.”


  Dale hustled the three of them inside and asked Ms. Gonzalez to wait there. The other attorney brought in a man and a woman Tilly assumed were Cris’ cousin and the man’s wife.


  Once they were all seated at the table, the judge looked over the paperwork. “Let me get this straight,” he said. “Just over a week ago, I issued a voluntary custody order at the request of the birth mother, and now the birth mother’s brother is contesting it?”


  “That’s right, your Honor,” the other attorney said before launching into what Tilly thought sounded like a lot of pompous bullshit.


  Seated between Cris and Landry, she reached under the table and caught Cris’ hand, squeezing. She was relieved when he squeezed back.


  Once the attorney finished, the judge looked at Dale. “Response?”


  “The birth mother, before she was taken into custody as a material witness in a case against the drug dealer who beat her, was being subjected to a home visit by her probation officer. As part of that visit, she had a CPS investigator accompany her. That investigator is waiting and willing to testify to her findings as to the home of my clients.”


  “Call her in.”


  Once she was seated and sworn in, Dale walked her through the circumstances and her findings.


  “Frankly,” she said, “I wish more homes were that fit. It looked like they’d just brought home a bunch of new things from the store and were in the process of setting up the nursery, but I saw absolutely no problems at the home. In my opinion, it’s a perfectly safe and clean environment, and from what I observed, I believe the child’s named guardians appear to be fit as well.”


  The opposing attorney asked several bullshit questions that Dale objected to, and the judge sustained. Finally, the attorney sat back. “No further questions, your Honor.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Gonzalez,” the judge said. “Please wait outside in case we need to call you back in.”


  Once she’d left, the judge took his time reading through his notes before he turned to Santino. “Mr. Guerrero, I want to hear from you. Specifically, in your own words, why are you insisting on filing for custody when your sister specifically said she didn’t want any of her family to have custody?”


  “Your Honor, my wife and I have tried to have children and can’t. I want to adopt my sister’s baby. She belongs with family.”


  “Is not Cris Guerrero family?”


  “He’s not close family.”


  “Are you saying that Mr. Guerrero is not a fit parent?”


  “I don’t think so, no.”


  “And what do you base that on?”


  “He lied to me on the phone. He told me he and his wife were going to adopt her.”


  The judge looked at Cris. “Explanation?”


  Dale had warned them not to lie, or at least not to say anything that could trip them up later.


  Tilly handed it to Cris, he didn’t miss a beat. “Your Honor, Landry, Tilly, and I have known each other a long, long time. We’re partners, we all live together, and we’re a family. I love them, they love me. We can provide Katie with not just two, but three parents.”


  The judge looked at Santino. “How long have you and your wife been married?”


  “Seven years.”


  “And is this your first marriage?”


  Santino faltered. “No, sir. It’s my third and her second.”


  The judge arched an eyebrow at them.


  Tilly successfully held in her snort.


  The judge looked at Cris. “How many times have you been married?”


  “Legally, I haven’t. But I’ve been with Mr. LaCroux for over fifteen years, and with Mrs. LaCroux for over ten. They met because of me.”


  Landry squeezed Tilly’s hand on her other side in an effort to stave off her laughing fit, which he rightfully suspected she was dangerously close to having.


  The judge focused on her next. “Mrs. LaCroux, I’ll ask you the same question. How many times have you been married?”


  She hoped her smile looked sweet. “Just once, to Landry.”


  The judge focused on Landry. “And you?”


  “The same. Only once, to Tilly. May I add something?”


  “Certainly.”


  “Our marriage came about not just out of love, but necessity. We were married before gay marriage was legal. I needed a way to make sure that, should anything happen to me, Cris would always be able to be by my side. Were our laws different, I would marry both of them. That might sound unconventional, but I am, after all, a native son of France.”


  The judge laughed, to Tilly’s surprise, but Landry wasn’t done. “Our total net worth, your Honor, is considerable. Cris and I aren’t just partners. We’re also business partners in a major software firm, which was yet another reason why I married Tilly. I wanted to make sure, financially, that she was protected. I had to make the best choice I could to protect them both. Legally, Cris already had his protection for his share of our business. In other issues, such as medical ones, Tilly could make sure Cris’ rights were protected. In a perfect world there could be equity without the convoluted planning, but there you have it.”


  “And am I correct in assuming that, with the birth mother’s death, you three wish to go forward with an official three-way adoption?”


  “Yes, your Honor. That is our plan. We’d like that done as quickly as possible so we can prevent any further disruption in her life. Also, our primary residence, as well as our business headquarters, is in Florida, and we’d like to return and get her a pediatrician there as soon as possible.”


  The judge looked at Santino. “Any other comments?”


  “They’re gay, your honor. Or…bisexual, or…whatever they are. We can give the baby a stable, traditional home with a mother and a father. We don’t have some…perverted sex thing going on.”


  The judge took off his glasses and leveled a hard gaze at the man. “For your information, my husband and I have raised three wonderful, beautiful children, who’ve gone on to be happy, productive adults. And we did it with their biological mother living with us as a co-parent, with her wife.”


  Santino cringed back in his chair as his attorney stammered a last-ditch intervention. “Your Honor, we’d like time to have a home visit done by CPS as well before you rule on this issue. It’s only fair. Please?”


  The judge glared at the attorney for a long, uncomfortable moment. “You have two weeks to come back here and give me a legally sound argument that doesn’t have any inference to an argument that reads anything remotely close to ‘gay people have cooties’ or ‘non-traditional three-parent families are less valid than a two-parent home.’ Do I make myself clear? If you can’t make a valid argument, citing legal precedents, beyond those two points, do not waste this court’s time. Understand?”


  “Your Honor, her grandparents are here, and—”


  “It’s my understanding from the counter-motion to quash the emergency order that the grandparents not only had little to no contact with the birth mother in the years leading up to the birth, but when the mother was pregnant and approached them for help, they turned her away. Correct?”


  “Yes, technically, your Honor, but—”


  “Two weeks,” the judge emphasized. “Your client’s emergency motion is hereby denied in its entirety, with prejudice. The counter-motion to quash the emergency order is granted. The standing custody order is hereby upheld, pending the outcome of the next hearing, where I will render my final ruling. Schedule a hearing with my clerk immediately for two weeks from today. Mr. Waters, the birth father is deceased, correct?”


  “Yes, your Honor.”


  “Then feel free to draw up adoption papers as well, to be prepared and save this court’s time.”


  The other attorney protested. “Objection. Your Honor, my client would at least like to—”


  “Overruled. Your client is being given two weeks to prove why two people who have multiple marriages under their belts are more fit than three parents with a stable, long-term relationship nearly twice as long. If they cannot prove that point in two weeks, I see no reason why I should keep this child’s fate in limbo. I refuse to burden the guardians or this court with an unresolved custody issue that shouldn’t be in question in the first place. In other words, I’m doing you a favor by granting a continuance. We are adjourned.”


  Everyone quickly rose as the judge stood and departed through a door behind his desk.


  Tilly fought the urge to crow and point across the table at Santino and his wife.


  She couldn’t resist one little jab, however. “Unfortunately, Santino, I am not able to have children, either. So please don’t try that sympathy tactic on the court. Because unless your wife was raped by a monster when she was fifteen and as a result suffered injuries that forced her to finally have a hysterectomy last year, then I guarantee you, you won’t win this one.”


  Landry patted her on the shoulder. “Behave, love. It’s all right. We can afford this little delay.” He stared at Santino. “Feel free to look up our company, sometime. Crislan Global Software Solutions. We made the Forbes top 50 in tech companies last year.”


  As they were walking out, Landry leaned in and whispered, “And that’s how you properly twist the knife once you plunge it in, love.”


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  That was only round one of the gauntlet, Cris knew. When they reached the waiting room, Dale started talking to Louisa Gonzalez. Cris’ mother stood and walked over to him.


  “I hope you’re happy about the pain you’ve put this family through! Now we can take that baby and—”


  “Sorry to disappoint you, Mother, but the judge denied Santino’s motion.”


  She looked shocked, he was pleased to see. “What?”


  “It’s been continued,” Santino said. “And it doesn’t look good for us.” He glared at Cris.


  Landry stepped forward, the vicious smile on his face both warming Cris and nearly making him giggle. “Pity you didn’t show this much interest in your sister when she was alive. Perhaps she would have reached out to you instead of to us.”


  Landry’s smile faded, the way it always did before Landry delivered a verbally lethal blow to someone in a meeting when they’d failed to perform as required.


  “As I said in there, we have the money to take this as far as necessary. Katie will have the best of everything, including the love of three parents, love that Sofia obviously felt was lacking from her own family. Katie will grow up surrounded by a close-knit group of friends as well, and will never want for anything. She will go to the finest college she can qualify for. She will be loved.”


  Landry leaned in. “And I can guarantee you something she never will be—abandoned. She will never suffer the fate her mother suffered.”


  Cris noted with more than a little satisfaction that his uncle didn’t look very well. “And she’ll never be beaten the way you beat me, old man,” Cris called out at him. “She also won’t be raised with your abusive views, either.”


  His uncle tried to stand, but his aunt and Dante both grabbed his arms and made him stay seated.


  Cris turned back to Santino. “The world is changing, Santino. Change with it, or be left behind. Every day, less people share your narrow-minded view of the world. All that matters is if someone is a good person and can provide for a child. That’s all that should matter.”


  “She was a drug addict!” Santino shot back. “We couldn’t trust her!”


  “She was clean when she died,” Tilly practically screamed, silencing the waiting room. “The initial toxicology reports from the autopsy? No drugs in her system. Which is in line with the emergency room drug screens, urine and blood, that they did on her last Wednesday when we took her to the ER after we rescued her. She wanted a better life. She reached out to you people months ago and you spit in her face. How loving is that, huh? But as soon as you find out there’s a baby, oh, you’re all about the family. Well, guess what that makes you all—hypocrites. You should all be ashamed of yourselves. None of you deserve the right to have kids, and you damn sure aren’t getting your hands on this baby.”


  Tilly stormed out of the waiting room. Cris was torn whether to follow her or rip into Santino himself before Landry decided the matter for him and gently shoved him toward the door.


  Before he exited, he looked back. Landry shook his head at Santino. “Hope you’re loaded, because I’m prepared to spend millions to make sure we retain custody. Buckle up, buttercup, as they say. It’s going to be a looong, expensive ride. By the way, you can adopt a Chinese baby for less than one hundred thousand dollars, or so I’ve heard. You do the math. I will bankrupt you long before you’ll even put a noticeable dent in our current 401k balance. What kind of life can you provide for her then, hmm?”


  Cris exited and scanned the hall for Tilly, finally spotting her heading toward the elevator bank. He ran after her, catching up with her and pulling her into his arms, holding her past the expected second or two of resistance before she folded against him.


  “Why?” she keened. “Why they gotta be assholes? I know what you said about them, but I hoped, I really hoped maybe time made them better people. That maybe they’d be fit to be family again. That maybe we could let her at least get to know them so she’d know about her mom. That maybe we could have contact with them.”


  He pulled her out of the way, off to the side and out of foot traffic, turning them to face the wall as she softly cried against his chest.


  Her scars ran deeper than anyone else except Landry knew. Not even Loren knew her the way they did.


  The fragile little girl who put on the fierce woman’s suit every day and tried to pretend she didn’t constantly ache inside over her losses.


  “I’m so sorry, Redbird. I could have told you they were still as toxic as they were then. You’re my family. You and Lan. And Loren and Ross, Leigh and Lucas and Nick, everyone. All our friends. They’re our real family. Every last damn one of them.”


  Landry and Dale caught up with them. “Is she all right?” Landry asked.


  Cris shook his head, Landry’s grim look only reinforcing Cris’ love for the man. Dale herded them all into an elevator and got them moving downstairs before any of Cris’ family emerged.


  “Okay, that wasn’t so bad,” Dale said. “Nothing was said in the waiting room that we can’t back up in court.”


  “So much for the slam-dunk,” Landry drawled.


  “I thought the judge was going to pound the guy,” Dale said. “If your cousin hadn’t made that statement, he might have ruled in our favor right them. But this way, it makes the judge look like he’s at least being fair. He wouldn’t have told me to have the adoption papers ready for the next hearing if he wasn’t planning on ruling in our favor. Their attorney pulled me aside in the waiting room and said that he’ll try to talk them into dropping it. They don’t have the money to take this to an appeal. I know that guy, I’ve had to sit across a table from him before. He’s a decent attorney, but he’s out of his league and he knows it. He’s a Groupon discount, while I’m an A-lister. He maybe bills in a week what I charge by the hour.”


  The elevator doors opened. Dale led them outside and away from the front entrance. “Spend the next two weeks not worrying, all right? I’ll prep the adoption papers and ask Louisa Gonzalez to schedule a second, thorough home visit with you.”


  “We’re moving to a new place,” Landry said. “In about two weeks.”


  “Can you move sooner?”


  “Perhaps not, but we can meet her there and let her see it for herself.”


  “I’ll ask her. Anyway, I’ve gotta run, I’ve got a deposition I need to be at.” He shook the men’s hands and hugged Tilly, looking down at her. “Seriously, do not worry.”


  “You said this was a slam-dunk.”


  “I know, but sometimes even I blow a guess. Hey, he didn’t do something totally goofy like order visitation.”


  Tilly held up a finger and circled it in the air.


  “Well, at least you’re not flipping me off. I’ll let you know when I have the scheduled time for the next hearing.”


  Once they were in the car, Landry turned where he sat behind the wheel and looked at Tilly. “Are you all right, love?”


  “Peachy.”


  Cris exchanged a knowing glance with Landry and they rode back to the condo in silence. He didn’t have the heart to call Loren, because he knew that would lead to Tilly just getting upset again.


  When they returned, Loren was on the sofa, feeding Katie a bottle. “Well? Why don’t I see happy faces.”


  Tilly didn’t stop and headed straight for the bedroom.


  Landry looked at him.


  “I think she needs you right now, Lan,” he said to him.


  He nodded and followed her.


  Loren’s gaze narrowed. “Don’t fucking tell me the judge gave the baby to them?”


  “No, he didn’t.” He explained it—and retold some of the waiting room showdown.


  Loren sadly shook her head. “Sorry, Cris. I know I gave you a ration of shit when you came back, but I’m sorry. For all of that, and for this. They sound like real jerks. Is Tilly okay?”


  “She’s scared. Logically, yes, it looks like the judge is going to rule for us. But we all thought he was going to end this nonsense today. We never expected a continuance.”


  “But recommending bringing an adoption order is good, right?”


  “Absolutely. I don’t need to be an attorney to tell you that judge was pissed right the hell off when Santino opened his big, bigoted mouth.”


  “Well, at least you have me here to help you,” she said. “Once Tilly gets her game face back on, she’ll be okay. You just wait.”


  He reached out and stroked Katie’s hand. She grabbed his finger, tightly holding on.


  “Thank you, Lor,” he said. “I don’t know if I’ve ever properly said it to you and Ross, but thank you for saving her. Thank you for keeping her alive. I knew if anyone could, it was you.”


  “Would you have left her if we weren’t in her life?”


  “I honestly don’t know. There’s so much of that I wish I could undo and redo. I’d start by telling her all about me from the beginning, who I was, where I came from, and about Landry. That way, when I found out about him, I would have told her immediately.”


  “Woulda, coulda, shoulda.” Her expression softened. “What matters is that you’re back, now, and you guys aren’t going anywhere. And she’s happier than I’ve ever seen her in her life. Well, except for…you know. This. In a month or two, once it finally sinks in that she doesn’t have to feel guilty, she’ll be an entirely different Tilly.”


  “I know.” He gently tugged on his finger, amused when Katie wouldn’t let go. She stared at him even as she still sucked on the bottle. “How much do you think Katie sees right now?”


  “I don’t know. I’m not a baby expert. You want to hold her?”


  “Sure.”


  He gently freed his finger and Loren got him situated with the burp cloth and bottle and leaned in, watching. “You’re a natural.”


  “I’ve had a little experience with everyone else’s kids. I never thought I’d have one of my own.”


  “Now you do. How’s it feel, Dad?”


  He grinned. “Landry gets to make the decision there. Who’s Dad and who’s Pop or whatever.”


  “You know the first time she calls Tilly Mom, Tilly’s going to cry her eyes out, right?”


  “Yeah. Spoiler alert, she won’t be the only one crying the first time Katie calls us Mom or Dad.”


  “You guys are so lucky.”


  “I don’t think you know what that word means, Lor.”


  He glanced at her and spotted the deep sadness just beneath the surface, much the way Tilly wore hers. You had to know her well to see it. Otherwise it was simply a shadow that passed.


  A chuckle escaped her. “You all three went through hell and now you’re holding a little bundle of heaven. That’s lucky.” Her smile slipped, just a smidge. “Some people only get the hell and never get a heaven of their own.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Landry found Tilly curled in a ball on her side on the bed, already sobbing into her pillow.


  He stretched out next to her and pulled her into his arms, her head tucked beneath his chin. It was a risk, but he suspected it was the only balm that would soothe her deeply wounded soul at this point.


  “Do you need Daddy, love?”


  She sobbed harder, but nodded.


  He tightened his hold on her. “I’m always here for you. Daddy’s always here to make everything right for his baby girl. Do you trust me?”


  She finally nodded.


  “Then trust that Daddy will do whatever it takes, no matter how much it takes, to make this right and make his baby girl happy. Understand?”


  She nodded, even as she still cried.


  He gently rocked her, letting her get it out of her system, knowing it couldn’t be allowed to fester there for long without it poisoning her from the inside out. Mistress Cardinal had been an expert at hiding and disguising her hurt from the world, building a stalwart castle that no one—not even Loren and Ross—could penetrate.


  By letting him in, and by letting Cris back in, she’d shattered those walls. When it came to others, she absolutely could run into the line of fire to protect them. It was the ferocity of her loyalty and love that allowed her to do so.


  When it came to protecting her own heart, she’d forgotten how. Mistress Cardinal no longer existed. Once Tilly had made peace with the past and had him and Cris as her future, she’d been able to discard that uncomfortable suit of armor for good.


  It didn’t mean she still didn’t have use for it on rare occasions.


  She cried herself to sleep. When Cris softly opened the door about a half an hour later, Landry nodded at him to come in.


  He walked over, looking sad. “Is she okay?”


  “She needed to purge it. You know how she is.”


  “Yeah.” He carefully sat on the edge of the bed, not wanting to disturb her. “What do you want to do about work?”


  “Tell them we will work from home today. Family emergency. Call Leigh for her, please. Update her and tell her we’re playing the husband card and ordering Tilly to stay home, and why. They’re within the circle of trust, as it were.”


  “Okay.” He leaned in and kissed Landry. “Thank you, Lan.”


  Something was different about Cris, but he couldn’t decide what. “You’re welcome, but for what?”


  Cris smiled. “For this. For everything. For being a sneaky damn Dom who wanted to have his cake and eat it, too. For her. And for agreeing to step in and do this.”


  “Can you imagine the poor bastard who tries to date our little Katie? If Tilly and Loren don’t run them off, we can laugh our asses off watching June and Eliza go after them.”


  “I’m way ahead of you.”


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  The four of them, five if you counted Katie, went shopping on Saturday. Landry made some calls—and wrote some checks—to get the new condo cleared out sooner.


  Saturday morning, as a matter of fact.


  Landry was tired of not being able to control something. Speeding their moving date was something he could influence and control.


  By god, he would.


  Basically, he was able to buy all the furniture, and then paid someone to haul off what he knew they didn’t want—most of it—and donate it to a charity.


  After stopping by the new condo to direct the movers about what little was staying, and then going out for breakfast, they started at a home improvement store, picking paint chips and sample pots of paint, Loren keeping Tilly focused while Cris and Landry tended to Katie.


  The men had agreed behind Tilly’s back that they would let her completely decorate the condo the way she wanted it. Neither of them had a preference…except that Tilly be happy.


  Considering how hard she took the set-back Friday, they knew a distraction was just the thing, and worth any amount of money it took throwing at it to fix it. When they told Loren their plan, she agreed wholeheartedly and became their willing accomplice.


  And they took pictures.


  Lots and lots of pictures.


  And video.


  By that afternoon, they had paint picked out, purchased everything they’d need to get started, and would start painting it the next day. There were wood floors all through the unit, except in the bathrooms, which were tiled. Tilly was fine with that and they’d buy area rugs for the rooms as they got closer to their moving date.


  They went out for sushi with Katie in her carrier on a high chair next to Tilly.


  Landry hated the sadness in Tilly’s face, an expression that had barely lifted during the day, even when he thought she was having fun and not thinking about the hurricane swirling around them.


  He’d spend any amount of money to make her happy. Her or Cris, but especially her.


  Too many years after losing Cris he’d spent hating himself. He knew what happiness was, had lost it, and had barely managed to grasp it again when Cris returned.


  Then it only magnified with Tilly.


  He’d give her everything to keep her happy.


  “Are you all right, love,” he asked.


  Loren, sitting next to Tilly in the booth, looked over at her.


  Tilly’s focus was on Katie. “Please promise me we’re not going to lose her.”


  He reached across the table and took her hand. “Look at me, Redbird.”


  She finally did. He didn’t miss how close to the surface her tears lay.


  “I promise you, if we have to buy her a fake passport and leave for France and then points beyond to keep her away from them, we will do whatever it takes, inside the law or outside of it. I swear it to you. I still have family ties in France. I’ll tie Santino up for decades, until she’s eighteen, in legal paperwork. My family there has a lot of influence. You know that.”


  Finally, the hint of a smile. “Go on the lam, huh?”


  “Absolutely. We can run the company remotely if we have to. It would be difficult, but doable.”


  “We should teach her to speak French,” Tilly said, her gaze returning to the infant.


  “We shall,” Landry said. “But I think she’s got a little while yet.”


  Loren draped an arm around Tilly’s shoulders. “The judge isn’t going to rule against you guys. There’s no grounds. It’s not like she was close to her brothers. I could see, if that was the case, there being a risk. But she told the judge she didn’t want them having her, and why. It’s not like this is a totally different judge.”


  “But what if they ask for him to recuse himself?”


  “What if the ‘big one’ hits tomorrow?” Cris asked. “Sweetie, stop trying to invent things to worry about. I know that’s easier said than done, but where’s our Tilly?”


  She glanced briefly at Cris before her gaze returned to Katie. “Tilly’s tired and heartsick and worn out,” she whispered. “Tilly’s able to be strong for everyone but herself.”


  


  * * * *


  


  After a good night’s sleep, Tilly seemed to be better the next morning. Lucas, Leigh, and Nick showed up at the new condo to help with the painting, called by Landry, who also told them about Tilly’s mental state.


  More than anything, they were there for her, not just to help.


  Working late into the evening, and after Cris went to fetch pizzas, they had the nursery, living room, kitchen, what would be Loren’s room for her stay, and the master bedroom painted. Those were the important ones, the rest able to be painted around in their spare time.


  Tilly’s mood remained lifted through Monday morning. She even dealt with hearing another news story about the ongoing investigation into Sofia’s death better than Landry thought she would.


  Over the next several days, as new celebrity meltdowns and scandals shoved Tilly, Landry, Cris, and Sofia’s story from the spotlight, the paparazzi stopped showing up at Tilly’s office.


  Even the paparazzi thought it was distasteful to try to wring a scandal out of the tragedy of an orphaned infant of a Jane Everyman. Katie’s personal degrees of separation from Nick’s stardom meant her story went from newsworthy to footnote.


  Dr. Rahling was still pleased with Katie’s progress at the third visit, and saw no reason to change their plan. Katie was still gaining weight and had already outgrown the first round of onesies Tilly had bought for her that day in the Target when she’d rescued Sofia and Katie from the shit-hole apartment.


  Louisa Gonzalez did another home visit the Monday before the hearing, both of the current condo and the one they were busily filling with baby furniture.


  “I see no reason to change my opinion,” she told the four adults. “This is obviously a suitable home, and I plan to tell the judge that. I talked to Dr. Rahling, and he’s happy with the care Katie’s getting. All the parameters I need to see met are being exceeded.”


  “I suspect you can’t tell us the result of your home visit with Santino, can you?” Cris asked.


  She smiled. “If the judge asks me for my opinion as to where Katie should be placed, my opinion will be that she should remain with you. Obviously, the mother had her reasons for placing her with you. There is no legal or moral reason for me to rule against the existing custody order.”


  Landry knew that was the best she could say under the circumstances, and he’d take the win.


  He only hoped it was good enough for Tilly.


  Friday morning, the four of them headed to the courthouse with Katie. Dale had suggested they bring her for the adoption part of the hearing.


  The judge would likely want to see her anyway.


  Landry secretly hoped Cris’ family would eat their hearts out.


  Tilly carried Katie in her arms while Loren carried the diaper bag and Cris toted the carrier. When they walked into the waiting room, this time it was only Santino, his wife, Cris’ mother, and their attorney.


  Landry didn’t miss the helpless “I tried” shrug the attorney gave Dale Waters.


  Louisa Gonzalez wasn’t there yet.


  Landry glared at Mariana Guerrero. “Had you only been decent people instead of small-minded ones, we would have been willing to give you visitation. Considering your family’s past history, there’s no way in hell we’ll allow any of you toxic people to be a part of her life.”


  “How dare—”


  Tilly jabbed a finger at her. “Shut it, woman. You couldn’t stand up to your husband, and you let him throw your only son out of the house. You don’t get a second chance to help fuck up another child’s life. You chose the wrong side when it came to Cris when he was a kid, and you can’t un-choose.”


  When the CPS investigator arrived, Landry pulled Tilly and Cris to the far end of the room and stationed himself and Loren between them and the others.


  They didn’t have to wait long. They were ushered in and as soon as they got seated, the judge called in Louisa Gonzalez for her report. Loren remained out in the waiting room with Katie.


  Landry suspected if Cris’ mother gave Loren any grief that the older woman might spontaneously combust or something. He couldn’t imagine a fiercer babysitter than Loren.


  Except perhaps for June or Eliza, or even Rob’s wife, Laura.


  “As I’ve already told both parties,” Louisa Gonzalez said, “I see no reason to object to the original custody order as it stands. While both homes are fit homes, it would seem that Katie’s current guardians are not only doing an excellent job of caring for her, and show every indication of being able to provide that high standard of care for the foreseeable future, but they are also obviously very loving parents with a large, supportive network of friends. With all things being equal, I think the mother’s wishes should be taken into account.”


  The judge nodded and turned to Santino’s attorney. “Well? What argument have you brought to me?”


  “The family asks that the judge give weight to the fact that Santino Guerrero is the child’s uncle, not her cousin.”


  He shook his head. “Is that the best you’ve got?”


  “There is precedent to blood relatives getting priority.”


  “But in a case like this, where the mother specifically excluded those same blood relatives? Remember, counsellor, the original order was not only voluntary, I talked to the mother here in this very chambers and she listed the reasons to me why she chose the guardians she did.”


  “I read the transcript, your Honor.”


  “Would you not agree she listed very persuasive arguments?”


  “I would, your Honor.”


  Landry watched Santino and realized something. He leaned in and whispered it to Dale.


  Dale spoke up. “Your Honor, may I ask the petitioner a question?”


  “You may.”


  Dale looked at Santino. “Mr. Guerrero, where are the funds for your legal fees coming from?”


  “Objection—”


  “Overruled. I’ll allow it. It speaks to the ability to care for the child.”


  Santino deflated. “My father. He’s the one who demanded we do this. But we really do want to adopt her.”


  The judge sat back. “Interesting. So, Mr. Guerrero—Santino. If it wasn’t for your father paying for the attorney, would you have filed?”


  Santino shook his head. “No, your Honor. We couldn’t have afforded it.”


  Landry used every ounce of willpower he had to keep the triumphant smirk off his face.


  “So why hadn’t you tried adoption before?” the judge asked.


  “We couldn’t afford it.”


  “Why wouldn’t your father pay for you to adopt another baby?”


  “We…asked. For a loan. He said no.”


  “Interesting.” He jotted down some notes. “I’m ready to render my verdict. The petitioner’s motion is hereby denied, in full, with prejudice. Mr. Waters, are you prepared for an adoption today?”


  “Yes, your Honor. We filed the motion with your clerk last week.”


  “Yes, I have it here. Please bring in the child, if she’s here.” He glanced at Santino’s attorney. “You and your clients are dismissed, unless you have further business with this court.”


  “No, your Honor.”


  As they left, the bailiff waved Loren in.


  The judge stood, smiling, and walked around the desk. “May I?”


  Loren looked to Landry, who nodded. She carefully handed the baby over to the judge, who expertly held her as if he was no stranger to infants.


  “She’s beautiful. I deal with a lot of people, but I remembered her mother especially. Unfortunately, because of her injuries and her sad tale. I hope someone has cameras ready?”


  “We sure do,” Loren said, holding her phone up. Tilly handed hers over to Dale.


  The judge sat behind his desk, the baby cradled in his left arm, and picking up his pen with his right. “Then by the power vested in me by the state of California, I hereby approve this adoption, and as requested, her new name is Katherine Crista Guerrero-LaCroux.” He signed the paperwork as the pictures were taken. “Congratulations, little one. I hope your life from here on out is far better than the first couple of weeks have been.”


  Landry didn’t bother trying to hide his tears as he kissed Tilly—who was crying—and Cris—also crying.


  Loren took more pictures and video of them with the judge, and with Dale Waters, and then the bailiff helped take some of all of them together.


  When they emerged thirty minutes later, Landry wanted to cry again at the beaming grin on Tilly’s face.


  Even better, Cris’ family was nowhere to be seen.


  Louisa Gonzalez, however, was waiting for them.


  “Well?” she asked.


  Landry hugged her. “Thank you. He approved her adoption. She is officially ours.”


  “Ooh,” Loren said. “We need her picture, too!” After taking more pictures, they made their way toward the courthouse entrance.


  “That’s one thing we haven’t bought for her yet,” Cris said as they walked outside.


  “What?” Landry asked.


  “A baby book to put all these memories in.”


  “Then we’ll rectify that on the way home.”


  They felt a small tremor shake the ground. In the parking lot, a few car alarms went off.


  Loren gently smacked Tilly’s shoulder. “See? Told you it was a good sign.”


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  Loren returned to Florida once the move to the new condo was completed. The three of them wouldn’t be far behind her, Cris returning first to handle some issues at the Florida office while Tilly and Landry waited for Katie’s new birth certificate to come through.


  Once home, they would get her a passport so she could travel with them wherever they wanted to take her, whenever they wanted to go.


  Through the attorney, Dale found out that, no, there would be no appeal. “They can’t outspend you and don’t want to try,” he said.


  Their last night in LA before flying back to Florida, Tilly curled up next to Landry. “Thank you, Daddy,” she whispered.


  He curled around her. “Didn’t I promise my baby girl to make this happen?”


  “Yes, Daddy.”


  He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Do you ever think you’ll want to let Cris see this side of you?”


  She hesitated. “Maybe one day. Not yet. This is ours.”


  “Fair enough, baby girl. Fair enough.”


  


  * * * *


  


  An early-morning flight and losing several hours traveling east made for an exceptionally long day. Exhausted, Tilly crawled into bed, between Cris and Landry.


  “I forgot how badly it sucks readjusting to Florida time. It’s easier going the other way.”


  “Yeah,” Cris said. “At least I’ve got three days on you there. I’m so glad you’re home.”


  She kissed him. “Ditto. I missed you. Thank you for going shopping.”


  Landry and Tilly had been home less than two hours, after what felt like a lifetime away but had only been six weeks. Cris had gone out after his return, with Loren’s help, and purchased the bare necessities for the house, wanting to save the large shopping trip for when the three of them were together once more.


  It was strange seeing Katie’s portable crib in what had been their guest room, but it would have been weirder had she been put in the playroom, equipment removed or not.


  “So what do you wish to paint the nursery here, love?” Landry asked.


  She sighed. “We’re not.”


  He lifted his head. “No? I assumed we’d be tearing down the dungeon equipment and repurposing it since it’s a larger room than the guest room.”


  “No,” she said. “We need to get this place ready to sell and go shopping for something larger.”


  Landry chuckled. “How much larger, love?”


  “Something with a pool and room for a hot tub. Maybe even big enough to build a little pool house.”


  “Do tell?”


  She snuggled tightly in his arms. “Yeah.”


  “I thought you loved this house. This was your house. You worked very hard for it.”


  “Mistress Cardinal worked hard for it,” Tilly said. “It was fine for us, when it was just us. We’ve had a lot of good times here, and made really good memories. But now it’s time we have a house that’s our house. Not just ours, but Katie’s, too. I want it to be the house she grows up in, the one she knows is home. One we can stay in for years, just like the new condo in LA. I want it to be the house that when she looks back on her childhood, it’s where most of her happy memories are. Where we can have our friends over for the kid-friendly parties, not just kinky ones. We can’t even host those here. We’ve never had kids here, do you realize that?”


  “I never thought about it like that,” Landry admitted.


  “And I want a house that’s large enough that, in case we ever decide to adopt another child, we’ve got room and don’t have to move again. The LA condo is big enough. This one isn’t. It’s barely big enough for the three of us, much less a baby.”


  “When do you want to start looking?” Cris asked.


  “Soon. Or we can build one.”


  “We have connections with people who work for a building contractor,” Landry joked. “Max and Sean.”


  “Exactly. And Seth was a contractor, too.”


  Tilly thought maybe the men had fallen asleep when Landry spoke again. “I think I like the idea of building better than buying something. Unless, of course, we stumble across exactly the right one.”


  “Do we get a say in it this time?” Tilly joked.


  “Perhaps. The condo isn’t our primary home. We normally won’t be there more than a few days at a time. This is different. This will be our home, as you said. Not that money is a hinderance, but Dale Waters assures me that the lawsuit we’ll win for Sofia’s wrongful death will be substantial. Especially if we agree to settle out of court.”


  “Lan did give me a say in the last condo we bought before he met you,” Cris said to Tilly in a teasing tone. “He’s not a complete control freak.”


  “Oh, I absolutely am,” Landry said. “About the things I wish to be.”


  Tilly pulled their arms around her. “So…it’s settled then? We’ll either buy or build?”


  “It’s settled, love,” Landry said. “If Cris is fine with that.”


  “Oh, sure. Now you give me a choice.” He chuckled before he leaned in and kissed her. “Yes, I’m fine with that.”


  As Tilly drifted off to sleep, she thought about the urn now sitting on a shelf in their living room, holding the hopes and dreams of a young mother who only wanted a chance to give her daughter a better life.


  All that was left of what had been Sofia Guerrero.


  And everything that had made Tilly’s dreams finally come true and erased the last vestiges of the hell she’d felt trapped in ever since that horrible night when she was a kid.


  Heaven lay in that urn, and Tilly would never forget it or take it for granted.


  Never.
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