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      “The police are not ruling out the possibility that they have discovered the lair of a serial killer…”

      

      It was the stuff of nightmares. Crissy had survived, but she was the only one out of a dozen women who could claim so. That didn’t mean she had gotten away unscathed, physically or mentally. Being held prisoner for days and repeatedly beaten and raped hadn’t been the end of it. Losing the one man she’d trusted to help her recover had been the final blow. Now, as a single parent, she’s headed down the coast with her daughter to look for some peace of mind. Never in her wildest dreams did she imagine that trouble would follow her.

       

      Brock could never forget that fateful night he’d found the broken woman in the locked container. The fear and gratefulness in her haunting blue eyes would stay with him forever. As would knowing that it had been his partner who had tortured her and a dozen more unfortunate souls. That knowledge left him wondering if he could ever trust anyone again. But when he found out that someone was threatening the blue-eyed beauty once more, he knew that he would have to do something drastic to save her and to mend what was broken in himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Darkness.

      For a split second, panic overtook her. But then the rhythmic hum of a motor and the gentle sway of the car had her body relaxing.

      Just as she was about to sink back into the abyss, memories surfaced. Bodies rubbing against one another, bumping and grinding. Loud music piercing her ears, drowning out voices, until all that was left was the beat of the song pounding in her head. The bitter alcohol that had warmed her and dulled her mind earlier now soured her tongue and unsettled her stomach. Her vision was blocked by the false lashes that she normally wore to work. Now they were glued together by her thick mascara and sealed her eyes shut.

      Why had she allowed Carl to talk her into working at the club again? It had only been ten months since she’d given birth.

      Carl always complained that he’d wanted to be married to a stripper. Only Crissy didn’t have what it took, upstairs at least, to dance on stage and make money. So she did what she’d been doing before she’d married him. What she’d done for all of her life, it seemed. She’d waited tables. She didn’t mind where she worked, a diner or a strip club, just as long as the tips were good.

      And they were good enough to keep her working at Sunset Strip, one of the hottest strip clubs along the Miami coast.

      She’d changed her looks over the year that she’d worked there, dying her dark hair a bright blonde and wearing skintight outfits to fit in with the rest of the girls working tables and dancing on the stages.

      But then she’d gotten pregnant and had believed that her long hours of wearing heels and getting felt up by creepy men was over. But two weeks after she’d had Emma, Carl had lost his job, and she’d had to go back to work at the club.

      Carl had talked her into going back, saying it was “easy money.” Easy for him, at least. The long hours, the sore feet and back, and having to constantly turn away unwanted advances wasn’t something her husband thought about or even cared to hear about.

      She’d hoped that Carl would find another job. After all, Miami was full of bartending jobs, the only thing that he’d ever been good at. Instead, he’d turned to the bottle, and she suspected that wasn’t all.

      To anyone looking from the outside, Carl had painted a picture of a caring husband and father. And at first, he had been. After losing his job, he’d slowly sunk lower and basically stopped trying. Oh, he still kept up the outward appearances to everyone they knew, but at home, he was different. He’d changed so much that she didn’t even recognize him any longer.

      Days turned into weeks, and he’d sunk further into a darkness. She didn’t have the time to help pull him out of the funk. Since they were behind on their bills, she’d taken a second job working behind a counter at a bakery a few doors down from their one-bedroom apartment. Which meant she worked from seven at night until eleven in the morning, seven days a week.

      After coming home more than once to find him passed out and Emma crying, she’d had to start paying for a babysitter. She’d even worried that Carl wasn’t feeding their daughter since she had started looking extremely underweight.

      Of course, if she said anything, he would start an argument with her. He’d claim he’d been so busy that day trying to find work that he’d just needed one drink to soothe his nerves. Or he’d complain that with a crying kid hooked to him, there was no way he would be able to find work.

      The fights with Carl filled up what precious time she had to herself or with Emma. Clinging to the baby, she’d listen while Carl explained his responsibilities away and laid them solely onto her shoulders.

      After all, everything in life was Crissy’s fault, in the eyes of Carl. She supposed she’d walked right into the abusive relationship. After suffering at the hands of her father for all of her childhood, she had clung to the first man who’d smiled at her and promised to take her far away from her father’s fists.

      Following up a physically abusive relationship with an emotionally abusive one had sucked out what little joy Crissy had left in life.

      In the coming days, what she had to endure would take the rest of it until she was nothing more than a shell of a woman, determined to give her daughter everything she had never had. Happiness.
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      Crissy stopped and took a moment to breathe in the salty warm air. One second, two, three… Then the phone rang, breaking through the soft sound of the wind rustling the palm fronds, the bees buzzing around the flowers that she had planted a few weeks earlier, and the sounds of the gulls crying as they flew far overhead.

      She rushed back across the pathway, set the basket full of laundry down on the table, and answered the phone.

      “Paradise Place, how may I help you?” she answered cheerfully.

      The caller sounded like an older woman, and after answering her questions about the rental house and walking her through the steps to book the place online, Crissy picked up the laundry basket and headed back across the pool courtyard into the main rental property.

      The home—Paradise Place—was a six-bedroom, seven-bath, four-thousand-square-foot beauty. There was a massive swimming pool and patio between the main home and the pool house. Thick tropical foliage filled every nook and cranny of the property, secluding the residence from the homes on either side.

      The place was owned by the chief of police in Key West, who used the property as a year-round rental and income property. They rented it out on a monthly basis, as local laws excluded short-term rentals on Key West. The business was run and operated solely by hers truly.

      After what had happened to her, Reggie Miller and his wife, Kimberly, had contacted her and convinced her to run the place. At the time the Millers had contacted her for the job, she hadn’t had any other work opportunities. After an initial meeting with the couple, who lived on one of the other Keys, she and Emma had moved from Miami to Key West.

      She’d needed work and a place to live, since Carl hadn’t paid their rent on the small one-bedroom apartment once she’d been kidnapped.

      She’d left the hospital almost three months after she’d arrived there broken and almost dead and had been surprised to find out that Carl had sold all of her belongings, even her clothes. He’d been renting a small hotel room in the bad part of Miami and expected her and Emma to live there with him. The first night, there’d been a shooting just outside their room. The second, someone had tried to break in. She and Emma hadn’t stayed for a third night.

      Instead, she’d talked her friends Emily and Rafe into letting her and Emma stay with them until she could get back on her feet. Less than a month later, she’d filed for divorce from Carl.

      She and Emma had fit nicely into the smaller two-and-a-half-bedroom pool house that sat on the back of the large rental property in Key West. The half bedroom was actually a large loft, which Emma had moved into shortly after her second birthday. She’d turned the space into a perfect little girl’s bedroom and play area.

      Living in paradise, being self-reliant, and not having to wait tables and be around strangers all day was good for her recovery. Most importantly, it was good for Emma.

      Carl’s absence from their lives was only a good thing. It allowed her and her daughter to blossom and heal. She’d won sole custody after Carl had shown up to divorce court high and raging about how this was eating into his online gaming time. The female judge had closed the case quickly, assuring her that Emma wouldn’t have to spend an hour of her life with Carl and that she wouldn’t have to pay him any alimony, which he’d screamed in court was his due.

      After that day, she hadn’t seen or heard from Carl once. They were better off for it, but it still stung. She’d thought Carl was the one.

      He’d saved her from the horrors of her childhood. She had never had to worry that Carl would lift a fist to her. He may have yelled and been a basic child in a lot of areas, but he’d never hit her.

      Back then, she’d believed she needed to be with someone. That she needed a man to save her from… well, a worse man.

      Now, she no longer cared if she grew old by herself, just as long as Emma was happy. And thankfully, her daughter was flourishing.

      How was it that Emma was almost three already? Crissy stilled as she thought back to the joy of holding her daughter for the first time.

      Other memories filled her mind as well.

      The first year after… what had happened to her, everything was a blur. She’d spent months in the hospital and then even longer in recovery, learning simple things like how to walk and how to hold a fork again. Thanks to Emily, she hadn’t had to worry about Emma during that time. Her friends Emily and Jamie had stepped up and saw to her daughter’s every need while Crissy recovered.

      After all, the two women had almost gone through what she had. It was because of them, and their now husbands Rafe and Blaine, that Crissy was alive today.

      She’d gone to a counselor almost daily, learning to breathe through the panic attacks, just trying to live again. Even now, she walked three blocks to the small office for weekly meetings with Dr. Elizabeth Rizzo.

      The psychologist wanted to meet with Emma as well, but Crissy was determined to keep every aspect of her dark past away from her daughter. Besides, Emma was just two months shy of her third birthday. She didn’t even remember Crissy struggling to learn how to walk or being broken and bandaged up any longer.

      Shaking any thoughts of her past away, she got back to the task at hand—making the beds, cleaning the bathrooms, replacing any soiled towels with fresh ones, emptying the trash cans, and removing any food or items left in the rental. Once she was sure everything was perfect, she sent a text message off to the new renters, telling them that the property was ready for check-in. She received an almost immediate response that they were en route. ETA thirty minutes.

      That gave her half an hour to herself. She stepped out onto the patio and scooped some leaves out of the large lagoon pool and added a bag of salt to the water. She enjoyed maintaining the pool and found it extremely calming. Then she peeled off her tank top and shorts and dove into the refreshing crystal-clear water.

      Taking these small moments to herself, as the doctor suggested, was something she had to force herself to do. If it were up to Crissy, she’d fill each waking moment with work or time with her daughter. She couldn’t really afford to let her mind wander. Not when it kept whizzing her back to the shipping container where she’d been held.

      Since her mind wouldn’t stop that train of thought as she floated, looking up at the cloudless blue sky, she flipped over and did a few laps until she was breathless. With each stroke, she focused only on her breathing and the sound of her heartbeat.

      When her phone chimed that there was someone at the front gate, she climbed out, shook the water from her short hair, pulled on her clothes, and went to greet the new guests.

      This month’s renters were a large family—three siblings and their four young kids under ten, along with their parents. The large group would fill the house to capacity. The closeness of the family and the ease with which everyone interacted made her jealousy surface, as it always did.

      In the past year that she’d worked there, she’d seen it all. Families that constantly fought with one another, ones that ignored each other, and ones that truly loved one another. This seemed to be the latter. And as much as it hurt her to see, she was thankful for it.

      The other types of families were a drain on her and sometimes the house. In the past year, she’d had to learn how to repair drywall after one particularly violent fight between a father and his son.

      After getting everyone settled, she walked next door to gather Emma from her morning play session with her neighbor Beth and her three-in-a-half-year-old daughter Tilly.

      Beth was a stay-at-home mother whom Crissy had instantly liked. She trusted her with Emma completely. Emma and Tilly had become best friends days after they’d moved there.

      Beth’s husband was owner and head chef at one of Key West’s most expensive restaurants, Oliver’s, which had been named after him by his parents when they’d started the place back when he’d been a child.

      Crissy opened the back screen door on the smaller home and stepped into the kitchen without knocking.

      Beth was sitting at the table, feeding her one-year-old, Johnathan, while Emma and Tilly sat on the floor across the living space, watching cartoons.

      “So?” Beth asked. “Did the group get settled?”

      “Yes.” Crissy sat down with a sigh. “It’s a larger group this time. A nice family with kids. I think they’ll be fairly quiet for the month.”

      “Good.” Beth sighed. “The last group kept Oliver up.”

      “Yeah, it’s hard to gauge just how crazy groups of retirees are going to get.”

      “Who knew that a bunch of eighty-year-olds could party that hard.” Beth laughed.

      “Hey, when I’m that old, I want to have friends like that I can party with,” Crissy joked.

      “Ditto.” Beth smiled as she wiped her son’s face. “I can watch her longer today, if you want to take some time?”

      Crissy started to deny Beth, but then shrugged. “I have been meaning to walk to the store. We’re low on a few things.” Her eyes moved to Emma, who hadn’t even acknowledged her presence yet. “If you’re sure?”

      “Totally. Besides, they’re really into the cartoons.” Beth motioned towards the two girls.

      Standing up, Crissy nodded. “I’ll be back in half an hour.”

      “Take your time,” Beth said, waving her away.

      She stepped back through the gate into her own yard and grabbed the little red wagon she and Emma used to wheel groceries from the little store two blocks away.

      The two-block walk to the store was one of her small joys in life. Just knowing she could walk anywhere on her own without fear thrilled her. Her body had almost returned to normal and as she waved to all of the locals along the path, she felt safe.

      The part of town the house was in wasn’t full of rentals like a lot of areas in the Keys. Most of the homes around it were smaller and older and owned by longtime locals. The pool house was actually the original residence on the land and sat at the front of a small cul-de-sac street. The lot filled the space between two streets and the newer, larger home sat at the front of the property along a main thoroughfare. The pool was directly in the middle of the two structures. The bigger place and the pool had been built fewer than five years ago.

      Leaving her cart outside, Crissy stepped into the store and started gathering the needed items in a basket. She was in the bread aisle when she heard the news report from the television that sat over the cashier.

      “Today marks the two-year anniversary since the second of the Miami serial-killer brothers was unmasked. Days after Scott Alcott’s body was discovered in a car at the bottom of a lake, Alcott’s half-brother Daryl Collins, a Miami police officer and Alcott’s partner in crime, was shot and killed during a kidnapping gone wrong. Collins’s last victim…”

      A loud ringing blocked the rest of the news report. How had she forgotten today was the anniversary? How had she missed such an important date?

      The panic attack had her doubled over. Her fingers dug into the loaf of bread that she’d just grabbed off the shelf to place in her basket.

      Breathe, she told herself several times. But the report continued to circle in her head. Two years. It had been two years since she’d been rescued from hell.

      This was the reason she didn’t own a television. This was why Emma had to go next door to watch cartoons. She wanted to forget. To let those anniversaries go by without remembering…

      Breathe-one, breathe-two, breathe-three. She counted until the buzzing in her head stopped and her vision corrected.

      She set down her basket of items and rushed towards the door. She stood outside gulping fresh sea air until she felt sure the report had ended. When she stepped back inside, the owner of the store looked at her funny as she walked over and picked up her basket.

      Not giving the woman any reasons for her behavior, she continued shopping and even added a fake smile on her lips as she moved around the store.

      “Are you okay, miss?” the woman asked when she rang up her items.

      “Yes, I suppose I just got overheated on the walk here.” She quickly changed the subject.

      The walk home wasn’t as enjoyable as the walk there, but still, it gave her plenty of time to settle herself before seeing her daughter.

      She even took the extra time to put all of the groceries away before collecting Emma. The large family was out enjoying the pool when she and Emma stepped back into the yard.

      She held Emma in her arms, her daughter instantly happy upon seeing the kids splashing in the pool.

      “Pool, Mama.” Emma clapped.

      “Not right now, honey. Lunch and nap first.” She shifted to open the door just as the phone rang again.

      Putting her daughter down, she answered the call with her standard greeting, smiling and ready to answer any questions about the rental.

      “You think you got off scot-free?” the deep voice hissed. “You’ll pay for escaping us.”

      Shortly after the phone clicked, Crissy’s vision grayed, and she slid to the floor and landed on the tile with a thud.
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      Before his cell phone disconnected, Brock was heading outside towards his car.

      It had been two years. Two long years filled with guilt and shame. Time he’d spent trying to make up for being so blind.

      Knowing that he’d allowed his partner to do those horrible things right under his nose had weighed so heavily on him that it had almost cost him everything.

      The day after finding the broken blue-eyed woman in the shipping container, where his partner Daryl Collins had spent years raping and murdering women, he’d handed in his badge.

      Thankfully, his captain had shoved it back at him and put him on desk duty. He’d spent the next few months seeing a shirk. It had helped. A little.

      The weight of the guilt was something he didn’t think he could ever overcome. Ever.

      He’d done everything he could think of to rectify his oversight. Except one. Apologize to the ones that had been hurt by his blindness and stupidity.

      He knew right where Crissy and her daughter Emma where. Hell, it was because of his guilt that they were in Key West in the first place.

      “Where are you heading?” Joe, his current chief, asked as he walked towards the front door of the station.

      “I just got a call from my folks,” Brock said, stopping just inside the door. “I need some personal time,” he said, not wanting to go into the details.

      Joe nodded without even asking. “How much personal time?”

      Brock jerked in a breath. Hell. What was he doing? His dad had mentioned that Crissy had called him and told him she’d received a threatening call, and the first thought he had was to go running down to the Keys. To do what? Reach through the phone and kick whatever sicko had found out where she lived and decided to mess with her? Taking a deep breath, Joe waited.

      “Wanna come into my office and have a chat?” Joe suggested when Brock didn’t answer.

      Since he didn’t have any reason not to, Brock followed him back down the hallway and sat in the chair across from Joe’s desk.

      “Before Reggie called you, he called me,” Joe started. He held up his hand to stop Brock from saying anything. “Our friendship goes back long before you ever came along,” Joe joked. “Which is why I knew for sure that you’d be heading toward the door.” Joe watched him.

      “Yeah.” Brock relaxed back in the chair.

      “Which is why your father and I have decided you might need a change of scenery,” Joe said. Brock leaned forward again.

      “Joe, I don’t want—”

      “I don’t give a rat’s butt what you want. I’m here to give you what you need. And right now, your father needs someone with your skills down there.”

      Hadn’t he just wanted that? Why then was his first thought to decline the offer? Unsure of
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