
A STRANGER’S LOVE

Book 3 of the 

Psychic Heat Series

––––––––

By Roxy Boroughs

Copyright 2019 by Donna Ann Tunney

All rights reserved

Publisher: Baucis & Philemon

Editor: Ted Williams

Cover: April Martinez http://graphicfantastic.com

Formatting: Anessa Books at http://www.anessabooks.com

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

ISBN: 978-0-9921271-5-2


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER ONE

ABOUT ROXY BOROUGHS

DEDICATION

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE
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Grady Keys hated oranges.

Figured he’d live a full and happy life if he never saw one of the damned things again.

He wasn’t thrilled about heights, either. But here he stood, at the top of a ladder, picking the fruit—his muscled forearms tanned a deep brown, the scuffed fingers of his right hand wrapped around small clippers.

He would’ve gladly traded the tool for a watch, but only prime members of the compound carried timepieces. No sense reminding Joe Worker how long he’d spent slugging away in the humidity. So Grady had learned to tell time by the arc of the sun.

With today’s overcast sky, Grady checked the grumbling in his belly and guessed it was a few hours before supper—his one meal of the day. If you called a cup of watery stew a meal. Fasting was good for the soul, apparently. Unless the soul belonged to one of the well-padded church leaders. They always got first dibs on the food.

First dibs on the young women who were brought into the camp, too.

Grady forced those thoughts aside and focused on the view from his perch. High above the flat, green, Florida landscape, he could spot trouble miles away. And trouble was busting in at the far edge of the compound.

He squinted to better see the unmarked vehicles gathering there. Officers poured out and scattered into the bushes, concealing themselves. Each member of the team wore bulky body armor and carried a high-powered rifle.

Grady’s heart went into overdrive. He scrambled down the ladder, ditched his eighty-pound bag of oranges and ran. He stayed close to the trees, using their thick growth for cover as he sprinted through the grove.

The clouds tore open, needle-sharp rain stinging his cheeks. He zigzagged to avoid another orange picker and slipped in a patch of mud, pinwheeling his arms to stay upright, and kept running.

He arrived at the other side of the grounds, his T-shirt soaked with rain, sweat, and plastered to his skin. Panting, he flattened himself alongside the brick wall of the holding cell—the place where the kidnapped women were kept.

Grady heard them before he saw them, gasps of alarm mixed with sobs. Three half-naked females emerged from the cell—their underwear ripped and stained, their hands bound with plastic zip ties.

Brother Isaac led them to an old Chevy sedan at gunpoint, his usual swagger ditched in favor of speed. He opened the trunk. “Get in!”

He’d barked the order at the youngest female, who couldn’t have been more than sixteen—her long, dark hair clinging to her skin in rain-drenched rivulets. She hugged herself, holding on to her quaking body as if she feared it might rattle apart.

“Please. Don’t make me...”

Isaac pushed her. With her hands restrained, the girl stumbled and fell against the car. Her eyes overflowed with tears. Eyes that had seen too much, too soon. Eyes that reminded Grady of another girl he once knew.

Throat dry, he tried to swallow—and couldn’t. He ground his teeth together and stepped out from his hiding place. “The cops will be here any minute. You better hurry.”

“Yeah? You try loading these sluts!”

Grady approached the back of the vehicle—saw the spare tire, rusted tools, flashlights and old rags that littered the trunk. “First, scrap the junk. Make room.”

When Isaac reached for the tire, Grady grabbed the shorter man and slammed his head on the edge of the car. The women screamed as Isaac dropped into a puddle.

“Hush!” Grady hissed. He picked up Isaac with a grunt and heaved the unconscious Brother into the trunk. After closing the lid, Grady snatched the fallen man’s gun off the ground. He tucked it into the waistband of his jeans, cool against his back.

As he turned to the girls, another devout and armed follower appeared from around the corner of the brick cell. Brother Quade was taller than his sidekick and thicker around the chest. Thicker in the head, too. Grady wouldn’t have wanted either Brother for a blood relation.

“Where’s Isaac?”

Grady shrugged. “How should I know?”

A muffled groan came from the trunk. Grady could have lied and said it was another one of the women, but the low tone wasn’t remotely female. As the second man frowned in confusion, Grady retrieved Isaac’s gun and clobbered Quade with it.

“Police!” a male voice announced behind him. “Drop the weapon!”

Keeping his movements slow, Grady bent to a squat and lowered the gun to the ground. He let out a long exhale on the way down—soaked to his skin, weary to his bones and glad it was over.

“Put your hands on the car. Spread your feet.”

Grady stood and complied. The thickset officer frisked him, then twisted Grady’s hands behind his back and slapped on a pair of steel cuffs. Rights read, the uniformed man grabbed Grady by the arm and dragged him toward a collection of police vehicles.

At least fifty other cult members were similarly hauled off and loaded into police vans—Brothers Quade and Isaac among them. Through the chaos, Grady caught a quick glimpse of the three traumatized women—now in the care of an emergency medical team—before his arresting officer threw him into the back of a police car.

Grady yelped. “Watch it. I can have you up for police brutality.”

“Sorry, Grady.” The officer chuckled softly. “Had to make it look good.”

Grady didn’t recognize him, but knew the driver—his gray-haired, barrel-chested boss, Captain Todd Zuccolo.

Once Grady’s door was securely shut, and their conversation couldn’t be overheard, Zuccolo swiveled around in his seat. “We’ll leave the cuffs on until we get outside the compound, Grady. Welcome back to the fold.”

The wail of the ambulance’s siren drowned out Grady’s thanks. “Did you rescue all the women?”

“The three with you, and five more who were in the holding cell.”

Grady sighed and allowed himself to relax. As much as he could with his hands locked behind his back. Working undercover, he’d confirmed what police had long suspected: the cult he’d infiltrated used religion and agriculture to mask their criminal activities—drugs and human trafficking topping the extensive list. As soon as he’d reported his findings, and the imminent danger facing the captured women, Zuccolo ordered the raid.

And thank God. Brianna’s death was enough on Grady’s conscience.

“Anything we can pick up for you on the way back to the station?” the uniformed officer asked, as he settled into the passenger seat.

“A twelve-ounce steak.”

“On my budget?” Zuccolo laughed. “How about we stop and get some drive-through?”

“Anything but oranges.”

As Zuccolo pulled on to the highway, Grady detected an odor in the car. No wonder his fellow officers chose to sit as far away from him as possible. When was the last time he’d been anywhere near a shower? Or a barber? He tried to blow a strand of black hair from his face, but the sopping mass stuck to his forehead.

Grady leaned back and caught his boss’ glance in the rear-view mirror. He noted the concern in Zuccolo’s eyes. Sensed it had nothing to do with his lack of grooming.

“Guess you haven’t seen the news lately,” Zuccolo began.

No shit. The cult’s elders didn’t allow members access to the outside world. No TV, no internet, no cell phones. Grady had barely managed to conceal a burner to call in and log his reports during the long months he’d spent gaining the cult’s trust.

“What’s up?” He braced for bad news.

The line between Zuccolo’s eyes deepened. “Morley is dead.”

* * *
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Caitlyn Glasberg opened her eyes and looked up at her two friends. Why were they staring at her like nervous bunnies?

And what was she doing on the floor?

Hadn’t she been upright a moment ago? Mugging for Zackery’s professional broadcast camera, while discussing the filming schedule for their proposed home renovation show? Not flat on her back gazing at the kitchen’s popcorn ceiling. Simply hideous.

She’d never fainted before. And it wasn’t something she wanted to repeat. The cool tiles spread a chill through her bones, and the dampness at the corner of her mouth suggested that, while out of it, she’d drooled.

Add embarrassment to her growing list of aftereffects, along with the bruises she felt blossoming on her left arm and hip. Passing out was far less graceful in reality than on the silver screen.

As her senses returned, so did traces of the dream she’d had while unconscious—strange, vivid, frightening images that swirled around the edges of her mind, making her heart pound.

Caitlyn filled her lungs with a purifying breath. She wasn’t prone to nightmares and didn’t intend to dwell on this one. It was done, finished, fleeting as fame.

That ceiling was another story. She planned to grab a drywall knife and scrape off the stuccoed treatment. As soon as she could stand.

Her fast-thinking pal, Zackery Spiegel, abandoned his camera, whipped off his light cardigan and slipped it under her head for a pillow. He peered at her over his black square-rimmed glasses, his bushy brows reaching high. Having grown up in Hollywood, it took a lot to shock Zackery.

But then, keeling over was a first for Caitlyn.

Her other friend, Vasha Ramey, knelt at her side and brandished a cell phone. “I’m calling an ambulance.”

“No doctors. I’m fine.” Caitlyn’s tongue felt thick and uncooperative. She wished she could blame alcohol for the face-plant, but her housewarming party was a dry affair.

House-wrecking party, actually. Tomorrow morning, bright and early, a team of workers would descend on the newly purchased resale to strip it of its old carpets, tile and countertops—anything standing in its way of becoming a shining gem on the Fort Lauderdale housing market.

Caitlyn and her two buddies would film every minute of it, along with demonstrations of Caitlyn’s own drywalling, tiling and flooring expertise. After editing the results into an hour-long pilot (forty-four minutes in actual length, to allow room for commercials), they’d pitch the show to a major network, secure a regular spot with regular paychecks and, hopefully, reignite Caitlyn’s faded television career.

Butterflies flapped around her stomach at the thought.

With Vasha’s help, Caitlyn struggled into a seated position, feeling like an old woman instead of her healthy, twenty-eight-year-old self. Her grunts and groans punctuated Strauss’ Delirium Waltz as it played from her SoundDock speakers. A fitting piece, at least title-wise, given her spill. The fact that it was still echoing off the bare walls reassured her that she hadn’t been senseless for very long.

Zackery clutched Caitlyn’s arm and helped her stand. “What happened?”

“I don’t know.” She recalled going over their To Do List for the next day—focusing on interior work since the forecast predicted steady rain. Then, without warning, she’d blacked out...and the nightmare began. She rubbed her eyes, trying to erase the memories of it. Scrubbed them away along with her makeup.

“Crap. Have I ruined it?” Caitlyn lifted her face for inspection. While Vasha possessed a naturally smooth, chocolatey complexion, Caitlyn owed her own camera-perfect alabaster tone to her friend’s makeup brush and M.A.C. foundation.

Vasha’s smoky, kohl-lined eyes scrutinized the damage. “Nothing a little touch up won’t fix.”

“Thank goodness.” Caitlyn had more than enough troubles. Passing out on the first day of filming their TV pilot did not bode well.

She steadied herself against the kitchen island and accepted a bottle of water from Vasha. Caitlyn took a swig then replaced the cap and held the cool container at the base of her skull where a headache brimmed.

“You didn’t scrimp on meals today, did you? You don’t want those hipbones stabbing some hottie.” Vasha wiggled her own bootylicious chassis. “Men like a little meat with their potatoes.”

Caitlyn croaked out a weak laugh. “Don’t worry. It’s been awhile since a man’s come close enough to risk injury with me. Besides, my days of extreme dieting are over.”

After her shot to fame as a child actor, Caitlyn had entered her awkward teens and spent most of those years, and her early adulthood, subjected to body-shaming jeers from producers, directors and the press. Back then, she’d often subsisted on black coffee and crackers, landing in the hospital on more than one occasion in her pursuit of an unrealistic Hollywood ideal.

No more!

Today, she’d had her usual oatmeal for breakfast, a salad for lunch and a handful of nuts for snacking. Plenty! But, if lack of food hadn’t caused her blackout, what had? “Nothing weird came up on the house, huh?”

Zackery scooped his sweater off the floor and kept his attention on the garment as he gave it a shake. “Weird? Like what?”

“Gas leaks? Mold? Anything that might explain my tumble?”

Foreclosures never came with a wealth of information. Up until now, Caitlyn personally researched every house she sought to buy and flip. That changed when the trio decided to create a TV show around this reno project. Since Zackery wanted to include archival material for cut-ins, as well as before-and-after shots, he’d volunteered to investigate the house’s history before Caitlyn’s recent purchase of it. And he’d given her the green light.

His mouth hinged open, making his face appear longer. “Gas leaks? If there was anything like that, we’d all be affected.”

Good point. And reassuring. With money tight, Caitlyn needed to live in the place while she renovated it for resale. She couldn’t very well impose on Vasha, whose 300-square foot studio apartment by the ocean, though cute, was cramped for one person.

But Vasha’s economy had benefits. She’d invested her savings to gain an equal share in their showbusiness venture. And Zackery had moved in with his married sister and was sleeping on a cot in one of the kids’ rooms, so he could leverage all his capital to turn their proposed renovation show into a reality—and outshine his dad by taking on the job of director, along with his co-producer status.

He’d be credited for creating the series, too. After all, the show was Zackery’s idea.

“Sorry for doubting you.” Caitlyn shrugged. “I guess all the excitement caught up with me.”

Who was she kidding? A party of three didn’t generate a lot of excitement. Still, she appreciated her friends and their concern. They’d known her forever—met on the set of A World of Goldie as kids. Zackery’s dad had produced the series, Vasha’s mom had served as the head makeup artist and Caitlyn...

She’d played the lead role.

Twenty-odd years before. A lifetime ago. Filled with more bumps than she cared to remember—a failed marriage, a faded screen career and the resulting financial ruin that led her to remodel her life by remodeling homes. She’d learned the trade from her adoptive dad, a private contractor, who’d found more work than he could handle in his new home state of Texas. With his new family.

She didn’t begrudge him his happiness. Couldn’t blame him for moving on so quickly after the death of Caitlin’s adoptive mother. But, sometimes, his distance made her feel orphaned all over again.

Thankfully, she could still rely on her friends. They’d met during the dazzling high points of her life. And stuck through the crushing rock bottoms. Even when the public hadn’t.

Vasha tapped Caitlyn’s water bottle, encouraging her to take another sip. “If you won’t let me call an ambulance, at least humor me and sit down.”

“On what?” Caitlyn joked to chase away the concerned expressions they both wore. “The only furniture I have here is a blow-up mattress.” Though she’d bought it for its light weight and ease of mobility, the inflatable queen bed provided a surprisingly comfortable sleep.

“So sit on the floor.”

At Vasha’s suggestion, Zackery hefted the camera onto his shoulder and aimed the lens at Caitlyn. “Great idea. I missed recording your fainting spell. Can you do it again?”

Caitlyn wrinkled her nose and dusted off the seat of her yoga pants. “Not a chance.”

“It would make a great moment in the pilot episode.” Zackery posed with the back of his free hand on his forehead, imitating a cheesy heroine from the silent movie era. “Caitlyn Glasberg...overcome with anticipation...swoons.”

She suppressed a smile and returned his sass. “Why don’t you shove a chip in that mouth of yours?”

“I would, but there aren’t any.”

Caitlyn scanned the counter. The salsa was here, the veggie tray and the dip. “I had a bag of blue corn chips. I know I did.” Surely Zackery hadn’t gobbled it up already.

“Fainting can make you confused. Disoriented.”

“I’m not confused, buddy. Any more than usual.” Her self-deprecating line earned a giggle from Vasha.

Mentally, Caitlyn retraced her steps. She hadn’t bothered to put any goodies in the dated oak-stained cupboards. Or in the avocado-colored fridge. (The sight of it was enough to make her give up guacamole!) She’d kept all the edible treats in plain sight, since every removable fixture was heading out the front door tomorrow, in favor of modern lines and neutral shades.

She maneuvered herself to the other side of the kitchen, keeping one hand on the counter. She was still a little wobbly. Not from any residual effect of her collapse. It was that damn nightmare that kept her knees shaking. Again, she wiped away the memory of it, and the sweat from her forehead, with the crook of her arm.

“I’ll check the cupboards for you,” Vasha offered.

“I’m okay. I can do it.” Caitlyn instantly regretted her stubbornness. Vasha stood a head taller and usually perched her statuesque frame on heels—a superior position for the search.

Soldiering on, Caitlyn reached to open the two main cupboards. Bare. She sidestepped over to the higher cabinets above the stove, balanced on her tiptoes and stretched up. Nothing here, either. That left a tiny compartment to the left of the sink. What the heck would the last family have put in it? Spices? Out of curiosity, she opened it.

A gasp escaped her lips. Here was the big bag of chips.

Odd. Why would she have crammed it in a cubbyhole? Stranger still was the prickly feeling at the top of her spine. As if someone were watching her.

She swung around. Yes, someone was watching her, all right. Two someones.

She’d felt her friends’ stares. Nothing more. Nothing eerie, nothing sinister. Nothing to make her imagination run wild. Or set her on edge. Still, she jolted at the sudden downpour skittering across the skylight—bony fingers rap-tap-tapping on the pane.

“At least, we’ll find out if the roof leaks.” Caitlyn punctuated her quip with a strained laugh. She passed Zackery his chips—a good portion of them broken from their imprisonment in the cupboard. And the death grip she’d had on them. “These should keep you quiet for a while.”

Zackery ripped into the chips, stuffed two in his mouth and crunched. “Humor me, Caitlyn, and get back on the floor. But do it over here.” He pointed to the area by the patio door that exited into a small yard. “Those raindrops on the glass make a great backdrop.”

She didn’t move.

“Come on, Caitlyn. You, too, Vasha—you might as well be in the frame with her. Pat her hand. Or whatever you do when someone faints.”

Vasha gave him a playful swat. “When your friend is under the weather, you’re supposed to show her a little sympathy. Not set up camera angles.”

“I used my new sweater to cushion her head. What more could I have done?”

“Your chivalry is unmatched, sir. With that kind of support, let’s pray she never needs a kidney.” Vasha removed the perfectly coordinated silk scarf she wore around her neck. Self-conscious about her thyroidectomy scar, she concealed her throat in public and on camera. Though, in private and among trusted friends, Vasha experienced no such reserve. Chuckling, she threw the scarf over Zackery’s head.

Caitlyn wished she could cover the images she’d seen in her nightmare so easily. But they kept playing back in her mind, haunting her. Making her shudder.

She’d dreamed she was in the back of a windowless van, the kind a business might use for hauling cargo—no rear seats, no carpeting. The vehicle was moving, though she couldn’t see the driver. With her was a woman—her feet and hands tied, her mouth covered with duct tape.

And her eyes filled with terror.

* * *
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Police and SWAT teams swarmed the cult’s compound. Virgil Bygrave spotted their flashing red and blue lights from the overpass, while the cheeseburger he’d eaten curdled in his stomach.

He couldn’t deliver his cargo now.

Instead of taking the off-ramp, he stayed on the highway. He chose the following exit, and the next turn after that—shooting glances at the van’s rear-view mirror.

Virgil drove through a farming community, the pavement slick with rain. Batches of Spanish moss dripped from tree branches, looking like ladies’ stockings hung out to dry.

He checked his mirrors again and kept driving—no idea of where he was headed, but certain no one followed.

Breathing easier, he tapped the steering wheel and hummed. Not a tune, exactly, but a way to mask the noises around him. And the ones inside his head.

Taunts repeated in his mind, all spoken in a woman’s voice. Always a woman’s voice. “You’re gonna blow it.” “You’re gonna get in trouble.” “You’re gonna get caught.”

He eyed the speedometer and eased his foot off the gas. He couldn’t outrun that voice. And the last thing he needed was a speeding ticket. That would only draw attention to himself.

And to the bound female in the back of his van.
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CHAPTER TWO
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All houses have their own unique ambiance. The refrigerator buzzes, or a branch knocks on a window. But Caitlyn’s fixer-upper had a lion’s share of creaks and moans.

For two nights in a row, rain pattered on the roof, sounding like a bunch of kids playing jacks up there. Each time she started to drift off, Caitlyn heard footsteps—as if someone were creeping down the hall, their shoes tapping along the temporary plywood flooring.

At first, she thought it was Vasha, letting herself in to retrieve her forgotten iPad. Or Zackery, schlepping from his digs across the city to drop off more camera equipment. But when Caitlyn called out, nobody answered. And when she got up to check, she’d found nothing. No one.

Then there was the dream. Every time she closed her eyes, her mind replayed the image of that poor woman in the van.

Caitlyn rubbed the gooseflesh on her arms and bundled herself up in an old sweater. Abandoning the hope of more sleep, she pawed through her duffel bag and retrieved her bashed-up notebook.

She’d gravitated to journaling during her Goldie days, needing an outlet to counter the angst-ridden world of showbiz. She couldn’t draw, didn’t have time to take up an instrument and hated knitting—all great pastimes to reduce stress. Instead, she’d turned to writing, recording her stray thoughts and feelings about her adoption, fame, the show’s demise, her hasty marriage and, later, her soul-crushing divorce—keeping all the notebooks she’d amassed over the years safe in her storage locker.

After writing three pages, she grabbed her yoga mat and began her twenty-minute morning routine—Child’s Pose, Downward Dog, Plank, Warrior 2 and Camel—ending with Mountain Pose and was ready to face the day.

By noon, she was well into the bottle.

A bottle of eye drops.

With every blink, her lids scraped over her eyes like sandpaper—gritty from both drywall dust and a lack of sleep. She applied the cooling drops again, stashed the tiny bottle in one of the hip pockets of her old denim overalls, and sought out her contractor, Oscar Dellbridge.

While he supervised his workers, Caitlyn supervised him—overseeing the removal of linoleum, cabinetry and the old kitchen sink. Anything salvageable would go to organizations like Habitat for Humanity, one of Caitlyn’s favorite charities.

“Have you checked for gas leaks and mold?” Using the training she’d received during countless speech classes she’d endured as a child, Caitlyn projected her voice so that Oscar could hear her over a recording of Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody No. 2. The pianist’s banging on the keyboard helped drown out the enthusiastic banging going on in the house. That and the rolling thunder that rocked the foundation. Would the rain ever stop? This was Florida, for heaven’s sakes, and shaping up to be one of the wettest, coldest Januarys on record. Where was that glorious sunshine?

“No leaks. No carbon monoxide. No mold.” Oscar clamped a ball cap over his thinning black curls. His thick arms hinted at a youth spent playing sports, while his leathery skin suggested a need for sunscreen in addition to the cap. “I checked for high EMF readings, too.”

“EMF?”

“Electromagnetic fields. Happens when there’s lots of wires and cables packed into a small space. Can make people dizzy. Anxious. Headachy.”

Her problems exactly. Caitlyn sighed and rolled her shoulders. Thank God there was a reasonable explanation for her symptoms.

“But you don’t have to worry.” Oscar’s deep-toned reassurance filled the empty room. “Your EMF readings are normal. No problem at all. Your wiring’s sound.”

The home’s wiring might be fine, but Caitlyn’s was still way off kilter. She’d never been more disappointed to receive good news.

“Do you have any other ideas about what could have caused my...experience?” She hadn’t told him everything. He knew about her blackout, but not the nightmares. Or the weird noises. Or the feeling that someone was watching her.

Oscar puckered his mouth to one side and considered the question. “Women’s problems?”

She narrowed her eyes. “You might want to avoid such comments around your wife.”

“I’m not married. Not anymore.” He eased closer. “So if you’d like to go out sometime...”

Oh, dear. Had she given him the wrong impression? Caitlyn retreated a step. “Thanks, but I’m not on the market.” And not interested in a relationship with a man twice her age. She’d tried it once, with calamitous results.

Oscar hung his head. She hadn’t meant to hurt him and felt a pang of guilt, until he started scanning the floor—a beefy bloodhound following a scent.

“Looking for something?”

“One of the men lost his screwdriver.” He pointed to a guy with long, rust-colored hair, who chomped on a huge wad of gum.

Caitlyn cringed. Her ex was an enthusiastic gum-chewer. She tried not to hold it against the worker.

“Were you using it?” Oscar asked her.

“The screwdriver?” She shook her head in response, while inwardly questioning her judgment. Already this morning, the same rusty-haired guy had misplaced a sledgehammer, of all things. Hopefully the rest of the team was on the ball. Caitlyn hadn’t worked with Oscar before, but he’d been the only contractor she’d interviewed who agreed to appear on-camera. For an added price, of course. Had she made a mistake hiring him and his crew?

Or were the missing tools like Zackery’s bag of corn chips, growing legs and walking away on their own?

She shrugged off the thought, and the creepy tingles that slithered up her spine. She’d rather believe an outbreak of forgetfulness plagued the house. Much easier to explain.

“The last thing I want to do is throw a monkey wrench in your operation.” She silently congratulated herself. Though tired and stressed, she could still whip up a half-assed tool pun.

Oscar didn’t crack a smile. Was it the earlier rejection, or the pun, that stole his good humor? She made a mental note to forgo verbal wit around her contractor. “I have my own tools.”

“I was just filming in the bathroom,” Zackery sang out, as he descended the stairs. “I saw this by the tub.”

He passed the recovered screwdriver to its owner, who must have gone up to use the john at some point and left the tool behind. Strike two for the chomper. If he didn’t shape up, she’d talk to Oscar about replacing him.

“Speaking of the tub,” Oscar said. “You want that out, too?”

Judging by his clipped words, he was still nursing the ego she’d bruised. Rejection was a bitch, and she’d experienced that firsthand. But best he knew where she stood. Trying to soften the blow now would send mixed messages. And offering sympathy in front of his all-male crew? He’d never live it down.

She maintained a business-like tone. “No, thanks. I’m keeping the tub.”

Caitlyn planned to put in an acrylic liner over the old one. Faster and more economical than demolishing the bathroom. Plus, she could continue to shower in the house, rather than go to a hotel or the Y. A huge savings! Especially since she’d already used a good part of her budget installing a brand-spankin’-new two-piece off the kitchen.

“Don’t cheap out, Katie Lynn.” Zackery wagged a finger at her, while Oscar and his gum-chewing comrade did a double-take.

Heat flared up Caitlyn’s cheeks. She dipped her head and steered Zackery into the dining room, away from the other men. “Don’t call me that. Did you see the way those two looked at me?”

“Get used to it. We’re going to make you a star again.”

A star. Caitlyn warmed to the title. She hadn’t used her Katie Lynn screen name in years, though Zackery was keen to revive it, if they landed the renovation show. It would be great to thumb her nose at the critics who’d called her TV poison. And the public who’d joined in the jeers.

Their snub had hurt more than her ex-husband’s.

A murmur of concern pulled Caitlyn away from her fantasies. She traced it to Vasha, who’d established a temporary makeup table nearby. Unlike her friend, it took Caitlyn an astonishing variety of cosmetics to look naturally beautiful for the camera.

“What’s the matter?” Had Vasha noticed a flaw in the crew’s workmanship? Caitlyn didn’t think she could handle any more house problems.

Vasha shoved her iPad Caitlyn’s way. “This woman is missing. A suspected kidnapping. Taken right out of her home.” She loosened the signature scarf coiled around her throat. “Scary.”

Caitlyn read the caption first and discovered the woman’s name, then looked at the accompanying headshot of Dominique Arden, shown wearing a tasseled cap on her graduation day. She had a sweet smile and, with her head cocked to one side, displayed an inquisitive nature. Adding to that impression was the beauty mark near Arden’s left temple. It made the well-manicured brow on that side of her face look like a horizontal question mark.

Caitlyn lunged for Vasha’s vacant makeup chair and fell into it—her ears ringing.

The woman in the picture...the kidnapped victim...was the same person Caitlyn had seen in her dreams.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Just past five the following morning, Caitlyn woke in a sweat.

Thankfully, this dream didn’t involve abductions, duct tape or zip ties. Instead, it starred a gorgeous man—tall and trim—not an ounce of fat on him. And muscles? Those strong arms of his could keep her safe from anything. Nightmares and phantom footsteps included.

She’d held on to his broad shoulders, while he’d thrilled her with his sensual lips and clever hands. She could still feel his touch on her breasts, the light scrape of stubble on her thighs.

Too bad she’d woken up before the super fun stuff.

She closed her eyes, hoping to return to the dream. Caitlyn flopped on to her left side, then her right, then on to her back—the bedding sticking to her dampened skin, sleep refusing to come.

Oscar and his crew were due at nine o’clock, and her friends would arrive before that. Might as well get up and greet the dull, gray morning.

Caitlyn kicked off her covers, wrote six pages in her journal and performed her usual yoga routine. She pulled on her robe and glanced out the window, the continual rain seeping into her bones. Something yoga couldn’t fix.

She headed for the shower, remembering the handsome stranger from her dreams. He’d be able to keep her warm.

Soaping up, she cupped her breasts, using her thumbs to draw tight circles around her nipples, reliving the sensations he’d created
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