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      Fifteen years ago, Knox Castillo lost everything when Everleigh Beaumont betrayed him.

      

      The wealthy golden girl and the boy from the wrong side of the tracks had planned a future together—until Everleigh shattered his trust and walked away without explanation. Heartbroken, Knox left town and joined the Marines, determined never to look back.

      

      Now the successful owner of Vantage Security, Knox never expects Everleigh to walk back into his life. Frightened and desperate, she turns to him for help. What begins with anonymous messages and unsettling encounters quickly escalates into something far more dangerous, turning her life into a nightmare. Despite the pain she caused all those years ago, Knox can’t bring himself to turn her away.

      

      Pressure builds as Knox and Everleigh are forced to confront both the stalker and the painful past that tore them apart. The deeper they dig, the more Knox questions everything he believed about Everleigh’s betrayal—and the harder it becomes to ignore the feelings that never truly died.

      

      In their attempt to unmask the stalker, the investigation takes a dark turn—because the threat is closer than either of them ever imagined.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Though some people spoke of luck, Knox had never been particularly lucky. Most often, the only reason for success was good, old-fashioned hard work. And Knox had worked hard for everything he had.

      He had started Vantage Security less than a year ago, and so far it had exceeded his wildest expectations. They had managed to land a gig for one of the most prominent young voices in country music, and ever since they had taken on Rina Sterling, customers had flocked to them for their security needs. All of Knox’s men were on assignment, and he had just hired two more guys to start within the month. Everything was finally falling into place.

      As soon as the thought crossed his mind, the hairs on the back of his neck lifted. It was instinctual, and he had learned not to ignore those little tell-tale signs when he was overseas. He braced his hands on his desk, ready to rise, when the soft scuffle of feet on carpet met his ears. Seconds later, his sister burst through the door of his office, her dark eyes huge in her pale face.

      “Viv, are you—?” The question wasn't even out of his mouth before she cut him off.

      “She's here.”

      He blinked at her. He had literally just verified their schedule for the next couple of weeks, and they weren’t expecting anyone new that he was aware of. His sister’s reaction worried him immensely. “Who’s here?”

      “Everleigh.”

      The name fell from Vivi's lips on a whisper, but to Knox’s ears, it sounded like a clap of thunder, sending a knife-like spear of agony straight through his heart. Neither of them had uttered that name in almost fifteen years, but it still elicited the same reactions it did then: pain, anger, betrayal.

      Everleigh Beaumont. Never in a million years had Knox expected to see her again. Once, they had been inseparable—high school sweethearts with their whole lives ahead of them. But that was before she had burned their love to the ground, then stomped on the ashes.

      He stared at Vivi for a full minute before he finally gathered his wits. “Tell her...”

      What? He wasn't ready to see her again. He wasn’t sure he’d ever be ready.

      His sister stared back, concern written in every line of her face. “Knox...”

      She knew him too well. “It'll be fine. Just... send her back.”

      Vivi kept her gaze locked on him, and he fought to regulate his breathing as his heart slammed against his ribs. He dug deep and drew on every reserve of strength he had. “I’m okay, Viv,” he lied. “I promise.”

      Vivi looked torn, but she eventually nodded and slipped from the office. As soon as she was gone, Knox dipped his head and swore under his breath. After everything she’d done, he really wasn't inclined to give Everleigh the time of day. Yet… he couldn’t help but wonder what had brought her here—back to Florida? To him?

      He refused to acknowledge the strange sensation in his chest as anything other than his own curiosity. He wouldn't allow himself to have any feelings where Everleigh was concerned. He hadn’t seen her since the day she’d cut his heart from his chest. It didn’t matter what had brought her here; he couldn't deal with her.

      He would listen to whatever she had to say, and if she truly needed help, he’d have one of his men take care of it. Maybe Mason or Luke. Their current caseloads weren’t too heavy, and he was sure one of them would be willing to take her on if need be. He, however, was going to stay as far away from Everleigh Beaumont as possible.

      The soft tread of footsteps grew louder as the women approached, and his heart rate increased with every passing second. He rose from his chair to give the illusion of power, even though he was a quaking, broken mess inside. Vivi came into view first, a beautiful blonde on her heels. Everleigh met his eyes as she stepped inside, and everything around them disappeared. For a second, he was eighteen again, head over heels in love with the girl next door.

      She still looked so much like the girl he’d grown up with, the girl he’d pledged to love forever. Time hadn’t diminished her beauty. If anything, she’d grown into her features, turning from a lovely young teen into a stunningly gorgeous woman.

      Her eyes were just as blue, her hair that same honeyed blonde streaked with caramel. Though the lines around her eyes and mouth were tight, her skin was a flawless cream, a touch of rose in her cheeks. He knew it was natural. She’d always been quick to blush, her skin turning a delicate pink when he’d⁠—

      No. He refused to go down that path. Shoving the thoughts away, he slid a look at Vivi. “Thank you.”

      With a final worried glance his way, she fell back a step, then made her way back down the hall. It wasn’t lost on him that she’d left the door open, probably so she could eavesdrop. He considered closing it, but he didn’t plan for Everleigh to be there any longer than necessary.

      Flicking a glance her way, he motioned toward the chairs in front of his desk. “Please, have a seat.”

      He couldn't even bring himself to say her name. Though she had once been his everything, she meant less than nothing to him now. He didn't ask what had brought her there. He didn't even care about small talk. He wanted to find out why she was there, then get her out of his office as fast as humanly possible. She gingerly sat on the edge of the chair and settled her large designer handbag on her lap.

      His gaze swept over her face, taking in the way she averted her eyes and fixed them on the wall behind him. She looked… uncomfortable. Good, a little voice on his shoulder hissed. She should. As quickly as it came, the satisfaction of her discomfort bled away again. Even after everything that had transpired between them, he didn’t want to see her hurt.

      He had never been able to stand her tears, her sadness. She had always run to him for help, and he had never been able to deny her. Those days had long since passed, but he refused to add to her burden. He would take his emotions and shove them down deep where no one would ever see them. Having done it half his life, it was second nature to him now.

      He sank into his seat and stared across the desk at her. “Can I help you with something?”

      She opened her mouth then snapped it shut again. Instead of speaking, she reached for her purse. He focused on her hands instead of her face, fighting to keep himself under control. A part of him wanted to lash out at her for making him relive the past. As if he didn't do that every day as it was. But he resented out of her for stepping foot in his office and making him remember the way things had been back when they were young—when he thought she’d be his forever.

      Over the years, he had forced himself to stop thinking about her, at least not every moment of the day. But Everleigh was so deeply ingrained in his soul that seeing her there brought all the emotions he thought he’d hidden away to the forefront again. He was furious with himself for even thinking about it. There was nothing between them now; there could never be anything between them after what she’d done.

      Steeling his heart, he settled back in his chair and watched as she pulled a large envelope from her purse, then extracted several photographs. She set them on the polished surface of the desk then slid them his way.

      Everleigh remained silent as he spread them out in front of him. They had all been taken at different times and in different places, but it was obvious that Everleigh was the subject of the photographer’s obsession. The photographs zeroed in on her and her alone. Outdoor at a café. Leaving the country club. Having dinner in a restaurant somewhere.

      “Have you spoken with the police yet?” He didn't look at her when he spoke, but he could sense her nodding.

      “There's been no attempt to contact me outside of these photographs, no threats made. As of right now, there's nothing they can do.”

      It was true, but it still infuriated him. At least she had contacted the authorities so they could make note of it in case things escalated in the future. He neatly stacked the photographs in front of him. “Going to the authorities was the right thing to do. If you continue to receive messages or additional pictures from this person, you should contact the police immediately. The more evidence they have, the easier it will be for them to build a case.”

      She was silent as he slid the photographs back to her. Her hand trembled as she picked them up and stowed them in her expensive handbag. He laced his fingers together and rested them over his stomach to keep from reaching out and soothing her.

      It was obvious that these photographs had rattled her. He'd be lying to himself if he said he wasn't bothered by it as well. And the knowledge that someone was watching her, stalking her… The thought sent rage curling through his veins. But Everleigh wasn't his. She wasn't his responsibility anymore.

      “I assume you’re looking to hire someone to find the person responsible for those,” he said, gesturing toward the handbag housing the photos.

      “I just…” The soft, hesitant sound of her voice made his entire body tense. “Yes. I was hoping you could look into it.”

      For the first time in several minutes, he lifted his gaze to hers. The uncertainty he found in her eyes made him waver. A huge part of him didn't even want to help her, but he also knew it wasn't in him to turn her away. He had never been able to say no to her, and now wasn't any different. Still, there wasn't a chance of him getting involved personally. He had been burned by Everleigh before, and he wasn't keen on letting her back into his life so she could do it again.

      “I can put one of my guys on it.” Her teeth cut into her bottom lip, but she didn’t seem surprised by the fact that he refused to handle her case personally. “To date, you've received only those three photos?”

      She nodded. “It started shortly after I moved back.”

      He couldn't stop himself from asking; he had to know. “How long have you been here?”

      She bit her lip and averted her gaze. “Not quite a month.”

      She had been home all that time, and he hadn't even known. He hated himself a little more for the fact that he wished he had. He swallowed down the emotion in his throat and nodded. “No other threats? No letters, no phone calls?”

      Everleigh shook her head. “Only the photos.”

      “And how were they delivered to you?”

      “I found each one tucked under the wiper blade of my car while I was in town.”

      As furious as he was, he was also glad that they hadn't been delivered directly to her home. Not yet, anyway. “Have you noticed anything else strange? Anyone out of the ordinary who might be following you?”

      Again she shook her head. “Not that I've seen. After the first couple of photographs popped up, I started watching my surroundings more closely. I haven't been able to pinpoint anyone in particular.”

      Something he vaguely recognized as protectiveness swirled in his gut, and he fought to ignore it. He forced himself to focus on the facts as if she were any other client. “What, exactly, are you looking for? We can offer the occasional surveillance to find your photographer, or if you feel unsafe, I can assign someone for 24/7 detail.”

      Her fingers twisted the strap of her purse as she mulled it over for a moment. “I think just focus on trying to find him for now. He hasn’t tried anything else, so…”

      She trailed off, and he picked up her train of thought. “Our goal is just to find whoever is taking the photographs, discover the motive?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. I just want it to stop.”

      He could understand that, because he wanted the same. It was on the tip of his tongue to suggest she let him put someone on her 24/7, because the thought of leaving her unprotected, even for a second, turned his stomach into knots.

      For the dozenth time since she’d sat down, he had to remind himself that she wasn’t his responsibility. If he turned her away, it would leave her completely vulnerable to whoever was stalking her; if he took her on, he’d have to deal with receiving daily updates on her until they’d found the person responsible.

      He was damned if he did, damned if he didn’t.

      He cleared his throat. “I believe Mason is free at the moment. I'll get him on this, let him know what's going on. He’ll work detail for you, follow you when you go out so we can try to narrow down who’s been sending these photographs to you.”

      Everleigh rolled her lips together like she wanted to say something but remained silent.

      “If you happen to get more pictures, take them immediately to the police, then let us know.” She nodded, and he continued. “If you have a few minutes, I’d like to introduce you to Mason.”

      “Sure.”

      Her voice was soft, tentative, and it sent a little bolt of unease straight to his heart. He stood, eager to put some distance between them. “If you’ll stay here for a moment, I’ll see if he’s available.”

      Without waiting for her reply, he bolted out of the office and down the hall. He paused in front of the door of the bullpen, and he felt Vivi’s eyes on him from where she sat behind the reception desk.

      “Is…?”

      He waved her off before she could finish whatever she was about to ask. He was too much of a mess inside; he wasn’t even sure how he felt yet, and he didn’t want to get into it with her right now. He keyed in the code, then threw open the door. Mason and Miles Kane turned to glance at him as he practically barreled into the room.

      “Mason.” His eyes locked on him as he immediately stood, looking wary and alert, almost as if he could feel the tension rolling off Knox. “You free for another job?”

      “Absolutely.” He didn’t hesitate, though his inquisitive gaze never moved from Knox’s face as he approached. “What do you have for me?”

      “I’ve got a woman in my office, someone I grew up with.” Knox almost choked on the words. What a way to describe his relationship with Everleigh. “Her name is Everleigh Beaumont, and she’s the daughter of a wealthy oil baron. Someone has been stalking her, taking photographs and leaving them for her.”

      He followed Knox out of the bullpen. “Anything else?”

      “Not yet, and I’d like to keep it that way.” Knox pointed to the conference room. “Meet you there in just a sec.”

      Mason nodded and broke off, heading into the conference room while Knox went to retrieve Everleigh. He paused outside his office and drew a deep breath before stepping inside. Everleigh turned at the sound of his feet on the carpet, and he tipped his head. “If you’ll follow me, please.”

      His heart thundered in his chest, his stomach twisting into knots as he led the way down the hall. He gestured for her to proceed him inside, and she shot a little smile Mason’s way as she entered.

      “Hello.”

      “Ms. Beaumont.” Mason extended his hand to her, and Knox felt something twist inside him when he watched her slip her fingers into his. “Mason Kane.”

      Knox cleared his throat as he stared at Mason, still unable to look at Everleigh. “If you need anything, please let me know.”

      He turned to go, but a soft voice stopped him in his tracks.

      “Knox…” Several seconds of silence followed, but he didn’t dare turn around. “It was good to see you.”

      The ground of his carefully constructed world felt like it was crumbling beneath his feet, all because of her. The one woman he had loved with every fiber of his being. The one who sat just a few feet from him, yet had never been farther away.

      A myriad of emotions clogged his throat, threatening to choke him, and he swallowed them down. His lungs constricted in his chest, and his heart cracked wide open. He couldn’t drag in a breath, let alone bring himself to respond. He moved quickly from the room, desperate to put distance between them.

      With just a few words, Everleigh had managed to shake the foundation he had built over the past decade. He refused to let her back in. He couldn’t. Because if he did, it would break him… And this time, he wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to put the pieces back together.
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      She couldn’t believe she’d said it, yet she couldn’t hold back the words. It was like they’d been pressing against her throat, clamoring to break free. And God, did it feel good to say them.

      Because it was the truth. She’d missed him so much she almost couldn’t believe he was really there, so close she could reach out and touch him, after all this time. Close enough to touch, but wildly off limits. He always had been, not that it had ever mattered. He was the only man she’d ever loved, the one she thought she’d spend the rest of her life with.

      Nearly fifteen years had passed, but in that moment when their eyes locked, it was as if every single second had slipped away, back to the past where it was just him and her. It had been almost perfect, except… He didn’t say it back. He’d stiffened, then disappeared without a single word.

      She clenched the strap of her purse between her fingers, her heart pounding in her chest. Of course he hadn’t said it back. He probably hated her with every fiber of his being. It also didn’t escape her notice that Knox couldn't even bring himself to say her name when he’d introduced her to Mason. A sharp pain of hurt sliced through her chest, but she forced it down as she smiled tightly.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Kane. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “You as well.” Mason turned his inquisitive gold gaze on her. “So, Ms. Beaumont, Knox tells me you've been receiving pictures.”

      “That's correct.” She withdrew the folder from her purse and passed it to him. “As I told Knox, each one of these was left under my windshield wiper while I was in town. Different places, different times, but always the same style.”

      She watched as Mason flicked through the various 5x7 black and white photographs. “And this started about a month ago?”

      She nodded, though his gaze was still fixed on the photos. “I had just moved back from New York, and they started about a week or so after I moved home.”

      “You haven’t argued with anyone, haven’t had anything out of the ordinary happen?”

      She shook her head. “I keep mostly to myself.”

      His eyes flicked to her. “Anyone else close to you having trouble that you’re aware of?”

      “Not that I can think of. No one has mentioned anything.” If anything had happened to her mother, she most certainly would have heard about it. Her father was wealthy and had his fair share of competitors, but she was fairly certain he hadn’t experienced anything threatening, either.

      He stacked the photographs and held them out as if to return them to her, but she waved him off. “You can have those.” God knew she didn’t want them, and the police couldn’t do anything with them.

      He nodded. “We’ll keep them on file for you, then. So, there was no catalyst that you're aware of?”

      She shook her head. “I wasn't really here long enough to run into anyone.”

      He stared at her thoughtfully. “You said you lived here before, right?”

      Her cheeks burned and she hesitated, thinking of Knox and Vivi. “Yeah, I left about thirteen years ago, right after graduation. Since then, I’ve lived in New York.”

      “Anyone you can think of who might be upset you came back?”

      Besides the obvious? She knew from the expression on Knox’s face earlier that he hadn't known she was back in town. Though he tried to conceal it, she knew him too well. When she stepped through the doorway, his eyes had widened a fraction, the color draining from his face like he’d seen a ghost.

      She knew he still despised her for everything that had happened back then, but even if Knox had been aware of her moving back, she knew he wasn’t responsible for the photos. It wasn't in his nature to hurt anyone, let alone her, even if she deserved it.

      “No.” She shook her head. “No grudges that I'm aware of.”

      “Okay.” He nodded decisively. “Here's what I'd like to do. The person obviously feels safer in the city where he or she is less likely to stand out.”

      “She?”

      In response, Mason just shrugged. “Not out of the realm of possibility.”

      No, she guessed it wasn't. They were just pictures, after all. Anyone could take a picture and leave it by her car. “What do we do now?”

      Mason tipped his head to one side. “Whoever’s leaving the pictures is obviously practiced at blending in with their surroundings. He or she knows how to move at the exact right moment to avoid being spotted.”

      She really didn’t like the way that sounded, but it made sense.

      “Anyway,” he continued, “I can definitely run detail for you. I forgot to ask Con—are you wanting 24/7 surveillance? That can get pricey,” he warned, “but it’s something to consider.”

      Knox hadn’t seemed too worried about the situation. At least, not enough to warrant having someone around every minute of the day. “Unless you think it’s necessary, maybe just while I’m out?”

      “Probably smart to start with,” he agreed. “How do you feel about taking some extra security measures?” he asked. “If your home already has a security system, we can add cameras pretty easily.”

      She shook her head. “I’m living with my parents at the moment, but I may take you up on that. I was planning to contact a realtor and start looking for my own place soon. From a security standpoint, which is better—an apartment or house?”

      Mason leaned back in his chair and lifted one shoulder as he studied her. “It really depends. That old phrase ‘there's safety in numbers’ is true to a point. But it's also good to be away from the city if anything major ever goes down.”

      She absorbed that for a minute, then finally nodded. “Okay, I'll weigh my options and see what's available.”

      “What I need is for you to let me know whenever you go into town. If you could give me some advance notice so I can get into place, that would be great.”

      She nodded. “Definitely. That shouldn’t be an issue.”

      “Perfect. Do you have standing appointments, or anything coming up that you’re aware of?”

      “My family and I have brunch at the country club each Wednesday and Sunday at eleven o’clock.”

      Mason jotted it down. “Anything else?”

      “I don't have a job yet,” she admitted, “so I don't go anywhere specific on a daily basis. I really only go into town if I need something.”

      The fact that she was a 30-year-old woman, jobless, living at home with her parents sent a hot spear of shame through her. Mason seemed to take it in stride, though.

      “Sounds good. Is there anything else you need?”

      She shook her head. “I don't think so. I’d just like to find whoever is doing this and get him—or her—to stop. I can't begin to understand why he’s sending me photographs.”

      “We’ll find them,” Mason assured her. “It’s just a matter of narrowing down a motive and finding them at the right place and time.”

      He seemed so confident that she couldn’t find it in herself to doubt him. “I really appreciate it,” she said as she stood. “What do I owe you for today?”

      “Nothing. Consultation is free,” Mason said as he opened the door for her. “If you haven’t already, I’ll have you fill out a contact form and we’ll touch base about future payment and everything soon.”

      “Perfect.” She slung her purse over her shoulder and preceded him into the hallway. She snuck a glance toward Knox’s office as she turned, but his door was closed. She swallowed down the disappointment that crept up her throat and quickly turned her focus back to Mason.

      “I’ll give you my number so you can reach me directly,” he said as they fell into step together. “Like I said, give me as much of your schedule as possible. The more surveillance I can do ahead of time, the quicker we can find your photographer.”

      Vivi's dark eyes settled on her as she stepped into the lobby, and she could practically feel the unease and resentment emanating from Vivi's petite form in waves. Had Knox told her what happened? She couldn't be sure. Vivi had been so young then, and she was the only one who truly knew what happened. Even Knox only knew half the story.

      Mason headed behind the reception desk and tipped his head Vivi’s way. “Get her registered, would you, Virginia?”

      She blinked, caught off guard by the use of Vivi’s full name. She remembered Knox telling her once that his parents had traveled frequently with a friend’s band and had named Knox and Vivi after cities where the band had played—and quite possibly where they’d been conceived.

      He wasn’t quite sure, and she seriously doubted the elder Castillos—God rest their souls—did either. Though they had been nice enough from what she remembered, they were both flaky and unstable, preferring a good party to spending time with their own children.

      She offered Vivi a little smile as she stepped up to the desk. Vivi reluctantly slid a clipboard with a registration form across the counter, looking very much like she'd rather throw it in the trash. She didn't blame her. She knew her actions back then had hurt both of them. She'd done what she thought was best at the time, and she couldn't take it back even if she wanted to.

      She took a minute to fill out the form before passing it back to Vivi. “Anything else?”

      Vivi had remained silent up to this point, and she shook her head, forcing a tight smile to her lips. “That's all.”

      She was almost overwhelmed with the urge to apologize to Vivi, to tell her she was sorry for everything she'd done. She didn't know what had happened to Vivi after she and Knox split up. She'd heard that Vivi went to live with a family friend while Knox was in the Marines, but she never knew of anyone close to them.

      She opened her mouth, then immediately closed it again. Now wasn’t the time or place. Once they got over the shock of seeing her again, she’d apologize. And—if they’d let her—finally tell them the truth of that awful summer.

      Swallowing down the remorse that clutched at her throat, she turned her gaze to Mason. “So, I’ll just let you know if I need to go anywhere, then?”

      He nodded and gestured toward the form she’d just completed as he pulled his phone from his back pocket and handed it to Vivi. “Yep. I’ll send you a message so you’ve got my number.” Her fingers flew across the screen, presumably entering her contact info into his phone before passing it back to him.

      Almost immediately, her phone vibrated within her purse, and she pulled it out to check the alert. Sure enough, a text message appeared on the screen from an unknown number. She recited it back to him, and Mason tipped his head as he stowed his phone away again. “As I said earlier, let me know when you need to go somewhere, so we can catch him in action.”

      “Sounds good. Thank you again.” She turned to Vivi, nervous butterflies battering her insides as she met Vivi’s wary gaze. “It was good to see you.”

      Something flitted across Vivi's dark eyes before she gave a little nod. “Same. Have a good day.”

      The dismissal was clear, but it was more than she could ask for. She headed out to her car and made her way home. Instead of parking in the garage, she left the car out front and entered through the front door. As she turned to make her way toward the western wing of the house, her parents’ maid, Letitia, appeared in the doorway of the sitting room, a bright smile on her face.

      “Good morning, Ms. Everleigh.”

      “Hi, Lettie.”

      She knew her mother would reprimand her for her familiarity, but she didn’t care. Lettie was the only person in her family who seemed to ever care about her wellbeing. She’d allowed her to sneak into the kitchen on multiple occasions when she was young, especially after school when they were the only ones at home. She’d taught her how to bake, how to cook, how to stay sane in a home full of pretentious façades.

      Lettie stepped toward the antique sideboard and picked up an envelope, then extended it to her. “This came for you, miss.”

      She flicked a glance at the letter, her brows drawing together in confusion when she saw her ex-husband’s name on the addressee line. “It came here?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Odd. They’d been divorced for nearly a year, and he was still back in New York. He’d never lived anywhere close to here, so she couldn’t help but wonder how the company had gotten his address mixed up with hers. It was even stranger considering she’d gone back to using her maiden name after they separated.

      She briefly considered marking it return to sender to let them know, then changed her mind. Though their marriage hadn’t worked out, Fletcher and she were still on good terms. He’d left a voicemail last week asking how her move had gone, but she’d yet to respond with everything going on. She’d give him a call to let him know she’d received the letter, see where he wanted her to forward it.

      She slid the envelope into her purse. “I’ll take care of it, Lettie. Thank you.”

      Making her way to her room, she dropped her purse on the dresser and extracted her phone. She pulled up Fletcher’s number and waited for the call to connect. After several rings, it rolled over to voicemail, and she infused a smile in her voice as she left him a message. “Hey, sorry I haven’t had a chance to get back to you. Everything’s been great here, but I wanted to let you know, I got some mail that I think belongs to you.”

      She pulled the envelope from her bag and turned it over in her hand, inspecting the return address. “It looks like it might be important, so I didn’t want it to get lost in the system somewhere if you needed it.”

      She hesitated for a second, feeling awkward. “Anyway, just call me back when you get a chance. Bye.”

      She hung up and dropped her phone back into her bag, staring at her reflection in the mirror above the dresser. Instead of seeing herself as she was now, she envisioned seventeen-year-old her, head over heels in love with the boy next door.

      The boy from the broken family on the wrong side of the tracks. The boy who’d grown into a man, so handsome and sure of himself. A man who despised her. Which made sense, because she hated herself for everything she’d done, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      A quick triple knock rapped against the door to Knox’s office, and he lifted his head to find Mason leaning against the doorjamb. “Hey.” He waved him in. “Come on in.”

      Things were still a little bit strained between them, but that was mostly Knox’s fault. It was hard for him to get over the thought of Mason with his baby sister. He knew Mason adored her—would literally put his life on the line for her. The fact that he absolutely cherished the ground she walked on helped to temper Knox’s disapproval. Mason was a good guy, a good friend, but part of him still felt a little weirded out by the whole thing.

      Mason sank into a chair across from Knox and tossed a manila file folder on the desk. “I'm going to start a detail on Ms. Beaumont tomorrow. She’ll apparently be having lunch at the country club, so I'll tail her and see if I can find anything.”

      “There's a coffee shop across the street. If you sit near the window, you should have a pretty decent view of the portico and surrounding parking lot.”

      Mason raised a brow in question, but Knox refused to rise to the bait. No way would he ever admit to Mason that he had utilized that very vantage point more than he wanted to admit. Fifteen years ago, he’d sat at a table near the window in the coffee shop, though it was under different ownership back then, studying the country club across the street and hoping for a glimpse of Everleigh.

      Though he worked as much as possible out of necessity, he went to that shop every Sunday he was free. It was like looking in on a life he would never be a part of. The people coming and going from the country club were so different from him and the way he had grown up. They drove expensive cars, dressed in clothes and accessories that cost more than he made in a year. Those memories were bittersweet, and they served to remind him of precisely why Everleigh and he could never be together.

      Mason nodded slowly. “Good to know.”

      Ignoring Mason’s penetrating gaze, Knox continued, “Do whatever you need to, and let me know if you need anything.”

      “Will do.” Mason gave a curt nod.

      He studied Mason for a second. Mason had been on light duty for the past couple of months after taking a bullet to his shoulder, and he was actively surveilling a cheating wife. “How is your other stuff coming along?”

      “Fine.” Mason shrugged. “I got the pictures he wanted, so that should get wrapped up once I turn those over to him.”

      “Keep me posted.” Knox jerked his chin toward Mason’s left shoulder. “How’s it feeling?”

      “So far, so good.” Mason circled it in response, demonstrating his range of motion. “Still a little sore sometimes, but I’ll take it.”

      “Good.” He began to roll up the blueprints he’d been looking over. “Well, just let me know if you need anything else.”

      Mason dipped his chin. “One last thing—I just need to know how to bill Everleigh for our services.”

      Knox shook his head. “This will be pro bono. She and I grew up together, and I'm doing this as a favor to her. You'll still get your regular pay, but I don't want her money.”

      The look in Mason’s eyes said he knew differently, or at least suspected there was more to the story. He said nothing to either confirm or deny it. “Just make sure if anything else turns up or if it escalates that we take it to the police.”

      “You got it.”

      He shoved his chair back and stood. “I've got a meeting with the builder in an hour. Are you staying until Vivi is done?”

      Even though they had an emergency buzzer, he didn't like to leave his sister there all alone. Mason nodded and pushed to his feet. “Yeah, she and I rode together today.”

      “Good.” He began to gather his things and pushed Everleigh's file back toward Mason. “Go ahead and file this, would you?”

      “No problem.” Mason fell into step as they left the office. “You said you're meeting with your builder?”

      “Yep.”

      “How are things going?”

      “Good so far,” Knox took a moment to lock the door behind him. “Got a couple changes to make to the blueprints before we break ground.”

      “That's awesome.” Mason dipped his head. “Seems like it’s coming together fast. I’m glad to hear it.”

      “Thanks.”

      Vivi was on the phone as he left through the lobby, and Knox tossed a wave her way. He slid his shades into place as he stepped out into the bright sunlight and made his way toward his SUV. He stopped at a fast-food joint before heading home, and forty-five minutes later, he pulled into the driveway.

      The small house had once belonged to his parents but was sold after their deaths when he was a teen. Barely more than a shack, the clapboard house was tiny. Just under eight hundred square feet, it had two small bedrooms and a narrow single bathroom. The exterior was dingy, almost black with age and disrepair.

      The person who’d owned it previously had apparently used the yard as a dump site, and the waist-high grass was full of tires, car parts, and other random objects. He’d even found a stainless-steel sink half-buried in the mud out back. It was a lot of work to get it cleaned up, but the land was worth everything.

      Twelve acres of woods and gently rolling hills surrounded the house. He had selected a flat portion of land to build on in the western corner of the property. It was ideal, because they would be able to run all of the existing utility lines to the new house, and he could stay in the cabin until the new one was ready. He would get to see the progress every single day, and the prospect was exciting.

      He'd been planning this for years, and it was a stroke of luck that he’d heard an acquaintance had picked it up for cheap when the market crashed. Ex-lieutenant Piers Davenport had left Blackwater Key PD several years ago after the death of his partner and taken up the reins in his father’s real estate business.

      They bought and sold properties, and Piers had made a killing when the market crashed several years back. He was a shrewd businessman, but one who genuinely cared about the city and its inhabitants. A developer was looking into the property to clear the land and build some condo units when Davenport swept in and rescued it.

      When he heard Piers had purchased the land, he immediately reached out to him to see if he would be interested in selling him the original twelve-acre parcel. Piers had happily agreed, and he’d paid him a decent percentage over the purchase price. It was like destiny in a way, like everything was working out perfectly. The only downside was that he didn't have anyone to share the house with.

      He was jerked from his thoughts as a large white truck pulled into the driveway behind him and parked. He grabbed the blueprints he’d been doodling on earlier and climbed from the SUV. The site manager approached, and he held out his hand for a quick shake.

      “Hey, Austin. How’s it going?”

      “Good.” Austin nodded once, then tipped his head toward the build site. “You said you had a couple requests.”

      “I do, actually.” He moved to the hood of the SUV and unrolled the prints. “I was thinking of changing up these windows here.” He pointed to the windows they’d originally sketched in for the basement. “And I’d like the porch to wrap all the way around the house.”

      Austin made a couple of notes off to the side, then nodded. “We can make that work, no problem.”

      He followed Austin toward the build site, where the foundation had already been staked off. A sense of pride and accomplishment raced through him. In just a few weeks he’d break ground on his dream home—the one he’d been planning for decades.

      A tiny ache flared in his heart, but he shoved it down, not allowing it to dim the excitement bubbling in his veins. So what if he didn’t have anyone to share it with? Once upon a time, Everleigh and he had talked about building this very home. But those days were long gone, even if the woman herself was back. Sometimes it was best to leave the past where it belonged—in the past.

      An hour later, Austin emailed him the build schedule then drove off with a wave. He propped his hands on his hips and glanced around the yard. He still had
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