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She’s running from danger. He’s the last person who should protect her.

When influencer and blogger Phoebe Haywood’s life is upended by a relentless stalker, she disappears into the quiet town of Crescent Bay, California. But her supposed safe haven isn’t the refuge she’d sought.

Former Marine and private security expert Raff Johnston has seen his share of trouble—and he knows Phoebe is bringing the worst kind. The kind that could destroy them both.

But when danger closes in, Raff can’t walk away, no matter how much he wants to. Protecting Phoebe means risking his heart...and maybe even his life.

A thrilling romantic suspense packed with tension, heart, and the promise of second chances.
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*PHOEBE

Sunlight poured down in that dreamy, just-right way, casting the Santa Monica Pier in picture-perfect charm. I adjusted the brim of my wide straw hat, angling it just enough to let the light kiss my cheek. My gauzy, lemon-yellow dress fluttered around my thighs in the sea breeze. It was the kind of dress that made you want to twirl, which I’d already done twice for the camera.

“Phoebe, turn just a little—there, perfect!” Mateo, my photographer, called from behind the lens. His enthusiasm was contagious, and I basked in it.

I had chosen this dress from a local boutique in Venice Beach, part of my new campaign to highlight indie designers. Real clothes, from real shops, styled for real people. No photoshop, no filters, just me.

“Okay, one more angle.” Mateo lowered the camera for a moment.

I moved closer to the pier’s edge, where the wooden railing made a charming, rustic frame.

“Henry, no!” a woman cried.

I turned to see a blur of movement—a little boy on a scooter, wobbling out of control. Before I could step aside, the bright-pink ice cream cone he had been clutching took flight, and, like an exotic bird swooping in for a kill, made a nosedive for my dress.

With a yelp, the boy skidded to a stop, his face a perfect mix of panic and apology.

I stared at the mess—a sticky, dripping stain spreading across the delicate fabric. Could the dress be salvaged? And what about the photoshoot?

“I’m so sorry!” The boy’s mother rushed over, pulling napkins out of her bag. “The scooter is new. He’s just learning—”

“It’s fine.” I squelched out the words through my tightening throat. Forcing a smile, I waved them off, assuring Henry and his mom this wasn’t a big deal. But inside, I was unraveling.

Mateo jogged over, camera still in hand. “Aw, man, that blows.” He winced and eyed the stain. “But hey, it’s not the end of the world. I can photoshop it out later.” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “No one has to even know.”

I considered knocking the camera out of his hand and stomping on it, because, honestly? He knew better. “You know I don’t do that, Mateo. No photoshop. It’s my whole thing.”

“I get that.” He held up his hands up in defense. “But it’s a small edit. It’s not like you’re changing your body or anything. It’s just...ice cream.”

I brushed at the sticky, pink smear. “It’s the principle. If I say my photos are unedited and then I edit them, even a little, I’m breaking my promise. Authenticity.” I waved at the stain on my dress. “This is who I am.”

“Everything will still—”

“No.” And now I sounded like an exotic, but wounded, bird.

Mateo hesitated, as if to continue the debate, then shrugged. “Okay. So...reschedule?”

I groaned, leaning against the railing and glancing out at the ocean. The light wouldn’t be this perfect tomorrow. Rain was predicted for the next five days. And the boutique owner was counting on these photos to go up this week.

I had three choices: reschedule and lose the magical light, go ahead with the shoot and live with the stain, or break my no-photoshop rule for the first time. None of them felt right.

I turned back to Mateo, feeling the weight of my decision. “Let’s finish the shoot,” I said finally. “With the stain.”

His eyebrows lifted. “You sure?”

I nodded, though my stomach churned. “If I’m going to preach authenticity, I need to live it. Stains happen in real life, right? Might as well embrace it.”

He smiled. “That’s why people love you. I’ll do what I can.”

I took a deep breath, smoothing down the dress as best I could.

Mateo raised the camera again, and I turned to face the lens. This wasn’t the flawless shoot I’d imagined, but maybe it would be something better—something real. Maybe I could make a story out of it.

Three hours later, the rain clouds rolled in, and Mateo and I called it a day. I fought the traffic on the 405 all the way to Marina Del Ray.

Several long minutes later, I reached my condo complex, and rolled my vintage Miata through the wrought-iron gates leading to the secured garage. Silently, they pulled closed behind me.

Moments later, the elevator doors groaned open on my floor, and I stepped out, kicking off my sandals as soon as I reached my apartment. My feet ached from a long day at the pier, and the smell of saltwater still clung to my hair. I couldn’t wait to collapse on the couch, maybe order Thai food, and lose myself in a mindless rom-com.

Juggling my bag and keys, I unlocked the door and pushed it open. The familiar scent of my vanilla candle greeted me, and I sighed with relief. Home. Safe, quiet, mine.

I froze on the threshold—not quite in or out.

Sitting on the coffee table in the center of my living room stood a bouquet of flowers—roses, lilies, and daisies, arranged so perfectly it could have been plucked straight from an Instagram feed. Beside it, a glossy, ribbon-wrapped box.

I must’ve left the door unlocked this morning. But no. I always double-check the locks. Always.

I stood in the doorway, afraid to enter, but then I spotted Mrs. Ellory and her pug, Higgins, ambling my way. If I didn’t duck inside, she would want to chat...for possibly hours. Trapped between the devil I knew and the odd coffee table offerings, I ducked inside and closed the door.

The bag slipped from my shoulder and my pulse quickened. “Hello?” I called out, my voice echoing in the stillness.

Nothing.

I tiptoed across the room and tore open the box. Dilettante Chocolates. Raspberry truffles. My favorites. How many people would know that?

I crept farther inside, scanning the apartment. Everything was as I’d left it—my shoes neatly by the door, the throw blanket crumpled on the couch, last night’s tea mug still sitting on the kitchen counter. Everything...except the flowers and chocolates.

A small white card peeked out from the bouquet. I reached for it, my fingers trembling when I read it: To Phoebe, thank you for being you.

I turned it over, looking for a signature, the name of a florist, or...something.

My gaze darted back to the door. Had I locked it this morning? I thought I had. The deadbolt was in place now, but someone had obviously been inside.

I turned the card over once again, searching for more than the seven words.

My mind spun. A fan? A client? A secret admirer? I wanted to believe it was harmless, some romantic gesture from someone who’d misread our relationship, but the pit in my stomach told me otherwise.

Grabbing my phone, I snapped a photo of the invading flowers, chocolates, and card, and sent them to my best friend, Tessa.

Me: Someone left these in my apartment.

Tessa: What?? Who?? Dilettante Chocolates? Like the company from Tukwilla?

Me: Yes.

Tessa: Could it be Jimmy? Does he still have a key?

Jimmy’s name sent a surge of anger through me. I took a long, deep breath. He was yesterday’s problem.

Me: Jimmy is in Milan. Besides, he’s dating a Barbie now.

Tessa: Then who?

Me: No idea. My door was locked.

Tessa: Call the building manager. And the police. That’s creepy, Phoebs.

My thumb hovered over the call button for the building manager. The thought of involving the police made my skin crawl, but Tessa was right—this wasn’t normal.

I perched on the couch, the card still clenched in my hand. The flowers smelled sweet, almost cloying now, as if mocking my unease. The idea of eating chocolates made me queasy.

I thought back to the day at the pier, how everything had seemed so normal. Everything going as planned until the ice cream debacle...then things had spun out of control. I knew the two incidents couldn’t be related, and yet...

Whoever had delivered these knew how to get into my locked apartment. Knew enough about me to send exactly the kind of gift I might find beautiful. These were even my favorite chocolates, the finest Tukwila,Washington had to offer.

Me: Can I come over? I don’t think I can sleep here.

Tessa: I’m making up the spare bed now.

A Perfect Day at the Santa Monica Pier

Hey, friends,

Let’s talk about one of the most iconic spots in California—the Santa Monica Pier! Whether you’re a local or just passing through, this place is the ultimate mix of nostalgia, ocean vibes, and pure fun. Think cotton candy, roller-coasters, and Pacific Ocean views that never get old.

First Things First: The Vibes Are Dreamy

The second you step onto the pier, you’re hit with that feeling—you know the one. The salty breeze, the sound of waves crashing below, the mix of laughter and street performers playing everything from ‘80s classics to indie jams. It’s like stepping into a California postcard, and honestly? I’m here for it.

What To Do (Besides Take a Million Photos)

📍 Pacific Park – The Ferris wheel is a must. Period. It’s the only solar-powered Ferris wheel in the world, and when you’re at the top, you get a panoramic view of the ocean, the beach, and the L.A. skyline. If you’re feeling brave, there’s also the West Coaster, a roller-coaster that gives you some legit thrills while overlooking the water.

🍦 Eat All the Things – Classic boardwalk food? Yes, please. Funnel cakes, soft pretzels, churros—you name it. There’s also Pier Burger, where you can grab an old-school smashburger and fries while watching the waves. Oh, and if you’re a milkshake person (who isn’t?), theirs are next level.

🎣 Try Your Hand at Fishing – Fun fact: the pier has been a fishing hotspot for over 100 years. No license needed, just rent a pole, grab some bait, and channel your inner old-school angler. Will you catch anything? Who knows. But it’s all about the experience, right?

🎭 Street Performers & Classic Arcade Games – The pier is full of incredible street performers, from magicians to breakdancers, and don’t even get me started on Playland Arcade. If you love vintage pinball and Skee-Ball (and who doesn’t?), you could spend hours here.

Stay for the Sunset

As much fun as the pier is during the day, sunset is pure magic. The sky turns into this insane blend of pink, orange, and gold, the Ferris wheel lights up, and everything feels like a scene from a movie. (Pro tip: Walk to the very end of the pier for the best view—it’s quieter, and you get the full ocean horizon in front of you.)

Final Verdict? A Must-Visit

Santa Monica Pier is one of those places that just makes you happy. Whether you’re there for the rides, the food, or just to soak up the beachy energy, it’s a must-visit California classic. Have you been? What’s your favorite part? Drop a comment!

Much Love,
Phoebe

Days earlier

*RAFF

My bow tie itched, my jacket stretched tight across the shoulders, and the weight of Mom’s expectations felt heavier than the cufflinks she’d insisted I wear.

“Rafael, darling,” my mother cooed, gliding toward me in a glittering navy gown. Her coifed hair didn’t dare move when she leaned in, kissing the air beside my cheek. “You made it. Thank goodness.”

I tugged at my collar. “I said I’d be here.”

Her red lips curved into a smile that could charm a shark. “I wasn’t sure. You have a habit of finding excuses when it comes to my parties.”

“Because your parties usually involve me getting paraded around like a prize poodle.” I scanned the ballroom for a bar. No such luck—just waiters with trays of champagne.

She laughed, as if my complaints were nothing more than a delightful quip. A joke she might retell at a luncheon. You’ll never believe what my son said last night... Isn’t he the best?

“This is different, Rafael. It’s for a wonderful cause—promoting literacy, supporting libraries, helping children discover the magic of books. You love books.”

“I do love books,” I said. “I don’t love matchmaking.”

Her eyes sparkled with amusement, but there was no mistaking the determination behind them. “You say that now. You’ll be singing a different tune once you’ve met her.”

I sighed, shoving my hands into my pockets and glancing around. “Which one?”

Her smile widened, victorious. “Melissa Dwight. She’s extraordinary. Bright, talented, and lovely. And she’s the reason this whole evening came together so beautifully.” She gestured toward the north end of the room, where a small crowd had gathered around a tall, striking woman.

Melissa stood out, even from this distance. Her dress was deep emerald-green, sleek but understated—elegance that didn’t need sequins or jewels to draw attention. Her dark hair fell in soft waves, and when she laughed, it was like the entire room leaned in to listen.

“She’s a genius with events like these.” Mom’s voice brimmed with admiration. “Such passion. So much energy. You’ll love her.”

I tried to wipe the scowl off my face. “I’m sure she’s great. But I’m not here for her. I came for you.”

She nodded with appreciation. “You are so good to me,” she said, her tone sweet but firm. “But you need people who are good to you, too. You need to meet people. The right people.”

“Speaking of being good, remember all those Sunday School lessons you dragged me to?” I shot back. “Jesus? He wasn’t a respecter of persons.”

Her lips tightened, just a fraction, but she didn’t argue. Instead, she pressed her hand to my arm, a touch that said please, humor me. “This isn’t the place for Bible wars.”

“Fine,” I said, exhaling. “But don’t expect miracles.”

“Now, Jesus, He was great with miracles.” She beamed and walked away, undoubtedly to orchestrate my introduction to the lovely Melissa.

I grabbed a glass of champagne from a passing tray. I swirled it absently, glancing toward the woman again. She was beautiful, no arguments, and poised in a way I could never hope to be.

But I wasn’t looking for beautiful. Or poised. Or anything, really.

I just wanted to get through the night, thank my mother for her tireless matchmaking attempts, make a sizeable donation to Literacy and Learning, and go back to my apartment, where the only thing waiting for me was the half-read Dean Koontz novel sitting on my nightstand.

The Melissa woman laughed at something someone said, a soft, melodic sound that floated across the room.

My phone chirped, and I used it as an excuse to step out of the ballroom and onto a deserted balcony. Mac’s named flashed on the screen.

Mac and I had served a tour in Afghanistan together and had both since retired from military service. We sometimes exchanged notes, though, since we had each started our own private security businesses. He was based in L.A., and I was here in Seattle. Despite the miles between us, our inquiries still had an odd way of interlapping. Like now.

He explained an elderly man in Northern California was looking for protection. “It should be a cushy job,” Mac said. “He even admits to being paranoid. He wants someone to live on his property until he passes.”

I made a scoffing noise. “That could be years.”

“No, the old guy almost guaranteed that he’d be gone within a month.”

“Even the elderly can’t play God.” I kept my attention focused on Mom. She was chatting with Melissa What’s-her-name. Her gaze swept the ballroom, and an angry line appeared between her eyebrows.

She thinks I’ve disappeared. Maybe I should. Not forever, of course... 

Mac mentioned a string of zeros that jolted me back into the conversation. “Say what?”

He repeated the number.

I whistled. “So, why aren’t you jumping on this?”

Mac sighed and I could imagine him raking his fingers through his hair—something he’d done even as a Marine when there wasn’t much of it.

“I’ve got a job that’s taking longer than expected. So, interested?”

Mom spotted me, the angry line between her eyes smoothed away, and, with her arm looped around her latest potential-grand-baby-maker, she headed my direction, tugging the beautiful Melissa like a tow truck on a mission. 

“Let me think about it. Send the details, and I’ll have my decision by tonight.”

But, as I watched Mom’s approach and pocketed my phone, I knew I had already made up my mind.
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CHAPTER TWO
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*PHOEBE

I stood on the corner, glaring at the No Service icon on my phone. It had been there since I left the highway, and now, with the bridge washed out, I was officially stuck. Blanchet’s foundry had to be around here somewhere. The map I’d downloaded before leaving L.A. had showed a faint gray line—a backroad, maybe—that wound through the forest.

The problem was nothing looked right. Last night’s storm had littered the roads with debris and puddles as big as ponds. I turned in a slow circle, scanning for anything resembling a side street. A faded street sign. A trailhead. A cow path.

The wind picked up, whipping strands of my hair across my face, and I debated whether to keep searching or go to the café I’d passed earlier.

Crescent Bay was the sort of place that felt suspended in time, a postcard-perfect slice of small-town charm nestled against the northern California coast. The sidewalks were made of worn red bricks, their edges softened by years of footsteps, now slick with a light sheen of January drizzle. Thin tendrils of mist curled up from the harbor, wrapping around the buildings and diffusing the pale morning light.

There were no streetlights casting a modern glare, just stop signs at each corner, the paint a dull red from the salty air. A scattering of old-fashioned lampposts lined the street, their black iron bases crusted with moss, and the glass lanterns streaked with condensation.

I debated on which shop to duck into—the cozy bookstore with a hand-painted sign, the bakery with fogged-up windows and the faint smell of cinnamon wafting out every time the door opened, or the coffee shop on the corner, its chalkboard sign announcing Hot Mocha Mondays.

The air was crisp, with a briny tang hinting at the ocean just beyond the harbor. A few locals wandered the street, bundled in jackets and scarves, their breath foggy as they exchanged quick nods and hellos. A dog barked from behind a white picket fence near the edge of town, and the faint hum of a distant boat engine rolled up from the marina.

It was quiet, peaceful—a  morning that felt like a deep breath after yesterday’s storm. I turned off Main Street, determined to find another way to reach Blanchet’s Foundry and my sister, Chloe.

I followed the river and walked through a quiet neighborhood of Victorian-style homes and California bungalows. A few dogs behind picket fences matched my pace, barking, yapping, and growling. I stopped in front of a gray-and-white house with a river-rock-lined porch to check my phone again, hoping for reception.

I glanced around, in search of a cell tower. Across the street, the marina was visible through a break in the buildings, a row of sailboats bobbing in the still water. The masts clinked in the breeze. Seagulls circling over my head squawked.

My gaze snagged on a man across the street wearing nothing but a soaking wet pair of boxer shorts. He was easily over six feet tall—with broad shoulders and reddish-golden hair plastered to his head like he’d just stepped out of a shower. He was yelling, his deep voice booming over the tumbling river, but I couldn’t make out a single word.

I squinted, trying to figure out what he wanted. Was he asking for help? Warning me about something? He gestured wildly, pointing toward me—or maybe behind me?

“Okay...” I muttered under my breath, ignoring him. No way was I getting involved with Captain Underpants on this January morning.

I turned back to my phone, pretending I hadn’t seen him. But out of the corner of my eye, I caught movement—fast, purposeful. My stomach clenched when I realized he was running straight toward me.

“What the—” I started, but before I could finish the sentence, his arms encircled me.

I yelped when he scooped me up like I weighed nothing, one arm under my knees and the other around my back. “What are you—let go of me!” I shouted, pounding my fists against his massive chest.

My protests died in my throat when he sprinted across the street, his bare feet splashing through puddles. It wasn’t until we reached the other side that he finally put me down, depositing me like I was a rag doll.

“What the heck?” I pushed away.

But before he could answer, there was a deafening crack—a sound so loud it made my ears ring. I whirled around just in time to see the giant maple tree I’d been standing under collapse in a tangle of branches and snapping limbs.

The ground shook when it hit the pavement, splinters flying like shrapnel.

My mouth fell open, the words caught somewhere between my throat and lips.

If he hadn’t moved me...

The man, still catching his breath, gave me a grim look. “You’re welcome,” he said, his voice low and rough.

I stared at him, heart pounding.

His hair hung in wet clumps around his face, and water dripped from his square jaw onto his broad chest. He looked like some kind of mythic lumberjack come to life, and for a moment, I was too stunned to respond.

Finally, I managed to croak out, “I—thank you.”

His lips twitched, like he might smile, but he didn’t. He just turned and started jogging back the way he’d come, his boxers clinging to his buttocks.

“Wait!” I called after him. “Who are you?”

He didn’t stop. Didn’t look back.

Captain Underpants to the rescue.

*RAFF

I slipped into the Interstate Café with my hat pulled low. My hair was still damp, and the clothes I’d bought earlier were stiff, chafing against my skin. I slid into an empty booth, still annoyed with myself for not stocking up before the storm.

But really—who would’ve guessed the only bridge to Blanchet’s property would wash out?

Or that Blanchet’s offhand suggestion to park my truck on the other side of the river would turn out to be such a blessing?

With my vehicle—loaded with a spare credit card and a handful of cash—waiting safely in town, at least, I wasn’t trapped.

I plucked up the menu wedged between a ketchup bottle and the metal napkin dispenser.

Moments later, a woman dressed in a green, frilly dress topped with a white apron introduced herself as Stella, and said, “Hello, luv. Whatcha in the mood for?”

I selected a cheeseburger and a basket of fries.

Stella scuttled back to the kitchen, leaving me with just the wailing jukebox for company.

The last few weeks of hunkering in Blanchet’s cottage had been painfully boring, but with the power out and my phone without service, my loneliness had sunk to a new depth. I had even considered calling Mom and asking for Melissa’s number.

The door blew open, and a pair of chatty middle-aged women bustled to the booth behind me. They shed their jackets and nodded to Stella.

“The weirdest thing happened this morning,” one woman said.

“At Jerry’s?” her friend asked.

My ears pricked, because Jerry’s Mercantile was where I had bought my clothes.

“Mmm, hmm. A man dressed in only his boxers came in!”

I slunk in the booth and adjusted my hat so it sat lower on my brows.

“He looked like Jamie from Outlander,” the woman said.

I tried to call to mind the woman who had helped me. Friendly but curious? Thick waisted? A few chin hairs?

Her friend laughed. “You think every male under forty looks like Jamie! Remember when you were super into Twilight? You thought every man was either a Jacob or an Edward.”

“Did not. Robert Pattinson and Taylor Lautner were teenagers, and this man was all man, if you catch my drift.”

“Did you get his name?”

“He paid with cash. I told him my name, but...”

Carol. I couldn’t remember her last name, though. Evans? Everette? 

“It’s so rare for a hunky man to come into Jerry’s,” Carol continued. “We generally get farmers looking for overalls and flannel shirts.”

“Jerry’s is where my Bob shops,” Carol’s friend said. “He’s been going to Jerry’s his whole life. He says if Jerry’s doesn’t sell it, he doesn’t need it.”

“Exactly,” Carol said.

Thankfully, the conversation turned to the local high school basketball team and the rival team in the neighboring town.

After a few minutes, Stella returned with my burger and a steaming plate of French fries. “We call that a widow maker.” Stella nodded at my lunch. “You got a widow?”

I stopped mid-chew. Was Stella hitting on me? She had to be sixty. Did my Jerry-clothes age me that much?

Stella flushed. “My daughter, Ellie, recently graduated from beauty school, if you’re
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