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Chapter One
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Wednesday

––––––––
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The bell over the door tinkled. A blast of unseasonably warm air, a wave of uber-expensive men’s cologne, and Mankton General Store’s most notorious patron entered. My eyes remained glued to the GED study guide open on the counter in front of me. No point in looking up, he was the only customer who wore Clive Christian “C” for Men.

My best friend, roommate, and manager, Elsie Irving, nudged me hard in the ribs. When I didn’t respond to her not-so-subtle hint, she gave the textbook one hard shove and whisper-shouted my name, “Alice.”

Using my cat-like reflexes, as Elsie liked to call them, I snatched the book with my fingertip before it went over the edge. “What?” I hissed.

Elsie indiscreetly gestured to our new customer with her dark gaze. I rolled my own hazel eyes skyward. Henry Havelock Hensley, III—Trey to those he deigned to call friends, and the media who thought they were on a nickname basis with the heir to world’s largest private security company—was not someone I cared to associate with. Even if only to help him find the instant macaroni and cheese he came here every other day to purchase.

Triple H, the moniker bestowed upon the golden boy by the general store’s owner, Chuck—something about a WWE wrestler he’d been obsessed with once upon a time—attended the elite Mansfield Preparatory Academy in rural Mankton, Maryland. Shortly after the start of fall term, Triple H had decided that the school’s cafeteria cuisine didn’t match up with his juvenile palate. So, the boy wonder had started coming to our fine establishment to buy microwaveable meals and copious caffeinated products for his dorm room. Now he was a staple, a nearly constant fixture, not unlike the mold that grew in Chuck’s office. And much like that mold, Triple H was impossible to keep out. No matter how unpleasant I made his visits.

“It’s him, Alice. Go ask if he needs help,” Elsie whispered in my ear.

“I know who it is. I can smell him from here. And he doesn’t need help,” I shot back, returning my attention to the study guide.

“Come on. He’s hot,” Elsie insisted, trying to pry the book from my vice-like grip a second time. “And he likes you. I see that little grin he always has on his face whenever you’re working.”

“Please. He gives that grin to everyone. Even Chuck. Now if you’ll kindly take your hand off my book, I can get back to things that really mater.” While technically my boss, Elsie was only three years older than me—just shy of her twenty-first birthday. We’d become insta-friends, as Elsie liked to say, the year before when Chuck had hired me as a part-time sales clerk. “You go talk to him,” I growled, giving the book a hard yank that was followed by the sound of tearing paper. The page on equilateral triangles flapped freely in Elsie’s long fingers.

“Sorry,” she said, the apology just short of sarcastic.

“I’m busy,” I told her, grabbing the torn page and trying to smooth the creases. “You obviously have nothing better to do. You go help him find his fake cheese.”

Not that I had anything against instant mac and cheese; it was one of my favorite foods. What bothered me was the way Elsie fawned all over the conceited twit when he clearly lapped up the attention. It was a wonder the guy’s ego fit through the front door. Also, this conversation was a rerun, possibly even verging on syndication-status. The scenario always played out exactly as it had the time before, with Elsie pretending that she wasn’t dying for the chance to talk to Triple H herself and me refusing to become an extra in the movie of his life.

Once I put my foot down, Elsie would go over and ask Triple H: “Is there something I can help you find?” To which he’d reply: “Mac and cheese and a twelve-pack of the mini Dr. Peppers.” Next, my best friend would giggle—despite the fact there was absolutely nothing funny about either powdered cheese or soda—as she showed the teenage dream to the appropriate aisles. Then, Triple H would gush that he was so appreciative for her help, and that the staff at the general store was so sweet.

Gag.

On special occasions, Triple H would even touch her arm or her shoulder as he thanked her profusely. Physical contact, even accidental, always caused Elsie to melt like a snowman in springtime. Oftentimes, the Elsie-puddle couldn’t move for at least ten minutes after he departed. It was embarrassing to watch.

Today, however, my best friend wasn’t interested in her daily fix of man candy. She shook her head vehemently, long black braids smacking the sides of her face with each shake. “Too young,” she mouthed. “And not my type.”

Right, I thought dryly. I rolled my eyes. This too was an overplayed conversation.

“He’s seventeen, like me,” I reminded her.

“Exactly.” Propping her hands on her hips, Elsie donned her serious face. “And I’m forty-five days from the legal drinking age, which makes him way too young for me. But,” her lips curved into a devilish smile, “perfect for you.”

Since I’d first met Elsie, she’d been referring to her age with respect to her twenty-first birthday. For some reason, she seemed to think that her life would miraculously change when the special day finally arrived. Like she’d wake up and come into a trust fund that no one had ever told her about. Or some long lost relative would show up and tell her she was really a princess. Or the parents who’d long since abandoned her would materialize with some explanation that would make up for twenty-one years of neglect.

I’d only known Elsie for a little over a year, but I had a feeling this wasn’t the first age she’d associated with one of these miracles coming true. I hated that in forty-five days she would once again be disappointed.

“I have no interest in Triple H,” I retorted.

“Live a little, Ally. Bask in his attention while you can. Who knows? Maybe you’ll get a fairytale ending?”

“Yeah, no thanks. This prince is a d-bag.”

Elsie literally put her foot down. “He’s a customer. As your boss, I order you to go assist him.”

And there it is, I thought, Elsie’s trump card—the manager. Better than an ace of spades. And so rarely used.

I sighed and glanced over to where Triple H and his three bodyguards—that’s right, three—were examining a shelf of Spaghetti O’s. Yes, we at the Mankton General Store serve only the finest cuisine.

“He looks like he’s doing just fine on his own,” I told Elsie. “Besides, he has the goon squad to fetch stuff. I’m sure one of the three of them can recommend the best brand of canned pasta if he’s looking to branch out.”

“Go!” With that Elsie shoved me hard enough that I stumbled. While I was busy regaining my balance, she snatched the GED study guide, and like the mature adult that she was, hid it behind her back.

Smoothing my three-wears-past crisp white button down and green apron that said, “Mankton General Store, We’re Here To Help!” in gold stitching, I walked over to where Triple H and his posse stood staring at canned ravioli and microwaveable soup labels as if they held the meaning of life. I tried to be objective as I drank in his appearance. Dark gold waves framed his face. Piercing blue eyes that always seemed to sparkle. A nose that had been broken at least once.

Probably some jealous boyfriend, I thought with a grin. According to the tabloid sites, Triple H had quite the penchant for taken women.

“Hey,” Triple H said as I approached.

“You’re looking for instant mac and cheese?” I asked in a bored tone.

“Yeah, I love that stuff,” he replied sheepishly.

“You’re one aisle off. Aisle three,” I told him, pointing to the right.

Seriously, after three months, he should really know that, I thought.

“Thanks.” Triple H smiled, revealing the straightest, whitest teeth I’d ever seen on a real person. Well, if celebrities counted as real people.

Do celebrities count as real people? I wondered.

“The cafeteria food at Mansfield leaves something to be desired,” he continued as if he needed to explain why he was food shopping for himself like a commoner.

“I’ll bet,” I said, because, really, what was I supposed to say?

Chuck would kill me if I were rude. The only claim to fame that our lowly general store had was that Henry Havelock Hensley, III shopped there regularly. Our foot traffic had increased tenfold since October, when a paparazzo had snapped a photo of him loading his SUV with cases of soda. I had actually been holding one of those cases at the time. But being no one important, I’d been cropped out of the final picture—a blessing as far as I was concerned.

In addition to a photo spread of Triple H, the tabloid ran a lengthy story about his habit of being kicked out of prestigious boarding schools the world over. His resume was truly impressive; Tripe H had gone through more academic institutions than boxers in his teenage years. According to the no-doubt stellar investigative journalist who wrote the article, Triple H was booted from his previous school for taking a bubble bath in the fountain. The stunt had gotten him blackballed from nearly every private school in the country. Mansfield was a last resort.

I glanced over at Elsie, shrugging my shoulders as if to say, “See, I can play nice. Now can I get back to studying?”

Triple H and his bodyguards disappeared into aisle three.

“Follow them,” Elsie mouthed.

Reluctantly, I complied. Elsie wouldn’t sell me out to Chuck or anything, but I really needed this job, and if word got back to my boss that I was rude to our special customer, I’d find myself working the fryer at one of the fast food places in the next town over—if I was lucky. Not everyone was willing to overlook my lack of a social security card, valid photo ID, or any of the other legal documents most employers required of their employees. Chuck had done me a huge favor by hiring me no-questions-asked.

Triple H located his mac and cheese in the same spot it always occupied and added three boxes to a basket that already included a startling number of Mt. Dew cans. If the rumors were true, he’d never be able to continue his impeccable bloodline. A box of sugary cereal later, I joined him and his entourage.

“No Dr. Pepper today?” I asked innocently, then hated myself for sounding like a stalker who knew his grocery order by heart.

The lone female bodyguard, a severe-looking woman with dark red hair pulled into a tight ponytail, snickered audibly. Her charge simply grinned, unbothered by my attitude. “Nah. Not today. Stocked up on Monday.”

“How could I have forgotten?” I muttered.

The female bodyguard caught my eye and winked conspiratorially. I gave her a small smile in return. At least she wasn’t impressed by Triple H. That made one female in Mankton. Possibly the planet.

Triple H walked past me to the counter, all three bodyguards trailing in his wake.

“Ally?” Elsie called. “Would you mind ringing up our customer? The truck will be here soon, and I need to do inventory.”

I turned and shot Elsie a withering glare. We both knew the truck came on Thursday, not Wednesday. Still, continuing the ruse, my roommate disappeared into the back of the store without waiting for a reply.

Plastering on a fake smile, I headed toward the front of the store. Triple H had his basket sitting on the counter by the time I took my place behind the register.

“Ally?” he asked as I scanned each item with the handheld barcode scanner. “Cool name. Is it short for Allison?”

I shook my head. “Nope.”

“Alysa?” he guessed.

“Nope.”

“Alexis?” he tried.

I met his gaze squarely. “Alice.”

“Ah, that was gonna be my next guess.” His smile could have charmed the unmentionables off the president of the Chastity Belt Society. “Alice, I like it,” he added, rolling my name around in his mouth as though trying to get a feel for it. “It’s old-fashioned, like mine. Family name?”

“Not a clue. I just know it’s the name on my birth certificate.”

This was not, strictly speaking, true. I hadn’t a clue what name was on my birth certificate. Honestly, I didn’t even know if I had a birth certificate. Alice was the name I’d chosen not long before coming to work for Chuck. It was easy, simple, forgettable.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be intrusive,” Triple H said, looking truly repentant. “Maybe we could start over.” He held out his hand. “I’m Trey. I go to Mansfield Prep and I like reading sci/fi books and watching movies that win Razzies.”

I blinked at him, the cereal clutched in one hand and the barcode scanner in the other. If I didn’t know better, and I most certainly did, I’d have thought he was flirting with me. Then again, the guy flirted with anything, so maybe I shouldn’t have been so surprised.

“This is the part where you tell me your name, your hobbies, and where you go to school,” he continued as I gaped at him.

“You know my name. It’s Alice—not Ally, only Elsie calls me that. And I don’t have any hobbies, unless of course working at this store counts.”

One of Triple H’s bodyguards laughed aloud, and then quickly tried to cover the faux pas by coughing into his oversized hand. Triple H wasn’t fazed by my comment, however. “Okay, well you still haven’t told me where you go to school. I think I’d remember if you went to Mansfield. It’s pretty small.”

“Yeah, considering I’d be the only girl who didn’t arrive in her daddy’s jet or have her horse and trainer with her at school.”

That same bodyguard didn’t bother to pretend this time. He threw his head back and roared with laughter. I expected Triple H to reprimand him for his insolence. Only, he laughed, too.

“Nah, we have a couple diplomats’ kids whose families are only worth a couple million. They have to fly commercial and usually have to rent a horse from one of the local stables.”

I eyed him, not sure whether he was joking. Mansfield played host to not only the ridiculously wealth offspring of those lucky enough to top out a Forbes list but also the politically connected. Mansfield’s location, in BFE Maryland, ensured the students’ privacy. The extra vigilant, machine-gun-toting security personnel—lots of retired CIA, FBI, and secret service who currently worked for Hensley Security Systems—provided safety for the high-profile children. “I don’t go to school,” I said finally.

“Taking some time off before college, eh? That’s cool. I’m hoping to do the same. Maybe see the world a little bit.”

It was my turn to laugh. The tabloid Elsie had sitting open on our coffee table had a photo spread of the Triple H sunning himself in the Caribbean, skiing in Switzerland, and stepping out of some Members Only club in London. In each picture he was with a different girl. The heading at the top of the page read, “Trey Hensley Gets Around”.

“What’s so funny?” Triple H asked, a small smile tugging one corner of his mouth upward into a lopsided grin.

I shook my head. “Nothing.” 

I finished ringing up his items and placed them in plastic bags. “$15.12,” I told him.

Triple H handed me a twenty, and I set about making change. Our fingers brushed when I placed first the bills and then the coins into his upturned palm. A tingle shot up my arm, surprising me. And for one horrible, irrational second, all I could think was: OMG, Trey Hensley touched me! Thankfully, my moment of temporary insanity passed just as quickly as it had come, with Triple H appearing none the wiser.

“Thanks for your help, Alice,” he said. Then, he turned and exited the general store without a second look back.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Two
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Wednesday

––––––––
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“I splurged and picked up a pizza,” I called when I heard keys jangling, followed by a loud thump, and the slamming of the apartment door.

A minute later Elsie appeared in the shabby living room, skin still glistening from the night aerobics class she taught at the local gym. 

“You’re a godsend,” she said, momentarily blocking my view of the television as she breezed past on her way to the kitchen. “But I thought you had diner duty tonight.”

Chuck didn’t have enough shifts to hire me on full-time, so he’d called in a favor from the owner of The Mankton Diner, the only twenty-four-hour restaurant within a thirty-mile radius. I bused tables there, earning myself some under-the-table cash, a couple of shifts a week.

“Nope, didn’t need me,” I called back in response to Elsie’s question. “I’m all yours tonight.”

Elsie returned to the living room, a slice of pizza dangling from her mouth, leaving her hands free to fan her sweaty face. Outside the temperature was in the low forties, average for mid-November. For some reason, though, our apartment hadn’t received the memo. The thermostat was perpetually stuck at summer temperatures, no matter the actual season. Tonight, the apartment felt particularly stuffy.

“Whadda ya want ta do?” Elsie asked, her speech garbled coming through the teeth clutching her pizza.

“I dunno. Sneak into a movie? Is your friend Alan working tonight? Maybe he could hook us up with some tickets and popcorn.”

Growing up as Elsie and I had, you learned early on that it really is about who you know and not what you know. I often heard the phrase associated with people like Triple H, as some sort of explanation as to why the fortunate offspring of Ivy League alumni were admitted to the same elite institutions as their parents, despite lacking both the grades and brains to do so. For us, though, it was a little different. Our friends and acquaintances weren’t on the Board of Trustees at Harvard. They weren’t CEOs at lucrative companies. Nor did they hold positions of power within the government.

No, the people we traded favors with manned the ticket booth at the movie theater, waited tables at local restaurants, rented out skates at the ice rink, worked for the Geek Squad at Best Buy, managed fast food establishments, or ushered at the Hippodrome in Baltimore City. Since falling in with Elsie and her crew, I’d eaten better and attended more movies and concerts than I’d have thought possible on my paltry earnings. Sure, we sometimes had to stand in the back or arrive after intermission, but free was free.

“I’ll text him and see,” Elsie said, the pizza slice falling from her lips as she spoke.

With a quick swipe of my hand, I caught the greasy goodness before it hit the floor. Not that a little dirt would have stopped Elsie from enjoying her dinner. We had a strict ten-second rule in our apartment. And we were both sort of obsessive-compulsive neat freaks, so our floor actually was clean enough to eat off.

“Are you sure you weren’t a ninja in a past life?” Elsie teased as she plucked the pizza from my hand.

“I’m just not clumsy like you,” I replied.

Elsie started in the direction of the bathroom. “I’m gonna shower. I’ll let you know what Alan says.”

“Sounds good.” I returned my attention to the television, where a made-for-TV movie was playing on low volume. Premium cable and the many subscription streaming services available weren’t luxuries Elsie and I could afford. Nate, another of Elsie’s friends, had offered to “borrow” both cable and internet from one of our neighbors for us. In a digital world, internet was a must-have. Cable, not so much. Besides, I sort of loved the cheesy movies that played on repeat on the few channels we did get.

The bathroom door opened. Steam billowed out into the already humid apartment, carrying with it the scent of passion fruit body wash. “Alan said to come on up. Theater is practically dead,” Elsie called, and then shut the bathroom door again to resume her shower.

I took that as my cue to get dressed, since I hadn’t bothered to change out of the white button down and unflattering khakis that Chuck had selected as our uniform.

Like the furniture in our apartment, most of my clothes were secondhand. Even now that I was more stable on my feet than when I’d first met Elsie, I was very reluctant to spend any of my hard-earned cash on clothes. I had more important things to worry about, like, say, my future. Besides, all my jobs had a uniform and kept me busy, so I had no need for nice clothing.

The movies, however, were a big outing for me and we would most likely meet up with Elsie’s friends afterwards. I opted for a pair of jeans that I’d actually purchased from somewhere besides the Salvation Army—they’d only been fifteen dollars at the Gap, though I was pretty sure they’d actually been mismarked—and a white tank from Target. I even went big with my shoes: gold Jack Rogers sandals that I’d found at Love Me Two Times, a secondhand store where old rich ladies brought their barely worn clothes that Elsie had introduced me to. Most of the time the stuff was still out of my price range, but on rare occasions I found a pot of gold.

A quick glance in the mirror told me the light layer of eyeshadow and powder I’d applied for work needed a touchup. Once that was complete, I flopped back down on the couch and waited for my roommate to finish primping.

An hour later, Elsie appeared in the living room, hair cascading in giant black waves down her back and several coats of mascara heavy on her lashes. She had a tube of pink lip-gloss in one hand and was expertly applying it sans mirror. She wore a cute blue and pink sundress that she’d paid handsomely for at an end-of-summer sale, which she paired with a matching blue cardigan and knee-high faux leather boots on account of the cold weather.

“Snazzy,” I said when I saw her. “If I’d realized this was a date, I would have dressed better.”

A light flush crept up Elsie’s neck, settling into her cheeks. I’d long suspected that she had a crush on Alan. Her hair, make-up, and dress confirmed my thoughts. Of course, she would deny the accusation if I voiced it, insisting they were “just friends.”

“I don’t get many opportunities to dress up,” Elsie said defensively. “This has been sitting in the closet for months now, and I thought it was about time I busted it out.”

“Uh huh, sure,” I teased.

“Whatever. Get your coat.”

****
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Just as Alan had told Elsie, the movie theater was dead. Not a big surprise; it was Wednesday after all. Alan gave us popcorn, giant sodas, and a giant box of Snow Caps—Elsie’s favorite—all for nothing more than an appreciative smile and a hundred thank yous.

“Hey, you’re doing us a favor by putting a car in the parking lot,” he joked.

“Want to come watch with us?” Elsie asked, her tone offhanded.

I suppressed a smile. She wasn’t fooling anyone.

Alan sighed. “Would that I could. Unfortunately, someone has to sit here just in case. But I’m off in two hours. Nate and Patsy are meeting up over at Shake & Roll. You two interested?”

Like Nate, Patrick “Patsy” McGinty was a computer prodigy. Rumor had it the duo often competed in those hack-a-thons that companies used to find programmers. Once Alan had even let slip that the two guys had created apps that they sold to the highest bidder on the dark net. I wasn’t sure how much truth there was in that, though. Judging by the ratty jeans and holey thermals they both preferred, it was doubtful either guy had much money. Either way, they were interesting and useful people to know.

“Ally? What do you say?” Elsie asked.

I shrugged. “Sure. Why not?”

Alan’s lopsided grin lit up his entire face. “Cool. I’ll come find you guys in a little.” He turned to me, his smile dimming now that it wasn’t directed at Elsie. “Nate’s been asking about you.”

“Me?” I squeaked. The tech genius was cute, I supposed. But I’d never really given him much thought. He was always friendly but never flirty. Honestly, I’d sort of thought he and Patsy were a thing. I didn’t have a lot of dating experience, so it was possible I’d been misreading the situation this whole time.

Alan scratched his head. “Yeah. It was actually sorta weird. He asked me to bring you tonight.”

Elsie nudged me playfully. “Bet you wish you’d taken a little extra time with your outfit selection now, huh?”

“Oh, it’s not like that.” Alan laughed uneasily. “He just said he needs to talk to Alice about something. A picture or something. I don’t know. You can ask him later.”

A picture? That was weird. Then again, Nate was a little weird. Still, my Spidey senses started tingling. Whether the guy’s programming prowess was exaggerated or not, he did know his way around the internet. Was someone looking for me? Like say, the authorities? It had been two years since I bolted from my last foster home. Two years since the fateful night in Richmond.

My throat felt too tight. My next breath hitched. I couldn’t go back to the Whitmans. I wouldn’t go back to the Whitmans. There’s nothing to go back to, a voice inside my head reminded me.

Elsie put a hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay. I’m sure it’s nothing.”

Her words did little to reassure me. Still, I relaxed my muscles and forced a smile. “I’ll be sure to ask Nate when I see him.”

We made our goodbyes to Alan and then took our goodies and found seats dead-center of an empty theater that was showing the latest Bond. The movie had been out for over a month and action flicks weren’t my favorite, but Elsie loved the intrigue and mystery. Also, our only other option was an animated movie.

“Ah, this is the good life,” Elsie said, propping her feet up on the seat in front of her.

“Couldn’t agree more,” I replied absently and popped a handful of buttery goodness into my mouth.

And it was the good life, at least compared to where I’d been before. The Whitmans were just one in a long line of foster homes—the eighth to be exact. By the time I was five, I’d already been through three. That was when the mandated head-shrinking had started. Because, of course, I was the problem. Behavioral issues. Whatever that meant. Things had gotten better for a little while. Then...then I’d been placed with the Whitmans.

No. No. No. I wouldn’t think about that now. Life was better, good, even, now. I had Elsie. We took care of each other, helped each other forget about the past and focus on the future. The future, the promise of better things to come, was all that kept me going some days.

Elsie and I were different in that respect. She had a never-ending reserve of sunshine and optimism. Unlike so many kids that had come up through the system, Elsie truly believed she was destined for a better life. On the dark days, when I didn’t want to get out of bed, it was Elsie who reminded me that I was free from my past. That the things I’d done and had been done to me did not define me. That I was the author of my own yet-to-be written future.

I smiled at my best friend, my sister, my savior. If not for Elsie, I would still be squatting in abandoned buildings and wondering where my next meal would come from. I would never be able to repay her for everything she’d done for me.

“What are you staring at, weirdo?” Elsie asked when she noticed me grinning at her.

“You have chocolate on your face,” I replied, since a Bond movie wasn’t really the appropriate time to get all mushy and she really did have a smudge of chocolate on her cheek from the Snow Caps. “Want me to find Alan and ask if he wants to lick it off?”

Elsie grabbed a handful of popcorn and threw it at me. I ducked, laughing. Several greasy morsels caught in my blonde hair.

“Great,” I grumbled. “Now I’ll have to wash my hair before work tomorrow.”

“You should anyway,” Elsie retorted, a wide grin splitting her face.

I didn’t like when Elsie got that grin. It was her early warning sign that she was about to say something that I wouldn’t like or would be embarrassed by.

“What?” I groaned. “Out with it.”

“Triple H doesn’t like grease balls.”

I blushed crimson and thanked whoever was listening that the theater was so dark.

“In that case, I won’t wash my hair,” I shot back, and then turned my attention to Bond. Not before catching the gleam in Elsie’s eye that said she felt as though she’d caught me with a weak defense and had just scored a point.

Oh, Elsie. Just you wait until I see Alan later, I thought.
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Chapter Three
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Thursday

––––––––
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By three o’clock the following day, I wanted nothing more than to curl up in a ball in Chuck’s office at the general store. Elsie and I had stayed out late with Alan and Patsy at Shake & Roll. Much to my dismay, Nate was a no-show. I’d asked Patsy about the picture, but he’d just shrugged and said I needed to speak with Nate directly. Alan gave me the other guy’s number, and I’d been calling him repeatedly all day. Either Nate screened his calls, or he wasn’t as attached to his phone as most people. Tired as I was, I was determined to swing by the electronics store where Nate worked after my shift ended. Maybe it was nothing, but I couldn’t take that chance.

I’d forgotten my GED study guide at the apartment and was carefully reading the latest bestseller and trying not to crack the spine, so I’d be able to put it back on the shelf when I was finished. The book was a lot like the last nineteen in the series and was doing little to hold my interest. So, when the bell over the door tinkled to signal the arrival of the first customer of my shift, I was relieved for the chance to end my boredom.

That relief evaporated when my eyes landed on a blindingly white smile.

“Why have you forsaken me?” I mumbled, looking upward at the ceiling tiles and neon lights.

Instead of greeting Triple H and offering to help him find whatever ridiculous items he wished to purchase—seriously, was he out of mac and cheese already?—I pretended the book was enthralling. Like Elsie, Chuck would have insisted that I fawn all over our celebrity patron, but my manager was in his office doing who knew what. So, I was free to ignore Triple H.

Only Triple H was really hard to ignore. His very presence in the store made it hard to concentrate. His scent, the smoky pine mixed with something sort of sweet, was as intoxicating as it was pretentious. Even the air in the store tasted different when Triple H was around. It became thicker, heavier somehow, and I had difficulty breathing. Not to mention the sight of his three bodyguards always unnerved me. They were so big and imposing and, for some reason, instead of making me feel safer the way I imagined they were supposed to make Triple H feel, they made me jumpy. My senses went into overdrive. Every little sound made me flinch. The coordinated movements of the trio sent my adrenaline skyward.

Get a grip, I lectured myself, eyes following Triple H and his entourage. The female bodyguard smiled at me. Flustered at being caught staring, I gave a small wave and averted my gaze.

“Did you guys get any more of that mac and cheese?” Triple H called across the store.

“If it’s not on the shelf, we don’t have it,” I told him without looking up.

“Would you mind double checking for me?” he asked.

This time, I did glance over. “Seriously?”

He offered me a movie-star-quality grin, revealing one perfect dimple in his left cheek. My traitorous stomach fluttered. In my defense, it was rare that anyone gave me a second glance, let alone a guy that looked like Triple H.

“I really prefer it to the mac and cheese the cafeteria serves,” he said.

“What, don’t like truffle oil?” I mumbled under my breath. I wasn’t even sure that gourmet mac and cheese had truffle oil, but Elsie had once told me the stuff was really expensive.

The female bodyguard laughed loudly. Did she have supersonic hearing? Seriously, she was a good thirty feet away. Triple H’s smile didn’t falter, but I still felt a little guilty about the snarky comment. “I’ll check,” I muttered, just to be nice. Besides, moving around would help me stay awake.

“Thank you, Alice,” Triple H called after me.

I paused mid-stride. He’d remembered my name. That was somehow both flattering and unnerving. I made it a point to be as unmemorable as possible. Usually it wasn’t hard to do. Few people truly paid attention to service workers.

Turning to look over my shoulder, I met Triple H’s dazzling blue eyes. “You’re welcome, Trey.”

He beamed, clearly excited that I’d remembered his name as well. That megawatt grin only made the butterflies in my stomach beat their wings faster. Still holding his gaze, I began to walk forward. Directly into a display of potato chips on the end of an aisle. Bag after bag tumbled to the ground. Embarrassed by my lack of couth, I hastily bent down to clean up the mess.

That was the moment my world was knocked off its axis.

The explosion was worthy of a Michael Bay movie. For a moment, I thought the roof had blown off the general store. Sharp ice pellets assaulted me from the sky above. Except, last I’d looked, the sun had been shining outside. I looked down at my hands. A shard of glass was sticking out of my palm. Without thinking, I yanked it free. Blood pooled in my hand.

WTF.

Calm. Stay calm. Keep low.

Huddled beside the potato chip display, I followed my own commands and waited. Dust, debris, and smoke swirled in a thick cloud around me, obscuring my vision. Exit. Find the exit. But the cloud was too thick. My ears rang, and I was too disoriented to know which way to go. My mind raced with possibilities. Earthquake? Not likely. Far as I knew, this area wasn’t over a fault line. Bomb? Who would want to bomb the Mankton General Store? Gas line rupture? Maybe....

The smoke began to clear. Small fires burned in my immediate vicinity. Exit. Find the exit. I still felt off-kilter, but through the haze
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