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        Former special forces operator, Ryder, has never backed down from an assignment, and he’ll be damned if he lets a blonde-haired, smart-mouthed, pain in the a** destroy that record. She’s going to get her life together even if he has to drag her kicking and screaming to do so, and he’s not opposed to using a firm hand to yank her from the darkness back into the light.

      

        

      
        MC born and bred, Kelsea is on a one-way path to rock bottom. Determined to forget the horrible truths revealed about the man who fathered her, she’s drowning in a sea of booze, drugs and meaningless hookups. She has no desire to be “saved,” especially not by a bossy former Army Ranger with deep green eyes and a sexy southern twang.

      

        

      
        Being locked away at his cabin, cut off from the outside world, deeply buried secrets are rising to the surface and lines between them are starting to blur.

      

        

      
        The road to redemption is paved with heartache, though, and while Ryder wants to save her from the demons that haunt her, he’s not sure it’s worth the risk of losing himself or his heart in the process. But, in the end, will Kelsea finally learn to save herself?
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      Out of all the places his ass could be, this county was not a place he wanted it to be. While he was sure some parts of West Virginia were just fucking lovely, this area was known for hillbillies, white supremacists and rednecks who thought bullets were more important than teeth.

      If that wasn’t bad enough, it was infested with members of the motherfucking outlaw MC, the Deadly Demons.

      How he got pulled into this detail, he’ll never know. No, fuck him, he knew. He drew the short straw this time. Just like he drew the short straw last time. And every other time when it came to this particular “job.”

      Ryder jerked the wheel of his ’78 International Scout into a dark, rutted dirt driveway surrounded by high weeds. After a few seconds, his headlights bounced off an old farmhouse that was lit up from the inside.

      At least the shit hole had electricity.

      He pulled his Scout up to a line of Harleys parked across the uncut grass and sat staring at the run-down hovel for a few seconds as he braced himself for what was to come. Letting a searing curse rip, he shut off his beloved vehicle, yanked the keys from the ignition, and shoved open the driver’s side door. After climbing his tense body out, he jammed his keys deep into his jeans’ pocket, locked the door, and slammed it shut.

      The weight of his Glock .45 in its holster hidden under his jacket, along with his tactical knife hanging on his hip, at least gave him a little reassurance since he was walking alone into this den of vipers. Worse, he wasn’t even sneaking in, he was strolling right through the fucking front door.

      He stalked to the rickety porch steps, then carefully picked his way up the rotting boards. Ignoring the handful of drunk Demons hanging out on the slanted front porch drinking beer and smoking dope, he pushed his way past them through the wide-open door of the house amid shouts of:

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      “Who’s that motherfucker?”

      “What the fuck?”

      If he cared, he’d be asking them the same questions. But, yeah, he didn’t give a fuck who those wasted, washed-out, beer-bellied bikers were.

      Once he stepped inside, he paused to inventory his surroundings and get his bearings.

      To say this house was bad was an understatement. It wasn’t only a complete fucking shit hole, it smelled like one, too.

      A tweaked-out, half-naked chick sat on the filthy floor of the hallway, the wall barely holding her ass upright. He nudged her with his boot to get her attention, since she was totally spaced. She might have been pretty once, but her bloodshot eyes, long stringy, unwashed hair and hollowed out cheekbones did nothing for her now.

      “Lookin’ for a woman,” he grumbled.

      She managed to straighten herself up some more, raking her glazed eyes down his body and running her fingers through her hair, as if that would improve the rat’s nest on her head. “Found her.”

      Yeah, no. He’d prefer eternal celibacy than to stick his dick in anything like her. He lifted his hand to about mid-chest. “’Bout yay-high, long dark blonde hair, pretty blue eyes. Ain’t all bones like you, though. Got some meat on her.” Did she ever, the bitch had it all in the right places, too. “A bit of a stupid fuck.” Because that was the goddamn truth.

      She had been making way too many stupid decisions lately, and tonight was another one in a long list of them.

      “Slash’s slit?”

      Slash.

      His jaw got tight. That wasn’t the first time he heard that name. But it was sure as shit going to be the last.

      “Where’s he at?”

      She lifted a finger that had one spot of black nail polish left in the center—the rest looked like it had been picked or chewed off—and pointed to the ceiling. “Probably up in his room. Said I couldn’t join ‘em when they walked past.”

      Thank fuck for that.

      Ryder lifted his chin in thanks and pushed past her, even though she reached out to grab his leg and gave a disappointed, “Hey, I could be your woman tonight.”

      “Next time,” he threw over his shoulder, as his balls shriveled up into his body to hide.

      At the end of the hall full of peeling wallpaper and water stains, he bounded up the stairs. Hitting the top landing, he tilted his head and listened carefully. It was difficult to hear shit, since what sounded like a stereo blasted somewhere outside, as well as another stereo blasted inside but with a different song. Even so, he held his breath, stilled every muscle, and listened anyway.

      Above the din, a female giggle came from two doors down. One that was closed with light spilling out from underneath it.

      In a couple of long strides, he was in front of it. With a lift of his boot, he kicked the door with all the power he could muster, causing it to splinter and crash against the wall as it swung hard.

      His eyes landed on the mattress that sat in the middle of the floor. Looked like Slash was a busy boy.

      A naked man with shitty tattoos and long black hair sat up in surprise and the two women in bed with him didn’t even notice the interruption.

      No, they didn’t. They were still going at it with each other, one on top of the other, kissing, fingering each other’s pussies and pinching each other’s nipples.

      What. The. Fuck.

      The one he was searching for was on the bottom, her normally pretty blue eyes closed, moans and groans coming from her as the fingers being plunged into her cunt sped up.

      Jesus fuck. Normally, this shit would get him rock hard. Right now, he wanted to fucking puke.

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      “A figment of your imagination. Just pretend I’m not here.” Taking two steps into the room, he wrapped his arm around the waist of the redhead, yanked her from the woman on the bottom, and tossed her onto Slash.

      The biker grunted, and the redhead squealed as she landed on him.

      Before the blonde-haired one could react, he had her up and thrown over his shoulder. He didn’t give a shit if she was naked or not.

      He didn’t even care if she just got robbed of a fucking orgasm. She wasn’t lying in that bed or staying in that house one more second.

      “Hey!” came the very intoxicated, very loud complaint.

      “Shut the fuck up,” he growled. Making sure he had a good grip on her, he turned on his heels and strode toward the door.

      “Hey! Where... where... you takin’ me?”

      He tightened his jaw, so he wouldn’t snap the fuck out on her and headed down the dark hallway.

      “My clothes!”

      He didn’t give a shit about her clothes. She should have thought about them before she took them off.

      “Hey! Can’t do this!”

      The fuck he couldn’t.

      He was only following orders. He certainly wasn’t there because he wanted to be.

      Fuck no.

      And this was the last fucking time he was doing one of these details for Diesel. The very last fucking time.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as he could find a safe place to pull over, he did so. He checked the rearview mirror one more time to make sure none of those Demons were following them. Though, that wasn’t much of a worry, since apparently Kelsea was Slash’s “slit” and no MC he knew of took care of their women like the Dirty Angels.

      He was also sure the Deadly Demons wouldn’t give their right nut for Kelsea.

      Which was once again why he had a naked woman passed out in his passenger seat. He wanted to pull her out and take a fire hose to her to clean off all the filth from that house, Slash and whoever that other skank was who was fingering her and shoving a tongue down her throat. That shit had turned his stomach.

      Not because he didn’t like a little girl-on-girl action, what heterosexual man didn’t? He just hadn’t wanted to witness it with the pain-in-the-ass sitting next to him.

      Princess Pain-in-the-Ass was currently pressed against the passenger side window, her long hair covering her face, and the only thing holding her upright was the seatbelt, which was cutting in between her naked tits. Luckily, he’d had the aftermarket three-point seatbelt installed when Jag Jamison restored his Scout, otherwise she’d be lying in a pile on the floorboard.

      His nostrils flared with annoyance. “You awake?”

      He didn’t miss the slight movement. She was fucking awake.

      “No,” came the slurred answer.

      A muscle popped in his jaw as he shoved his shifter into neutral and set the e-brake. They were on a quiet, dark back road somewhere between West Virginia and Kentucky. Since they had about a four-hour drive to their destination, her remaining naked the whole way just wasn’t going to work for him.

      So, he needed to do something about that little problem. Plus, he wasn’t sure if Slash’s DNA was leaking all over his seat.

      If so, that shit would put him over the edge.

      While his boss sent him to “save” his cousin, if she was taking Slash’s dick without a condom, Diesel might have to save Kelsea from Ryder. And worse, he’d have to burn his passenger seat, which would be a sin since he’d paid a pretty penny to have it reupholstered.

      With a curse, he pulled the keys from the ignition. Shame he didn’t trust her not to take off with his vehicle and leave him stranded on the side of the road by a lonely stretch of woods. He shoved open his door and slammed it shut once more after unfolding his ass from his Scout.

      He hated taking his anger out on his baby, but he either did that or on the woman he wanted to strangle. Though calling Kelsea a “woman” was a stretch, since she’d been acting like a petulant child for the past year or so.

      He knew why, but right now he didn’t give a shit. It was getting old and she was pushing away the people who loved her.

      He dug around in the back of his truck until he found his survival kit and located aspirin and a silver emergency blanket. He also grabbed a large bottle of water from the supply he kept in the back.

      Once he had everything he needed, he went around to the passenger side door, yanked it open and unhooked her seatbelt, letting her tumble out of the truck onto the grass of the pull-off.

      “Hey!” she yelped as she landed in a naked heap.

      He tossed the blanket at her. “Wrap this around you and make sure you keep it so your cunt isn’t in direct contact with my seat.”

      She slowly rolled herself over and sort of sat up. “Why you worried about that old thing?”

      That old thing?

      “That old thing is worth a lot more than you right now, darlin’. No fuckin’ joke. Wrap that blanket around you before a tick bites your snatch and get your ass back in my truck. Or I’ll leave you here for a coyote’s breakfast.”

      He wasn’t sure if it was the threat of a tick or a coyote that got her moving, but she finally did.

      When she struggled to get the thin mylar blanket around her, he lost his patience and helped her, doing his best not to touch her. He was done touching her. It was bad enough when he had to carry her naked ass out of that hell hole and toss her into his truck.

      Until she showered in Lysol or bleach, he wasn’t taking any further risks. He wasn’t getting hazard pay for this job.

      In fact, his ass might get fired with what he had planned. Once they got to the cabin, he’d call Diesel and tell him the details. Until then, he was putting a few hundred miles between him and D’s massive fists.

      “Get in the truck,” he muttered once she got to her feet.

      Watching her wobble back and forth a couple of times made him realize she wouldn’t be able to get her ass in his truck under her own power.

      Fuck.

      Holding his breath so he didn’t have to inhale her stink, he bent at the knees and picked her up before planting her now covered ass back in the passenger seat. He latched the seatbelt back around her, then tossed the bottle of water in her lap and held out his hand with three aspirins.

      “Take these, drink that and shut the fuck up for the next few hours.”

      Before she could respond, he slammed the door shut and jogged around the front of his Scout and climbed back in.

      He waited until she downed the aspirins and chugged a good amount of water before turning the key and coaxing his baby into first gear.

      Within five minutes, her head was back resting against the passenger side window and she was asleep.

      With a sigh, he found a country station and turned that shit up until he could no longer hear her godawful snoring. He might as well be in an underground den with a hibernating Grizzly as loud as she was.

      For fuck’s sake, he wished he was back dodging IEDs and taking out suicide bombers in Afghanistan instead of dealing with Kelsea Dougherty.

      Fuck my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Kelsea winced and gasped as the corner of her forehead bounced off something hard once again.

      Damn, that was going to leave a mark.

      Forcing her eyes open, she winced again when the light hit them. She realized she was leaning against a window and it had to be in a car since she could see pavement flying by.

      She lifted a hand to the back of her stiff neck, and she was having a hard time lifting her head. She must have been in this position for a long time.

      She tipped her eyes down to assess her person. Why was she wearing a silver tarp-like thingy? And naked underneath that?

      And in a vehicle?

      And, more importantly, who the hell was singing Garth Brooks? She hated country music.

      Whoever it was, was making her head throb even harder. Friends in Low Places was blaring out of the vehicle’s speakers and the deep voice singing along was...

      Honestly, not bad. For an amateur.

      If you liked country.

      Which she didn’t.

      She pushed through the pain and forced herself to sit upright, biting back a groan when she twisted to see who the singer was.

      When she did, the groan slipped out of her anyway.

      Fuck!

      Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!

      She turned down the radio volume until all she could hear was Ryder’s deep voice filling the interior of the Scout. He ignored her and kept singing.

      “Again?” she asked. She should be embarrassed for being in this situation again, but she wasn’t.

      Her question stopped his crooning. His chest lifted as he took a deep inhale and without looking at her, said, “Shouldn’t I be the one askin’ that?”

      She steeled herself against the warmth that rushed through her every time she heard his slight southern accent.

      She pulled the edges of the silver space blanket, or whatever it was, tighter around her. “Where are my clothes? Why didn’t you grab them?”

      “You care about your missin’ clothes? For fuck’s sake, how about your dignity? That’s missin’, too. You should be more worried about that.”

      Once again, she did something stupid, forcing her cousin to send one of his crew out to find her.

      She’d been on a roll lately. But no matter how many times Ryder had dragged her out of a mess, she just kept stepping right back into the next one.

      She closed her eyes, willing the thumping of her brain to stop, but when he hit a pothole and cursed, she opened them.

      She swore it was the middle of the night the last time she was conscious. Now it wasn’t. The early morning sun made her squint as she paid attention to the passing landscape.

      “Where are we? This doesn’t look like Pennsylvania.”

      “How the fuck would you know the difference between PA and any other fuckin’ state? Trees and mountains are everywhere.”

      “I’d know.”

      Did he just snort?

      Whatever.

      “How soon ‘til we get home?”

      When he didn’t answer, she turned to study his profile. His jaw was tight, and his fingers had a death grip on the steering wheel.

      “It only takes about an hour for us to get from the Demons’ church to Shadow Valley. We’ve been in the car for more than an hour and this isn’t Shadow Valley.”

      He kept his eye on the road and ignored her.

      “Ryder. Where are we? Where are you taking me?” She was trying not to panic and tried to keep it out of her voice, but she wasn’t being successful. “You better not be taking me anywhere I don’t want to go.”

      “Like where? Work? Home to your family? Back to your mother’s? Where don’t you wanna go?”

      “Rehab.”

      His head jerked, but he still didn’t look at her.

      “Please don’t take me to rehab,” she whispered, gripping the edges of the blanket tighter.

      “You don’t need rehab. You need fuckin’ common sense. The little you had is now non-existent. It’s a damn shame, darlin’, you’re destroyin’ your life. And it was a good one.”

      It was a good one.

      That was debatable.

      For some, growing up in a motorcycle club was a good life. For others, like her, not so much.

      Especially when her mother lied to her her whole life. And it wasn’t a little lie, it was a big one. One she still wished she didn’t know about. She wished she could go back and unlearn the truth.

      When she opened her mouth, he lifted a hand to stop her. “Not now. We’re not talkin’ about this shit now. Not when I’m drivin’. ‘Cause this shit just pisses me off and I’m tryin’ to get us there in one piece.”

      “There where?” A sign caught her eye as he sped by it. “Did that say Kentucky?” She glanced around the vehicle, searching the floor, the seat, the dashboard, the backseat, the center console. “Where’s my phone?”

      “Probably with your clothes.”

      “I need my phone. I need to talk to Diesel.”

      “That’s not happenin’ any time soon.”

      Her jaw dropped. “You can’t keep me from him. He’s your boss.”

      “And he’s your cousin who’s really pissed off right now. Not smart to call him, Kelsea.”

      “I don’t care. I’m not going to Kentucky.”

      “Too late.”

      “Ryder,” she shouted, but winced when her headache intensified. “What’s in Kentucky? Why are we in Kentucky?”

      “We’re here to do a little searchin’.”

      “Searching for what?”

      “Your soul. Your dignity. Your common sense. Pick one. That shit I saw back there in that room, in that bed... Me havin’ to come find your ass again to get you out of a jam...” He finally turned his head to look at her.

      And suddenly she wished he hadn’t.

      His green eyes bore into her, maybe searching for her soul that he claimed was missing. “All that shit is over, darlin’. It ends now.”
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        * * *

      

      Kelsea stared at the structure Ryder pulled up to. He put his Scout in first gear, set the emergency brake and shut off the truck.

      “What is this place?” she whispered.

      “This is your second chance, darlin’. ‘Cause if this doesn’t work, then I’m throwin’ my hands up and I’ll make sure D does, too. He’s as pissed off as I am. No, more so. Everyone told him that you needed to bottom the fuck out. And what I saw? That was rock bottom. I have no idea what drugs you did or how much booze you drank, but that’s no excuse for bein’ a slutty skank.”

      Kelsea cringed at his words.

      “I’d fuck Tequila before I’d fuck you.”

      Damn. He hit her with a one-two punch. Tequila was the sluttiest of the sweet butts that hung around the Dirty Angels’ clubhouse. That club whore would put out to any of the brothers with just a crook of a finger.

      Well, fuck him and his perfect ass. Like he’d always been a saint. Right. Diesel’s Shadows were all former special forces military men who’d done things that were probably not legal. Not only during their years of service, but also while working for In the Shadows Security.

      She shook off the sting of his words and turned to face him. “What is this place?”

      He faced her. “What does it look like?”

      She glanced out of the windshield again. It was a cabin in the woods on a mountain. Not just any cabin. A nice one that appeared rustic but probably had all the modern conveniences of home. Or at least she hoped so.

      Because she had a feeling this was their final destination.

      “Is this yours?”

      He pushed open the door and got out, answering, “Yup,” before slamming the driver’s door shut.

      She blinked and let what was happening sink in. And once it hit the pit of her gut, it all exploded back up like a geyser.

      “Fuck!” she screamed into the empty interior of the Scout. “Fuck you, Ryder! Fuck you! Fuck my cousin, too! Fuck all of you! My mother. My goddamn father. Everyone! Fuck you all!”

      The passenger door flew open and he stood there, hands on his hips. “Think I couldn’t hear that?”

      “I don’t care.”

      “You might.”

      “Doubt it.”

      “Get the fuck out of the truck.”

      “You can’t hold me captive here. D will kill you.”

      “I was told to handle it. He’s got too much shit on his plate right now with his baby girls and everything else, so I’m handlin’ it. And, darlin’, I’m tellin’ you now, this is the last fuckin’ time I’m handlin’ it. I’m gonna make sure of that.”

      “Don’t call me darlin’.”

      “Okay, darlin’.” And then the fucker winked at her. He stepped back from the Scout. “Get out of the truck.”

      “If I don’t?”

      He shrugged and slammed the door shut again. She watched in surprise as he turned on his heels, went to the back of his Scout, snagged a large duffel bag, slammed that door and headed up the steps to the front deck of the cabin. He dug keys out of his pocket, unlocked the cabin’s front door, threw his duffel inside, followed it, and slammed that door shut, too.

      Kelsea finally took a breath. She let it out slowly.

      She had no phone.

      She had no clothes.

      She had no idea where the hell she was besides at a cabin on the side of a mountain in Bumfuck, Kentucky.

      She doubted there were neighbors.

      She glanced around. All she could see were trees and another building behind the cabin. A large structure with double doors like were found on a barn.

      That was it.

      She dropped her head back and screamed “Fuck!” once more.
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        * * *

      

      Ryder glanced at his watch as he heard the front door open slowly.

      For two whole motherfucking hours she sat out in his Scout. Naked, wrapped in a mylar blanket and stubborn as fuck.

      He shook his head.

      He wasn’t looking forward to this. But he also was serious when he said this was the last time he was getting her ass out of a jam.

      Last night was also the last time he was retrieving her like a lost fucking puppy.

      And that was the first and last time he was going to see her naked on some stained mattress on a floor in some shit hole with another bitch’s fingers shoved up her snatch and tongue down her throat.

      He ground his teeth. It would be a long time before that vision was wiped from his memory.

      At least he hadn’t walked in while Slash’s unwrapped dick was in her. Then there might have been bloodshed.

      He took a couple deep breaths to lower his blood pressure but as the door closed quietly behind him, he gave up on that.

      He might regret this idea. He might regret every fucking minute being alone in this cabin with her. However, he’d set his plan in motion and he wasn’t a quitter. He was sticking to it, even if it killed him.

      By stroke. Heart attack. Or she slit his throat with his own tactical knife in his sleep.

      This might be his last job as a Shadow. But, damn it, he was going to give it his all.

      The rustle of the emergency blanket had him glancing over his shoulder where she still stood by the front door. Hell, the only door in the cabin.

      The place wasn’t anything fancy and had an open floor plan with the kitchen leading into the living area and a bed tucked into one of the far corners. He’d built a tiny addition on the back years ago, so he’d have an indoor bathroom instead of an outhouse, and for some much-needed storage. But other than that, the cabin was basic.

      A wood stove and a propane tank provided heat in the winter. There wasn’t A/C for hot summer days, though being tucked in the shade of the surrounding trees helped keep the cabin cool. And as long as the wind wasn’t blowing too hard, it had electricity.

      He stopped stirring the chili on the stove when he saw her red, puffy eyes. They weren’t like that earlier, so he knew it wasn’t from her drug and alcohol-induced hangover.

      “You been cryin’?”

      “No.”

      He shook his head and turned down the gas burner so the chili he threw together could simmer.

      Now all he needed was some really good cornbread to go along with their dinner later. He might have a boxed mix in one of the cabinets. He’d have to look, but right now he had something more pressing to deal with.

      He turned to face her, letting his gaze rake down her dirty, tear-stained face, over her matted hair, and her attempt to cover up her nakedness with the blanket. Even covered in something so shapeless, she couldn’t hide her curves.

      He sucked at his teeth. “Think I’m stupid?”

      Her pretty blue eyes, now red-rimmed, lifted and met his. “No.”

      “Then why the fuck would you lie when I asked you a question?”

      “If it’s so fucking obvious, then why would you ask it?”

      He struggled to keep himself where he was, to keep himself from taking long strides over to her and shaking the shit out of her.

      Someone needed to knock the common sense back into her head. Since no one else had been successful, it was now on his shoulders.

      Her sister, Brooke, had tried. Brooke’s ol’ man, Dex, had tried. Hell, even Diesel had had one too many conversations with the woman who stood before him currently looking defeated.

      “Every time you lie to me, there will be consequences.”

      Her chin lifted and her stubbornness returned. “I’m not a child.”

      “Then stop actin’ like one. When you act like an adult, I’ll treat you like one. Deal?”

      She glared at him. Jesus, he wanted to drag her over his lap and spank her until she found a new attitude. But right now, he still didn’t want to touch her.

      He pointed toward the back of the cabin. “Go shower. Once you wash that stank and skank off you, come back out here with a better attitude. Make sure that shitty one goes down the drain. Make sure you scrub that motherfucker Slash off you, too. Hope you always used a wrap with him, darlin’.”

      “That’s none of your fucking—”

      “Right,” he cut her off. “Don’t need the details. Go shower.”

      “I have nothing to wear.”

      “I’ll find somethin’ you can wear for now.”

      She continued to stand there, staring at him. What the fuck.

      “Shower. Now. Before I drag you into the bathroom by your hair. There’s a bar of pumice soap by the sink. Use that to scrub yourself inside and out.”

      “That’s not even funny.”

      “You hear me laughin’?”

      “Whatever,” she grumbled.

      He had to set his jaw and take a step back so he wouldn’t reach out to set her straight.

      He watched her shuffle toward the bathroom with the emergency blanket dragging on the floor behind her since it was too big.

      When the bathroom door finally slammed shut, he stepped up to the kitchen sink, planted his hands on the edge and stared out of the window that overlooked the dirt lane cutting through the woods.

      He needed to go check the outbuilding to make sure there wasn’t any damage since he hadn’t been here in months. He also needed to check the propane tank level to make sure they had enough to last them, since it was used for not only hot water but the stove.

      By the time he got done doing that, she should be out of the shower and he’d be ready to tell her what her life would be like for the next week or so. Or however long it took for her to pull her head out of her ass.

      She wouldn’t like it. She may even have a tantrum. But he didn’t give a fuck.

      He hated pulling her ass out of questionable situations time after time.

      He. Was. Done.

      He tilted his head and listened to make sure the shower was running before pushing away from the sink and heading out the front door.

      When he came back fifteen minutes later, he expected to see her moping around the cabin in one of his T-shirts or something.

      She wasn’t.

      In fact, the bathroom door was still closed and the shower still running.

      Jesus fuckin’ Christ. He should’ve given her a damn time limit on the shower. This wasn’t a spa. He had a small well and limited propane, for fuck’s sake.

      He rushed over to the door and knocked on it.

      After a second without an answer, he pressed his ear to the door and knocked again.

      No answer. Son of a bitch.

      “Kelsea, only got so much hot water and you’re gonna empty my propane tank.” And I’d like to shower at some point myself. “If you don’t shut that shower off, I’m comin’ in and shuttin’ it down whether you’re done or not. This ain’t some lady spa.”

      He gave her until he finished counting to ten in his head, then turned the knob. He knew it wouldn’t be locked because he never installed one on the door. It was never needed.

      He flung open the door and saw the shower curtain was wide open, the water running and no Kelsea.

      At least not in the shower.

      No, she had wedged herself into the tight spot between the toilet and sink. Her head was down, and she was curled into herself.

      Had she fallen asleep?

      What the fuck!

      He rushed over, shut the water off and turned to look at her.

      She was naked, and still dirty. Now that the shower was quiet, he could hear it. She was softly crying with her arms wrapped around her knees, her face hidden in her arms and covered by her long dark blonde hair.

      If that didn’t break his fucking heart, nothing would.

      He squatted down and scrubbed a hand down his face before reaching out and pulling back some of her hair. She had her face buried against her knees so he couldn’t see it.

      “Kelsea,” he said softly. “You need to get in the shower. You’ll feel better afterward.”

      “I’m tired,” came out on a muffled sob.

      “Yeah, darlin’, I know you are.”

      “I’m really fucking tired.”

      “I get it. I’ve been there.” He’d been there. Too many times he’d wanted to curl up in a ball in a corner and forget all the ugly shit that was going on in the world. But, even so, he had to pick himself back up, dust his ass off and face whatever it was head-on. He couldn’t hide because that shit was never going anywhere. It would wait until he
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