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      Maddy Davies - She’s a social worker for the Blessed Children’s Home in Dorchester, Mass. After her parents' death, the Blessed Children's Home raised Maddy. She has been best friends with Tina since they were seven.

      Mason Weaver - He is a Detective with the South Boston Precinct. Mason is partners with Darrin.

      Rod Weaver - He is a Detective with the Dorchester Precinct. Rod is married to Carolina North and father to Graham and Sierra. Their story is told in The Promise of a Kiss.

      Carolina North - She is a Corporate Compliance Manager, King’s Hospitals. Caro is married to Rod and mother to Graham and Sierra.

      Scott Weaver - He is a lieutenant at the South Boston Precinct. Scott’s married to Joy, father to Rod, Mason, Brandon and Heather, and grandfather to Graham and Sierra. Their story is told in The Promise of Home.

      Joy Weaver - She is a psychologist at King’s Castle General Hospital. Joy’s married to Scott, mother to Rod, Mason, Brandon and Heather, and grandmother to Graham and Sierra.

      Darrin Anderson - He is a detective with the South Boston Precinct and best friends and partners with Mason.

      Christina Stone - She’s a dancer/dance instructor. When she was seven, Tina came to live at the Blessed Children’s Home, where she became best friends with Maddy. Her story is told in The Promise of Trust, coming Fall 2026.

      Sister Maisie Blue – She’s a social worker and the director of Blessed Children’s Home. Sister Blue grew up in Swan Harbor.

      Sister June Green – She’s a special education teacher and works at Blessed Children’s Home.

      Sister Agatha Black – She’s a special education teacher and works at Blessed Children’s Home.

      Ava King – The King family, and their corporation fund Blessed Children’s Home by holding two events each year. Ava’s story is told in Kisses, Family & Hope.

      Natalie French – She’s a student studying teaching and mother to Lucas.

      Tori – She is two years old and lives at Blessed Children’s Home. Her story is Love’s Promises Book 3.

      Abby – She is two years old and lives at Blessed Children’s Home.
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      QUICK NOTE: If you enjoy listening to music while reading, The Promise of Tomorrow has a playlist. It can be found here: The Promise of Tomorrow.

      With that, enjoy!
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        Blessed Children’s Home

        Dorchester, Massachusetts

        December 31, 1993

        5:30 p.m.

      

      

      Social worker Maddy Davies wanted to change lives … not risk hers. At least, that’s what the Sisters who raised her at Blessed Children’s Home reminded her of daily. Yet, one desperate cry was all it took for her to throw caution aside and rush to help.

      “Maddy, why are you here?”

      Rats!

      She glanced up to see Sister Masie Blue, the Director of Blessed Children’s Home, leaning against the doorframe.

      “I was just finishing the paperwork for the Connors’ adoption. Why? Is there something you need me to do?”

      “No. I thought you were going to a party tonight. It is New Year’s Eve, after all.”

      “So it is,” Maddy sighed. “I was going…”

      “Maddy,” Blue, as everyone called her, scolded, “you’re young. Go out and have a good time with your friends.”

      “But I…” Her argument faded when she noticed the indulgent look on the older woman’s face. “Alright, Blue. You win. I’m going. I’m going.”

      “Good.” Blue turned to leave and, at the last minute, stuck her head back in the door. “Happy New Year, Maddy. Have a good time.”

      Once Blue’s footsteps faded, Maddy stashed the folder in her bottom drawer and prepared to leave. The older woman was right about the New Year’s Eve party. But with everyone paired up, she preferred to go straight home.

      She slung her bag over her shoulder and was on the way out when the phone rang, causing her to hesitate. Her job as a social worker involved helping others navigate difficult times. If someone needed her…

      The decision made, Maddy rushed to answer.

      “Maddy,” the woman on the other end cried. “He found me. I can hear him yelling. He’s trying to get inside.”

      It took Maddy an extra second to weed through the crying and figure out who was on the other end. “Alisha?”

      “Yes! Maddy, help! Tell me what to do!”

      With every word the other mother uttered, there was a little more panic in her voice. Maddy’s heart raced, and her mind searched for what to say. She could hear someone pounding on the door. Could hear the cries of Alisha’s little girl.

      “Call 911, Alisha,” Maddy instructed. “I’m on my way.”

      “Hurry, Maddy. Hurry.”

      Maddy hung up, left her briefcase on her desk, and ran toward the front door.

      “Maddy?” Blue questioned. “What’s going on?”

      “Call 911 to 15 Peach Street. Domestic situation,” Maddy yelled on her way out. “I’ll meet them there.”

      “But Maddy⁠—”

      The Home’s front door slammed, shutting off whatever Blue was going to say. She’d apologize later. Right then, Alisha needed her.

      She left the Home’s grounds and took a right. Halfway there, she realized she’d forgotten her coat. Yet the memory of the young mother’s cries propelled her forward.

      Alisha Chapman had come to her attention one Saturday afternoon. Thin with dishwater-blonde hair and an infant on her hip, Maddy recognized desperation when their gazes met. She’d immediately taken the other woman under her wing and helped her get back on her feet.

      Unfortunately, the peacefulness lasted less than a year. That was when the man Alisha was seeing completely changed and wouldn’t take no for an answer. With a restraining order in place and a subsequent move, they thought everything would be fine. However, if he’d found her…

      Maddy turned onto Peach Street and could hear sirens in the distance. A good sign, but sadly, right then, the negative outweighed the positive.

      She ran up the steps of Alisha’s home and found the door hanging open, shattered glass littering the floor. When she’d spoken to the young mother, someone was pounding on the door, and the child was crying. Now, there was only silence.

      “Alisha,” she called softly. “It’s Maddy. Are you okay?”

      There was a groan, then a shuffling sound, before it was quiet again. Something inside was saying, Run! Run! but the memory of the cry for help rang louder. She took one step and then another. Seeing blood drops littering the floor had her racing around the island to find Alisha sprawled on the ground.

      Maddy dropped onto her knees, and what she needed to do raced through her head. In the distance, the sirens screamed, and urgency pressed down on her. With time rushing by, she checked for a pulse and began CPR. After the tenth pump, a noise alerted her she was no longer alone.

      Hesitantly, she lifted her head to see a man holding a bloody knife and charging toward her.
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        Dorchester, Massachusetts

        December 31

        6:00 p.m.

      

      

      Detective Mason Weaver’s car radio blared to life: Caucasian male reported running up Peach Street. He’s armed and dangerous. Officers in pursuit.

      Mason turned away from the highway and started toward Peach Street. Technically, he was off duty, but…

      Officers on the scene of a domestic dispute at 15 Peach Street. Two females down. One deceased, the other on her way to King’s Castle General Hospital. Social Services has been called for the little girl found unharmed.

      “Damn!”

      He and his partner had stopped by the house more than once in the last thirty days. They were looking for Parker Turner, a man whose name had come up multiple times in their current investigation. One that involved the drug ecstasy and high school parties.

      Had he added murder to his repertoire?

      When Mason reached Peach Street, he parked a few houses from the crime scene. Multiple law enforcement vehicles blocked the road—including several cruisers, one from the morgue, and another that belonged to his lieutenant.

      He sat still for a moment, contemplating the scene. His date was expecting him at a New Year’s Eve party. If he didn’t show, she would be pissed. It forced him to decide—what was more important?

      Ultimately, the reason they’d visited the home won out. It pushed him through the sea of officers and onto the porch.

      “Weaver,” Mason’s lieutenant greeted him. “I wasn’t aware you were on the duty roster tonight.”

      “I could say the same for you,” Mason returned.

      The lieutenant brushed back his salt-and-pepper hair and gave him a self-deprecating smile. “My wife’s still out of town. Now, it’s your turn.”

      “Dad, I’m not fifteen any longer.”

      Scott Weaver, Mason’s father and lieutenant, stepped aside to allow room for the medical examiner’s gurney to exit the house.

      “Anything else, Lieutenant?”

      “TOD?” Scott asked.

      “Less than an hour.”

      “COD?”

      “Looks like exsanguination secondary to multiple stab wounds,” the medical examiner replied. “I’ll know more once I complete the autopsy.”

      “What about the second woman?” Mason questioned. “Do you have a name?”

      “She didn’t have any identification on her.”

      “And the child?” Mason followed up.

      The medical examiner shrugged. “She’s at King’s Castle General, waiting for the social worker.”

      Mason nodded his thanks and followed his father inside.

      “Why are you watching this house again, Mason?” Scott asked quietly.

      “Drugs.”

      “Is there a connection between this and the recent teen hospitalizations?”

      Instead of answering immediately, Mason wandered deeper into the house and took in the scene. There were multiple smells—blood, urine, fried foods, and … was that powder?

      “Is the woman who lives here your suspect?” Scott asked.

      “No.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “It’s possible the drug dealer we’re looking for has a connection to this house.”

      “With the woman?”

      “I don’t know,” Mason snapped, just sharply enough to earn a look from his father.

      “Sorry,” he sighed. “For some reason, this case frustrates me more than normal.”

      “Does it remind you of another time?” Scott put him on the spot.

      “It reminds me of how careless high school kids can be.”

      “You’ll figure it out,” Scott assured him. “I know you will.”

      Mason gave his father a half-smile and then wandered around the room. It was small, utilitarian, almost. The furniture was old but looked comfortable. There was a kitchen to the right and two bedrooms to the left.

      The crime scene technicians were working in the kitchen, which was the only reason he stopped at the threshold. 

      “Did you find any ID?” he asked the tech.

      “Purse is in that bag.” The tech nodded toward the table. “Do you need some gloves?”

      Mason slipped on the gloves, opened the clear plastic bag, and took out a backpack-style purse. Inside, he found two diapers, some wipes, an extra pair of child’s socks, and a snowsuit. At the very bottom, he found a wallet.

      “Alisha Chapman, age 21,” he read from the Boston license. “She was young.”

      “And the man you’re looking for?” Scott asked. “What’s his name?”

      “Parker,” Mason answered. “Parker Turner.”

      “Had you spoken to Ms. Chapman?”

      “Not yet. She wouldn’t answer the door,” Mason sighed. “Either that, or she wasn’t home.”

      He continued sorting through the wallet. Besides the license, he found three photos: one of a child, one of a woman and child, and one of an older couple. On the back of the child’s photo was a date.

      “Anything about the child?”

      “She’s almost two, but I can’t find a name.”

      “And the other woman?”

      “Nothing,” Mason stated. “Do you know what happened?” he asked the tech.

      “I can give you my current working theory,” the tech answered. “Just don’t hold me to it.”

      “Go on,” Mason encouraged.

      “The male kicked down the door and chased the woman through the house.” The tech pointed to several broken or displaced items. He then indicated a butcher’s block on the counter. “Either she grabbed one of those knives, and he took it away, or the assailant took the knife and went after the victim.”

      “What about the other female?” Mason asked.

      A little smile spread across the tech’s lips, making him wonder what he’d missed.

      “My working theory,” the tech began, “is that she came into the house and interrupted the killer. He knocked her down, but she went right back at him.”

      “How did she get away?” Mason frowned. “How did she not end up as the second victim?”

      The tech showed them another evidence bag. Inside was a cast-iron skillet.

      “She hit him with a skillet?” Scott grinned. “Really?”

      “I think so,” the tech hummed. “It’s the only way to explain how the second female’s still living.”

      “Was the visitor a neighbor? A friend?” Mason murmured. “Did Alisha call them when she heard someone outside?”

      “Haven’t gotten there yet,” the tech answered. “But you could hit *69 on the phone and see who she called last.”

      “Good idea. Thanks.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        King’s Castle General Hospital

        December 31, 1993

        8:30 p.m.

      

      

      When the nurse finished wrapping her arm, Maddy sat up, ready to leave.

      “Hold on,” the nurse stopped her. “You aren’t going anywhere right now.”

      “Why not? I need to find Tori.”

      “Tori?”

      “The little girl whose mom died tonight. Have you heard anything?”

      “Nothing, I’m sorry. But I can try to find out.”

      “I’d appreciate it.”

      “While I’m gone, rest,” the nurse instructed. “You have quite the shiner where your head bounced on the floor. We need to make sure you don’t have a concussion.”

      The comment reminded Maddy of the pain she’d been able to ignore. Her head began to pound, and almost unconsciously she relaxed against the cool sheets.

      “Why did you say that?” she grumbled.

      “Does your head hurt?”

      “There are jackhammers in there.”

      “Let me get you something for the pain. In the meantime, close your eyes and put this cold cloth over them.” The nurse handed her a wet rag. “I’ll be right back.”

      Maddy laid the cloth over her eyes and tried to relax. However, each time she heard a child cry, she thought about Tori. Each time it was too quiet, she remembered the silence in Alisha’s house. When she shut her eyes, she saw the flash of the knife and felt the pain as it tore into her arm. With that, her heart raced, and fear climbed a little higher.

      A handful of minutes later, she heard her name spoken in a deep baritone that caused her heart to race, but not from fear. This time, it was all about the connection between a woman and a man.

      “Are you family?” one nurse asked.

      “No.”

      “Then I can’t let you go in there.”

      The nurse’s response was definitive, bringing a smile to Maddy’s lips.

      “I only have a few questions,” the man pressed.

      “Sir,” the nurse said irritably. “I said no.”

      “Will this change your mind?”

      Maddy wondered what he’d said or done because the nurse returned less than a minute later.

      “Maddy,” she whispered. “Do you feel up to a visitor?”

      “Who?”

      The nurse placed a business card in her hand. “He said his name is Detective Mason Weaver. He has some questions.”

      Maddy lifted the cloth, and the bright light immediately made her stomach churn. She fought the feeling and tried to focus on the nurse’s words.

      “If you don’t feel up to it…”

      “I’ll see him,” she whispered. “Maybe he can explain what happened. In the meantime⁠—”

      “Find out about the child,” the nurse guessed.

      “Please.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Maddy replaced the cloth and waited for the detective to enter. When he did, a sense of heat stretched between them. It warmed her from the outside in, and his smell—a combination of soap and cologne—caused her head to swim.

      “Miss Davies,” he purred in a sexy-as-sin voice. “I’m Detective Mason Weaver. Do you have time for a few questions?”

      His voice shouldn’t have affected her, but it slid across her skin like velvet—too smooth, too warm, too much. She wasn’t supposed to notice things like that. Not tonight. Not after what she’d seen.

      She told herself it was just adrenaline. A trick of her exhausted, overtaxed mind. But the way her breath caught when he spoke? That wasn’t imagined.

      Maddy held off for another heartbeat or two before she couldn’t stand it any longer. She slowly removed the cloth. Her gaze clashed with the detective’s, and her breath caught.

      He was tall, his eyes were dark, dark brown, and his hair was short. His stare was intense, but not scary intense. More in an I wasn’t ready for this—whatever this is kind of way.

      “Do you feel up to answering a few questions?” he asked after a moment.

      She tried to answer, but couldn’t get the words to form.

      “Would you care for a drink?”

      “Please.”

      He hit the control to elevate her head and handed her a cup of water. “Do you need help?”

      “I can do it.” Her hand shook when she took the proffered cup, forcing her to support it with the other.

      “Don’t drink too much,” Mason cautioned. “You don’t want to get sick to your stomach.”

      He was watching her as if he saw more than just bruises and a bandage. Like he could read what she was trying to hide beneath the calm.

      And worse—he made her want to say it out loud. To tell someone what it felt like to kneel in blood, trying to save a woman who’d trusted you.

      That was dangerous. Wanting comfort was dangerous. Wanting his comfort was unthinkable.

      “How did you know Miss Chapman?” Mason began.

      “How did you find me?” Maddy countered.

      “*69.”

      Maddy sighed. “I was too late to save her.”

      “You’re damn lucky you aren’t lying in the morgue next to her,” Mason snapped. “Why didn’t you wait for the police?”

      “Because she called me!” Maddy barked right back. “She’d lost faith in your kind.”

      “My kind?” Mason’s brows rose. “You’re telling me she didn’t trust the police?”

      “She didn’t.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know all the reasons,” Maddy answered. “What I can say is, at my insistence, Alisha reported her boyfriend’s behavior more than once, and look how much good that did for her and Tori. Speaking of the little girl, where is she?”

      “Tori is the child?”

      “Yes! She’s almost two.”

      “I see,” Mason replied. “Social Services was called in, so you don’t need to worry about her.”

      “I’m Social Services,” Maddy retorted. “The child is now my responsibility.”

      The combination of her frustration on top of her pounding head caused her stomach to churn even more. She swallowed several times, trying to force down the bile, not wanting to appear weak in front of him.

      “I’m…”

      Maddy felt it rushing up and barely had time to lean over before everything bubbled up and out.
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        King’s Castle General Hospital

        December 31, 1993

        9:00 p.m.

      

      

      Mason set aside the trash can he’d picked up and handed Maddy a wet cloth. When she covered her face with it, he took a few seconds to observe her.

      Thanks to her comments, he knew her name, age, where she lived, and occupation. Yet nothing had prepared him for the impact of her silver-blue eyes. Nothing had prepared him for the sadness in them when she referred to the deceased as having called her. Nor for the way they flashed when she hadn’t liked his questions. But what hit him hardest was just how vulnerable she’d looked before she’d gotten sick.

      “Can I get you anything else?”

      Maddy held up the cloth. “Would, would you wet this again for me?”

      The tremor in her voice hadn’t been there before. It made him want to back away and not cause her any more pain.

      “Cold water?”

      “Please.”

      While he re-wet the cloth, the nurse returned.

      “Physically, Tori is fine,” she explained. “Right now, she’s with an aide until someone arrives to pick her up.”

      “I told you,” Maddy muttered. “I’m the social worker. Her mother would want me to take responsibility.”

      “Yes, you did say that.”

      “I work for the Blessed Children’s Home,” Maddy grumbled. “We’ll become Tori’s support system. Now, when can I leave?”

      “You threw up, Maddy,” the nurse murmured. “Are you sure you don’t need to stay overnight?”

      Maddy thumbed in his direction. “It’s only because he upset me.”

      “Hey,” Mason frowned. “What did I say?”

      “Maddy?” the nurse pressed. “How do you feel?”

      Mason watched several expressions flit across Maddy’s face. She was embarrassed, which explained why she wouldn’t look at him. But with a killer out there, he needed her cooperation.

      “Miss Davies, Maddy. I still need to ask you some questions.”

      “But…”

      “Once you’re discharged, I can take you and Tori wherever you need.”

      Only when he mentioned the child did she look at him. Just as before, her stare hit him harder than he liked.

      He told himself he was just observing a witness—but that wasn’t true.

      Something about her got under his skin. The way she winced without complaint. The grief behind her steady stare.

      She reminded him of himself.

      And that was the problem.

      “Okay.”

      Mason let go of the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding and waited for the nurse to leave.

      “Alright, Detective, ask away.”

      “Were you Alisha’s social worker?”

      “Not in a professional sense.”

      “Friends?”

      “I don’t think you could even say we were friends.”

      “Yet, you said she called you.”

      “She did.”

      Her stubbornness had him clenching his jaw.

      “Go on.”

      “I’ve helped Alisha out of a bind a time or two.”

      “Such as?”

      “The first time I met her, Tori was only a few months old. I helped Alisha get back on her feet.”

      “And the next time?”

      “Her boyfriend was stalking her. I assisted with the restraining order.”

      “Was that against Parker Turner?” Mason followed up.

      “Parker Turner?”

      “He’s wanted for questioning in Alisha’s death.”

      “I don’t know him, but he’s not the ex-boyfriend.”

      “But you don’t know for sure?”

      “No.”

      “Who did she have the restraining order against?” Mason asked, attempting to regain the upper hand.

      “Brian Lloyd.”

      The name triggered a memory. One Mason filed away to explore later.

      “You said Alisha called you tonight, right?”

      “Yes. While on the phone, I heard someone pounding on the door and yelling her name. I thought it was the ex. In fact…”

      “In fact?” Mason prodded.

      “She said, ‘He found me.’”

      “So you assumed it was the ex?”

      Maddy nodded. “I could hear a man yelling in the background, and I⁠—”

      “Took off without waiting for help.”

      His tone was sharper than he’d meant, and it showed in the way her eyes flashed.

      “I told someone to call 911,” she snapped. “When I arrived at Alisha’s home, I could hear them coming and knew they weren’t far away.”

      “Then what happened?”

      Maddy looked down at her hands. When she started speaking again, her voice was low and shaky.

      “I found her on the ground and started CPR. Then I heard a sound and saw someone running toward me.”

      “Was it Brian?”

      “Maybe. It happened so fast.”

      “Then you grabbed the frying pan?”

      She almost smiled. “It was handy.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “What do you mean, what happened? I went after him.”

      The woman in the bed might have an angelic face, but he’d bet she’d be pure spitfire if she felt better.

      “Tell me what you remember about the man.”
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      With each question, Maddy’s head pounded harder. She wanted to close her eyes, shut out the glaring lights, and the man whose chocolate brown eyes made her heart race.

      “Look, Detective. Can we⁠—?”

      Blue rushed into the room. “Maddy, dear!” “I heard you were here. What happened?”

      “I—”

      Lieutenant Scott appeared right behind her.

      “I told you to wait for me,” Scott grunted.

      “Dad?” Mason frowned. “I thought you⁠—?”

      “He was,” Blue asserted. “But as soon as I heard what happened to Maddy, I made him bring me to the hospital. If you’ll excuse us, Maddy needs to get dressed.”

      “Wait. I still need⁠—”

      “Give it up, son,” Scott murmured. “When Blue makes up her mind, there’s no changing it.”

      Maddy blinked, trying to catch up. Her thoughts were scrambled, like puzzle pieces dropped on the floor.

      “We’ll wait for you in the lobby, Blue,” Lieutenant Scott replied. “Alright?”

      “Perfect. We’ll be there as soon as possible.”

      Once the door shut, the air felt lighter, and she could breathe. But that was something she expected, as Blue always had that effect on her.

      “I brought you a change of clothes,” Blue murmured, setting a small bag on the bed. “While you’re changing, I’ll take care of Tori.”

      Maddy side-eyed the older woman. “Why was Lieutenant Scott with you? Why didn’t I know his son was a detective?”

      “We’ll talk about it later,” Blue replied. “Now get dressed. It’s late.”

      A sentiment Maddy appreciated. There was too much uncertainty on the highway, one reason she didn’t drive.

      With Blue gone, Maddy swung her legs over the side of the bed. Her head swam, and her stomach churned. Deep breath in. Moments later, she felt well enough to untie the hospital gown and pull on the clean sweatshirt. Everything hurt, but sleep would only bring memories.

      As a social worker, she dealt with people down on their luck. People who had gone through tragedies and who needed to start over. She’d even rushed into situations to save someone from others and themselves—many times she probably shouldn’t have. Yet, she’d never had to fight for her own life. That was new and something she was still trying to understand.

      Maddy slipped on her boots, only then realizing Blue was standing inside the door, watching her. Her stare was all-encompassing, almost painful to see. Especially knowing how much the entire ordeal must have hurt her.

      “Where’s Tori?” 

      “Mason has her,” Blue whispered in a husky voice. “She went to him easily.”

      “The detective? Really?”

      “You’ve seen his father with kids. He’ll be fine.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      “How are you, really?”

      “I have a headache.” 

      Blue brushed Maddy’s hair off her forehead. “You’re going to have quite the shiner.”

      “You don’t think it’s my color?”

      “Oh, Maddy.” Blue touched the bruise on her forehead, then the bandage on her arm. “Don’t make light of these wounds. I was worried sick. Are you hurt in just these two places?”

      “I have a scratch on my side.” Blue’s expression didn’t change, and that was worse. “I’m okay. Really. But I wish…”

      “You’d gotten there earlier?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what if he’d still been at the door?”

      “I’m not⁠—”

      “Don’t do that, Maddy. We don’t get to rewrite what already happened. You might have been able to change the outcome. But then again, maybe not.”

      “Meaning I might not have been so lucky.”

      “That’s right. How often have I told you not to rush in where angels fear to tread?”

      “Too many times to count.”

      “And you’re still not listening.”

      Tears rushed to Maddy’s eyes, and she spontaneously hugged Blue.

      “Thanks for coming to get me,” she whispered. “I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      “Right back at you, Maddy. I have your discharge paperwork. Ready to leave?”

      “I’m ready.”

      “Let me help you.”

      Maddy almost brushed aside the help. But her head was still spinning, and ending up on the floor wasn’t something she wanted.

      “If you insist.”

      “Don’t be cheeky, young lady.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “You’ve said that before.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay, Maddy. Shall we? Mason’s waiting for us.”

      Just hearing his name caused her heart to skip a beat. She couldn’t afford to notice him, but apparently, she was no longer the one in charge.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        King’s Castle General Hospital

        December 31, 1993

        10:00 p.m.

      

      

      Mason brushed back the toddler’s golden curls and contemplated her solemn expression. She’d just lost her mother, and Miss Davies had been injured. Whether it would affect Tori in the future, only time would tell.

      When he lifted his head, he found Sister Blue and Maddy Davies watching him. The older woman’s expression was affectionate, familiar. The same quiet connection his father seemed to share with her.

      His gaze drifted to the younger woman. From a distance, she was pretty. Up close, when her silver-blue eyes locked on him, she was unforgettable.

      “Ladies,” Mason greeted them. “Is everything alright?”

      “It’s time to take Maddy and Tori home,” Blue replied. “Where did Scott go?”

      “To get the car. He should pull up any minute.”

      “Oh, that’s lovely. I’m so happy he thought of it. Are we ready?”

      “I’ll give this one to you.” Mason gently handed Tori to Blue. “Then I’ll get my car and take Maddy wherever⁠—”

      “She’s coming home with me,” Blue cut in.

      “I don’t need—” Maddy began.

      “You shouldn’t be alone tonight,” Blue said firmly.

      Mason almost suggested he could stay with her. Except that allowed room for thoughts he shouldn’t be having.

      “I feel fine.”

      “You may feel fine, but you still need to be watched.”

      “Oh, but…”

      “It’s only for one night. There’s Scott now. I’ll ride with him, and you two can follow. Will that work?”

      “We’ll be right behind you.” Mason gave his attention to Maddy. She appeared so delicately balanced he stepped aside and indicated the chair he’d just vacated. “Sit. I’ll get the car.”

      He walked with Blue to the curb and held the car door while she strapped in Tori. When the older woman stepped back, she held his gaze for an extra second. It was thoughtful and made him feel like he’d missed something only she could see.

      “We’ll see you in a minute, right?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      With Tori and Sister Blue in his father’s care, Mason jogged to his car. By the time he reached the drop-off area, Maddy was already there—waiting. Before he could offer to help, she’d climbed inside.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m not going to throw up. Is that what you wanted to know?”

      Mason studied her a little longer. Was she still upset about the trash can? Or was she deflecting?

      “It wasn’t. But it’s good to know.”

      Maddy smiled, but it never reached her eyes. Those were haunted.

      “Can we go? Please?”

      He nodded and pulled into the traffic. “I need an address.”

      “You don’t know where the Home is?”

      “Should I?”

      “Your dad’s a regular,” she murmured before giving him the information.

      The address explained why she’d not worn a coat to Peach Street. The Home wasn’t far. A few blocks, maybe. Dorchester, if he remembered correctly. A big old Victorian.

      While he drove, Mason’s thoughts wandered. There was something he was missing. Not just about his father, Blue, and Maddy. There were threads he hadn’t yet connected.

      His mind drifted again, this time to the moment he’d walked into the house.

      … Blood, urine, fried foods, and … was that powder?

      He could still smell it. Slowly, he lifted his hand and sniffed his fingers. The scent didn’t belong to Tori, which meant…

      That’s when Maddy shifted slightly, and the smell floated around them.

      It was her.

      The soft scent washed over him, settling something deep inside. It brought him back to his thoughts of trying to decide whether he wanted to go to the party. Loud music, cold drinks, meaningless conversation, and a much stronger perfume.

      Now that he was sitting next to a woman who smelled like quiet strength and trouble, he knew he was exactly where he was meant to be.
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      Maddy shifted sideways in the seat and stared out the window. She searched the darkness for something to capture her attention. Something to keep her awake. Something to keep her from slipping into a light sleep where all she saw was…

      Once again, she readjusted, searching for a place where the haunting images didn’t follow. Where she wouldn’t close her eyes and see Alisha lying on the ground. Where she couldn’t smell blood, or feel it coating her hands as she tried to pump life back into the young mother.

      Yet the images persisted. Each time they reappeared, they lasted a little longer. Burned a little brighter.

      She was tired. Tired of trying not to scream. Tired of holding on to the tears that threatened. Tired of fighting to keep the pain inside.

      The pain had started as a small kernel, and every time she pushed it back down, it grew until a sound escaped. It was haunting and made her feel weak.

      Later, when you’re alone. Later, she promised silently, pressing her lips together to keep the sounds locked away.

      Once more, she tried to get comfortable. Except that time, she realized her hands weren’t as cold. Realized she wasn’t as alone.

      “Don’t fight it, Maddy.” Mason squeezed her hand in support.

      “I have to. If I don’t, then—” Her voice wobbled. She immediately slammed the door on those feelings and focused on the sound of the tires as they slid across the road. The quiet noise lulled her into a semi-relaxed state. Once there, she fought to remain. Fought to stay in control. It didn’t seem to matter, though, as the pain inside continued to grow. Before she could stop it, another whimper escaped.

      When the car exited the highway, Maddy pressed her hands against her mouth, determined not to fall apart. But the feelings inside had grown so much she could no longer contain them.

      “Why? Why couldn’t I have⁠—?”

      “Come here.” Mason loosened her seatbelt and forcefully pulled her into his arms. “Let it go. You’ve held it inside too long.”

      Letting go wasn’t part of her skill set. Not when people were counting on her to stay strong.

      But something about the way he held her—like he wasn’t afraid of the mess she was in—broke down her last wall.

      She hadn’t asked to be rescued—yet here he was. How dangerous was it to need someone like that?

      Maddy gripped his dress shirt, needing to be closer, needing to share some of what she was feeling.

      When he wrapped his big hand around hers and held on, she began to settle.

      Long minutes passed. Her tears dried, leaving her emotionally drained. That’s when she noticed the steady beat of his heart under her hand.

      Mason brushed his fingers over her cheek, wiping away the last of her tears and leaving behind a lethargy she hadn’t known before.

      “Take this,” he whispered, giving her his handkerchief.

      “Thank you.”

      Maddy settled back into her seat, unable to meet his gaze.

      “I’m sorr⁠—”

      His long finger closed off her words of apology and, with a bit of pressure under her chin, he forced her to look at him.

      “Where are we?” she asked hesitantly.

      “In some parking lot.”

      “Why?”

      “Come on, Maddy. Don’t make light of what happened just now.”

      “Nothing happened just now.”

      Mason chuckled, and the sound sent a shiver straight up her spine. “I was comforting you. Is that so bad?”

      “Why, though? You don’t even know me.”

      He brushed his finger down her cheek. “That doesn’t mean I can’t feel your pain. That I don’t understand what you’re feeling. After all, I see crime scenes all the time.”

      “But how often are they someone you know?”

      “Not very often,” he murmured. “But it has happened.”

      A tone in his last statement had Maddy studying him closely, wondering what she’d heard behind the simple comment.

      “Are you ready to go? I don’t want to worry Blue—or give her and my father a reason to come looking for us.”

      The teasing note in his voice made her smile. Somehow, she could imagine that happening.

      “I’m ready.”

      She waited until they were back on the road. Then, as hard as it was, she offered, “I’m sorry and … thank you.”

      Mason squeezed her fingers before turning his attention back to the road. “Anytime, Spitfire. Anytime.”

      “What did you say?”

      He flashed another smile. “I said anytime, Maddy. Why? What did you think I said?”

      “Noth—nothing,” Maddy stuttered. “But thank you.”

      “My pleasure.” Mason side-eyed her. “My shoulder is available if you need it again.”

      “We’ll see,” she whispered as he stopped in front of the old Victorian.
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      Mason slowed to a stop, yet neither of them seemed to be in a hurry to get out of the car. The sound of the engine faded until eventually there was only silence. When he glanced in her direction, she was staring at her clenched hands, looking so alone he almost reached for her.

      “Maddy, I⁠—”

      The Home’s porch light flipped on, illuminating the entire yard. It stole whatever he’d been about to say—and nearly made him laugh.

      “Does that remind you of something?” he asked.

      “Of dates bringing me home when I was a teen. You too?”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      “I’m not…” Her voice faded, and sadness replaced her smile.

      “Maddy?” he hesitated. “Are you ready?”

      “I guess.”

      “Okay. Stay right there.”

      When Mason opened the passenger door, Maddy didn’t move at first. After a pause, she slowly swung her legs out—but that’s as far as she got.

      He crouched beside her. “Do you need some help?”

      “No.”

      “Are you dizzy?”

      “No.”

      “What’s going on?”

      She sighed. “When I go inside, the Sisters will cluck around me.”

      “And what’s wrong with that?”

      “I don’t want anyone to cluck around me,” Maddy grumbled. “If they do, I might…”

      “You might fall apart?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you want to go home?”

      Maddy’s breath hitched. “You would do that?”

      “If I did, would Sister Blue come after me?”

      “Don’t think she wouldn’t be tempted.” Maddy grinned. “She can be fierce, even if I’m no longer sixteen.”

      “What’s the story between my father and Sister Blue?”

      “You mean you don’t know?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “He’s known her since she was a child.”

      The comment surprised him so much it had him taking a step back. Had anything ever been said about the Blessed Children’s Home? He didn’t think so—which had him wondering why?

      “Come on, Maddy.”

      When he held out his hand, she hesitated before linking their fingers. As soon as she did, a spark zipped up his arm.

      Maddy’s eyes flared. Slowly, she stood. One hand still in his, and the other holding the door.

      “You okay?”

      “I was a little dizzy, that’s all.”

      He wanted to say they could wait until she felt like taking the next step.

      “I could carry you.”

      “What did you say?”

      Mason pulled her closer and reached around to shut the door. “I said I could carry you.”

      “Oh, that would go over well.”

      There was something behind the words he wanted to ask her about. But somehow he knew it wasn’t the time—later, perhaps.

      Her first few steps were hesitant, labored even. But halfway there, she seemed to accept the inevitable and walked a little faster. Maddy turned the doorknob, and before she stepped over the threshold, gave him a look that said, Don’t say I didn’t warn you.

      “Maddy, dear, we’ve been waiting for you. How are you feeling?”

      “I have a headache, Green,” Maddy sighed.

      “Green, Black.” Scott appeared from the right, eating a cookie. “Meet my son. Mason, these lovely women are Sisters Green and Black.”

      “Blue, Green, and Black,” Mason muttered, tongue-in-cheek. “Really?”

      “We’ve been looking for a red and yellow, but so far,” Green shrugged, “we’ve had no luck.”

      Mason cleared his throat to keep from laughing. “I’ll be … I’ll be sure and let you know if I meet them first.”

      Black’s eyes twinkled. “We’d appreciate it, but now, Maddy needs her rest.”

      “But,” Mason sputtered. “I still have a few questions for her.”

      Maddy straightened her shoulders and stood a little taller. When she turned to face him, her look was one of quiet resignation—an expression he had no difficulty understanding.

      A part of her understood she needed to talk about what happened. But the other part wanted to push away the pain.

      “Will you give me a few minutes?” she murmured. “I’d like to check on Tori and maybe change clothes.”

      Mason glanced at his watch. It was almost midnight. What was a little longer? 

      “Go ahead. I’ll be right here.”

      She grinned and, flanked by the Sisters, headed up the stairs.

      Once they were out of sight, Mason turned his attention to his father. He had a cookie halfway to his mouth, and a couple of crumbs had landed on his tie.

      “You’ve known Sister Blue since she was a child?”

      “I have.” Scott held out a cookie. “Are you hungry?”

      Mason’s stomach rumbled, reminding him he was supposed to have eaten at the party. “Are they any good?”

      “Are they any good?” Scott scoffed. “They’re better than good.” He cupped his hand next to his mouth as if telling a secret. “Don’t tell your mother, but they might be better than hers.”

      “Wow, Dad,” Mason exclaimed. “Don’t let mom hear you say that.”

      “Your mom knows where she stands with me.”

      “She does.” Mason hesitated a beat. “Why don’t I know anything about this part of your life?”

      “Do I know everything about yours?” Scott returned.

      “Probably not.”

      “And you don’t know everything about mine.” Scott stuffed the rest of the cookie into his mouth. “Let’s get some more.”

      Mason watched his father move through the dining room, comfortable in his surroundings. He had a lot of questions to ask several people. However, since he had to wait, he’d deal with the easiest issue—his hunger.
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      Maddy waited until Blue laid Tori down before she stepped across the threshold. The bedroom was large enough for four cribs, but only two were occupied. In one, an eighteen-month-old Abigail, Abby, who arrived in the fall, and now Tori.

      They’d be a comfort to each other. And maybe someday, something more than that—sisters not by blood, but by bond.

      “She’s asleep, finally,” Blue whispered. “Do you know if she slept with a special blanket or animal?”

      “A pink cat,” Maddy smiled. “But how did you know?”

      Blue’s eyes twinkled. “Practice.”

      Maddy arched her brows to relay a That’s all you’re giving me look.

      “Tori wouldn’t settle until I gave her a blanket and a stuffed animal,” Blue capitulated. “I just assumed.”

      “Hopefully, it’s in her crib, and we can get it soon,” Maddy returned. “I wish…” The words lodged in her throat, and once again, her eyes filled with tears.

      “Come on.” Blue cupped her elbow and led her from the room. “Are Scott and Mason still downstairs?”

      “Yes. I know I need to talk about what happened, but…”

      “I’ll be right there with you.” Blue hesitated. “You know that, right?”

      “I do, and I appreciate it.”

      “I wouldn’t be anywhere else.” Blue gently touched the bandage on her arm. “Are you ready?”

      The butterflies in Maddy’s stomach had her making an excuse and closing herself in the bathroom. It wasn’t until after she’d washed her hands she looked in the mirror.

      What she saw had her grabbing hold of the sink to keep from sliding onto the floor. The area surrounding her left eye was red and puffy and already bruising. Her hair hung limp, and she was pale.

      Her eyes drifted closed, and Alisha’s face appeared. “Stop! Just stop!”

      “Maddy.” Blue knocked on the door. “Are you okay?”

      The social worker wanted to get this over with in hopes of finding Alisha’s killer. But the woman was scared for the child left behind.

      Before she could change her mind, Maddy stepped into the hallway. “I’m ready.”

      They descended the stairs and started toward the great room. Before she crossed the threshold, Maddy hesitated and studied Lieutenant Scott and his detective son. Except after falling apart on his shoulder, that no longer felt right. Somehow, he’d become Mason.

      They were looking at the wall of photos, and Scott was pointing to one and laughing. It had her wondering why he’d never told his son about his connection to the Blessed Children’s Home.

      “Mason said he didn’t know about you,” Maddy whispered. “Or about your connection to his father. Do you know why?”

      “I don’t,” Blue returned. “When we’re meant to know, we’ll know.”

      Maddy side-eyed the older woman and shook her head. She was always full of wise words and sayings. Ones that could annoy in the moment but later made sense.

      Blue cleared her throat to alert the men of their presence. “Can I get you anything before we start?”

      “We helped ourselves to cookies.” Scott grinned. “I’m good. Mason?”

      “I’m good.” Mason’s dark eyes clashed with Maddy’s, causing her heart to race. “I have a few questions, and then we’ll get out of your hair.”

      “Okay. Where do you want to talk?”

      “Wherever you’re most comfortable.”

      Usually, she would suggest they go to the morning room, but something held her back.

      “Here’s fine.”

      “Shall we?” He indicated a group of chairs.

      Maddy pressed her hands against her stomach, needing to still the butterflies. She took a seat and crossed her ankles.

      “You told me you helped Alisha out of a few binds, right?” Mason began.

      “Yes.”

      “How often did you see her?”

      “Before she called today, it had been a month or more.”

      “I saw her right before Christmas,” Blue added. “She appeared happy and healthy.”

      “When you saw her, was she alone?” Mason followed up.

      “Do you mean, was Tori with her?” Blue asked.

      “No,” Mason denied. “I mean, was she with a man?”

      “She was with her friend Natalie,” Blue explained. “They were Christmas shopping.”

      “Natalie?” Mason repeated.

      “Natalie French,” Maddy supplied.

      “How did they know each other?” Mason asked another question.

      “Natalie and Alisha were taking courses at the local junior college,” Blue explained. “They both had young children. When one was in class, the other stayed behind to watch them.”

      Mason nodded. “I see. Do you know how I can get in touch with Natalie?”

      “I don’t have her number,” Maddy replied. “But I know Alisha had an address book beside her phone.”

      “Okay.” He flipped through the notebook he’d been writing in and returned with another question. The nature of it said she needed to be on.

      “You told me you heard yelling when you were on the phone with Alisha,” he stated. “Then you ran over there, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s what? Three or four blocks?”

      “About that, yes.”

      “Do you think we can walk in your footsteps?”

      Maddy closed her eyes and clenched her fingers together. When she opened them, it was to find Mason watching her intently. It warmed her. Even with others in the room, his gaze felt intimate.

      “I can try.”

      “I know this won’t be easy,” he murmured. “Why don’t you try this? Imagine you’re watching it happen on a TV or movie screen. Pull yourself out of the scene. Sometimes, it helps to put a little distance between you and what happened.”

      “Okay.”

      “Start with the phone call,” he instructed.

      Maddy explained what had happened—from returning to the office, answering the phone, and then running out the door. She shared a little about how it felt to arrive and find only silence.

      “It was so quiet,” she whispered. “My sixth sense was telling me to run, but then I heard a groan.”

      Her stomach rolled. She dropped her head and covered her eyes. That internal fear was back. If she continued forward, she knew what she’d run into.

      “I’ll just get you a glass of cold water,” Blue murmured.

      Maddy fought to keep her breathing steady. Fought to use Mason’s suggestion and pretend she was watching TV. When she glanced up, their gazes met. There was such empathy—and heat—in his, it warmed her.

      “Take your time,” he whispered. “I’m right here, and you’re safe.”
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      While Maddy was telling her story, there were more than a handful of times Mason had to stop from taking her hand. That she was holding onto her emotions by the skin of her teeth was evident in the tenseness around her mouth. Evident by the haunted look in her eyes.

      “Here, Maddy.” Blue handed her a glass of water. “Drink slowly.”

      Maddy took a sip of the liquid and set it on the table. She laced her fingers together and leaned forward to rest her elbows on her knees.

      “Alisha was lying on the far side of the kitchen,” she went on. “When I couldn’t get a pulse, I started CPR, and then I heard a noise.”

      “What kind of noise?” Mason asked.

      “What do you mean, what kind of noise?”

      Mason exchanged looks with his father and Blue before continuing, “Was it a door closing?”

      “I, I don’t think so.”

      “You said you heard a groan. Right?”

      “Yes. But not then. That was when I first walked inside.”

      Her response had Mason thinking back to the layout of Alisha’s home. Based on Maddy’s reaction, the killer could have been in one of the bedrooms when she arrived. Or they could have been in the bathroom, located close to the kitchen. The realization of how easily the story could have ended differently caused the acid in his stomach to churn. But he’d already barked at her once for her foolishness and was determined not to do so again. 

      “You heard a sound,” Mason chose not to give it a name, “and turned around, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is that when you grabbed the skillet?”

      Blue gasped. She crossed herself, and her lips tightened as if determined not to say anything.

      “I don’t think I grabbed it right then,” Maddy whispered. “The person knocked me backward, away from Alisha. That’s when he cut my arm.”

      “Had you lifted your arm for protection?”

      “Maybe.” Maddy shrugged. “It’s all just a blur.”

      “He knocked you backward.” Mason pushed her story forward. “Then what happened?”

      “I jumped up to run,” Maddy intoned. “That’s when I saw the skillet.”

      “And you grabbed it?”

      “I think so.” Maddy hesitated for several seconds, and the frown between her brows said she was working through something. “I missed him the first time, but the next time, I hit him. Then the police arrived, and he ran out the back door.”

      “Let’s back up,” Mason returned to when she’d first arrived. “When you first walked into the house, did you hear anything besides a groan?”

      “No.”

      “And you didn’t go check on Tori? You just followed the sound?”

      “Yes.”

      Before he dove into more painful memories, Mason backed away from the event to ask about the ex-boyfriend.

      “You said you helped Alisha with her restraining order, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “How so?”

      Maddy glanced at Blue, who exchanged looks with his father. It pushed Mason to ask, “Did you help, dad?”

      “I might have,” Scott admitted. “I didn’t even think about that when we were at the house.”

      “But Scott,” Blue comforted him. “It wasn’t like you spent time with Alisha.”

      “True,” Scott replied. “I passed it on.”

      Mason gave his father a look meant to convey We might have to reopen this conversation and moved on. “Had you ever seen the ex-boyfriend? Brian…?”

      “Lloyd,” Maddy supplied. “The only time I ever saw Brian Lloyd was from a distance.”

      “Go on.”

      “The day I took Alisha to make her report, Brian followed us,” Maddy admitted. “When we left the police department, he was gone.”

      “But you never saw him up close ?”

      “No.”

      “I understand this won’t be easy, but I need to see if you can describe the killer. Okay?”

      Maddy wrinkled her nose, but then gave him a resigned sigh. “I can try.”

      “Think back to when you turned around,” Mason began. When she tensed up, he backed off. “Don’t look directly at him or the knife. Pretend he’s frozen in time. Can you do that?”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “That’s a good girl. Now, you heard a noise and glanced over your shoulder, right?”

      “Yes.”

      Her voice grew softer, making him wish there was another way.

      “Look up, Maddy,” he crooned. “Can you see his hair?”

      She closed her eyes and was quiet for a few seconds. Then she surprised him by saying, “I
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