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Dedication
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This book is for those who are never too old to watch a kite dance in the wind and smile up into the sky.
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Chapter One
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The two-bedroom cottage sat up on a knoll three blocks from the shoreline. Brooke Harrison turned away from the house, gazed toward the ocean, and smiled. Though there were houses between her and the Pacific Ocean, the property's elevation gave her a clear view of the water.

It would take a fifteen-minute walk to put her feet in the sand—just like her new boss, Mr. Graham, promised.

The offer of employment to manage Sea Lion Hotel in Seaglass Cove, Oregon, came at the perfect time. Going to her old job, cleaning a fifty-bed hotel in Beaverton, had turned into a dead-end employment because upper management was related to the owner. There was nowhere for her to advance within the inner circle. She would've stayed cleaning toilets, making beds, and never having enough in her paycheck—and that was no way to live when you were responsible for someone else.

"Skye?" She turned toward the car. "Let's check out the house."

Besides a better job, she looked forward to giving her niece a smaller school district and town where she could have more freedom and opportunities. It was safe here.

She'd raised her niece for the last four years. Ever since her estranged, drug-addicted older sister, Janelle, was killed in an explosion caused by a meth lab in the same house she raised her child. 

Her heart warmed at the sight of her niece opening the car door.

She hadn't even known she was an aunt until the day she received a phone call from the police department regarding her older sister. At twenty-one years old, her daily struggle was to keep a roof over her head since her grandma had died when she was nineteen.

Raised by her grandma, all she knew was that it took money to put food on the table and keep social services away. Once Grandma passed away, life only got more challenging. She had no one to turn to if she needed help.

With a twelve-year difference between her and Janelle and the fact that her sister ran away at seventeen, she had no memories of a time when they lived in the same house.

Because of the way she was raised, she would never allow her niece to get shuffled into foster care. Skye was in the same proverbial boat as her—alone.

They were the only family each other had. 

Skye's mother was dead. So was Brooke's mom. They both had drug addiction problems.

While Skye's father was in prison and out of her life, Brooke never knew her dad.

They were two people alone in a big world, and together, they were learning how to lean on each other because that's what family was supposed to do.

Neither one of them had a good example of family. Her mom had given custody of her and Janelle to their grandma when Brooke was a baby. Because of their age difference, Janelle had known a different life with their mom—one that included abuse, addiction, and neglect.

At the time her mom abandoned her, Brooke was four years old. The same age as Skye when she lost her mom and came and lived with her.

In all honesty, Brooke never knew her sister. Only the stories her grandma told. Occasionally, Janelle showed up at the house her grandma rented and asked for money for her drug habit. Neither she nor Grandma knew about her sister having a child.

"Why did we have to move?" Skye dragged her feet, getting out of the car. "It's so far away from my school."

Long brown hair swung as Skye refused to look at the house. Brooke hooked a strand of hair behind her niece's ear and walked with her to the front door.

"The house comes with my new job." She held the key in her hand. "You'll make new friends at your new school. But first, we have the whole summer to enjoy living so close to the beach. You like that idea, right?"

"I don't know."

She pointed to the side of the house. "Look at the play structure."

"I don't have anyone to play with."

"You will. Give it time."

She put the key that was delivered yesterday to her in Beaverton into the lock. Usually, all the jobs she'd investigated in the hotel industry provided a hotel room if she was single. If she had a family, there was no off-site housing available.

She counted her lucky stars. Mr. Graham contacted her by email and sent her the employment package after getting her boss's recommendation. Considering her boss rarely had two words to say to her, she took the new job offer as a sign her current employment was ending soon.

Because of her history at her previous job, she was hired without having to do an in-person interview.

Swinging the door open, she slipped her keychain into her pocket. Her first opinion of the house was that it smelled. It was musty.

She sniffed. No, it was something else. Not unpleasant but not natural to the coastal area, either. Almost a bacon aroma.

"Whose furniture is that?" Skye walked over to the green overstuffed couch and bounced on the cushion.

"The house came furnished." She scanned the front room. "That means we get to use the furniture as long as we live here."

Which was a good thing. All she had was her grandmother's old furniture she'd put into storage. After her ninety-day probation period for her job was over, she'd have the items delivered. There wasn't much, and everything was old. It might even be wise to let the owner of the self-storage unit have what's there and start over fresh if her job pans out.

She walked forward. The furniture here was in better shape than the stuff she had in storage.

"Let's see where you're going to sleep." She tossed her purse on the couch and stepped toward the hallway.

Skye rushed around her and headed into the first room before quickly backing up. "I don't want that one."

Brooke peeked inside. There was a big bed. The drapes were closed, making the room dark. Besides that, it was rather stark and uninviting, with bare white walls and a small dresser.

"You do know we can get your toys out of the trunk of the car and decorate your room, right?" She followed Skye into the second doorway off the hallway. "Oh, this is a big bathroom."

Besides the shower, there was a clawfoot bathtub. She raised her brows, looking forward to a good soak once Skye went to bed.

Skye walked into the shower. "There's no shower curtain."

"There doesn't need to be one." She tapped the glass. "This keeps the water from getting out on the floor."

Skye quickly lost interest in the new bathroom and explored more. Brooke followed with one longing look at the tub. It'd been a three-hour car trip after they'd stopped at McDonald's for lunch.

"I want this bedroom," yelled Skye.

Brooke followed Skye's voice and stepped into what was the main bedroom. Walking around the king-size bed, there was nothing to set the room off from the other one except the size of the mattress and an attached half-bath. She opened the bi-folding doors to a regular closet with one long rod running along the top.

Like Skye, Brooke's initial reaction wasn't screaming that she needed the room. She would rather be closer to the shower. Skye used the bathroom more often in the middle of the night than she did. Maybe it would be better if she took the main bedroom.

And, if Skye was happy, then that was good enough for her. They could decide who got what room later once they unloaded the car of their belongings.

"Okay." She smiled. "How about you help me bring in the boxes from the trunk and all our clothes? We can put everything in the other bedroom until we decide where to sleep."

Her niece's eyes rounded. "I have to sleep alone tonight?"

Seeing everything was new and strange to Skye, Brooke shrugged. "We could have a sleepover until we're both comfortable."

"I won't ever be comfortable. It's not home."

"It will be. Wait and see."

Skye ran out of the room. Taking two seconds to relax, she inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly out of her pursed lips. What they were doing was the right thing. She could give Skye a better future here.

She walked across the room and stepped into the hallway when she backed up and looked behind the door. There was a jacket on the floor. She picked it up with a pinch of two fingers and held it up for inspection.

It was a man's jean jacket. Levi's brand. Ratty and well-worn.

The prior tenant must've forgotten to take it with him when he moved out. She carried it through the house. A door in the kitchen led to the double-car garage. She found a garbage can and put the coat inside the trash.

Brushing her hands together, she returned to the kitchen. She checked the inside of the fridge. There was a milk carton and butter on the shelf.

She wrinkled her nose. The first thing she would do tomorrow morning was start scrubbing the house down. 

She'd expected the place to have been cleaned before her arrival, considering the hotel's owner was letting her stay there. She hoped the hotel had better service or she'd have a problem. She might not like cleaning toilets, but she was a perfectionist when doing the job.

For tonight, she'd put the sheets she brought on one of the beds and at least know they were clean.

Skye came inside, lugging one of her boxes. She hurried to grab the container before Skye dropped it. Setting it on the floor, she scooted it toward the hallway.

"Push it into the first bedroom while I get everything from the car." Brooke left Skye alone in the house and went outside.

She had four days until she was due at her new job. The woman she replaced would train her for two weeks, and then she'd be alone. More excited than nervous, she knew the days would go fast.

In the meantime, she needed to find somewhere Skye could go while she was at work. Mr. Graham assured her that she would be welcome at the youth community center in town, which helps working parents have a babysitter for kids five to twelve years old during the summer.

It almost sounded too good to be true. Before dropping Skye off, she wanted to check out the place and ask other parents about their experience with the center.

Outside, the salty air refreshed her. She looked toward the ocean. Somehow, she hoped her grandma could see her and be proud of what she was doing with her and Skye's lives.

There was no option for her to fail. Skye depended on her. And like her grandma had done for her, she would make sure the family raised Skye.
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Jagger, the president of Havlin Motorcycle Club, tossed a size five-thirty chain toward Maverick. He caught the part in the air and nodded his thanks. He should've left the clubhouse a half hour ago.

Too much depended on him getting home. He couldn't fuck up now and blow his plan.

But he wasn't going anywhere until he fixed the chain on his Harley. It was the wrong damn time to slip a link.

"Hey, Mav," shouted Bane.

He exhaled loudly and turned around with his hand on the back door to face the club's vice president.

Several seconds later, Bane walked between the shelves and came into view. "Can you go out with the first crew tonight?"

He shook his head.

"When can you work?" asked Bane.

"Not for a—" He gripped the doorknob tighter as his throat spasmed, keeping him from speaking.

"Bane, I've got the schedule covered," shouted Jagger from the other side of the room. "Maverick's off rotation until we hear otherwise."

Bane tilted his head and frowned. Maverick met his gaze without explaining why he wouldn't be around. He'd asked Prez for time off so he could handle personal business and then informed Jagger of his plans.

After hearing what he planned to do, Jagger hesitated to let him step away. His president was worried about him ending up in prison again. But Jagger owed him a favor or two.

The jobs he'd done for Havlin guaranteed him time off. And the protection of the club.

Out of nowhere, Bane slapped Maverick's arm. "Call if you need backup, brother."

Without knowing all the details, Bane's acceptance and support were among the reasons Maverick joined Havlin Motorcycle Club. He needed someone to watch his back and people surrounding him who were just as loyal to the patch. It was better than having a family.

He walked out of the shop and into the clubhouse at the back of the building. Both ends of Havlin's businesses were now under one roof.

Recently, Havoc Lincoln MC, better known as Havlin, split in two, putting a Chapter in Seaglass Cove. They purchased an old bus barn where they could run the motorcycle parts shop, and the building was big enough to house the clubhouse in the back. 

On top of running a legal business, they also hired out to run security for local businesses in the county—that was downright illegal.

The new direction took him away from Beaverton—upsetting his life again.

He only now felt like he was getting back on track since his injury and incarceration. He pushed out the back door of the building and fell to his knees beside his motorcycle, dropping the chain in front of him.

As soon as he got his bike up and running, he'd be one step closer to getting his life back. It was a long time coming.

After the explosion and then spending almost two months in the hospital before getting sentenced to two years in prison, he'd formulated his plan. The move to Seaglass Cove only made things more challenging and the wait unbearable. But the time was now.

The wrench slipped. His knuckles scraped the edge of the chain. He grunted, more in frustration than pain. Every minute delaying him from returning to the house left him more irritated.

He'd spent too long preparing everything to have an easy repair on his bike fuck everything up.

Hell, he had plans A, B, and C. 

He wasn't going to fail.

One more crank, and he turned the wheel, testing the tension on the chain. Satisfied, he put the guard back on and picked up his tools, putting them in the pouch under his seat.

Looking around to make sure he was alone, he opened his duffle and retrieved the pistol, tucking it under his belt. He couldn't be too careful, considering he was within city limits.

He straddled the Harley and rode away from the clubhouse. Adrenaline filled him. Jagger had given him time to get his shit together, but the pressure to finish his business weighed him down.

He would either get his life back or end up back in prison. If he failed, it wouldn't matter where he ended up. His life would be over.

The golden arches were his next step. He went through the drive-thru and ordered. While he waited, he opened his duffle. Once the food came, he put everything in the bag and rode off.

He took the first turn off the main strip heading out of town that wound up the ridge. He'd bought the house because of its location. It sat higher than the neighbors with a clear view of the coastline. The constant wind would carry any noise far away without anyone knowing what was happening inside the house or on his property.

Because of the elevation, those living below his house could not see who came and went. He'd walked the four corners of the property multiple times to ensure everything was perfect.

Three sides were steep, almost cliff-like, enough to make navigating off the property impossible. The fourth side was the opposite. A bank high enough it was a literal wall over thirty feet tall. The only way in or out was by the driveway.

It'd taken him many nights working for Havlin Motorcycle Club to save enough money to purchase the house. That was a lot of fucking dead bodies he needed to get rid of for the club—and one of the highest-paying positions in the MC.

He slowed, shifting down.

The gray cedar shake siding on the house came into view. Seasoned by the coastal salt air, the house had aged well. Two bedrooms with a living room in the front and a small kitchen with an attached dining room opened into a family room in the back of the house made it perfect for his plan.

He took in everything, relieved to see an older blue, four-door Honda parked in the driveway. He held control over the adrenaline rush. Everything had to go perfectly. 

All his focus went to the end result of his plan. No matter what he had to do between now and then, he'd regain what he lost. 

He stopped, shut off the Harley, and toed the kickstand. There was no time to waste. He needed to move forward immediately and gain control of the situation.

He grabbed his duffle and stalked to the front door. Turning the knob, he found the house locked. Shifting the bag to his other hand, he dug out his keys and unlocked the door.

Without any hesitation, he walked into the house.

Brooke Harrison screamed in surprise on the other side of the living room, picking up a plastic laundry basket off the couch and holding it above her head. In her panic, she failed to understand the basket wasn't a weapon that would stop him.

"Get out of my house." She threw the basket.

He let it bounce off him and motioned for her to sit down. His gaze went behind her to where the kitchen was located. He cocked his head, listening for any other sounds. Needing to know the person he was after was here, he became impatient.

Brooke backed away from him, moving toward the hallway. Seeing her intent, he pointed for her to stop and stepped across the room.

She jumped in front of him, blocking the hallway. His respect rose. At least she put the child's safety first.

Movement behind Brooke caught his attention. Everything inside of him hardened. He couldn't look away.

The young girl was a baby the last time he'd seen her. Hell, she'd spent most of her time running around in her Barbie panties, showing them off to everyone because she was proud of being a big girl.

Now, she was a big girl.

All the baby fat on her small arms and legs was gone. In its place was a thin young girl with long brown hair, the color of mahogany, that hung straight down her back. She wore pink shoes and a white tank top with yellow daisies printed across the front.

Her feet were bare.

Jesus. Her feet were so big now.

He'd held those baby feet in his hand. Retold the piggy story more times than he could count, eliciting giggles from her when she was younger.

A hard contact plowed into his stomach. He grabbed Brooke before she could hit him again.

He grabbed both of Brooke's wrists to calm her.

"Skye, run!" Brooke struggled in his arms, fighting him as much as trying to break free. "Go."

At the outburst, he swung his gaze to the hallway and found Skye frozen in her spot, standing there and staring. Except now, she frowned at him.

He swung Brooke around until she stood in view of Skye. He needed to calm everyone down.

Through his tight throat, he whispered, "Tell her you're okay."

Brooke's body stiffened, and she jerked against his hold, only making him tighten his grip on her wrists.

"Do it." He leaned down, put his lips against her ear, and whispered, "Or I'll kill you."

All the fight went out of her.
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The man's hard body pressed against Brooke's back, keeping her on her feet. She stared at Skye, willing her to run straight to the back door and go far away until she was no longer in danger.

But instead of running, Skye gazed at the man without moving.

She wanted to scream her frustration. If she voiced her wishes, the man would kill her, and then what would happen to Skye?

Behind her back, the man squeezed her wrists, pulling her out of her panic. She had to save Skye first.

"I'm okay, honey. I'm surprised. Th-that's why I screamed." She swallowed hard, forcing herself to nod reassuringly. "H-he's an old friend, Skye. I'm going to catch up with him. Please go into the bedroom, pull out your boxes, and make sure we brought them all in from the car. Let me talk to my friend alone before he leaves."

Skye worked her lips together as if deep in thought. Brooke wanted to cry out and scream for her to leave the room before the man killed her. Or, worse. But she also wanted to protect Skye from the fear filling the room.

Finally, Skye followed her orders and walked out of sight. Needing her niece safe, she said, "Shut your door, honey."

Never had she shut Skye out of her life. More nights than not, the child slept in her bed because she was scared to sleep alone. It was just the two of them. They depended on each other.

Click.

As if that closed bedroom door would protect Skye, Brooke's chin fell to her chest, and she bit back a sob of relief.

The man let go of her and then grabbed her shoulders, turning her around before pushing her onto the couch. She landed on her ass and moved to get back up but stopped when he pointed for her to sit.

"Please. Take anything you want. Just don't hurt us," she whispered. "She's just a baby."

He dug in his pocket, extracted a piece of paper, and tossed it to her. She continued to stare at him, begging him silently with her eyes. He could do whatever he wanted to her, but he couldn't touch Skye.

He stabbed the air. She followed his finger to the paper. Picking it up, she watched him nod.

Her chest tightened. The idea of disobeying frightened her, so she unfolded the paper and looked at the writing. She blinked several times, trying to read the messy penmanship through her panic.


This is my house. You'll be taken care of as long as you do what I tell you. Try to escape or scare the girl, and I'll kill you.



She dropped her hands to her lap and raised her gaze. Her new employer owned the house. Unless there was a misunderstanding and there was a different house she was supposed to live in.

"I'm sorry. There's been a huge mistake. We'll leave. Right now," she whispered. "You can have the house back."

He grunted and shook his head.

Her heart skipped a beat. "We can't leave?"

He pointed to the couch.

"We have to stay?"

He nodded.

"I can't leave?"

He cocked an eyebrow as if she was stupid.

"You're kidnapping us?"

Under his beard, his jaw tensed, and the movement shifted the whiskers. But he remained silent.

Why wouldn't he talk? She crumbled the paper in her fist. What he insinuated couldn't be happening. Seaglass Cove was supposed to be a safe beach town on the Oregon coast with less than a thousand people—she'd done her research before moving Skye here.

Staring up into dark, brutal, unwavering eyes, a lump of fear choked her. She had nothing anyone would want. The man was mistaken if he believed he'd get anything from her. She had nothing worth any value and no money on her. He could have her debit card. The couple of hundred dollars on it wouldn't get him far.

Her heart raced, making her lightheaded. She'd take Skye and run to the car the first chance she got. 

The man, probably in his forties, was delusional. Mr. Graham, the owner of Sea Lion Hotel, owned the house. He'd hired her to work in town at the hotel. Maybe he was a drug addict and high on something.

Maybe he watched her bring in the boxes and thought she had something worth stealing. All he had to do was look around. She only had household items to help them settle in the house.

"Aunt Brooke?" called Skye.

Fear struck her. She couldn't keep Skye shut in the bedroom until the man came to his senses and left the house. The poor kid had seen enough in her short lifetime. She wouldn’t allow anyone to make her niece suffer anymore.

"Can I go to her?" she asked.

He nodded.

She made her escape and hurried down the hallway. Finding Skye in the smaller bedroom, surrounded by stacked boxes, she shut the door behind her, feeling for a lock on the doorknob. There was none.

Skye sat on the bed with her Barbie in her hand. She quickly went to her niece and sat beside her, pulling her into the safety of her arms.

"Everything is okay." She kissed the top of Skye's head. "We just need to stay in the room a little longer and play quietly, okay?"

"I'm tired of playing." Skye kicked her feet against the mattress. "I'm hungry."

"You'll have to wait."

"I'm thirsty, too."

Brooke exhaled in frustration. She had to think of a way to get out of there.

Gazing at the window, an idea sparked inside of her. She grabbed Skye's face, turning to meet her gaze.

"Let's go out to eat," she whispered, trying to stay calm. "We can go to your favorite place."

"McDonald's?"

"Yeah. Remember, we saw the restaurant in town when we arrived?" 

Skye slid off the bed, always ready to get a Happy Meal. 

Brooke tagged Skye's wrist as her niece headed toward the door, bringing her back to the other side of the bedroom.

"I've got a better idea." She tried to keep her voice positive while whispering. "Let's go out the window and race to the car."

Skye frowned. Brooke jiggled her niece, trying to play the idea off as a fun challenge.

"First one who can run the fastest while being super quiet can have an ice cream after dinner." She put her finger in front of her mouth and moved toward the window.

The keys were in her pocket. She could drive them away from the house.

Despite knowing her purse was in the living room with her phone, adrenaline filled her. She'd figure out what to do once she got Skye to safety.

She pulled up the blinds, squeezed the window lock, and pushed. The window refused to budge.

"No, no, no." She tried again when she caught sight of two screw heads in the track. Someone had drilled screws into the frame, preventing the window from opening.

"I don't want to go out the window." Skye pulled on Brooke's shirt. "I need to go to the bathroom."

Brooke closed her eyes, willing herself enough patience to think logically. They had no time to waste. She needed to get Skye out of the house.

The door opened. She whirled around, pushing her niece behind her, and faced the man holding them hostage. He appeared bigger and scarier than before.

For the first time, she noticed the leather vest. There was a name patch over his heart, but his hair covered most of it, making it impossible to read. All she could make out was Mav—

He ran his hand through his dark locks and cleared her view of the front of his vest. Maverick.

He had a full beard with the slightest tint of gray going down from the corners of his mouth. There were tattoos on his arms beneath the black sleeves of his shirt. He was tall. Probably six feet four inches or more. He was broad for his height, making him look huge. 

Skye moved behind her, and she put her hand on her niece's shoulder to keep her out of view.

Maverick squatted in the doorway and held out a fast food container. Brooke glared. Her niece wasn't going to eat anything that man offered. He was here to harm them. The food was probably poisoned.

Skye darted out from behind her and crossed the room before she could catch her. Like trapping a mouse with a piece of cheese, Maverick taunted Skye with a Happy Meal.

The man held still and nodded, encouraging Skye to come forward. Brooke held her breath, scared to death. If Maverick wanted to kill her, there was nothing she could do to stop him.

She had no weapons. He was too big to push or even tackle.

Her niece took the box. Maverick stood, letting Skye walk out of the room with her meal. Brooke rushed to the bedroom door, determined not to let Skye out of her sight. The man probably poisoned the food or put a razor blade in the burger, nuggets, or whatever he'd ordered.

The man blocked her from following and held out his hand. She shook her head, not knowing what he wanted.

He snapped his fingers and then thrust his hand, palm up, in front of her.

"You want money?" She trembled. "My purse is in the other room. You can have whatever you want."

He pinched his thumb and pointer finger together and turned his wrist, rotating his hand from side to side. Understanding hit her.

She reached into her pocket and gave him her set of keys. He slipped them into his vest pocket and moved out of the way.

Rushing out of the room, she found Skye sitting on one of the chairs at the table. Brooke stood behind her and opened the box, looking through all the food before admitting nothing looked tampered with.

Maverick had chosen nuggets—Skye's favorite.

He came to the table with another bag from McDonald's and set it down. He pointed at Brooke, then the bag. She'd rather starve than eat anything from him.

She lifted her chin and refused to leave her spot behind Skye. The man wasn't going to get within touching distance of her again.

Maverick shrugged and walked into the living room, leaving them alone. After several minutes, when he stayed in the other room, Brooke slowly walked over to the door leading to the garage. The knob turned in her hand. She stepped out and pushed the automatic garage door button.

Nothing happened.

She pushed again, looking at the button. The light hadn't come on. She banged her fist against the box and groaned. He'd done something to stop the door from opening.

"Aunt Brooke?"

She jumped, closing the door quietly and rushing to Skye's side. "What, honey?"

"I’m thirsty. He didn't get me anything to drink with my meal."

She entered the kitchen, found a cup in the box she had yet to unpack, and filled it with water from the faucet. Frantic to figure a way out of the house, she couldn't stop her heart from racing.

Inspecting the window above the sink, her stomach rolled. He'd sabotaged every window. How had she not noticed these things before he arrived?

Skye drank, undisturbed by the man in the house. Thank God her niece was too young to understand their danger.

Brooke held on to the back of Skye's chair, determined to keep them both safe until she could find a way out of the house. She would look for a chance to get to her phone. The first thing she'd do was call 911.

She swung her gaze to the living room and gritted her teeth. Her phone was on the couch in her purse. No doubt, he'd found it.

They'd need to run. Fast and far. At least get
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