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        To women everywhere

        who have been oppressed.

        There is hope.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Summary

          

        

      

    

    
      Sandi has escaped her old life. She’s shed her hijab and her family obligations to start a new life, alone. It’s been five years since she first stepped foot in America to save her life. She’s earned enough money to live comfortably, thanks to her artwork. But just when she finally feels like she can start to relax and not jump at shadows, her past returns, hot on her heels. Now she must trust the man who saved her years ago, and ask him to do it once again.

      Mitch risked it all to bring the young girl to America years ago. And when she shows up at his door in the middle of the night all grown up, he’ll do everything he can to help her again. Dodging her past has gotten a lot harder this time, but they might survive—if he can keep his hands off her.
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      The young girl sat huddled against the cold metal of the ship. She shivered, not from the lack of warmth, but out of fear. She’d never left her home before. She’d never been on her own. Now she looked around the large room at all the men surrounding her and realized she’d never been around so many people of the opposite sex. Her life had been full of gardens, women, family, and rules.

      Reaching up, she felt her short hair, tight against her scalp. Gone was the long flowing soft length that reached all the way to the bottom of her back. It would grow back, but she still missed the weight of it. She looked down at the strange clothes; she was still trying to get used to wearing pants. Dressed as a young soldier, she realized she fit right in with all the men surrounding her. It was the first time she’d ever wore pants or boots. I guess there was quite a list of firsts for her now.

      “Are you okay?” the large man asked her. His name was Ethan, and she owed him more than she could ever repay. He’d told her he was just the delivery man, that it was Mitchell Kovich whom she owed. She nodded her head at him, and he crossed his muscular arms behind his head and closed his eyes as he laid back on the cot.

      She sat on her bunk, afraid to close her eyes, as the large vessel slowly made its way towards her freedom.

      Her mind conjured up images of Mitchell Kovich. He’d be tall, blonde, and very handsome. She’d spoken to him on the phone several times and knew his voice was smooth and rich sounding. She enjoyed his American accent and had even privately worked on getting rid of her own Eastern dialect. In her mind, she practiced during the long trip. At least when she wasn’t thinking about her new life or Mitchell Kovich.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Sandi threw down her brush and glared at the canvas in front of her. There were drops of every color of paint on the floorboards that creaked under her feet. The old wood showed the true meaning behind her art. She’d once thought to rip it up, board by board, and frame it. Now, as she stood back and looked at the piece she had just completed, she started to smile slowly.

      The painting was a mix of bright colors and when she unfocused her eyes, she could just make out the memory in her head. She was spun back in time to a place full of sights and sounds. Large trees hung overhead, leaves blew in the warm wind. The laughter of children could be heard, and the scent of spices and home filled her nose.

      Hearing a fog horn bellow in the distance brought her back to the present. She looked around the large room that had been her sanctuary for the last two years. The large windows overlooked the New York harbor. The loft was one of the most expensive in the waterfront building. She’d worked hard for the comforts she had, and she paid dearly to get where she was. After meticulously cleaning her brushes and pallet, she walked over to the glass, looked down, and felt a sense of comfort. People walked on the streets below. She was ten stories up, so she couldn’t make out their faces or their expressions as they passed by. Happy, excited, relaxed, tense, nervous, stressed, upset, sad, and scared—every person’s emotions looked the same this high up.

      Turning back to the room, she looked around. Here there was an obvious void of color. She’d chosen to leave this room white. Walls, furniture, everything was clean and clear. In this room, her art was all the color she needed. Leaving her latest masterpiece to dry, she walked from the room into her living area.

      The absence of furniture here was her choice. One large couch sat in the middle of the floor. A small flat screen television hung on the opposite wall. This room was smaller than the other, but here she had splashes of color. Dark purple pillows on the couch. Green and blue jars sitting in the windowsills. Royal red tapestries hung on several walls, each with its own unique story to tell.

      She enjoyed collecting these small things on her outings into the city. She didn’t know why the colored bottles called to her, but she couldn’t seem to resist their charm when she found one. The light in her windows always shown through them, casting different hues onto her walls. As for the tapestries, well, she had a weakness for art and to her, true art was woven centuries ago. She could just sit there and stare at the different works, making up the lives of the person who had painstakingly taken their time to create the masterpieces.

      She walked into the kitchen and started to make herself a cup of coffee, a sin she started shortly after her trek across the world. The taste was nothing compared to the tea she had grown up drinking, but she had purposely decided to end all her old habits when she had stepped foot on American soil five years ago. She stopped and looked down at her hands. Five years ago. Had it really been only five years?

      She placed the small container in her new toy that made her coffee just right. The single-cup coffee maker was something she had splurged on. Its brightly lit screen showed so many different settings, and it even told her the temperature of her coffee.

      Now, as she began to smell the hazelnut coffee brewing, she leaned back on the marble counter top and enjoyed the peace and quiet of her life. She didn’t mind living alone; actually, she enjoyed having the space to herself. When she’d first arrived, she had lived in a small apartment with three other women, all of whom had been smuggled out of various countries. Protection had been instilled into her mind that first year. The shelter she had lived in trained her how to live on her own. She took self-defense classes for the first two years. She learned how to pay her bills, how to grocery shop, even how to interact with other people without giving up vital information about who she was or where she was from.

      She owed everything she was now to a group of people, and she didn’t think she could ever repay them. Since her art had taken off almost two years ago, she had slowly been shuffling a big chunk of her income back into the shelter, helping the group of people who had helped her start her new life. She had also found a women’s shelter in her home town back in India that she donated to. Someday she hoped to visit it and see firsthand the wonderful work they did to protect young girls and women from falling into the same dangers she had.

      But there were still a few people she had yet to make contact with since her arrival, three men in particular that she owed most of her gratitude to. It was strange to think that men she knew and loved had caused all her problems, and yet it was men whom she hadn’t even met that had bailed her out of it all.

      She could still remember seeing the first man’s face as he hung upside down from her father’s balcony. It had been so dark, for a second she had thought he was a man of color. Then the light had reflected off the paint he had used to darken his skin. She had thought he was there to kill her. She had prepared herself for the worst and was relieved that her suffering would be over quickly. But when he had quietly told her to come with him, and that he was there to take her to America, she knew she had been saved.

      The long trip over here was something she would never forget. Neither was the first face she saw when she had woken that first morning. She’d woken to low voices and realized she was no longer in the small cot on the boat, but instead she was lying on a soft couch. When she had opened her eyes, she had seen the most beautiful man she’d ever laid eyes on. Of course, at eighteen she had only ever seen three men before: her father, her uncle, and her cousin. Though she could hardly call her cousin a man since he was just a year older than her.

      Just then her phone rang, causing her to jump. She realized her coffee was done and getting cold. She really had to stop daydreaming so much. She supposed it was a side effect of being an artist. Rushing over to the phone, she checked the caller ID and saw her agent’s name. Eve Taylor was someone she had known and come to trust over the last three years. Eve worked for The Kovich and Edwards Agency, which was the company passed to her by Ric Derby to help her sell her art, when she had started her journey over five years ago. Ric was one of the other men she owed everything to, especially since Ric and his wife Roberta had almost been killed by her uncle five years ago.

      “Hello?” She smiled, knowing the simple task of answering the phone was something she was now allowed to do. She was no longer controlled to a point where she couldn’t do simple things.

      “Hi, it’s Eve. I’m calling to see if you have the last two pieces ready for the show this weekend.” Eve said, sounding a little eager.

      “Yes, actually I just finished the last watercolor. Would you like me to bring them over later today?” Sandi leaned on the counter and held the phone tight.

      “Oh wonderful, how about we meet somewhere for lunch. I’ve been meaning to chat with you about another show. This way we can write lunch off and charge it to the corporate card.” She listened to Eve laugh, then she heard her cover the phone and speak with someone else. The muffled voices were obviously arguing about something. Sandi knew from her past experience that Eve and her boss, Carter Edwards, didn’t always see eye to eye.

      “I’m sorry, as I was saying, before I was rudely interrupted, how about we meet down at that cafe just down the street from your place. What was the name of it again?” Sandi could hear Eve digging through some paperwork.

      “Hell’s Kitchen Cafe?” She suggested.

      “Yes, that’s the one. They have such wonderful soup. How about we meet there in ... two hours?” Eve asked.

      Sandi looked over to the clock on her stove and saw that it was a quarter past ten. She hadn’t even made it to bed last night. Yet somehow, she was totally refreshed, and she hadn’t even had her coffee yet.

      “That sound great. I’ll see you then.” After hanging up with Eve, Sandi took her lukewarm coffee and started up her long staircase towards her room. Drinking her coffee on the way, she felt energy slowly flowing back into her. After grabbing a quick shower, she donned a simple brown skirt and a tank top made of red silk. She tied her long dark hair up in a braid and smiled when she noticed how light it was getting. She’d spent quite a lot of her summer outside in the park. She enjoyed bringing her easel and working in the sun. Her skin even had an extra glow to it. For her heritage, she was oddly pale.

      She had heard a story once as a child that her great-great-grandmother was Anglo-Saxon and the woman had been brought over to India on a slave ship. Her great-great-grandmother's yellow hair and pale skin had caught the eye of her wealthy great-great-grandfather and she had been quickly bought up and taken in as his fifth wife. Sandi had been told when she was younger that she was cursed with her great-great-grandmother's pale skin and had lighter hair to show for it. Even her eyes were a shade lighter than her father’s and mother’s eyes. Her hair had a slight wave to it. It all helped her feel more like she fit in here in America and she was thankful. She had spent the first year in America learning to talk without a strong accent. She had even mastered speaking with several different accents, just to test the waters out.

      Her second year here she had taken to talking with a quaint British accent. Everyone she talked to asked which part of England she was from. She enjoyed making up different stories to tell everyone she met.

      The next year, after she had moved several times, she had tried an Australian accent. That one was not only fun, but very addictive. She found that she tended to revert back to it when she was tired or not paying attention.

      After she had moved into this building, however, she had finally settled on a simple cross between a New York and European accent. It had been three years now and she felt like she could finally stop worrying about slipping back into her native tongue. It had taken her longer to learn the written language than the spoken words. Of course, it didn’t help that she had barely learned how to write in her native Hindi. Her mother had tried to teach her the basics as a child, but since she wasn’t allowed to attend school, she hadn’t given it much thought. Since her mother had been very short on patience, Sandi had ended up drawing most of the time.

      She’d also changed her looks while she’d been here. When she’d first arrived, her hair had been cut so short. It had grown fast, and she’d tried many new styles since she’d always had longer hair growing up. She’d experimented with adding some temporary colors, decided it was fun, and so kept doing it. She currently had a few deep red streaks throughout her hair. She’d settled on keeping her hair shoulder length, and she enjoyed the slight curl that it had at this length.

      Walking into her art room, she checked that her new piece was dry. Knowing she still had some time before she had to meet Eve, she took her time pulling down the other five pieces she would carry the four blocks to the cafe.

      A while later, as she was juggling the large portfolio bag that was hanging from her shoulder and trying to lock her front door, she heard the door behind her open.

      Sandi jumped a little and twisted to see her neighbor Mrs. Bernstein standing in her doorway in her long bathrobe. “Oh, it’s you. I thought you might be the delivery boy. He’s always late on Tuesdays.” The older woman said, peaking out the locked door.

      “Hello, Mrs. Bernstein. How are you doing today?” Sandi smiled.

      “Oh, you know, no complaints from me. Well, don’t you look pretty today. You wouldn’t by chance be meeting a young man for lunch now, would you?” The door opened a little more as she spoke.

      Sandi chuckled. Mrs. Bernstein was a sweet meddler, always asking her if she was meeting a boy. She had even tried once to set her up with her grandson, who was only eighteen.

      “No, I’m just meeting my agent. I’m giving her the last of my paintings for that show I was telling you about.” Sandi patted her portfolio bag.

      “Oh, that’s lovely dear. You have such a wonderful talent. Well, I won’t keep you long. You be safe out there.” The door started to close before she was done speaking.

      “I will.” Sandi finished locking her door and swung her bag over her left shoulder as the older woman glanced down the hall with a worried look and then closed her door quickly. Sandi could hear the multiple locks engage as the woman shut herself back into the apartment that was her entire world.

      In all the time Sandi had lived there, she’d never seen Mrs. Bernstein step foot outside her doorway. She doubted the woman had even walked to the elevators in the last three years. Carrying her heavy bag, she headed out to her meeting.

      Half an hour later she walked up to the small cafe and smiled when she noticed Eve sitting outside at a table under a large green umbrella. Eve waived to her as she approached. Eve Taylor was easily the prettiest woman Sandi had ever seen. Her olive skin and large hazel eyes were things Sandi had always dreamed of having. Not to mention her rich chestnut hair and long curvy figure. Sandi knew there was some Italian in Eve’s family, she just didn’t know how far back it went.

      “There you are. I was ready to send out a search party,” Eve joked.

      Setting down her heavy portfolio bag, she gave Eve a light hug and sat down. “I should have taken a taxi, but it is such a nice day I decided to walk.”

      “First, let me have a look at these.” Sandi waited as Eve took out her paintings and looked at them one by one. The waiter came and took Sandi’s order as Eve studied the canvases.

      “These are beautiful. I don’t know how you do it, but every new piece is something I fully desire. I want to keep them all to myself.” Eve smiled over the table at her, and finally Sandi felt the tension leave her shoulders. Why did she still find it hard to accept that her art was good? Not until she heard it from someone else did she fully believe in herself. It was the small doubt that played in the back of her mind that always drove her to perfection. Maybe it was a good thing that she was so driven to please others. It probably helped her art to be the finest. Her art, Eve and Carter often told her was selling like hot cakes in art galleries around the world. Of course,  she sold everything under the pseudonym Samantha Rain. She couldn’t afford to be found.

      “Now, tell me about this new project and what kind of art you’ll need for it.” She said, then sat back and listened to Eve talk about a charity auction for terminally ill children, she couldn’t help but thinking about her own future. Would she ever have children of her own? She knew she would have to find a husband first. A frown formed on her face, and she quickly wiped it away before Eve could ask about it. She didn’t think too highly of men. She just didn’t trust them. But she did want a family and children. She had always wanted that as much as she had wanted to paint.

      “You’re not really listening to me are you?” Eve leaned her chin in her hands and smiled at her.

      Sandi laughed. “I’m sorry. You were talking about children which got me thinking about having a few myself. I’d be happy to provide several pieces for the auction. When do you need them by?”

      Less than an hour later Sandi was walking back to her apartment, her empty portfolio bag slung over her shoulder. She was once again caught up in daydreaming about children and her future. She wondered what kind of man could ever draw her in so much that she could drop the shield she had built over the last five years. Then a face popped into her mind. Sea-green eyes full of concern, sandy blond hair that looked soft and inviting, a chin chiseled out of stone with a cute little cleft in it.

      With her mind on the man of her dreams, she would have walked right up to her building if it hadn’t been for the kid on a skateboard. She wasn’t focusing on her surroundings until the young boy zipped by, almost knocking her down. Then her eyes focused, and one of the first things she noticed was the dark sedan parked across from her building in the loading zone. Her steps faltered, and she quickly rushed to the corner and peeked out from behind the newsstand that sat there.

      She watched as two men got out of the car and her heart sank. She knew the penalty for what she’d done five years ago was death. Her mind raced. How had they found her? What was she going to do now? She knew one thing for sure; there was no way she could ever go home again. Her life would have to start over, again.

      

      Mitchell Kovich took another breath and pulled himself up for the last time. Slowly releasing his breath, he swung back down. Once his feet were back on the ground, he let his arms fall and felt himself sway with fatigue. He was getting too old for this shit. Okay, maybe not too old; he was only a few months’ shy of his thirty-second birthday. But he started thinking of cutting back to one-hundred pull-ups a day instead of one-fifty.

      His arms screamed, his back screamed, and the rest of him, well.... He closed his eyes and rolled his shoulders. Having a home gym had always been a blessing. This way no one could tell if you cut back a little. But he hadn’t counted on the guilty feeling he got when he didn’t do his full sets. Besides, he always felt better after he showered and rested.

      Draping his towel over his shoulders, he made his way upstairs to shower. The place felt empty since Suzanne had moved out three months ago. He didn’t mind it, though, considering she was now snuggled up with some other woman. Yeah, it had been a blow, walking in and seeing the two women locked together. His first thought had been excitement; after all, he was a man. But when the two of them had jumped apart and quickly covered themselves, he had known it wasn’t an early birthday present as he’d first thought.

      Later that evening, she had mumbled through an apology and tried to explain how she felt before packing her things and leaving for good. It was just so hard to be mad at the other person when you felt inadequate yourself. He’d spent the first month wondering what he’d done wrong. Then he’d graduated to anger. How had he not seen this coming? Suzanne was always more comfortable around women, she was always very hands on with them and had, in the last year of their relationship, pulled farther away from him. Hell, he and Suzanne hadn’t even had sex for almost three months before he’d walked in on the two women. Which got him thinking about how horny he was now. He wanted a woman. No, he needed a woman. But he didn’t want to put himself out there again. Not like he’d done with Suzanne. He’d spent almost two years building their friendship and relationship to what it was before she’d cheated. When he first met her, they’d had to work on the physical part, which should have been the first clue to him to stop then. It had seemed like she’d kept putting on the brakes when they’d dated. Then, when they’d finally had sex, it had been ... well, awkward was the best word. He’d never had issues like that before. But he’d fallen for her, and he’d tried very hard to make their relationship work. And it had seemed to work for a while.

      He was at a point in his life now when even his buddies were trying to hook him up. Carter, his business partner of seven years and best friend since grade school, was always pointing out women to him. They had started the Kovich & Edward Agency together and the agency had grown to new heights. They now held accounts ranging from high-paid artists and actors, and even some very predominate sports figures.

      Another friend had told him that he should get right back on the horse, but after the first couple of weeks, they got his hint that he just wanted to be left alone. In Mitchell’s mind, it was too soon to try and trust someone in a relationship again.

      He was half-way through a cold shower when his doorbell went off. It didn’t just go off, someone had their damned finger holding it down. Jumping from the shower, he grabbed a towel off the counter, quickly wrapped it around his hips, and set off to berate whoever didn’t know how to ring a damned doorbell. Thinking it would be Carter, he swung open the door without looking through the peep hole.

      “What the hell...” he was shocked to see the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on standing there still holding the bell. Her dark hair hung in a braid that was a little frazzled. Her top was falling off of her frail looking shoulder. Her dark skin shined. Her eyes caught his attention. Their deepness spoke so much more than any he’d ever seen.

      His mouth was still open, ready to yell and cuss out whoever had interrupted his “me time”.

      “Oh, good. You are home,” the woman said with a sexy accent. Then she walked right past him into his living room.
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      Sandi walked into the large living room, tossed down her empty portfolio bag, and tried not to show her emotions. To say that she was shocked when Mitchell opened the door wearing nothing but a small white towel would have been an understatement. She didn’t have any experience with men. She hadn’t even seen a man’s chest before, let alone seeing one half-naked, dripping wet, and absolutely yummy. His sandy blond hair was curled and dripping water down his tan neck. She saw with delight that he had a slight dusting of sandy colored hair on his chest and arms. His legs had it, too, and she noticed his bare feet as he dripped water on the tile floor.

      Turning, she walked across the room and stopped just short of the large bay windows in his place. Looking out at the darkness that surrounded his street, she strained her eyes, looking for a dark sedan. Pulling the curtains closed quickly, she turned when she realized the room was quiet.

      He stood across the room, leaning against the back of the door, his arms casually draped over his chest, watching her. He had a small frown on his lips, and she could see a small crease between his eyebrows.

      “Well?” she looked at him and started walking towards him. “Don’t just stand there. Lock that door.”

      His eye brows shot up in question. “Although I do appreciate a good surprise, I’d like to know who sent you over here first.”

      She stopped halfway across the room. “What? You don’t remember me?”

      “Should I? Wait, don’t tell me. This is some sort of payback from Carter, isn’t it?” He uncrossed his arms and started walking towards her. “Listen, I only mentioned Eve the other night because... well... It’s none of your damn business.” He waved his arms about, then stopped and turned back towards her, a shocked look on his face. “Oh, God! He didn’t pay you anything did he?”

      “What are you talking about?” Since he hadn’t done it himself, she walked over and flipped his deadbolt. Then she turned and walked back to his couch and sat down on the soft cushions. She leaned over and pulled off her heels and started rubbing her feet. Walking over fifty blocks in those heels had been hell, and she was relieved to be out of her stylish shoes.

      She stopped rubbing her feet and looked up at him when the room got really quiet. She waited for him to respond. He was watching her like he was trying to figure out what to do next.

      “Well?” She asked again as she leaned back against the couch. It had taken most of the day to figure out what she was going to do after spotting the men outside her apartment. She’d wandered around for the first few hours. Then, with a plan firmly planted in her mind, she’d headed the fifty-odd blocks to Mitchell’s place. She could have used a cab, but she was low on cash and didn’t think she use her credit cards. At this point, she needed to be very safe.

      “If Carter didn’t send you it must have been Trent. I’ve told these guys to leave me alone...” He started walking around the room waving his hands as he talked. She closed her eyes and released a sigh. How could a man be so confusing? Maybe her head was a little dull from everything that had happened to her in the last four hours. Maybe she needed some food. After all, she hadn’t eaten anything since her meeting with Eve. Plus, she’d walked half way across Manhattan. In heels no less! Her mind refused to focus, and she found the sound of Mitchell’s voice soothing.

      Then she jumped at the sound of his telephone ringing. She was up, standing at the edge of the couch, fear in her eyes as he watched her.

      

      “Easy.” He said, holding his hands out. “It’s just my phone.” He walked over, noticed the name on his phone, and answered it.  “Hello, Carter.”

      “You? Did you get the gift I sent over?” Carter answered. Mitchell looked across the room at the woman. She had walked back to the window and was looking out through the closed blinds.

      “It was you!” he whispered into the phone. “What were you thinking, man? I can’t believe you’d do something like this.” Mitch walked into the other room, keeping his eyes on the girl.

      “Yeah,” his friend chuckled. “I thought you’d get a laugh out of it. Have you used it yet?”

      Mitchell’s mind instantly jumped to an image of the woman underneath him. “What? Are you insane? I can’t believe you’d do something like this,” he repeated.

      “Easy, bro. It’s just a stupid indoor basketball hoop. Nobody’s twisting your arm to use it. I thought you’d hang it on the edge of your balcony and get some use out of it. Besides, you could always return it. They should have given you the receipt when they delivered it.”

      Just then, Mitchell’s doorbell rang. He watched as the young woman jumped away from the windows. He started back into the room, still holding the phone to his ear. “I’ll call you right back.”

      When Mitch reached his front door, he watched the woman frantically look around. When he started opening the door, she yelled at him in a hushed tone. “Don’t open that!”

      He stopped and looked at her. She was running from someone. The fear was written all over her face. He actually saw her shoulders shaking.

      He stopped and looked out the peep hole. “Easy, it’s just a delivery. I was expecting it.” He swung open his door and sure enough, two young men stood there with a large box.

      Five minutes later, Mitch closed his door and turned back to the room. She’d sat back down on the couch, but this time looked more alert.

      “Listen, let me go put some clothes on, then you can tell me what kind of trouble you’re in.” He started walking towards his stairs. “You aren’t going to steal anything while I’m up there, are you?”

      She looked shocked and offended, which answered his question. “Good. I’ll be right back.” He jogged up the stairs without waiting for a reply.

      Ten minutes later, he walked out onto his balcony and looked down. She was on his couch, her head slightly tilted back and her eyes closed. Her feet were tucked up under her, and he was pretty sure she was fast asleep. He quietly went down the stairs and walked closer to get a good look at her. His mind sharpened. She’d looked tired when she’d walked in, he just hadn’t noticed. Instead, his hormones had been thrust into overdrive. He’d been around pretty women before—Suzanne had been one of them—but when this woman had walked in, his brain had felt like it had just gone on vacation.

      Of course, he’d jumped to conclusions. But there just wasn’t any easy explanation for why a very attractive woman would barge into his home and lock herself in. How did she know that he wasn’t some sort of rapist or serial killer? Had she picked his place on accident? Was someone chasing her? She had asked him to lock his door. No doubt someone was following her, and she was in trouble, which would account for her being jumpy.

      Standing over her, looking down at her dark head, he noticed several things about her. Her hair had red streaks running through it, and in spots it had lightened, like the sun had bleached it. Her skin was darker, probably due to some Indian or middle-eastern heritage. He guessed that she had some European lineage in her, too, due to the lighter skin and some of her features. She’d spoken with an English accent as well. She was dressed in a simple yet stylish long skirt with a classy, colorful top. Her shoes, which were lying on the floor, looked very expensive. Long gold earrings hung in her ears, and she had on a simple gold necklace that matched. She didn’t wear any rings, and he didn’t see a purse anywhere. He thought about shaking her awake, but when he moved to get closer, her eyes opened, and he realized how dark they were. Like his coffee in the morning, rich and dark.

      “I think we need to talk,” he said, and she nodded her head and sat up, placing her hands in her lap. He walked over and sat in the chair across from his couch. “Just who is it you’re running from?”

      “My father and my cousin.” She had a funny look on her face, and he was sure she was trying to figure something out in her head.

      “What’s your name?” He leaned forward, his arms resting on his knees.

      “Sandi.” She watched his face for a response.

      “Sandi, what?” He asked.

      “You don’t remember me?” she twisted her skirt between her fingers.

      “No? Should I?” He leaned back.

      She watched him, quietly. Finally, after a minute had passed, she got up from the couch and started pacing his living room. Her arms were crossed in front of her.

      “I guess it was a mistake coming here. It’s been five years. I should have known you wouldn’t remember me. You probably haven’t even thought about me once since that night.” She glanced at the door.

      His mind quickly spun to what he was doing five years ago. To whom he was doing it with. Surely, he would have remembered a night with this beautiful woman.

      “I just didn’t know who else to turn to.” She turned back to him and he could see she was holding back tears. “I tried to find Ethan, but I didn’t know where to start. I thought maybe you’d know where he was, and what I should do now that they’ve found me.” She started rubbing her forehead with her fingers.

      “Take it easy.” He stood and walked over to her. He could see by the look on her face that she was slowly working herself into a state of hysterics. “Sandi?” He took her slim shoulders into his hands and waited for her to look back into his eyes. “Why don’t you sit down? I’ll get you a glass of water and you can start from the beginning.”

      She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Taking another, she opened them and nodded her agreement.

      He walked into the kitchen and poured her a cold glass of water. While he was there, he picked up the phone and punched in Ethan Knight’s new cell number. When it went to voice mail, he left a short message.

      “Hey, Ethan. Mitch here. I’ve got a young girl, Sandi, in my apartment. She’s in bad trouble and apparently you helped her out before. Give me a call when you get this message. It looks like I’ll need your help again on this one.”

      He walked back into the room and sat as she took a deep drink of the water.

      “I guess I was thirsty. I hadn’t had anything to eat or drink since my meeting with Eve.”

      “Eve Taylor?” he asked and she nodded her head.

      “Yes.” She took another deep breath. “Five years ago, last spring, you and Ethan helped me escape my family in Puri. I’m Sannidhi Rangan.” She waited and watched him for a response.

      He vaguely remembered helping a young Indian artist. It was during his drinking days, so most of what had transpired in those three years was a blur. “Okay, and now you say that your father and cousin have found you?’

      She nodded and looked down at the glass she was still holding in her hands.

      He thought about the consequences of what she’d done. He knew the horror stories of honor killings that still happened today. Family members killed young women for far less than what Sandi had done, what he’d helped her do five years ago. “Are you sure?” He asked.

      “They're outside my apartment, I can't go back there. I didn’t know who else to trust.” Her voice sounded strained.

      “You work with Eve?” He asked.

      “Yes, Kovich & Edward Agency has been selling my artwork under my pseudonym. I’ve only dealt with Eve since signing on three years ago. Ric thought that the fewer people I dealt with, the better.” She said quickly.

      Upon hearing Ric’s name, it all became clearer to him. Mitchell had almost gotten Ric Derby and his new wife killed over this young artist, Sannidhi, or Sandi, as she liked to be called. She had been a seventeen-year-old prodigy. Her hands tied by her government and her family, she was destined to marry someone she didn’t know. She’d called him late one night while he’d been in a drunken stupor and had begged for his help. He’d hung up and called his old friend Ethan and had asked him to handle it all.

      Weeks later he’d found out that the girl’s family was searching for her. Apparently, they had money, big money, and he’d pissed off a lot of people. At that point he was still unsure where Ethan and the girl were. All he knew was that Ethan had called and told him they’d meet him in three weeks.

      He’d tried to tell Ric about the mess he’d gotten himself in but had been too scared to break his friend’s trust. That decision had almost cost his friend his life. Actually, the day he’d visited Ric and his new wife, Roberta, at the hospital after she’d been shot was the last day he’d had a drink. Over five years of being sober, and he’d never once thought about picking up the bottle. The image of Ric’s wife lying in the hospital bed after the bullet, which had been close to her heart, had been removed had cured him of his past indiscretions.

      He looked across the room at Sandi and tried to remember meeting her for the first time. She’d been dressed in dark military fatigues, her face and body covered by the large clothes, a disguise. Her dark hair had been cut short, military short, showing most of her scalp through it. Ethan’s plan to hide her in plain sight was to dress her as a young male marine. She had looked the part at the time.

      “Sandi?” He was shocked. The girl he remembered meeting that night was nothing like the woman who sat before him now. She smiled a little and nodded her head.

      Remembering the family, she’d come from—the determination they had to find her, how they would stop at nothing to get their hands on her—he ran his hands through his hair and realized just how screwed they were.
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      Mitchell tried reach Ethan three more times before he finally gave up. His friend was just not answering. He was probably deep under cover somewhere.

      Mitch was pacing the living room floor, while Sandi sat on the couch looking tired and frazzled.

      “Mitchell? I hate to ask, but do you by chance have anything I could eat?” She looked apologetic.

      He stopped and looked at her. What kind of host was he? She’d obviously been tired when she had arrived, and all he’d done so far was offer her a glass of water and ogle her, thinking that she was hired to please him.

      “I’m sorry, you must be starved. Stay right here, and I’ll fix something for you.” He rushed across the room and decided to make a quick pot of stir fry.

      Cooking was something he always did when he needed to work something out. He barely noticed when she walked across the room and sat at the bar, watching him. He was chopping the onions when she came close to him.

      “Here, I can do this.” She leaned on the counter top to take the knife from his hands and he smelled her hair. It smelled of jasmine and he wanted to lean closer to enjoy even more of her.

      “Tell me what you’ve been doing since I last saw you. How have you enjoyed America? You obviously lost the thick accent.” He moved over to stir the rice.

      “Oh, I still have it when I want to,” she said with her native accent. He smiled down at her. “I’ve also picked up a few others along the way,” she said easily in another, more common accent, sounding like she was from the Bronx.

      “You’ve a talent for it.” He picked up his grandfather's Irish brogue. They smiled at each other.

      “Well, I’ve been painting, and Eve has been doing a wonderful job making me and you quite a lot of money. Other than that, I’ve been enjoying my freedom.” She shrugged her shoulders, then moved over and tossed the onions into the pan. “What else can I chop?”

      “There are some green peppers and some celery in the refrigerator.” He nodded towards the fridge.

      They made a good team in the kitchen. In no time his place smelled of rich food, and by the time they sat down to eat, they were both laughing. Mitchell realized as he bit into the spicy food that for the first time since his break up with Suzanne, he had thoroughly enjoyed the company of another woman.

      

      Sandi helped him clear up after dinner. She felt bad for putting him out, for making him entertain her, but she saw no other options. She just couldn’t afford to trust anyone. After all, she still had to figure out how her father had found her. She was living under a different name, keeping her head down, not causing herself to stand out.

      “Mitch, I need to find out how my family found me.” She said.

      They were sitting back in the living room. Her feet were tucked back underneath, her and she was enjoying a cup of coffee he’d made.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “Well, I’ve thought a lot about this since seeing my father outside my apartment. How did he find me? It’s not like I’ve gone around shouting out who I am. I don’t use my real name, even my rent and credit cards are under the name Ethan gave me five years ago. I thought at first that I had slipped up somehow. But when I was walking over here, I realized there is no way my family could have found me, except through Kovich & Edward Agency.” She sat looking at him.

      “Wait, what are you saying? That I would have...” he started.

      “Oh, no! Not you.” She broke in, quickly.

      “If not me, then I guess I don’t understand what you’re saying.” He waited, looking at her.

      She took a deep breath and leaned back into the couch. “Well, it makes sense. If my father had tracked your agency down through your connection with Ric Derby—after all, as far as my family knows he is the one that brought me to America—all it would take is someone there confirming a woman fitting my description had signed with you.”

      “But you said you only worked with Eve. She’s worked with our company for over two years and I’ve known her a lot longer than that. There is no way she would ever break our strict confidentiality agreement.” She shook his head.

      “I never thought it was her. I just don’t know how else they would have found me.” She rubbed her forehead again and could feel the fatigue setting in.

      He looked at her for a few seconds, then said. “Why don’t you go on up and take a nice shower and wash away your problems for the night. You can take the guest room. There are some of Suzanne’s, my ex’s, clothes in one of the drawers. She was a lot taller than you, but maybe you can find something to fit into. Don’t worry about it tonight. I’m sure Ethan will call any time, and he’ll figure out what to do next. But for now, you’re safe.

      She looked across the room and knew she was safe. She’d only truly felt safe in the presence of two men before: Ethan and Mitchell.

      Once she was up in his guest room, she remembered staying there that first night, five years ago. Someone had redecorated the room since her last visit. Probably the ex he’d mentioned, Suzanne. She looked through the drawers and wondered what kind of woman had let Mitch slip through her fingers.

      That was one thing she just couldn’t put her finger on in this country. If she had found a man like Mitch and was lucky enough to be with him, there was nothing she would do to lose him. Maybe that was the problem. Maybe this Suzanne hadn’t wanted the relationship. She couldn’t imagine Mitch cheating on a woman he was seeing. She didn’t know or have a lot of experience with men, but she’d watched enough television since arriving to know how to read a man’s character.

      She found a small pair of gym shorts and a t-shirt that could easily flow to her knees and took them into the bathroom attached to her room. Turning on the shower, she turned the water to the right temperature and slowly peeled off her own clothes. It felt like she’d hiked across Manhattan in them, and she realized she felt dusty and sweaty. Stepping into the warm water, she was thankful to see a bottle of shampoo and conditioner on the small shelf.

      Taking her time, she slowly let the dirt from the day wash off her while her mind ran over her options. She knew she couldn’t hide out at his place for long. After all, if they had found her, they already knew about the connection with Mitchell. She did feel like she was safe for the night but thought it best that she move on tomorrow. She still hadn’t thought through exactly where she was going to go.

      After her shower, she crawled into the large bed and tried to shut down her mind for the night, but the past found its way into her dreams.

      “Pitā, Pitā!” The little girl ran through the large gardens as if floating. Her long brown hair was neatly tied up with silk scarf which covered most of her head. Brightly colored silk flowed around most of her little body. She cried for her father as she ran through the large glassed doors, down the shiny tile hallway, and straight into her father’s waiting arms. When she looked up at her father, he smiled with kind eyes.

      “What is it, bēṭī? Why are you crying so, my little pālatū?”

      She loved being called “pet.” It made her feel special that her father had chosen such an endearment for her. She looked up at him through watery eyes.

      His face was always something of comfort to her. His dark skin showed signs of his age around his eyes and mouth. His hair was thick and dark, and she loved running her fingers through it when he comforted her.

      “Pitā, why do I have to get married?” she used her best pout and looked into his dark eyes as a tear slipped down her chubby cheek.

      “Now, pālatū, we’ve talked about this. You are not getting married, today.”

      “Yes, I know, but why do I have to pretend to get married?”

      “Sannidhi, this is a great honor. The Mahabir family has chosen you for their son, Ishat. Besides, you will like him. He loves art like you do.”

      Her little face pouted up more. She didn’t like the idea of fake marrying anyone. Especially a boy. She wasn’t around boys often. In fact, her father was the only man she’d ever been around. She looked around the room and realized for the first time that it was filled with men. They were guests for the special event, all dressed in brightly colored dhotis, each a beautiful shade of red, much like her own clothing.

      Just then her father looked up and smiled. “Go with your māṁ. There is little time left before the ceremony.”

      She held onto her father’s neck for just another second, then let go as he set her back on the ground. She left the room and walked beside her mother back through the large garden filled with flowers of every color and large stone statues, until they reached her rooms.

      Here there were other women dressed much like she was, women who had always been there to serve her no matter what her need. Her mother spoke harsh words to her, scolding her for running off to her father. She looked down at her colored hands, which were decorated in Henna especially for the day’s special events.

      “I’m sorry, māṁ. I won’t run away again.” She looked into her mother’s young smiling face. “Now, turn and look at yourself. Look at how beautiful you look on your special day.”

      When Sandi turned and looked at the large walled mirror, instead of seeing a young girl of the age seven, she saw a full-grown woman. And instead of just her engagement party, it was the day of her wedding. She would no longer belong to herself. Instead she would be a slave to her husband's family. To bear as many children as he wished, to work, clean, and cook for him and his family. She looked at herself in the mirror and her image slowly transformed in front of her eyes. Wrinkles started forming around her eyes and mouth, her hair turned a light shade until finally it was full of gray, and now there were too many wrinkles on her face to recognize the child she had been a few minutes before. Her life was over before she had even begun to live.

      She woke with a start and looked around the room. When she noticed a silhouette of a man standing in the open doorway, she screamed.

      

      “Easy, it’s just me. You were having a bad dream.” He watched her relax back against the pillows.

      “I’m sorry if I woke you.” She sat up a little and he could see the large white t-shirt she wore was one of his.

      “I was just passing by when I heard you. I didn’t mean to startle you.” He took a step into the room.

      “It’s fine. I guess with everything that happened today, I should have known the dream would follow.” She rubbed her forehead with her fingers.

      “I could get you a glass of water?” He started to walk towards the bathroom.

      “No, that’s okay. I’m fine, really.” She looked at him and he couldn’t help it, he crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed.

      “I’ve been doing some thinking. I’d like to do some research into your family. Just to see if there is anything we can do to get them off your back. If that’s okay with you?” He waited for an answer. He could tell she was thinking about it.

      Finally, she asked. “Why? What difference do you think it will make?”

      “I’m not sure, but if there is one thing I’ve learned in my line of business, it’s that everyone has a weak point. Maybe there is something further we can learn about your family. Something that will tilt their decisions about you in your favor.” He said.

      “At this point, I’m willing to try anything.” She leaned her head back against the padded headboard, and he noticed that she looked very tired.

      “I’ll let you get some more rest. We can finish talking about it in the morning.” He got up and turned to leave.

      “Mitchell?” She asked before he got to the door.

      He turned back to her, his hand on the doorknob. “Yes?”

      “Thank you for not turning me away. Thank you for sticking your neck out five years ago to save a girl halfway around the world whom you had never meet. I know I didn’t say it back then, when I first met you. I was a different person then. I just wanted you to know that I’m grateful to you. I owe you more than I could ever repay.”

      He was floored. He didn’t quite know how to respond. He felt his throat close up a little and felt a tightness in his chest. So, he took the coward’s way out and nodded his head, then walked out, shutting the door quietly behind him.

      Once he reached his room, he shut the door and leaned against it, his head resting on the wood as his eyes closed. What he wanted to do was bang his head against it. He didn’t deserve her thanks. He’d been a screw-up back then. Hell, he wasn’t even sure that he still wasn’t one right now. How could he have pulled a young girl away from her family, all because he’d seen something in her art and desired to exploit it. Sure he’d cared for her safety. Sure he’d cared enough to send Ethan to save her. But back then, that’s all he’d done. Once she’d been delivered to his doorstep, he’d pretty much washed his hands of her.

      Now she was back with stars in her eyes, and he felt like the lowest scum of the Earth. He walked over to his laptop and decided to do something right for once.

      He was no Ethan Knight, but he knew his way around the internet and figured he could do some basic searching himself. To do any real digging, he’d need Ethan or his team to help out. He started with searching her family name and the town she was from. He didn’t know why he remembered several details about her all of a sudden, but things started becoming clearer.

      Her full name was Sannidhi Rangan. A simple search of that and Puri, India, brought up thirty-thousand possibilities. So he narrowed it down by adding her father’s name, Haidar Rangan, which brought up just under twenty options.

      He spent the next hour searching, researching until he felt he knew a little more about her family. One thing was clear to him now: they wouldn’t stop until they got what they wanted. And from the looks of her family’s affairs now, they wanted it all. They wanted her money, her freedom, her life. All for revenge.

      Sandi had been engaged to Ishat Mahabir since the tender age of seven. Mitch’s blood began to boil at this information. Seeing an engagement announcement in the local paper and the picture of the small seven-year-old Sandi standing next to a young man in his early twenties just pissed him off.

      Apparently, Mahabir came from a wealthier family than Sandi’s and when she disappeared the week before her wedding, her family was responsible. Basically, the Mahabir family ruined her family after she’d left. Almost all her family’s power had been lost when Sandi had fled the country.
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      The next morning, Sandi walked out of the bedroom after dressing and making sure the bed was made. When she opened the bedroom door, the place was quiet. She didn’t think that Mitchell was there but to make sure, she walked across the landing and knocked on his door. When she was met with silence, she quietly opened his bedroom door. His bed was neat, almost as if he hadn’t slept in it. His computer screen sat open and was set to a screen saver. She didn’t mean to snoop, but an image of Mitchell and a tall brunette popped onto the screen. She took a few steps into the room and noticed how happy Mitch had looked. Looking at the brunette, she realized that it must be Suzanne. A smile was pasted on the woman’s face, but her happiness didn’t reach her eyes. Then the photo changed to one of Mitch and a taller, dark-haired man. Their arms were slung around each other and both had matching grins. She couldn’t help it, she smiled at the image the pair made. She thought the picture had been taken at a sports game of some sort. She wasn’t sure but it looked like they were standing at a stadium.

      When the photo switched again, she blinked and looked around his room. She could easily get caught up and watch his computer screen all day. Looking around the room, she noticed the design lines and color usage he used here. It was the same as in the rest of his place, simple with a hint of masculinity. There were several small touches here and there that reminded her a woman had once lived here. But for the most part, the space was all his.

      She walked back out of his room and closed the door. Looking over the railing at the living room and kitchen below, she noticed again how silent it was. Taking the twisted staircase, she saw the note on the small stand at the bottom of the stairs. His phone sat in the charger next to a small bowl that held a set of keys and some loose change. Walking closer, she read his scratchy handwriting.

      Sandi, I’ve gone out for a while. Help yourself to anything in the kitchen and make yourself at home. DON’T LEAVE THE APARTMENT FOR ANY REASON! I’ll be back around one. -M

      She smiled and took the note with her into the kitchen. She checked his kitchen and was pleased to see it was well stocked. Taking a large bowl down, she decided to make an old favorite of hers. Masala Dosa was a dish she hadn’t made since she had been living at home. Taking a potato, onion, mushrooms, green peppers, and some of his seasonings, she got to work chopping and grilling in a large pan.

      When the smells started mixing together, a memory of her mother flashed into her head. Sandi was young, around five. She was standing on a small stool in their large kitchen, her mother’s hand holding hers as she helped her stir the contents in a large, flat pan. The smell and feel of her mother comforted her. Blinking, she realized that she hadn’t thought of her mother in years, except in her dreams. She was shocked when a teardrop landed on her hand. Quickly wiping it away, she tried to focus on not burning her breakfast.

      Two hours later, she was bored out of her mind. She’d cleaned his kitchen and the only evidence of her meal was a Tupperware container of leftover dosas in the refrigerator.

      She’d tried to watch television, but her mind just wouldn’t allow her to relax into any of the daytime shows. She’d walked into his large office on the main floor to look for a pad of drawing paper and found an old sketch pad. She found a few colored pencils and sat at his desk and tried to draw for a while. Again, her mind just wouldn’t let her relax. She ended up walking around his office and weight room, looking at everything—his pictures, his books, even some of his paperwork. He had a small stack of bills on the end of his desk. She smiled when she realized he used the same internet service provider that she used.

      She thought briefly about logging in to her account and transferring money into another more secure account, but she didn’t know how her family had found her. Maybe they already had access to all of her money? Then she thought about emailing Eve. Again, questions were raised in her mind. She left his work laptop alone and decided she was better off waiting and discussing these things with Mitch when he got back.

      She looked at the clock on the wall and realized she had two more hours before he was supposed to be back. Walking back into his gym, she saw the treadmill and decided some exercise would do her good. She went back upstairs and changed back into the shorts and found a smaller shirt. She looked in every closet for a pair of tennis shoes that would fit her. Finding nothing, she decided a pair of socks would have to work.

      It took her a while to figure out the settings on the machine, but once she got it going, she settled into a relaxed pace. He had a flat-screen TV mounted on the wall above the machine. She had put on the news channel and was enjoying watching television as she worked out.

      

      When Mitch walked into his place almost an hour earlier then he'd expected, the rich aroma of spicy food hit him. He looked around for Sandi and the last thing he expected to see was her working out on his treadmill. He stood leaning against the wall, watching her tight backside in
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