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      Bangor, Maine

      March

      

      Sophie’s hands shook as she crushed the white pill beneath the waxed paper. Her heart pounded as she glanced at the elegant wall clock ticking away each precious second, knowing that he would be home any minute. She had mere moments to get this right. If it didn’t work…

      She shook away the thought, taking the three quick steps to the fridge, gasping when the front door opened. “Oh God.”

      Grabbing the beer from the second shelf, she moved back to the countertop, twisting off the top as his footsteps echoed down the hall.

      “Hurry, Sophie. Hurry,” she chanted in a desperate whisper, looking over her shoulder as she dumped the first few sips of the amber liquid into the sink, then lifted the creased waxy paper, trying her best to steady her hands as she coaxed the powerful sleeping aid into the bottle with several gentle taps. Holding her thumb over the opening, she wiggled the chilled glass, making certain that there were no traces of the powder left along the inside of the neck.

      Crumpling the waxed paper, she shoved the small scrap into her pocket and wiped her sweaty palms on her baggy pants as she darted glances around her workspace, searching for any telltale signs of her deception, terrified that he would somehow know and punish her the way he had last night. Her arms still throbbed where the bat had cracked against her skin.

      “Where’s my wine?” He strolled into the room, his long, lean frame towering over her five-foot-five stature as he pushed her body into the counter.

      She swallowed as she turned, careful not to spill on his Armani pinstripes. “Uh.” She cleared her throat, her shoulders automatically tensing as she stared into his cool blue eyes. “I thought—I thought you might like this instead.”

      She held up his favorite lager, handing it over with a small smile, praying he would drink it instead of discipline her for making a decision without asking him first. “I—I bought lobster, too.”

      Licking her lips, she smiled again, doing her best to ignore her pounding pulse. “A celebration,” she continued, trying to gauge his measuring eyes. “Since today was my last day at work.”

      “I gave you permission to go to the store for a nice meal, and you picked out lobster and beer?”

      She shrunk under his glare, waiting for the smash of the bottle against the wall or a nasty grab to the back of her neck. “I’m sorry. I thought you might⁠—”

      “That’s what you get for thinking. Stupid.” He shook his head. “You’re so damn stupid.”

      “I’m—I’m sorry,” she murmured for the second time. “I was going to make a salad. And I bought some of those butter rolls you like so much.”

      “That doesn’t make you any less dumb.”

      “I know.” Turning toward the sink, she grabbed for the head of romaine she’d left on the counter, hoping he would go, but she was whirled around instead.

      “Where’s my money?”

      “Right here.” She groped behind her back for the receipt and the dollar forty-two she hadn’t spent.

      He ripped the change from her hand, glancing at the paper slip he’d taken with it. “Ruthie checked you out?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “Who bagged you up?”

      “I don’t know her name. She’s new.” She’d waited in the longer line to make certain that Robbie Winters didn’t put her items into a bag. It didn’t matter that Robbie was little more than seventeen and of no interest to her. Interactions with the opposite sex—no matter how harmless—were never worth the consequences.

      “You were late getting home. I said five thirty. I checked the GPS. You pulled in at five thirty-four.”

      She clenched her stomach with the rush of dread. Last night’s beating started with the same conversation. “The traffic was bad with the tourists heading into town. I didn’t go anywhere but the grocery store.”

      “Twice in two days.” He squeezed the welts on her forearms. “I guess I didn’t make myself clear.”

      She struggled to suppress her whimper against his merciless grip. “No, you did. I⁠—”

      “Good thing you’ll be staying home from now on.” He pressed harder on her bruised skin before he shoved her away. “I won’t have to listen to your foolish excuses.”

      She hated that he’d made her give up her job—her last piece of freedom. “Right.”

      “I expect dinner by six thirty.”

      “Yes.” She let her shoulders relax a fraction when that appeared to be the end of his latest interrogation. “I thought we could eat out on the deck. It’s so nice out tonight—an early tease of summer.”

      “You know all about teasing.” He sipped the beer and stepped closer, backing her into the hard knobs jutting from the drawer. “I know how you like to flirt.” He grabbed her hair. “Did you bat those witch’s eyes and smile at all of the men walking by?”

      “No. No, of course not.” She cringed, ready for the fist to the ribs as she darted a glance at the bottle he still held, wanting him to drink again and swallow every drop. “I⁠—”

      “I hate it when you lie.”

      “I’m not⁠—”

      “Yeah, you are.” He wrapped the long ropes of blonde around his hand, pulling her head back. “I know how you operate. Flirting is the only way you sell any of that ugly crap you make.”

      She said nothing, waiting for him to punish or release. “I—I have your cheese and crackers ready if you want me to bring them to you. I already turned the paper to the arts section.”

      He let her go, but not before the quick, cruel tug that made her gasp and him smile as he left for the living room.

      She turned toward the counter, gripping the cool granite, already exhausted after one exchange. He’d only been home for minutes, and the tension squeezing her muscles was unbearable. Exhaling a shuddering breath, she walked back to the fridge for the cheese, praying that he would drink his beer faster than the miserly sips of his nightly glass of cabernet.

      Reaching into the cupboard for Eric’s preferred selection of gourmet crackers, she placed five wafers on a plate exactly two inches apart. Brie wedges in perfectly cut triangles followed, then green and purple grapes that she scrutinized, making certain that there were no imperfections among the fruit before she set them down.

      She glanced at the clock, stalling for as long as she dared, hoping the pill would start to kick in before she brought him food that might lessen the effects.

      “Where are my cheese and crackers?” he hollered, his words slurring.

      “I’ll—I’ll be right there.” She bit her lip with a surge of hope, too afraid to let herself believe that she might actually get away. “I’m coming,” she added for good measure, waiting for his nasty reply.

      Several more seconds passed before she lifted the cobalt platter, making her way to the living room with her heart thundering in her ears—deafening—as she moved down the hall, peeking in at the man she feared.

      He lay in his La-Z-Boy with his eyes closed and his head resting against the butter-soft leather.

      “Er—Eric,” she whispered, her voice trembling as she walked closer. “Eric?”

      Kneeling in front of him, she touched her finger to his cheek, terrified that he would open his eyes and make her stay. “Eric,” she said louder.

      He began to snore.

      Her breath heaved in and out as tears—part terror, part relief—slid down her cheeks. This was real. The moment she’d dreamt of for months was truly happening. She stood on watery legs, grabbing the half-full beer bottle from his lap.

      “Eric,” she said once more as she hurried from the room, dashing up the stairs and rushing into the primary suite, looking over her shoulder the entire time, sure he was steps behind.

      Closing herself in the bedroom, she locked the door and moved into the walk-in closet, yanking down the zipper on the enormous white bag holding her dreaded wedding gown. She fought with the endless layers of organza that she hated but Eric had insisted on, grabbing the business envelope she’d stuffed with cash and loosely secured in the bodice of the dress, then turned and crouched down, feeling around in the recesses of a small space behind her shoe rack, snatching out the framed picture of herself and her mother smiling.

      Hustling into the bathroom next, she dumped the remaining contents of Eric’s beer bottle down the sink, then stood on the cushioned bench, reaching on top of the vanity for her mother’s jeweler’s tools that she wasn’t supposed to have kept but couldn’t bear to part with. She made her way back to the bed, shoving everything—including her purse—into her backpack.

      Flinging the strap over her shoulder, she paused by the window, staring out into the backyard at the mound of dirt packed over her beloved Cooper. “I’m so sorry, Coop. I’m so sorry.”

      With one last glimpse, she turned, tossing the four-carat diamond engagement ring she’d never wanted to the plush comforter before she cautiously opened the door and listened, then booked it down the stairs when the house remained silent, making her way out the rear entrance.

      The refreshing spring breeze tickled her face as the sun sank along the horizon. She yanked on Dylan’s bike that she’d hidden among the bushes along the side of the house, glancing around at her neighbors’ homes, making certain that no one looked out the windows.

      Mounting herself up on the seat, she pedaled quickly, careful to keep her pace steady instead of frantic with the rush of adrenaline. Sweat dribbled down her temples as she pulled farther away from the line of million-dollar homes, taking the path leading to town.

      One mile quickly turned into two and then three, barely straining her athletic body before she turned right toward the row of rundown apartments, stopping in front of the building where her one and only secret friend lived. She struggled to get the cumbersome mountain bike into the hallway before she locked the chain in place, then dashed up the two flights of stairs, pounding on the door marked 3B.

      Dylan opened the door, dressed in short shorts and a cropped shirt, her long black hair tied back from her pretty face. “Come in.” She tugged on Sophie’s arm, pulling her into the room.

      Sophie sucked in a sharp breath as Dylan’s enthusiastic grip sent a deep ache along her tender bruises.

      Dylan immediately dropped her hand. “I’m sorry. God, I’m sorry.”

      She stepped farther inside the messy apartment. “It’s okay.”

      “Let me see.”

      “We have to go.” Looking out the window, she searched for Eric, certain that the sleeping pill wouldn’t last long enough for her to make her escape. “He didn’t drink all of the beer—most of it—but there was plenty left to pour down the sink. He might wake up.”

      Dylan shook her head. “That stuff hits hard. You have until morning. I can guarantee it. You’ll be long gone by then.”

      Gone but not far enough. She would never be far enough away from Eric Winthrop. “I want to go.” She crossed her arms at her chest, too uneasy standing idle. “I’ll miss you so much, but I’m ready to leave.”

      “I’ll miss you, too, but I want you out of here. After the pictures. Now, let me see so we can document this.”

      Sighing, Sophie quickly pulled up her sleeves to Dylan’s gasp as they both stared at the goose-egg-sized knots the wooden bat had left across her forearms.

      “Sophie,” Dylan whispered, tenderly brushing her fingers over the horrid wounds. “You’re lucky he didn’t break them.”

      The sound of the bat smacking against her bones echoed in her head. “It’s all right.”

      She shook her head. “No, it’s not.”

      Dylan had seen dozens of her bruises—on her back, across her ribs, her arms and legs, but never, ever on her face. Eric always controlled his rage enough to keep her face free of the welts and dark purple bruises.

      “It’s not okay, Sophie.”

      “I know.” Or she did somewhere deep down. She looked out the window again into the dark. “Let’s just go.”

      “This will only take a minute. You need proof. All of the reading I’ve done says it’s a good idea to keep everything documented.”

      “Okay,” she said quietly, not meeting her friend’s eyes. Somehow, every snap of the camera was as demoralizing as each violent blow to her body.

      The digital camera clicked four times before Dylan removed the memory card and pushed it into the slot on her laptop, pressing several buttons. “Take off your nun clothes,” she said, pulling the thumb drive from her computer and walking to a drawer, grabbing dark-wash skinny jeans and a breezy white long-sleeve top she’d bought for Sophie several weeks ago in preparation.

      Sophie pulled off the bulky wool sweater and baggy corduroys she wore despite the mild temperatures and slid on the snug denim, hesitating as she stared at herself in the mirror. It had been over two years since she’d worn anything that actually fit. She put on the flowing, feminine shirt next, amazed at the sudden transformation.

      “Oh, Sophie. You look so good. You’re so pretty.”

      She continued to study herself, staring into her own weary violet eyes, overwhelmed and exhilarated by her first step toward liberation. “Thank you.”

      Dylan held out a hair tie and a shoulder-length black wig. “Here.”

      Snagging both, Sophie twisted her long locks into a braid, making a flat bun at the back of her head, then settled the fake hair in place, fascinated by her fresh new look. “I don’t even recognize myself.”

      “That’s the point.” Dylan went back to her drawer. “Here are the other clothes.” She grabbed a black backpack. “And the new bag.”

      “Thank you.” Gathering her meager belongings from the bag she arrived with, she tossed Eric’s empty beer bottle she’d brought into the trash, then took the thumb drive Dylan still held. The shorts, second pair of jeans, and two tops went in, along with her other items, before she tied a light gray sweatshirt around her slim waist. “Let’s go.”

      Dylan nodded, grabbing Sophie’s hand, and they left the tiny studio apartment, stopping on the first floor.

      “Hold on a second.” Dylan knocked on apartment 1C’s door.

      Sophie turned away as the tall, muscular man answered. Walking to the small window, she tensed, staring out at the parking lot, waiting for Eric to walk around the corner.

      He would charm the group of men and women smoking outside on the stoop with smiles and small talk. Then he would take her home and punish her within an inch of her life—if he didn’t just kill her as he’d threatened to do hundreds of times before.

      “Thanks, Rod,” Dylan said to the buff man leaning against the doorframe. “I’ll have the car back by tomorrow morning.”

      “No prob.”

      Sophie snuck a peek at the college-age kid, keeping herself turned, not wanting Rod to get a full-on look at her. The fewer people who saw her, the more likely it was that Eric would never find her.

      “Come on.” Dylan took her hand again as they walked outside to the back of the building, stopping at the rusted hatchback. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      Sophie nodded, taking her seat among the crumpled fast-food bags and other trash.

      Dylan started the car, and they made their way through Bangor.

      Sophie glanced around one last time at the town she’d called home for more than twelve years as Dylan merged south on the onramp towards Brunswick, knowing she would never come back to the place where she and her mother had made their fresh start.

      “Your train leaves at nine. We should make it in plenty of time.”

      “I’ve never traveled by train.”

      “Me either.” Dylan moved into the right lane, letting the faster traffic pass. “Have you decided where you’ll go?”

      She shook her head, even though she’d thought of little else since she woke up this morning, knowing that today had to be the day. “Somewhere big. Somewhere where he can’t find me.” She swallowed a rush of fear. “He’ll look. He’ll never stop,” she said, staring into the side mirror, waiting for the black Mercedes to rush up behind them and force them to pull over. “You have to be careful.”

      Dylan huffed out an amused laugh. “That bastard doesn’t scare me.”

      She wished he didn’t scare her either. “Be careful, anyway.”

      “I will, but he’s a coward.”

      “No more than me,” she murmured, glancing down at the hints of bruised skin peeking out from under her sleeves.

      Dylan tossed her a look. “Don’t go there.”

      She sat back fully in her seat, unable to take her eyes off the mirror until Dylan eventually exited the interstate, driving toward the center of town, stopping in front of the Amtrak station as the train pulled up.

      “It looks like you won’t have to wait.” Setting the emergency brake, Dylan searched through her purse. “Here’s my license.” She handed over the Maine ID and paper ticket she’d bought and printed when Sophie gave her the green light from her kiosk at the mall. “We don’t look all that different with your wig, so this should get you your next ticket in Boston.”

      “Thank you.” Sophie leaned over, giving Dylan a big hug. “Thank you so much. I wouldn’t have been able to do this without you.”

      “Don’t look back, Sophie.” Dylan eased away, squeezing her hand. “Get out of here and never look back. Here are the phone numbers for the Stowers house shelters in Baltimore and LA that I told you about—just in case.” She handed over the March copy of Trendy magazine with papers sticking out from the edges.

      “Thanks. Please don’t forget to put flowers on my mother’s grave.”

      “I won’t.”

      She nodded, hugging Dylan for the last time. “Bye.”

      “Bye. Take care of yourself.”

      “I will.” She got out, sliding her backpack on her shoulder as she made her way to the bored-eyed man at the ticket kiosk.

      “Ticket and ID, Ma’am.”

      She handed both over, holding her breath, waiting for her plan to fall apart.

      He gave them back. “Safe trip.”

      “Thank you,” she murmured, letting loose a shaky exhale as she turned and moved toward the train, wanting to run instead of walk.

      Boarding the first available car, she stared out the window as she sat down, watching Dylan pull out of the lot in the rusty hatchback, already missing the only person she had a connection with.

      She bobbed her leg up and down, struggling to keep her fidgeting at bay. Minutes passed—feeling like hours—until finally, the doors closed. The train jerked forward, moving toward Boston—the first stop on her journey to freedom.
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      Los Angeles, California

      April

      

      Sophie slid her dust cloth along the glossy black picture frames lining the long hallway. As she made her next swipe, she glanced at the cheap sports watch she’d picked up at the store, pleased that she was slightly ahead of her own schedule.

      Now that she had a solid routine in place, she was able to clean each office suite in twenty minutes or less. If she streamlined her process even further, she’d be down to fifteen minutes in no time, easy.

      She stopped at the next door, stuffing the edge of the rag into her jeans pocket as she entered the darkened room, grabbing and tying off the trash. Replacing the old bag with a new one, she walked out, plopping the garbage into the cart she pulled behind her.

      Cleaning offices certainly wasn’t the dream job she’d envisioned on her journey west. She yearned to get back to jewelry making, but she couldn’t complain. Every under-the-table paycheck she received was a step closer to her own car and apartment. She was incredibly grateful to the counselors at Stowers House for helping her secure employment, giving her the opportunity to earn a living.

      Moving to the next picture frame, she wiped away any dust that had settled since last night, then walked into another darkened room. She glanced up as she replaced the soiled trash bag by the desk, pausing to stare out at the massive skyscrapers lit up in the night, smiling and still amazed that she was there.

      Los Angeles was huge. It was easy to hide in an area that stretched out as far as the eye could see. Shaking her head, she focused on her work, reminding herself that she wasn’t hiding. She was living her life and beginning again in the anonymity of a place that was home to millions.

      For nearly a month, she’d woken on her cot at the shelter without fear—or mostly. For the first time in too long, she wore what she chose, ate what she wanted, and enjoyed the simple fact that she didn’t have to walk on eggshells every blessed moment of every single day.

      But she still had to be careful—and that’s why she pinned her hair up or braided it and wore a ball cap or hoodie whenever she left Stowers House, despite the relative safety of the city.

      A door closed farther down the hall. Moments later, a man walked by, moving toward the main lobby, sending her a friendly smile. “Goodnight.”

      “Goodnight.” She smiled back, remembering to meet his startlingly green eyes instead of looking down and hunching her shoulders. If she wanted to blend in, she had to behave like everyone else.

      Alone again, she pulled her cloth free, moving to the last picture frame, wiping and peeking into the office where the man with almost shoulder-length dark brown hair typed on his laptop. He was often there—at least twice a week—which meant that at least twice a week, she waited until the last possible second to knock on his door.

      Nibbling her lip, she looked at the professional group photo she’d just cleaned, staring at the man in question’s gorgeous face among more than a dozen other handsome men. Her eyes wandered to his powerful shoulders as he stood like the rest of his co-workers, posing with their muscular arms crossed at their chests.

      Taking a deep breath, she reminded herself that bodyguards didn’t hurt people. They helped them. Stepping forward again, she swallowed, raising her hand and knocking.

      The man—Stone, she thought his name was—didn’t bother to look up.

      “I’m—I’m just going to grab your trash.”

      He grunted, his fingers never stopping on the keyboard as she hurried in, pulled out the full bag, replaced it, then left.

      She started back down the hall, relaxing her shoulders, glad that the moment was over, trying to figure out why her frequent encounters with one of Ethan Cooke Security’s agents always left her so frazzled. He barely paid her any attention. Other than the one time he’d said, “Yeah,” in his deep voice, he responded in grunts. He’d never actually looked up from his laptop. He was just there a lot, which was oddly comforting. Sort of. From a distance.

      Walking into the final darkened office on her left, she reached for the trash bag but stopped, staring as one of the men she recognized from the same picture held a black-haired beauty in an intense lip lock, chuckling as he nuzzled her neck, then nipped at her ear before easing away.

      “Hold on.”

      “Where you going, big guy?” The woman pulled him back, then dropped her hands as her eyes met Sophie’s. “Oh.”

      “I’m sorry.” Clearing her throat, Sophie backed out of the room. “I’m sorry,” she repeated.

      “No, excuse us,” said the woman as she fixed her shirt. “We didn’t know anyone was here.”

      “That’s okay.” Sophie automatically glanced down at her not-so-white Keds, then looked up just as quickly, remembering her new rules on maintaining eye contact. “I was just—The trash.”

      Stepping forward, she grabbed the bag, pausing when she recognized the bodyguard’s make out partner as Abigail Harris. No, Abigail Quinn. The newspapers said she had recently married.

      “Don’t let us get in your way.”

      “You’re not.” Was she actually standing in the same room as one of LA’s top fashion designers and the visionary of Stowers House? Abigail Quinn was petite, powerful, and stunning. It was impossible to tell that she’d been through a horrifying ordeal not all that long ago.

      “Sorry.” The man skirted around Sophie, making his way to his desk. “We’ll be out of here in a second.”

      “Oh, I’m—” She secured a clean bag in the trashcan. “I was leaving.”

      “You don’t have to.” Abigail moved forward, touching Sophie’s arm. “Right, Jerrod?”

      “Yeah. I forgot a file.”

      “Work, work, work.” Abigail scoffed, rolling her eyes. “This guy thinks he’s going to stare at his laptop on a Friday night instead of make out with his wife.”

      He looked through the papers piled in a neat stack. “I’m sure I can find time for both.”

      Sophie relaxed as much as she could when Abigail grinned.

      “I’m Abby.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.” She moved back to the door, not entirely sure how to handle Abby’s vivacious energy. She envied women who oozed such confidence. She’d always been shy and quiet. “Um, I should get going. I still have a few offices to clean.” Jerrod’s trash can was the last on her list, but she didn’t want to stay and chat. She didn’t know how. “Goodnight.”

      Abby’s smile dimmed. “Goodnight.”

      Sophie hurried down the hall to the supply closet, dragging her cart behind her, taking her time putting away her items while she waited for Jerrod to close his door and for his and Abby’s voices to fade.

      The main office doors shut, and she sighed, remembering why she treasured the night shift so much. There was no chatting required or questions asked in a mostly empty building. No one bothered her in the dark.

      Shouldering the bag she never let out of her sight, she hurried down the hall past Stone’s office, ready to enjoy her third full weekend in Los Angeles.
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      “Good job, Aubrey. That looks great,” Sophie complimented as she helped the eight-year-old bead a necklace at the Saturday morning craft table. “Do you want pink or purple next?”

      “Purple.”

      Sophie rifled through the large bucket of cheap plastic beads, looking for the desired color and shape as her eager student filled the pipe cleaner with the pattern they’d picked out moments before.

      “When will I be able to make bracelets like the kind you do?”

      “Probably after you’ve had a little more practice.” She touched the pretty sterling silver piece on her wrist, remembering that it had taken her mother an entire day to teach her how to twist and hammer the metal into the intricate pattern one long-ago winter when she’d sprained her ankle. She brushed her fingers over it again, desperately missing her mom’s patience and sweet, quiet voice.

      “Your mom teached you how to make real good stuff.”

      “Taught,” Sophie corrected as she smiled.

      Aubrey smiled back. “She taught you how to make good stuff.”

      “Thank you.” Why was it so easy to relax around children when spending time with adults always tied her in knots? “Your mom will be excited about her new necklace. Maybe we should add a bracelet to go with it.”

      Aubrey nodded enthusiastically. “She’ll have a surprise to wear when she comes back from her job interview.”

      “She’ll love it.”

      “How do you know?”

      “My mother always told me that children’s gifts are the best gifts of all.”

      “Did your dad hit your mom and make her cry?”

      Sophie paused with her hand in the bucket, staring at the pretty little redhead at her side. Aubrey spoke so matter-of-factly about something no child should ever have to witness. “No. My dad always hugged and kissed my mother and me.” Until he died and left them with a mess to clean up.

      Aubrey stopped beading, meeting Sophie’s eyes as if the concept couldn’t possibly be true.

      “What color should we make the bracelet?”

      “The same as this.” Aubrey pointed to her creation. “Mom can wear it when we get ice cream. She says we can have it. She also says everything’s going to be different now.”

      She sent Aubrey a small smile as her heart broke for the sweet child. “I bet it will be.”

      “My dad’s never gonna lay a finger on either one of us again. He can’t find us, so I don’t have to be afraid anymore. My mom said so.”

      “That’s good.” She pressed a kiss to Aubrey’s forehead. “That’s really good, sweetie.”

      She started rifling through the bucket again, glancing at the colorful clock on the wall, noting that her shift in the childcare room was almost over. Stowers House didn’t ask for money in return for a bed and a safe place to stay, just volunteer time.

      “My mom says…”

      Sophie no longer paid attention to Aubrey’s endless chatter as she tuned into the cheerful, energetic voice across the room. Looking up, she spotted Abigail Quinn talking to Lynn, the Director of Operations.

      Sophie watched Abigail’s big blue eyes scan the bright, pretty space while she continued her conversation. Sophie clutched a handful of beads when their gazes met, noting the immediate recognition and hint of surprise after their quick encounter last night.

      “Sophie.” Aubrey tugged on the sleeve of her shirt. “Sophie.”

      Sophie shook her head, fighting her way back into the moment. “What? I’m sorry?”

      “It’s finished. See?” Aubrey held up her necklace with a triumphant grin.

      “Nice.” She shook her head again when the little girl’s smile dimmed. “Beautiful. It’s very, very beautiful.”

      “I have to go to the bathroom. Then we can start on the bracelet.”

      “Okay.” But she no longer thought of beads and pipe cleaners as her eyes locked with Abby’s for the second time.

      Lynn tapped Abby’s shoulder, and Abby turned.

      Taking advantage of the moment, Sophie pushed back from the table and headed upstairs. Moving to her room, she tugged free the elastic tie that she always kept wrapped around her wrist and twisted it into her hair, securing the glossy blonde in a tight bun, then pulled on her gray hoodie, covering her head. It was time to go.

      Seeing Abby at Ethan Cooke Security was one thing, but now she’d been discovered at the shelter, too. Abigail Quinn could connect her place of employment and residence. The fashion designer’s face was all over the newspapers and magazines now that her Escape line had taken off like wildfire.

      Abby was very much a well-known artist like Eric. They worked in different mediums—certainly—but what if they somehow knew each other? All it took was one question to the wrong person, and her new life would be over before it had a chance to begin.

      Someone knocked on her door, and she tensed.

      “Sophie, are we gonna make my mom’s bracelet?”

      She turned, swamped with guilt as she stared at the petite redhead in her pretty black dress and purple striped tights. Kneeling next to her, she took Aubrey’s hands. “Sweetie, I have to leave.”

      “Can I come?”

      She shook her head.

      “Oh.” Aubrey’s face fell. “Okay.”

      Sophie raised her chin with a gentle finger. “You make beautiful jewelry. I taught you just the way my mom taught me. Go on down and finish up. I promise your mother’s going to love it.”

      “Are you coming back?”

      She shook her head again, knowing Aubrey deserved the truth. “No, sweetie, I’m not.”

      Aubrey threw her arms around Sophie’s neck. “But I’m going to miss you.”

      She closed her eyes, hugging the little girl tightly. For the last three weeks, Aubrey had been her shadow when her mom left the shelter to take the necessary steps to start a new life for herself and her daughter. “I’m going to miss you, too. Here.” She pulled off the bracelet she and her mother had made over a decade ago. “I want you to have this.”

      Aubrey hesitated. “It’s special.”

      Sophie nodded. “Yes, it is, and so are you.”

      Aubrey put the jewelry on her small wrist. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” She tapped Aubrey’s nose. “Be a good girl.”

      “I will.”

      “Okay.” She stood, shouldering the bag she never unpacked. “Bye, sweetie.”

      “Bye.”

      She did her best to ignore the tears on Aubrey’s cheeks as she slipped out the back entrance and made her way down the block to the Metro stop. It was time to find a new place to stay until she could figure out what she should do next.
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      Gritty rock blasted through high-definition speakers while Stone worked grout between the joints of his new marble tiling. Teasing the mixture into place, he made certain that the air bubbles were gone before moving on to the next spot.

      He paused, wiping at the sweat dribbling down his forehead despite the kerchief he wore on his head, sitting back on his heels and studying his bathroom with a satisfied nod. The play of warm, sandy tones throughout the space had turned out exactly the way he’d envisioned. Another day or two and the first room in his new place would be finished.

      The tiny fixer-upper across from the beach had been just what he’d been looking for when he plunked down a good chunk of his savings late last September. With the addition well underway and a new roof in place, he’d be living between the walls of his new home by mid-summer instead of in the camper parked outside.

      Technically, he could live there now. There was running water, and the kitchen was functional, but he didn’t want to rush it. He had nothing but time to make the place into exactly what he wanted.

      He’d envisioned his beach house more than a few times while he sweated his ass off in the desert, dodging gunfire. He’d scored big when he stepped off the plane to find this gem nestled on the hill overlooking the Pacific Coast Highway and the ocean beyond. The structure had been little more than ruins, but the foundation had been good.

      He glanced through the doorway toward the new windows in his soon-to-be bedroom, staring out at the cloudless blue sky and palm trees in the distance, content for the first time ever. This spot was his, and he was never leaving.

      His cell phone started to ring in the back pocket of his grimy jeans, disturbing his moment of peace. He was tempted to let the call go to voicemail until he peeked at the screen, seeing that it was Jerrod. Today was his day off, but that didn’t mean that work didn’t need him. Setting his trowel back in the thick paste, he answered. “McCabe.”

      “Hey, Stone, it’s Abby.”

      He closed his eyes with a deep sigh. The exhausting Abigail Quinn. The woman talked too much—and she was so damn chipper. But he liked her. It was impossible not to. Somehow, she wore a body down until they couldn’t help but adore her. She’d been through hell, yet she was a sweetheart. “Hey.”

      “I haven’t seen you in a while. How are you?”

      “Good.”

      “Do go on, Stone.”

      He smiled.

      “Have you been by the office lately?”

      Abby asked, but they both knew the answer. He’d ignored her and Jerrod when they came barreling down the hall last night, pawing at each other with their tongues shoved down each other’s throats. “Yeah.”

      “Have you noticed the cleaning woman?”

      He’d noticed her all right. She was gorgeous, and she didn’t say much, which worked just fine for him. “Sure.”

      “Do you know her name?”

      He picked up his trowel, sliding more grout among the empty spaces where the new pedestal sink would eventually go. “Nope.”

      “Well, what do you know about her?”

      “Not much.”

      “Wow, two words. You actually said two words in a row. I think this might be a record.”

      He grinned. “What do you want, Abby?”

      “Holy crap, a whole question. I’m going to pass out.”

      “I’m hanging up.”

      “No. Don’t do that. Do you know what nights she works?”

      “No.”

      Abby sighed in his ear.

      “Monday through Friday, I guess. Why?”

      “No reason. Just curiosity.”

      He narrowed his eyes. During the week he’d helped cover Abby’s protection in Maryland—then the two days he’d had solo duty with her in LA and one long damn plane ride with her to New York City—he learned that Abby had a million questions and a purpose for every one of them. “Bullshit. What’s up?”

      “I can’t get into specifics, but I think she’s had some trouble.”

      He shrugged off her concern. If the blonde had problems, she could handle them. She was a big girl. “Okay.”

      “Stop with all the compassion.”

      He let Abby’s frustrated comment slide off his back. He took care of himself unless he was paid to take care of someone else.

      “Maybe if you see her⁠—”

      He already knew where this was going, and it was going to end here. “I’m on duty all this week.”

      “Yeah, but⁠—”

      “I’ll be in The Hills for the most part. I probably won’t see her.”

      “But if you do⁠—”

      “Abby.”

      “Just give her a once-over and make sure she’s okay.”

      He said nothing as he scooped up more grout.

      “Stone? Can you do that?”

      He huffed out a breath. “Yeah, I can do that.”

      “Promise?”

      He didn’t make promises to anyone. “If I see her, I’ll give her a once-over.”

      “That’s all I can ask.”

      “I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Do you want to come over for dinner?”

      “No.”

      “I’ll make that garlic chicken you liked.”

      “Who says I liked it?”

      “You grunted and nodded your head.”

      He bit his cheek instead of chuckling. The last thing he needed was to encourage her to keep talking.

      “I guess I’ll see you around.”

      “Bye.” Hanging up before she could say anything else, he tucked his phone away, then scooped up more grout, concentrating on his bathroom floor. He had no intention of worrying about some cleaning woman with trouble on her hands.
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        * * *

      

      Stone stepped from the elevator, letting himself into the Ethan Cooke Security Offices, expecting to hear the vacuum humming in one of the rooms beyond, but there was only silence. Frowning, he checked his watch—eleven thirty. The blonde was usually finishing up right around now, which concluded with the hum of the Hoover somewhere in the distance.

      He moved down the hall, certain he would see her gathering trash in the cart she pulled with her most nights or spot her putting the buckets and vacuum back in the supply closet, but she wasn’t there. He shrugged and turned, ready to head home. It had been a long damn day with his ten-hour duty, but he’d said he would check on Abby’s mysterious cleaning woman. Now, he could tell her he’d tried.

      The blonde had probably quit. She always wore jeans and a simple T-shirt to empty the trash and chase away the dust, but he knew high-end when he saw it. Whoever she was, she wasn’t used to swabbing toilets to earn a few bucks.

      With a shake of his head, he moved toward the bathrooms in the dim light, catching an armful of woman as she rushed from the men’s room, crashing into him.

      She screamed, trying to pull away.

      “Whoa.” He dropped his hands from surprisingly firm arms. “Take it easy.”

      “Sorry,” she shuddered out, swiping at her long braid with trembling fingers.

      He took a step back. “I didn’t think anyone was here.”

      “I got a late start.” She swallowed as she met his eyes, looked down, then glanced up just as quickly. “I just finished with the bathrooms.”

      He grunted, studying her. Was she always this jumpy? He’d never paid much attention other than when she bent down to grab the trash bag next to his desk. She had an excellent ass.

      She picked up the bucket she’d dropped. “I’m going to—I have to put my stuff away.”

      He made another noise in his throat, staring. She was a stunner—blonde hair, blue eyes—or maybe they were gray—full, lush lips that didn’t smile, all set in an oval face. Her skin was flawless and creamy, like the airbrushed models he kept away from the prying paparazzi. She definitely had the whole package.

      “Sorry for bumping into you,” she mumbled.

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ve gotta go.” She licked her lips. “Bye.” Turning, she booked it down the hall, taking her cleaning supplies with her.

      He watched her open the closet door and lean her forehead against the wood as she pressed her hand to her heart. Interesting, but not his problem.

      He started toward the main lobby, picking up his pace as the closet door closed, not wanting to share an elevator with the jittery woman. Descending thirty floors, he walked through the parking garage to his mint-condition 1966 Mustang, listening to the rain pounding against the cement as he took his seat behind the wheel. The drive home was bound to suck in the downpour. He was most likely looking at a good hour back to the Palisades.

      That’s what happened when he played Good Samaritan. He should’ve been in his bed sleeping, but he’d driven himself into the city to check on the blonde because Abby’s questions had gotten the better of him.

      Shaking his head, he turned over the engine and circled his way to the ground floor, taking a right out of the exit. He turned his wipers up to full blast in the pouring rain as the woman walking on the dark, desolate sidewalk caught his eye. He squinted and swore when he recognized her as Abby’s new pal from upstairs.

      “Not your problem,” he muttered to himself even as he slowed and pulled over to the curb. Leaning over to the passenger seat, he rolled down the window. “You want a ride?”

      Her clothes were already plastered to her short frame as she glanced his way. “No, thanks.”

      “You’re soaking wet.”

      She stopped under the streetlight. “That’s okay. I’m walking to the bus stop right over there.” She pointed to the empty glass enclosure half a block up.

      “If that’s the way you want it.”

      “Yes, thanks. I should hurry. It’s the last bus of the night.” As she spoke, the bus slowed at the stop sign and drove off. Gasping, she ran after her ride. “Wait! Stop!”

      The bus was halfway down the block before she slowed, and her shoulders slumped as she continued to walk.

      He sighed, pulling up next to her again instead of driving off the way he wanted to. “Just get in. I’ll take you home.”

      She hesitated as she reached for the door handle, even as water streamed down her face.

      “You’re not getting any drier standing out there.”

      Opening the door, she took her seat. “Thank you,” she murmured through chattering teeth.

      He cranked up the heat, wincing as she dripped all over the antique leather interior. “Where to?”

      “Uh, East Sixth and Sanford Ave.”

      He stared at her. “East Sixth and Sanford Avenue?”

      “Yes.”

      Shaking his head as he made a left, he started down Sixth Street. The rain slowed to a drizzle as they stopped for several lights. With each block he drove, the neighborhood grew more hopeless, and the graffiti on the surrounding buildings increased.

      He passed gang bangers and addicts looking for their next score. Hookers waited for their Johns on the corners. Stone slid the pretty, classy blonde a look as he turned on Sanford. “You’re telling me you live down here?”

      She clutched her fingers tighter in her lap. “Yes.”

      “What the hell are you doing down in Skid Row?”

      She shrugged. “It’s that motel right there.” She pointed to a rundown by-the-hour establishment.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “No.”

      He rolled to a stop, not daring to box himself in with the group of trouble standing at the corner watching him. He itched for the gun he wasn’t carrying.

      She reached for the handle. “Thank you.”

      “You’re seriously getting out of this car?”

      She licked her lips. “Yes. Thank you again.”

      She stepped out, hurrying toward the dilapidated building with the O and L glowing brightly in the mostly burnt-out sign.

      The men at the corner whistled and hollered in her direction, wanting a piece of that, as she rushed up the stairs to the second floor, unlocked her door, then closed herself inside.

      He stared as the light blinked on behind the dingy curtains in the window. “Unbelievable.”

      He hesitated, then started back down the road, shrugging off his concern. Blondie was a big girl. If this was where she hung her hat, that was her problem.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m worried sick, Clyde.” Eric sat in his La-Z-Boy with his feet up, flipping the ring he’d given Sophie between his thumb and index finger, blinking when the morning sun glinted off the diamonds and silver, accentuating the superior cut and quality of the gift she’d thrown in his face. Ungrateful. Stupid and ungrateful.

      “I understand, Eric. I absolutely do. I can’t even imagine what you’re going through.”

      “You haven’t heard anything? There’s no news whatsoever?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      His private investigator hadn’t been able to come up with anything either. Somehow, Sophie had managed to vanish. “But it’s been a month.”

      “Her credit card and bank accounts haven’t been touched, and her purse is missing. But I still believe she left of her own accord. You found her ring on the bed. If foul play was involved, someone would’ve wanted that, I suspect. It’s a beaut. It’s apparent she was in a hurry to be gone with the way she closed up her shop.”

      He gritted his teeth as he thought of the fool she’d made of him. Everyone was talking about Sophie Burke ditching him. For that alone, he wanted her found. He’d expected the cops to bring her back the morning he woke up from his stupor, but they’d had no luck.

      He’d kept the beer and whatever she’d drugged him with to himself. She’d make that up to him when the time came. “We’re supposed to get married in eighteen days.”

      “And I feel real bad about that. Unfortunately, there’s not much I can do from a legal standpoint. There was no crime committed. It sounds like a case of cold feet. She’ll come home, Eric. Just give her a little time.”

      Oh, Sophie would come home all right. She was too dumb to stay gone for long. And if he needed to help things along, he would. “I didn’t want to bring this up. I hate to.” He added a hint of anguish to his voice for the sake of Bangor’s Chief of Police. “I checked my safe yesterday. There’s about five thousand dollars missing.”

      “What? Are you sure?”

      “Yeah.” He smiled. “She broke my heart and stole from me, Clyde. I thought I knew her—and God knows why—I still love her. I still want to marry her.”

      “Do you want to press charges?”

      He let his breath shudder into the phone. “I think—I think I have to. No. No, I can’t.” He grinned, trying hard not to chuckle. The good officer was eating it up.

      “If you’re sure she took it, you have every right to your money, son.”

      She thought she’d outsmarted him when she slashed her prices and sold off all of her ugly jewelry the day that she closed up shop. And she’d been skimming from her books since early March. She owed him—just about five thousand dollars. Sophie wasn’t allowed to have money. Everything she earned belonged to him. “I don’t know…”

      Clyde sighed. “I’m going to encourage you to file charges. I sure hate to say that. Sophie’s a sweetheart, but five thousand dollars is a decent chunk of change. Why don’t you come on down to the station, and we’ll fill out a report?”

      Five thousand was nothing. He demanded ten times that for his paintings, but paying Sophie back meant everything. She had almost five weeks to make up to him, and the humiliation he’d suffered, well, that was priceless. “I just want her to come home, Clyde. I need her. I miss her so much. I have the art show coming up next week in Boston. I wanted her with me.”

      “Hang in there. We’ll get some posters hung and get her name in the system. We’ll get this figured out.”

      “If you think that’s best.”

      “I do.”

      “I’ll come down soon.”

      “I’ll see you when you get here.”

      “Thanks.” Hanging up, he grabbed the photograph of Sophie’s smiling face from the end table. “You think you can outsmart me?”

      He laughed at her stunning image before he smashed the picture to the wood floor, splintering the glass. “You’re too damn stupid to outsmart me. You’re nothing without me.”

      He stomped on her face with the heel of his shoe, then made his way to the front door. He had a police report to file. Sophie would be coming home real soon.
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      Sophie huffed out a frustrated breath as she looked at her watch. She was just going to make it to the bus stop—and that was only if she hurried.

      No matter how she streamlined her routine, coming into the office later wasn’t working. Making sure she avoided another run-in with Abigail Quinn was vital, but her work was suffering as a result—and so was her paycheck.

      Spritzing more Windex on the mirror, she swiped quickly, then moved to the last sink, glancing at the time again with a shake of her head. She was losing an hour’s pay each night, and her income was already meager at best. She’d redone her budget this afternoon while she snacked on the apple she’d designated as her lunch—and the new adjustments weren’t pretty.

      Now that she was staying at the motel, her financial situation had become even direr. The place was horrible. By day, her room was disgusting at best, no matter how she scrubbed it. By night, room 22 was downright scary.

      Squeaking beds and prostitutes moaning through paper-thin walls competed with gunfire and police sirens. And the bugs skittering on the floor… She shuddered, thinking of the roaches and the trash bag in which she kept her belongings to keep them clean.

      She needed more than her part-time job if she planned to get herself out of her current situation. If she ever wanted to open her own shop again, she would have to do better than this. But working under the table left her with few options. She had no doubt that if she tried for something different, Eric’s private investigator would find her the second her employer filed her W-2.

      Going back to Stowers House was tempting, but she couldn’t risk it. Abby had probably forgotten about the whole thing, but she wasn’t willing to find out.

      Bugs and her by-the-hour neighbors were better than Eric’s beatings. Even if she had to live in that motel for the rest of her life, it would be better than seeing him again. He’d told her more than once that if she ever left, he would kill her. Eric always meant what he said.

      She scoured the sink until it shone, threw her rubber gloves in the trash, then pulled open the door, noting that Stone’s light was on down the hall. He was there late for the second night in a row.

      She needed to pop her head in and thank him again for yesterday. He’d been kind to drive her home—and he’d actually spoken to her. Not a conversation per se, but he’d done more than grunt.

      His voice was deep, and he smelled good—like expensive, sexy cologne. And his face. She’d finally gotten a full-on look when they crashed into each other in the shadows.

      His longer hair and sharp cheekbones should’ve made him appear feminine somehow. But they didn’t. They accentuated the guarded intensity in his brown eyes. And there was nothing wrong with his full, serious mouth and strong jaw with hints of dark stubble either. He was so tough and hot, but that didn’t matter. She had a bus to catch.

      Focusing on what she needed to do, she put her cleaning bucket away, then grabbed her hoodie that was still damp after last night’s soaking rain. She slid her bag on her shoulder, already bracing herself for another long night in the ghetto.
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        * * *

      

      Stone shut his laptop when he heard the closet door close down the hall. He’d been pretending to type up a report for the last hour while Blondie hustled around doing whatever it was that she did.

      He’d packed up his stuff twice, ready to leave, then pulled everything back out, trying to figure out why the hell he’d come to the office in the first place. He didn’t belong there. He was caught up on his work, and his living room walls were waiting to be patched and painted. He should’ve taken a right when he left his duty in The Hills, but he found himself on the 101 instead, heading downtown.

      Blondie had been on his mind all day, no matter how hard he tried to shrug her off. Her haunted eyes and unbelievable living arrangement were impossible to forget.

      Even when he’d reminded himself that she wasn’t his problem and he didn’t really care, she kept sneaking back under his radar. She didn’t belong down in that section of town. If she didn’t smarten up, she wouldn’t live very long.

      He slid his laptop in its case for the third time as she quickly walked his way, giving a quick knock on the doorframe.

      “Um, hi.”

      He glanced up, taking in her smooth complexion and glossy hair slicked back in a tight braid. “Hey.”

      “I’m in a hurry, but I want to thank you again for the ride last night.”

      He zipped the case closed. “No problem.”

      “All right.” She sent him a small, uncomfortable smile as she adjusted the backpack on her shoulder. “Well, thanks again.” She spun away.

      “Wait.”

      She stopped, hesitating, then turned back.

      “Do you want another lift?”

      “Oh, no thanks. I’ll just take the bus.”

      He shrugged. Now what? “Suit yourself.”

      She nodded and left.

      He hurried after her instead of avoiding her the way he’d tried to not even twenty-four hours ago. He couldn’t let her go back there.

      She tossed an uneasy look over her shoulder as the elevator doors opened, and she stepped inside.

      He slid in before they closed. “I’m on my way out.”

      Crossing her arms, she hunched herself in the corner, looking down.

      “You’re sure you don’t want a ride?”

      “No, thanks.”

      “Are you staying at the same place?”

      She glanced up. “Yes.”

      Nodding, he leaned back against the control panel, pressing the red button with his elbow, sending the car to a jerking stop.

      Her eyes widened as her gaze flew to his. “What—What are you doing? I’m going to miss my bus,” she hollered over the piercing alarm.

      “You’re putting me in a hell of a spot here, Blondie.”

      She swallowed, moving farther back into the corner. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re living in a shit hole in an even shittier part of town. I’d hate to see that face of yours in The Times. The least you can do is let me take you home, so I know you get there safely.”

      “I don’t mind taking the bus.”

      He glanced at his watch, fairly certain that she wouldn’t be riding any buses tonight. “Have it your way.” He pressed the red button, sending the car down.

      “I don’t understand,” she said quietly. “Why do you care where I live?”

      Hadn’t he been asking himself the same thing all day? “I wish I knew.”

      The elevator stopped on the fourth floor. “You might as well get out with me.”

      “I’ll be fine, thank you.”

      He shrugged. “Can’t say I didn’t try.”

      Getting out, he watched the door close her inside, then turned toward the parking garage more than a little relieved that she’d let him off the hook. He’d offered to help, and she’d shot him down. There was nothing else he could do—or wanted to do.

      The doors opened again before he’d taken two steps.

      “Wait.”

      Pausing, he looked over his shoulder.

      “I’ll—I’ll take the ride. I’m pretty sure I missed my bus.”

      He nodded, trying to figure out why her acceptance annoyed him when he was the one who made her miss her bus in the first place. “Let’s go.”

      Pushing open the door, he let her into the garage ahead of him. “The Mustang right over there.” He pointed to his black beauty.

      “I remember.”

      Getting in, he leaned over, unlocking her door.

      She took her seat, mumbling her gratitude.

      He grunted his response, turning over the engine, pulling out of his spot as Staind’s guitar riffs filled the car. Twisting down the four stories, he gunned it through the yellow light across from the entrance, glancing her way as she sat against the door with her hands clasped tightly around the bag in her lap. She looked so stiff and uncomfortable.

      Taking a chance, he decided to try for a conversation. Her smooth, quiet voice wasn’t exactly hard on the ears. “So, I’m curious. Why East Sixth and Sanford?”

      She shrugged. “It’s by the bus stop.”

      He nodded, accelerating through the next green light. She’d summed it up easily enough. Points for her. There was nothing wrong with a woman who didn’t feel the need to talk all the damn time.

      They cruised along the rough streets in silence as he made his way down block after block, finally turning on Sanford. Dozens of blue and red lights reflected off the rundown buildings as he got closer to the motel. “It looks like some action up at your place.”

      She slid him an uneasy glance as she clutched her bag tighter. “I guess so.”

      He stopped several feet from the police barricade, assessing the situation, watching CSI carrying evidence bags out of the room next door to the one she’d closed herself in last night.

      She reached for the handle. “Thank⁠—”

      “You’re not getting out here.”

      She paused. “I have to.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “This is where I live.”

      Was she thick? “You see that van right there?” He gestured to the white vehicle with the back doors open.

      “Yes.”

      “That’s the ME. This is a murder scene.”

      She swallowed as her gaze darted from the van to the motel. “Maybe—Maybe they can give me a different room.”

      “Forget it,” he said with more heat than he meant to.

      She flinched, gripping the door handle tighter.

      He frowned, surprised by her reaction. “Do you really expect me to leave you here while they roll a corpse out of the building? They won’t let you anywhere near that place for hours.”

      She bit her lip as their eyes met.

      “You’re putting me in that bad spot again. Let me bring you to your sister’s or mother’s, girlfriend’s or boyfriend’s.”

      She stared down at the floor.

      He steamed out a breath, realizing she had no place else to go. This just kept getting better. Why the hell didn’t he just let her get out? Sighing, he ran a hand through his hair. “You got a name?”

      “Sophie.”

      “Sophie.” Classy and quiet. The name fit her well. “You can stay with me tonight.”

      He smiled as her eyes darted to his. “I wasn’t planning on sleeping with you. I have an extra bed—a cot in the place I’m renovating. You can figure something else out for tomorrow.”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      He reversed before she could finish her refusal. He wasn’t any more excited about tonight’s arrangement than she was.
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      Sophie stared out the windshield, trying to catch glimpses of the ocean in the dark as Stone headed north on Highway One. For the last ten miles of their drive, she’d breathed in the salty scent she desperately missed. It had been too long since she’d heard the violent crash of water against the sand. Eric had broken her spirit the day he forbade her from going anywhere near the place she loved most.

      Sighing quietly, she closed her eyes, listening—savoring—remembering her daily walks along the beach with her mother before mom’s annual checkup changed everything. They’d only gotten to the ocean once more after the devastating diagnosis. The cancer had moved quickly, eating away at the beautiful woman she’d adored.

      She gripped her backpack, willing away memories of her mother’s frail, sickly body, concentrating instead on her turn of good luck. By some miracle, the tough, handsome stranger at her side had more or less rescued her from spending the night in that horrid motel room.

      She slid him a glance, watching the warm breeze playing with his hair as she caught another whiff of his cologne. She was sitting next to a virtual stranger in the dark while he drove her to some mysterious location. What in the world was she thinking, and why wasn’t she afraid?

      Stone—last name still unknown—was gruff, direct, and more than a little rude, but he hadn’t left her in the ghetto to fend for herself. She could only be grateful. “Thank you again.”

      “Yeah.” He slowed, taking a right, heading up a dirt road to the hills high above. The Mustang twisted and turned for a good quarter mile before finally making it to the top.

      She stared as Stone parked, taking in the tiny Airstream trailer, the second car resting on blocks not far from a basketball hoop, and the small cottage in need of siding with its new windows reflecting the glow of the full moon. “This is your house?”

      “Yup.”

      “It’s lovely.” Or it could be. There was certainly potential.

      “Not yet,” he said, pulling the keys from the ignition.

      Now what? Gripping her bag tighter, her stomach suddenly grew jumpy as her brain felt frozen and her cheeks hot—the way they always did when she didn’t know what to do or say next. And somehow, the wretched sensations were worse than usual.

      Stone made her nervous—not the way Eric did. This was different. Stone’s presence was so primal and unapologetically sexy, which tied her up in knots. “I—I⁠—”

      “I’m tired.”

      She swiped at her hair. “You’re tired?”

      He rubbed his fingers over his forehead. “Yeah.”

      He didn’t want to talk. Thank God. She exhaled a quiet breath of relief. “If you’ll just tell me where the cot is, I’m sure I can find it.”

      “I’ll take you inside.”

      She wanted to tell him that
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