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      They were the most beautiful breasts he had ever seen.

      Round. Firm. Perky.

      Brown nipples like berries that tasted every bit as sweet.

      Granted, his authority on the subject was limited to Sidney, and porn — mostly of the print variety — but he’d seen enough of them over the years now to know that Sidney’s were by far the sexiest.

      Of course, it was probably difficult to believe otherwise when they were bouncing so enticingly right in his face, close enough to reach out and fondle and kiss and suck, but he stood by his belief.

      “Isaac!”

      His name was a tortured, pleasure-filled, scream that pierced the air around them. Her fingers flexed, the nails scraping his chest, and her hips rotated like a storm cloud.

      Isaac let go and got swept up into the funnel, his body going rigid with his release.

      Time stood still.

      His mind went blank.

      For a full minute he couldn’t even remember his name.

      All he knew was ecstasy.

      Sidney collapsed on top of him and his hands moved immediately to her sweat-slicked back. Their chests heaved together, their shallow breaths mingling. The smell of sex permeated the air in the room.

      This was bliss.

      This was nirvana.

      This was sex with his wife.

      His wife. God, he loved that word.

      “Okay. I have to know now…”

      His voice came in labored pants as he struggled to catch his breath.

      “Where did you learn that little thing you do with your hips at the very end? That is some kind of freaky-deaky thing that does me in every single time. Where did you pick that up, darlin’?”

      A silent laugh shook Sidney’s body before she raised herself enough to look down into his eyes.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, baby.”

      “Yeah, you do. That little thing you do with your hips where they rotate really fast?” He twirled a single finger in the air, to illustrate. “It’s sexy as all get out, and it always sends me straight over the edge.”

      Still laughing, Sidney shook her head, and her copious curls brushed over his shoulders and his chest and his face, causing him to lightly shiver.

      He loved this woman so damn much. His Sidney.

      His wife.

      He had a wife. Him! Unfortunately creepy Ike Taylor had found a woman weird enough to agree to marry him.

      A woman who didn’t cause him pain when they touched.

      How the hell had he gotten so darn lucky?

      “Honestly, Isaac, I don’t know what you’re talking about. If I’m moving my hips in some kind of special way it’s because you hit the right spot in just the right way.”

      “Hmm. Well, I would say that nobody is naturally that good in bed without learning a few things from somewhere. But what do I know? I sure don’t have the experience to compare.”

      Sidney stared down at him and her light brown, champagne-colored eyes seemed to sparkle at him, enchanting him like they always did. But he could tell from the cocky grin on her perfect lips that she was about to say something outrageous.

      “Well, I guess you and your big dick are just naturally that good.”

      He stared at her in mild shock.

      “You make my body hum and my hips move in special, sexy ways.”

      The sarcasm flowed as she continued, and Isaac couldn’t stop the loud belly laugh that followed. Sometimes the things she said shocked the hell out of him. At other times, her words had the power to make him feel like a real man.

      Just now, they had done both.

      “Me and my big dick will take the flattery,” he said once he finally stopped laughing. “Even if it is bullshit.”

      Sidney laughed and moved to get up from the bed.

      Isaac gently grabbed her around her waist.

      “Whoa! Wait a minute. Where are you going? This baby-making session isn’t over yet. I was just getting started.”

      He glanced to the digital clock on his bedside table. It was now nearing six in the morning.

      “And we’ve still got some time before the alarm goes off.”

      Sidney grinned at him and opened her mouth to say something just as his cellphone sprang to life.

      Isaac face-planted into the pillows, a low muffled groan sounding his annoyance.

      Sidney giggled as she got up and headed for the bathroom.

      He sighed and reached over to grab the blasted thing, if only to make it shut up.

      “Taylor.”

      He tried to keep the aggravation out of his voice, but he wasn’t certain how successful he’d been.

      “Good morning, Detective Sergeant. There’s a body in a guest room at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel downtown. I was told to give it to you since it’s so close to morning shift change.”

      The dispatcher’s voice was crisp and efficient, and Isaac resigned himself to his fate.

      Duty called.

      “All right. Call in Detective Pete Vega. I’ll be right there.”

      Tossing the covers back, he got up and walked, buck naked, into the bathroom where his beautiful wife was now washing her hands.

      “Early morning call out?”

      He met her questioning gaze in the mirror.

      “Yep. Got a possible homicide at the Ritz.”

      Sidney whistled. “Awfully swanky place for a murder.”

      “Right? So much for round two of baby-making.”

      He moved in close and gave her ass a light squeeze and kissed her shoulder.

      “I guess we’ll have to continue this later tonight.”

      Sidney smiled at his reflection.

      “You’ve got yourself a date, big boy. I’ll go start coffee and breakfast.”

      “Thanks, darlin’.”

      She turned to face him and he kissed her lips, pulling her in and gently nibbling on her bottom lip before he devoured her tongue. He had to make it a good one. It had to hold him all day until he could kiss her again.

      When he let her go and she left the room, he started up the water.

      He showered and dressed quickly in a pair of dark blue dress pants with a matching blazer, and a lighter blue dress shirt. Foregoing a tie, he clipped his badge to the front of his belt and attached the holster to his hip. Then he checked his gun, making sure there was a round in the chamber, and holstered it.

      Out in the kitchen, he took a quick swig of coffee from the travel mug Sidney handed him, and the egg, bacon, and toast sandwich she’d wrapped in a paper towel. Another quick kiss and a promise to be safe, and he was out the door.

      Fifteen minutes later, Isaac and his partner, Detective Pete Vega, walked into the lobby of the Ritz-Carlton Hotel. His psychic sensibilities were immediately assaulted with the weight of the anxiety he was met with. It had him recoiling even as he walked further in.

      It was all part of his unwanted psychic package. He could feel the energy — good, bad, or evil — in any given house, or room, or building. Even the energy of the people standing nearby.

      When he was younger he didn’t understand what was going on. Why he felt so comfortable in one place, and so completely unnerved in others. Why some people put him at ease, while others gave him the major creeps. His teenage years had been fraught with confusion and tension over it.

      The vibe he got when he stepped into the hotel lobby was heavy.

      These people were on edge.

      The hotel itself was like Sid had said — swanky — with its opulently decorated interior. A small crowd of employees were milling about the front counter, all wearing expressions of worry or panic on their faces. An older gentleman with graying brown hair and a goatee rushed toward them.

      “Oh, thank goodness! Are you the detectives?”

      Isaac showed the man his badge.

      “Detective Sgt. Ike Taylor. This is Detective Pete Vega.”

      “Yes, yes. Wonderful. I’m Robert Black. I am the general manager here at the hotel. The night manager called me first, I’m afraid, and I told her to hang up and call 911 immediately. And may I say that nothing like this has ever happened here before. Ever!”

      “What exactly did happen, sir?” Isaac stared at the man, studying his face and his gestures. Mr. Black was practically frantic. And obviously not listening.

      “We get all sorts of celebrities here, you understand? Big names. Huge names! They come here for a reason. Because we pamper them, and we give them the privacy they require. Violence never touches this place. We are not that kind of establishment!”

      Isaac drew in a tired breath and searched for patience.

      “Mr. Black, was it?”

      “Yes, Robert Black.”

      “What. Happened?”

      “Well, she’s up there dead!”

      “Ask a stupid question…” Isaac thought to himself. He glanced at Pete, who gave him a look that told him he was ready to strangle the man as well.

      “Who is dead, Mr. Black?”

      “Willow Harper!”

      What was that saying about burying the lead?

      Isaac and Pete exchanged another look, but this one was altogether different.

      This one was tempered with shock and disbelief.

      Sorrow crept in immediately after.

      Pete looked back at Mr. Black.

      “The singer? Nicknamed The Songbird of R&B? The Queen of the Love Song? Beloved by millions around the world? Won seven Grammy’s at last year’s awards show? That Willow Harper?”

      Sadness laced Pete’s voice.

      “The very same.”
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      The Earth had just been nudged off its axis.

      An icon was gone.

      A beloved superstar was dead, and the world was about to wake up to that horrific new reality.

      Isaac glanced around the swanky hotel lobby and spotted a handful of uniformed officers standing by the door, along with the chief medical examiner, Dr. Hiroshi Sato, and members of the Crime Scene Unit. Experience told him that in a matter of minutes they would be severely outnumbered.

      He turned back to the hotel general manager, Mr. Black.

      “Right now, I want you to seal off Willow Harper’s room and shut down all traffic to that floor.”

      Mr. Black raised both hands, fingers spread.

      “That’s already done. I’ve even evacuated the occupants of the other two rooms that were rented on that floor. They were rooms for Ms. Harper’s bodyguard and her tour manager. I’ve put them both in other rooms.”

      “Good.” Isaac nodded. “That’s real good. Now, I need to speak with my men for a second. Then I’m going to need you to show us up to Ms. Harper’s room.”

      “Of course.”

      Mr. Black stepped away, and Isaac turned and motioned to Hiroshi, and to Officer Hugh Donnelly, who was the senior officer on scene. He beckoned them both over. When they came close enough to form a tight circle with him and Pete, Isaac cleared his throat and spoke clearly and conspiratorially.

      “All right, we’ve got a situation here. The vic is super high profile, and even though Mr. Black over there insists that celebrities come here for the privacy, I’m willing to bet that at least one of his employees couldn’t resist the temptation of calling a reporter or two. Now, the good thing is that this is Cleveland and not Los Angeles, but I think we’re about to be seriously overrun with reporters and cameras.”

      “Great.” Officer Donnelly rolled his eyes and glanced toward the front entrance, no doubt assessing the manpower he had with him.

      “Yeah,” Isaac nodded in agreement. “I predict this place is going to be crawling with reporters and fans within the hour. And I don’t need any psychic powers to make that leap.”

      “Who is the victim, Ike?” Hiroshi asked.

      Isaac took a breath before he said the name.

      “Willow Harper.”

      Hiroshi audibly gasped.

      “Oh, my God, no!” It was a sorrowful whisper. “Miku and I just got tickets to see her show in Honolulu next month. She’s taking me home to meet her parents. Can you believe that?”

      Isaac grinned at his love-struck friend.

      “I’m glad you and Miku are doing so well. But I don’t think that concert is going to happen.”

      Hiroshi’s lips twisted into a sad frown.

      “Wow. I really thought you were going to say some local NFL or NBA player,” Officer Donnelly said. “Heck, even MLB. Not Willow Harper.”

      “I know.” Isaac nodded, and then gestured to Donnelly.

      “Get on the horn. Whatever backup you have with you is not enough. We’re going to need reinforcements. Probably enough to set up barricades at both the front and rear entrances.”

      “I’m on it, Sarge.”

      Officer Donnelly walked away and Isaac looked at Hiroshi.

      “You are probably going to need to step up security at the morgue for this one.”

      Hiroshi nodded and pulled out his cellphone.

      “Making the call now.”

      Satisfied for the moment, Isaac looked at Pete.

      “You ready for this?”

      “No. But let’s do it.”

      The hotel manager led the way up to the Presidential Suite, where Willow Harper had been staying. On the elevator, Pete spoke up.

      “So, how sure are we that this is a homicide, Ike?”

      Isaac shrugged a shoulder.

      “You know as much as I do right now. We won’t know until we view the scene.” He glanced over at Pete. “You’re thinking about those news reports of Willow Harper being bombed out of her mind during a couple of recent interviews, aren’t you?”

      “They say that dirtbag boyfriend of hers has her hooked on crack. He’s certainly in the news enough for drugs. Could be true.”

      “It could. But people say a lot of things, Pete. Doesn’t make it gospel.”

      Once off the elevator, Mr. Black led them down the hall and opened the door of the Presidential Suite. They stepped inside and Isaac was bombarded with the abrupt sense of violence.

      Rage.

      Terror.

      Confusion.

      Death.

      He felt it all, and it made his skin crawl. Only he wasn’t certain if he was feeling impressions left behind by the victim or the killer.

      Not that it mattered. The end result was the same.

      The suite itself was an absolute mess — clothes strewn from one end to the other, shopping bags, pieces of luggage. An abandoned room service cart sat skewed to one side.

      “Geez.” The expression on Pete’s face mirrored the surprised tone of his voice. “Is this signs of a struggle, or was she just incredibly messy?”

      In the bedroom area of the suite, Willow’s body lay across the tangled bed sheets at an odd angle. She was wearing only a long silk robe with colorful flowers drenched in blood. Her hair fanned out in all directions.

      Her eyes were open and fixed up at the ceiling.

      “Well, we still need Hiroshi to confirm it, but my money says this was definitely a crime of passion. Looks like multiple stab wounds as the cause of death.”

      “You think?”

      Pete’s voice was dipped in sarcasm, only to be replaced a second later by something akin to anger.

      “It’s a damn shame. Willow Harper was one heck of a talent. Such a beautiful voice. And so many great songs. I bet her catalog is about to skyrocket.”

      Isaac glanced over at his partner. Pete seemed hurt. As though he’d just lost someone close to him.

      “I didn’t know you were such a big fan, Pete.”

      “Are you kidding? This woman’s music is loved the world over. Are you telling me you don’t have a favorite Willow Harper song, Ike?”

      “I didn’t say that.” Isaac thought about it for a few seconds. “In fact, ‘Forever With You’ has been running through my mind ever since Mr. Black uttered her name downstairs in the lobby. That, and ‘One Perfect Night’ might both be on frequent rotation on my love songs playlist. And Sidney is a big fan herself. She has all Willow’s albums on vinyl at home.”

      “Yeah, Jada loves her too.”

      “Detective Sergeant?”

      The voice came from the doorway, and they turned to see the CSU technicians standing there.

      “Are you ready for us?”

      “Yes. Come on in and get started. We’ll get out of your way. Make sure you pay just as close attention to the sitting area out there and the bathroom, okay?”

      The technicians nodded as they walked into the room.

      He and Pete left the suite and stepped out into the hallway and left them to their work. Isaac pointed to Mr. Black, who waited near the elevator.

      “We’re going to need a list of band members, entourage, stage crew. Anyone who checked in with Ms. Harper, or as part of her tour.”

      “Right away, Detective.”

      “We’ll also need to speak with any hotel employees who checked them in, who worked housekeeping on this floor, or had any contact whatsoever with Ms. Harper or her party during their stay.”

      “I’ll see to that now.”

      The man hurried away and Isaac let go of a deep heavy sigh.

      “I think we’re in for a long day of interviews,” Pete said, giving voice to Isaac’s thoughts.

      “Most definitely. And we can’t do it alone either. A tour this size? We’re going to need some help.”
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      Over two hours later, Isaac and Pete sat in a conference room at the hotel speaking with Willow Harper’s tour manager, Ken Byrd, who was currently a very unhappy man.

      “Oh, you have got to be fucking kidding me. Come on!”

      The man was irate, to put it mildly. In fact, it would be more accurate to say the guy was pissed. He glared at Isaac like he wanted to get up and do something about it.

      Isaac glared back.

      Nobody did intimidation better than he did.

      “We will be detaining everyone connected with this tour in any way. That includes the road crew.”

      “But the roadies are not even staying here at the Ritz! They’re across town at a lower rent hotel. They have no knowledge of what’s gone on here.”

      “With all due respect, Mr. Byrd, you don’t know what they may or may not have knowledge of. And if there’s a chance that one of them might have information crucial to this case, we cannot allow any of them to leave town until we’ve spoken to them.”

      “All one hundred and thirty-five of them? You are going to have a whole lot of frustrated and angry people on your hands, Detective!”

      “Occupational hazard.”

      Isaac shrugged like he couldn’t be any less concerned about the threat.

      “This sucks!”

      “Well, I’m so sorry a woman’s death has inconvenienced you and your crew. Especially a woman you worked so closely with and supposedly cared for. But I guess you’re in a hurry to move on and find your next meal ticket.”

      The man had the good sense to look embarrassed and he dropped his gaze to the table.

      “Now, go spread the word that no one is to leave. And make sure they know that we have their names on a list,” Isaac held up a printout Mr. Byrd had given him with a list of road crew employees. “We will track them down if they try.”

      The man stood and stormed out of the room, and Pete blew a disgusted puff of air through his lips.

      “Can you believe that guy?”

      “Actually, I can. He’s right about there being a whole lot of frustrated and angry people.”

      “Yeah, well it’s a good thing Lieutenant Hayes agreed to send two more detective teams to give us a hand with all the interviews.”

      “Yes, it is. But I’m still wondering if it’s going to be enough.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. They had only been at it for a couple of hours, but it already felt like the longest day ever.

      “Okay. What have we learned so far?” he asked Pete, prompting a rundown of all the information they had gathered to date.

      Pete consulted his notes.

      “Well, our initial questioning of Byrd the tour manager, and Tina Lindsey, Ms. Harper’s personal assistant, revealed that it’s pretty common for Willow to essentially trash a hotel room. Ms. Lindsey even went so far as to call Willow a known slob. So we’ve all but ruled out there being true signs of a struggle in the sitting area of the hotel suite.”

      “Right. What else?”

      “We spoke to the maid who found the body this morning, and learned that Willow requested fresh towels be delivered first thing in the morning, along with a large bowl of ice.”

      “Yeah, I’m still not clear on what that bowl of ice was for. Why not a bucket of ice? Or just a cold drink from room service?”

      “I have no clue,” Pete replied with a shake of his head and looked over his notes again. “But the maid said she was instructed by Ms. Lindsey to let herself into the suite at 5:45 each morning of Willow’s stay and to be extremely quiet while she left the towels and the bowl of ice on the vanity in the bathroom.”

      “And did CSU find that bowl of ice in the bathroom?”

      Pete glanced through his notes again.

      “Yes. Albeit very melty.”

      “Hmm. What was that ice for?” Isaac mumbled.

      Pete shook his head.

      “The maid claims not to know.”

      “Get the personal assistant back in here.”

      Pete got up and left the room. He returned a few moments later, ushering the startled personal assistant back to the table.

      “You have more questions for me?”

      The young woman seemed frightened.

      “Just one, Ms. Lindsey. The maid who found Ms. Harper this morning tells us that she’d been instructed to leave fresh towels and a large bowl of ice in the bathroom.”

      “Yes. I gave her those instructions myself the day we checked in. It was a standing order to be filled each morning, and only by that specific maid. It’s Willow’s policy to always request to have the same maid each day.”

      “Can you tell us what that bowl of ice was for?”

      “It was a beauty treatment. First thing every morning, Willow would add a little water to the ice and then submerge her entire face for ten to twelve seconds.”

      Isaac and Pete exchanged a blank look before turning back to her.

      “It shrinks the puffiness. Willow swears by it!”

      Isaac quietly cleared his throat and tried not to laugh.

      “Yes, well… thank you Ms. Lindsey. You’ve been very helpful.”

      Once they were alone in the conference room again, Isaac and Pete were silent for a moment. Then he just couldn’t help himself.

      “Submerges her whole face?”

      Pete cracked up, and Isaac chuckled along with him.

      The laughter cut through the tension in his gut, dissipating it like the heat after a hard rain. It felt good after the intensity of the last few hours.

      “I’m sorry,” Isaac said. “It’s just so ridiculous, I couldn’t resist.”

      “I was thinking the same thing, man.”

      A collective sigh had them pulling themselves together, and Isaac shook his head thinking about the realities of the case.

      “What motive would someone have for stabbing Willow Harper to death? I mean, think about it, Pete. With someone as famous as her, the possibilities could be endless. As could the list of suspects.”

      Pete nodded in agreement, but Isaac could see that his partner was deep in thought. Finally, he met Isaac’s gaze with a point of his finger.

      “You know, Ike? Willow’s latest hit is a song called ‘Love Gone Bad.’ You’ve probably heard it. It’s that mid-tempo groove about a rocky relationship. A song reported to be about her own stormy relationship with her long-time boyfriend, rapper EZ SMOOVE.”

      Isaac nodded, allowing the song to run through his head.

      “The aforementioned dirtbag?”

      “Yep. Rumor has it, some of their public fights could get pretty intense.”

      Isaac nodded again, but he kept silent.

      “Almost makes you wonder about the private fights, doesn’t it?”

      Still silent, Isaac sat running it all through his mind. Finally he took a deep breath.

      “Okay. Let’s locate the rapper and get his alibi.”
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      Sidney wiped the sweat from her face and then snatched up her water bottle and took a long, savored swig. A few more deep breaths and she headed for the locker room. She needed to shower and get changed for work.

      It was something she had started doing only in the last few weeks. Whenever Ike got an early call out for work, she gathered her things and set off for the gym to get in an early morning kickboxing workout before going to Hope House.

      It was nearly impossible to do that when Isaac wasn’t working. Her new husband always seemed to find new and enticing ways to keep her occupied in bed. Not that she was complaining about it. She was more than happy to participate in any new position, new technique, new way to bring them both to the brink of ecstasy.

      She smiled with that thought.

      Isaac was so virile.

      Such a healthy sex drive. Always so ready-to-go-at-it. They were newlyweds after all. But Sidney couldn’t help but wonder sometimes if she had his touch issues to thank for his always-ready status. She often tried to imagine what it must have been like for him over the years — actively avoiding the physical touch of others, never knowing the pleasure of physical intimacy with another person.

      Her husband had led a very sad, lonely existence before they’d found one another. And in a way, she had too. Only she’d had too much physical contact.

      Too much. Too brutal. Too terrifying.

      They were a matched set, really. Just two broken people sharing love and trying to put each other back together again.

      In the ladies changing room, Sidney fiddled with the lock on her compartment and then opened it up. The door to the room opened and a woman stepped in. She recognized her immediately, although she couldn’t readily call her name.

      Jessie? Janey?

      Something like that. Sidney had seen her many times in passing, and in the new Tai Chi class she was taking. Also, the woman sometimes worked the front desk here at the gym.

      She was an attractive young woman with golden brown skin that made guessing her ethnicity a challenge. But she was nice enough. Pleasant. Quiet. Kept to herself. In fact, she stood out to Sidney because she always seemed to be on guard. Timid and jumpy.

      Scared.

      That was it. That was why Sidney had noticed her in the first place. Because she reminded Sidney of herself.

      Her old self.

      The self she had been before she ran away from Damien.

      The woman was in an abusive relationship. Sidney was certain of it.

      “Hi.” She smiled at the woman as she walked by. “Jamie, right?”

      The woman stopped short, looking at Sidney like the proverbial frightened deer caught in headlights. Then a nervous smile abruptly exploded on her face, and promptly vanished just as quickly.

      “Yes. Um, you have a good memory.”

      Sidney smiled. “Yeah, I’ve been told that before.” She placed a hand on her own chest, and by way of introduction, said, “Sidney.”

      “Yes. I remember. From Tai Chi class.”

      “Yeah. How’ve you been?”

      “Good. You?”

      “I’m great, actually. My husband got an early call out this morning so… since I was awake, I thought I’d come get in a workout.”

      “Oh. What kind of work does your husband do?”

      “He’s a police detective.”

      “Oh. Really? That’s… interesting.”

      The woman paled to the point Sidney thought she might faint.

      “Yeah, it can be.”

      Isaac’s profession had a tendency to trip some people up. It had certainly tripped her up when she had first found out. Sidney thought changing the subject might help.

      “So, I don’t see you in Tai Chi much anymore.”

      “Hmm? Oh. No, I dropped it.”

      Jamie’s gaze hit the floor for a second before bouncing around Sidney without ever really looking her in the eyes.

      “I mostly workout at home. But I had the early shift today, so I thought I’d get in some time on the exercise bike before I started work.”

      Sidney nodded, her mind whirling with scenarios that fit her preconception of this woman.

      “Yeah, right? I don’t blame you. If I worked here, I’d take advantage of it all the time.”

      She looked Jamie over slowly with a discerning gaze.

      The woman was wearing long-sleeved workout gear. Not too unusual for this time of year. But also great for hiding bruises. In fact, the more she thought about it, the more Sidney realized she had never seen Jamie wearing anything but long-sleeved workout gear, even in the heat of the summer.

      “Well, I need to get ready for my shift.”

      “Yeah, so do I. Don’t want to be late for work. It was good to see you.”

      Sidney went about gathering her things.

      “You too.”

      Jamie walked away, going to a locker at the very end of the row.

      As she stripped out of her workout clothes, Sidney glanced down to the end of the row and caught a glimpse of Jamie changing. The nasty bruise on the woman’s right rib cage, and another on her right arm told her all she needed to know.

      Sidney walked toward the showers wondering how she could help Jamie. How did one help an abuse victim who wouldn’t admit to being abused?

      The thought plagued her all the way to Hope House an hour later. She even puzzled over it as she sat at her desk in the office of the women’s shelter.

      “Sidney? Are you listening to me?”

      “Hmm?”

      She looked up, startled, and gave her boss an apologetic grin.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Zoe. What were you saying?”

      “Never mind. What’s got you so preoccupied today?”

      “A woman at my gym. I have a very strong suspicion that she’s being abused, and I don’t know what to do about it.”

      Her boss sighed, and Sidney could tell from the woman’s expression that she was about to get a small lecture.

      “You know very well that there is nothing you can do, Sidney. Not unless this woman asks for your help.”

      Sidney twisted her lips into a pout.

      “I keep coming back to that realization myself, but I don’t like it.”

      Her confession was met by Zoe’s wry smile.

      “Well, if it makes you feel better, just think about the fact that you are facilitating approximately one run a month around here. Some months, more than one. By my count, you’ve helped nine women — and their  children — get away from their abusers and start fresh since you started working here. That’s incredible. Only you can’t save them all, Sidney…”

      “I know that.”

      “… But you can take comfort in the ones you have helped get away.”

      Sidney sighed, and her shoulders slumped.

      “I know, Zoe. I know you’re right, I just…”

      She paused and tried to quiet the unrest that had been boiling in her stomach since seeing Jamie’s bruises at the gym.

      “I just hate seeing someone in that situation. I’ve been in that exact situation and I know how it hurts and how alone she must feel. I don’t want anyone to ever have to feel that.”

      “You have such a big heart, my friend. And it just bleeds when you can’t help someone.”

      “I don’t know about my heart bleeding, but I do wish I could help them all.”

      “And in a way, working here, you are helping them all. You can be proud of that.”

      Sidney thought about that.

      “I’m not sure proud is the word.”

      “Well, I am,” Zoe said with certainty. “Now, tell me… what do you think about the new security system?”

      It was a blatant ploy to change the subject and get her to focus on something else, but Sidney was grateful for the topic change. She didn’t want to obsess on what Jamie’s situation might be.

      Besides, the new security system was very important. They had researched several different companies and wireless devices. She’d even had Isaac evaluate them. The one they had finally chosen placed cameras at both the front and back doors, as well as at strategic corners near all the ground-level windows.

      “Well, so far so good. I got an alert on my phone when the mailman stepped onto the porch yesterday.”

      “Yes, so did I. A bit of overkill, perhaps, but I would rather get an alert whenever someone approaches the front door than be blindsided when some irate husband breaks in again.”

      “I totally agree. And I still think a female security guard on the premises is a good idea too.”

      “Oh, without question. I definitely still want to hire someone.”

      “Well, Ike said he’d put some feelers out at the station for us. Apparently several of the detectives sometimes do private security details on the side to make some extra cash. He said he’s not sure if any of the female detectives do that kind of thing, but he’ll find out and let us know.”

      “That would be wonderful. The best case scenario, really.”

      “I think so too.”

      They each got to work then, focusing on their individual tasks while the morning slipped away. As the clock approached noon, Zoe answered a phone call, and from the  amount of stress in her boss’ voice, Sidney guessed it was something personal and important.

      She turned back to the task on her desk, attempting to give Zoe as much privacy as she could while wondering if everything was all right. A soft knock at the open office door distracted her even further. One glance up had her stomach falling to the floor of her abdomen.

      Lance.

      Just the sight of Dr. Lance Tobey made her uneasy, and with good reason. The man creeped her out. He had almost from the moment she had met him when she’d first started working here — always watching her and lurking around.

      Then he had gone and planted an unwanted kiss on her during a particularly stressful night at Hope House, claiming he assumed her relationship with Ike was on the rocks. As if that gave him a free pass.

      She had given Dr. Tobey a verbal lashing after the kiss. One that had caused him to slink away with his tail tucked between his legs, and ever since then, Zoe had been running interference whenever he showed up to volunteer a few hours of his time. Her boss would rush the doctor from the room in order to keep him away from Sidney.

      She glanced over at Zoe now.

      Her boss shot an apologetic expression at her, and Sidney’s heart sank.

      She would have to deal with Lance Tobey on her own today.

      With a deep breath to steady herself, she turned toward the doorway and forced a smile.

      “Hello, Dr. Tobey. Can I help you with something?”

      The look of sheer surprise on his face told her that he was aware his bad behavior had caused a problem.

      “Good afternoon, Sidney.”

      His apprehensive gaze flitted over to Zoe and back again, as though he wasn’t certain he was allowed to even speak to her.

      “I just wanted to let Zoe know that I’m here. I’ll get set up in the back room for anyone who needs to see me.”

      It was his usual routine. The back room on the main floor served as the exam room and doctor’s office, and any of the residents that needed his services could see him there.

      “Unless, of course, there’s something pressing.”

      His words jarred her memory.

      “Actually, there is. Mavis, a new resident who came to us yesterday evening. She was beaten pretty badly, and she was tended to in the ER. But she insisted on leaving against medical advice. I think she could use your services, but she’s probably in too much pain to make it down the stairs.”

      Another glance at Zoe and she knew she had no choice. She got to her feet.

      “I’ll show you up to her room.”

      She walked toward the door, dreading the idea of having to step past him so closely.

      To her surprise, Lance stepped aside when she neared the door. If it wasn’t for the constant feel of his eyes traveling over her, she might have believed he’d learned a lesson.

      She led him through the house and up the stairs to the resident quarters.

      “Mavis is a bit skittish, of course,” she said before knocking on the door and poking her head inside. “Mavis?”

      The curtains were drawn, filtering the afternoon sunlight and causing the room to take on an almost eerie glow. Across from the door, the battered woman attempted to pull herself up into a sitting position on the bed.

      Mavis’ blonde hair was disheveled and matted to her head. Each part of her body seemed to sport a different bruise, and Sidney hurt just looking at her. A broken nose, swollen-shut right eye, and split lip completed the picture.

      “Mavis, this is Dr. Lance Tobey.”

      Sidney spoke softly, fully aware that it sounded as if she were trying not to spook a wounded animal. Her slow movements toward the bed only intensified the sensation.

      “He’s the doctor Zoe told you about who volunteers a few hours here each week. He’s here to check up on you.”

      Mavis’ shot a wild glance Sidney’s way from her one good eye, and Sidney could almost feel the woman’s sudden sense of panic.

      “It’s okay, it’s okay. I’ll be right here the whole time, all right?”

      Mavis nodded, her eye still on Sidney, and sank back into the bed.

      Sidney pulled over a straight-backed chair and quietly sat beside the bed, providing a watchful eye and a comforting presence while Lance opened up his black doctors bag and began tending to Mavis’ many wounds.

      Lance gave her a thorough exam, and Sidney studied the grave expression on his face as he did so. After several minutes, he sighed and looked at his patient.

      “Mavis, it is my professional opinion that you should still be in the hospital.”

      “No! Please, don’t make me go back there. Walter can find me there. Please…”

      “Okay, all right. Calm down.” Lance held his hands up, palms out in supplication. “I’m not going to make you go back, okay? However, I am going to insist on getting you hooked up to an IV. I think it’s necessary if we’re going to get you back on your feet, all right?”

      Mavis looked at Sidney.

      Sidney reached out and took the woman’s hand.

      “It’s okay, Mavis. Dr. Tobey knows what he’s doing. Let him take care of you.”

      She glanced up at Lance and took in his grateful expression. Then she quickly turned her attention back to Mavis, giving the woman a reassuring smile.

      Mavis looked at Lance.

      “All right.”

      “Okay. I’ve got some supplies in the medical office downstairs. I’ll be right back.”

      He left the room to gather his things and Sidney held the woman’s hand and looked her over. Mavis’ predicament brought back memories of waking up in that lonely hospital room back in California after Damien had worked her over.

      Old, frozen memories.

      Memories so cold they burned her up inside.

      Sidney closed her eyes and pushed those ghosts to the very back of her mind, where they belonged. They couldn’t hurt her anymore. Damien couldn’t hurt her anymore.

      Lance returned within minutes carrying an IV kit, a bag of lactated ringers, a few needles, syringes, and an old-fashioned IV pole.

      Sidney held Mavis’ hand as Lance went about finding a vein and getting her hooked up to the IV and adding medication to the bag. Then he treated the woman’s many cuts and bruises and changed her bandages.

      “I’ve added something for the pain to your fluids here, along with a strong antibiotic since a couple of those lacerations look like they might be infected. I can also give you something to help you sleep, if you’d like. You look like you could use some.”

      “The pain has kept me awake since I left the hospital.”

      “She hasn’t had much of an appetite either,” Sidney chimed in.

      “Okay. Let’s get you some sleep then.” Lance dug around in his medical bag once more and pulled out a vile of something and drew a measure of it up into a syringe, and then administered it through a port on the IV tubing.

      “Now this should put you out pretty quickly, and for a few hours. When you wake up, Sidney here, or Zoe can get you some dinner.” He turned to Sidney. “Nothing too heavy. Maybe just some soup and crackers, okay?”

      Sidney nodded. “I’ll make a note of it.”

      “Thank you, doctor,” Mavis managed.

      “Anytime. If you need anything, I’m here Mondays, Thursdays and Fridays.”

      When Mavis was settled, they prepared to leave her room.

      “Thank you for staying, Sidney.”

      “You’re most welcome. Get some sleep. I’ll check in on you later.”

      When they left the woman’s room Sidney let go of a deep, tired sigh and wrapped her arms around herself. She hated seeing all those bruises. Hated being reminded of her own days spent in similar circumstances.

      “You all right?”

      “Yes. I just… hate seeing that. I hate remembering what that’s like.”

      “I can’t imagine.” Lance paused, looking down at the floor. Then he looked at her with a puzzled frown. “I didn’t know you’d been in an abusive situation before.”

      Sidney looked him in the eyes, but she didn’t respond.

      A sad grin tugged at Lance’s lips.

      “Right. Most women who get into this line of work do so because they have personal experience being abused themselves. I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “It’s okay. It’s over now. I broke free, with a little help from Isaac.”

      She smiled just thinking about her husband.

      “So, I uh…” Lance faltered. “I haven’t seen you around in a while.”

      Sidney didn’t really want to shoot the breeze with him like they were friends or something. She wasn’t a hypocrite.

      But she was big on basic manners.

      “I’ve been here. Just really busy with work since the wedding and the honeymoon. Playing catch up.”

      She purposely tossed her new marriage into the conversation since mentioning her husband’s name hadn’t done the trick. Couldn’t hurt to remind him to behave himself, right?

      “Congratulations, by the way. I heard it was a lovely ceremony.”

      “Thank you.”

      An awkward silence passed between them.

      “Listen, Sidney… I know that I made a mess of things before, and I made you uncomfortable.”

      “I won’t argue with that.”

      “Yeah. Well, I just want to sincerely apologize for my past behavior. You see… it’s just that, uh…”

      He paused and rubbed a hand over the back of his neck, clearly nervous, and Sidney got the feeling he was being genuine. She noted, as she always did, that Lance was a very attractive man — warm brown skin, brown
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