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Chapter One

Vicky Phillips stood up on tiptoe and
kissed Luke Wolfburn gently on the cheek. “Thanks for bringing me
home, Luke. I can take it from here.”

He furrowed his brow, shaking his head
solemnly. “No, Vicky. It’s after midnight and I told your dad I’d
have you home by ten o’clock. I want to be here to help you explain
why you’re late.”

She smiled, looking up into his eyes.
“Things might be . . . easier to explain if you weren’t here.” Her
cheeks heated. “If my dad is still awake,” She bit her lip, looking
up at the soft glow coming from an upstairs window, “and I’m afraid
he is still awake. He’ll jump to all the wrong . . . conclusions.
Just kiss me good-bye, and I’ll see you in a few hours in
school.”

He put his arms around her and she
lifted her hand to brush his blond hair away from his forehead,
fingers trailing down the side of his gorgeous face in a caress. “I
don’t need an excuse to kiss you.” His smile grew tender and he
furrowed his brow again, shrugging one shoulder. “I’m afraid your
dad won’t let you date me anymore, if I don’t explain things to him
myself. You are very precious to him, and to me. I just think it’s
better if we tell him together, what happened tonight.” His smile
turned into a roguish grin. “I am, however, going to kiss you
before we go inside. I don’t think we’ll have the opportunity again
after we open that door.”

“When my dad hears what
happened tonight, he won’t hold you responsible.”

Looking away, Luke frowned. “I would
if I were him.”

“Luke, look at me.”
Reaching up, she placed her palm on his cheek, turning him to face
her. “It wasn’t your fault.”

“Your dad left you in my
care, and I almost lost you.”

“You saved me.”

“It was too close for
comfort. We haven’t known each other very long, but I would have
been devastated if something worse had happened.”

“You didn’t send those evil
people after me, Sara did.”

“Sara . . .”

Vicky shrugged. “I’m not a hundred
percent sure, but I do believe she was responsible.”

“Sara’s mean, but . . . to
try to kill you?”

“What better way to get rid
of the competition?” Luke raised an eyebrow and she continued,
“That evil man taunted me, telling me that someone in this town
turned me in. I accused Sara, but he just laughed.” She shrugged.
“At the time, I was assuming that to be his agreement, but now . .
. I don’t know for sure.”

“I’m going to make sure
Sara pays for that.”

She shook her head. “You
need to leave Sara to me. I want to be positive that it was her
before I do anything.” She tilted her head meeting his gaze. “I haven’t
known Sara very long, but if she was behind that mob, she
will brag about it. Sara
likes to have the upper hand and feels threatened by me. If she was
behind this, I’m going to give her a reason to feel
threatened.”

He smiled at her show of temper.
“You’re beautiful when you’re angry.”

She batted her eyes
playfully. “Flattery will get you almost everywhere, Mr.
Wolfburn.”

Cupping her face between his palms, he
brought his lips down to meet hers. She placed her arms around his
waist, melting into him, parting her lips to stroke her tongue with
his. Heat coursed through her as the kiss grew more demanding,
getting a little carried away.

“You’re late!” Vicky
jumped—


Chapter Two

Vicky winced. They’d failed to hear
the door open because they were too wrapped up in their kiss.
Vicky’s eyes flew open and she pulled out of Luke’s embrace.
Turning her head, she locked eyes with her father. “Dad, I can
explain . . .”

His expression brooked no
explanations.

“Luke, go home. I’ll
explain everything to my dad,” she whispered, patting his arm..
Luke pressed his lips into a grim line, and stood his
ground.

Mr. Phillips crossed his arms over his
chest, looking very tall and very angry. “Luke’s not going
anywhere, young lady, until I get to the bottom of this. I want you
both inside and in my study now.”

“But Dad . . .”

“Yes, sir,” Luke tone was
resigned, but the glint in his eye told her he hadn’t lost any of
his resolve.

“But Dad, it’s not what it
looks like . . .”

“Now, Vicky.”

Vicky lowered her eyes, her shoulders
slumping. “Yes, sir.”

Luke took her hand and led her through
the front door,

Mr. Phillips huffed out an exasperated
breath and followed them into the study, shutting that door
too.

Her father brushed past them, taking
his chair behind his desk. Leaning back , he steepled his fingers
under his chin and sat, while the silence stretched. Luke cleared
his throat to speak, but Mr. Phillips held up his hand for him to
remain silent. He leaned forward in his chair, clasping his hands
in front of him on the desk. “Luke, I trusted you with my daughter.
I distinctly remember telling you to have her home not one minute
after ten. It’s now almost one in the morning. Add to that, you
were pawing at my daughter on the front porch. I suppose you know
she’s no longer allowed to go out with you.”

Until her father spoke, Vicky’s guilt
had her staring at a spot on the carpet. Upon hearing his verdict,
her eyes lifted, and she glared at him. “Dad, that’s not fair. We
didn’t do anything wrong. All you saw was Luke kissing me
goodnight. He wanted to come inside and tell you what happened
tonight, but I didn’t want him to.”

“Vicky, you are just one step away
from being grounded. Don’t push me.” Examining her rumpled,
dirt-stained clothes, he glanced from Luke to Vicky and he rolled
his eyes. “What have you two been up to?” He slammed his hands down
on his desktop, standing up abruptly. “What have you been doing
with my daughter?”

Luke’s mouth dropped open. “I haven’t
done anything to Vicky, Mr. Phillips. Please, just let me explain .
. .”

Vicky could not take it anymore. Her
father’s accusations were so far off base it was absurd. Her tired
mind cracked a little and a giggle escaped her lips.

Luke shot her a worried glance.
“Vicky, stop, this isn’t funny.” She shook her head, laughing
harder.

Mr. Phillips crossed his arms over his
chest, glaring at his daughter. “Vicky, this isn’t anything to
laugh at. You’re working on being grounded for a month. Would you
like to go for two?”

Her eyes widened. “Dad, I
have had the worst, and best day rolled into one. Before you kick
out my boyfriend and ground me, I want to speak.” She inwardly
cringed. Boyfriend. She and Luke had not had that talk yet, and she’d blurted the
word out to her dad in the heat of the moment. Too late for
regrets, she charged on. “You’re jumping to way too many
conclusions without asking for my side of the story. I have never
given you any trouble before, so why would you think I’d start
now?”

“Just look at
yourself.”

She looked down at herself, and then
back up at him, shrugging. “I can explain.”

“Well, you’d better start
talking fast and make it good. And it better be the truth, young
lady.”

She crossed her heart, holding up her
hand in pledge. “I’m going to tell you the God’s honest truth,
Dad.” She locked eyes with her father again. “Can we sit down and
talk with you?”

Her father exhaled heavily, gesturing
for them to be seated. “You’re stalling, Vicky.”

“I’m not stalling, Dad.”
Swallowing hard, she glanced at Luke, and he reached over,
squeezing her hand for support. She exhaled. “Here goes nothing. I
was having a wonderful time on my date with Luke.” Her father's
eyebrow raised once again, and she continued, “By the way, his
family’s place is a restaurant, not a diner.” He rolled his eyes,
opening his mouth to speak, and Vicky held up her hand to stop him.
“Anyway, Luke took me to the department store for my uniform, just
like he was supposed to do.” She did not want to tell her father
what happened, because she was afraid he would make her pack up
again and move. She liked Luke and did not want to move, again.
Closing her eyes, she gripped the arms of the chair for courage.
“Now, Dad, I want you to listen to everything I tell you before you
react . . . okay?”

He gripped the arms of his leather
chair, knuckles white. His voice dropped to a low growl, “Just spit
it out, Vicky.”

She looked away before she spoke.
“That vigilante group, the ones that killed Mom . . .” Her voice
quivered, and she looked at the ceiling, trying to blink back the
tears. “Well . . . they kind of . . . um . . . kidnapped me from
the dressing room of the store.” The color left Mr. Phillips's
face, his irritation replaced with concern. “They . . . um . . .
knocked me out with chloroform . . . and I . . . uh . . .” A single
tear trailed down her cheek. “Dad, this is hard for me to say.”
Bracing herself, she charged on, “I woke up tied to a stake.” She
shook her head, the words pouring out easier. “They must have
dragged me through the field before they tied me up. I don’t
remember how I got so dirty.”

“Oh my God, Pumpkin.” His
voice shook with emotion. His wife, Emily, had died that way the
week before. She winced at her father’s reaction, his face paling
and he swallowed hard before he spoke again, “Did they hurt you?”
She opened her mouth to speak and he cut her off, Luke needs to go
home. We need to talk about this in private.”

She shook her head. “Luke stays, Dad.”
Her father opened his mouth again, and Vicky pressed her lips
together, shaking her head. “Luke knows, Dad.” His eyes grew wide.
“Luke is the only reason I’m sitting in front of you now. He and
his family saved me from that bunch of maniacs. I used my powers to
stop those lunatics, but it wasn’t enough. They would have burned
me at the stake.”

Mr. Phillips's gaze wandered around
the room. “Well, if Luke and his family called the police, why
didn’t they call me?”

Vicky gave Luke an uneasy glance,
biting her bottom lip. “The police weren’t involved.”

“Vicky, those madmen have
to be stopped.”

She shrugged, tilting her
head. “Oh . . . they were
stopped.”

His eyebrows knit together in
confusion. “Do they have them tied up somewhere?”

She winced. “No, not exactly . .
.”

He blew out a breath. “Well, Luke,
since I’m getting evasive answers out of my daughter, could you
please explain to me what you
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