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            Dedication

         
         
            For all those who believe in true love and second chances.

            This one is for you.
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            Chapter One

         
         Kenna had barely walked into her apartment after a hard day teaching math to a bunch of rowdy teens when someone pounded on
            her door. She jumped, startled by the aggressive banging. They didn’t stop until she yelled, “Who’s there?”
         

         
         “It’s me. Open up.”

         
         The hummingbird beat of her heart slowed as relief swept through her.

         
         She lived alone. Her brother ought to know better than to scare the crap out of her.

         
         She unlocked and opened the door, but stood her ground. “I thought you were some maniac trying to murder me.”

         
         Kyle rolled his eyes. “So I knocked first?”

         
         “Okay, so it doesn’t make a whole lot of sense. Neither does your urgency to see me.”

         
         Kyle pushed past her. “Close the door. Lock it again.” Paranoia filled his voice.

         
         That didn’t ease her mind, so she locked up, then turned to him, one brow raised as high as her suspicions that something wasn’t right. “What’s going on?” 

         
         Kyle raked his fingers over his head, sending his blond waves into even more disarray. “I have to go away for a while.” Kyle
            went to her slider and peeked through the long hanging blinds. “I don’t think they followed me, but . . .”
         

         
         That jacked her heart rate back up. “Why would someone follow you?”

         
         “It’s a long story.”

         
         Kenna leaned back against the door and crossed her arms over her chest. “Start at the beginning. Who are they? And what do they want?”
         

         
         He looked away. “The less you know, the better.”

         
         “Kyle.” She said it with all the exasperation she used to get her students to participate when they didn’t want to.

         
         “No time.” He blew her off. “I just came by to see you in person and say goodbye. And I didn’t have anything at my place,
            so maybe you can give me some snacks for the road. It’s a long drive.”
         

         
         She rolled her eyes. Her brother was always waiting to the last minute to hit the grocery store and then running out of food.
            “Where are you going?”
         

         
         He peeked between the blinds again. His body vibrating with energy. “Better if you don’t know.”

         
         She sighed. “Kyle, this isn’t like you. Just tell me what’s going on. Maybe I can help.” She feared some sort of mental breakdown. Too many video games, or long hours coding, coupled with no sleep maybe. Stress. A breakup she didn’t know about. Something had turned her mild-mannered brother paranoid. 

         
         Drugs?

         
         He didn’t seem high.

         
         “You can’t help.” He pressed his lips tight. “As soon as I’m settled, I’ll call and tell you what I can.”

         
         She released her arms, went to her pantry, pulled out a plastic shopping bag and filled it with a bag of chips, peanut butter
            cracker packs, a couple granola bars and three bottles of water. What little she had, she’d gladly give to Kyle, if for no
            other reason than to reassure him he could count on her. Maybe then he’d open up and tell her what was going on.
         

         
         “Do Mom and Dad know you’re leaving?”

         
         “No. They’re out of town. One of Dad’s veterinary conferences in Arizona.”

         
         Kenna hadn’t heard they were going, but whatever. She didn’t tell her parents everything she did. Not that she ever went anywhere.
            Not on her teacher’s salary.
         

         
         “What about your job?” she asked, turning back to him with the bag in her hand.

         
         Kyle stood by her bookcase, hands behind his back, his face a mask of feigned, nothing-to-see-here.

         
         She held back a grin and looked at the menagerie of cat figurines on the shelf, noting the new black-and-white addition.

         
         Kyle joked all the time that she had lived alone so long she was turning into the old lady in number 13. All she needed was a bunch of cats. She’d love one, but she was allergic. She didn’t take offense. Kyle really wanted her to find someone who made her happy, because after her last breakup, she’d shut down and shut men out of her life. 

         
         Until recently, when she had finally gotten tired of her own company and started dating again.

         
         But over the last few years, Kyle had reminded her about what she was turning into by surreptitiously leaving the little ceramic
            critters on the shelf when she wasn’t looking every time he stopped by. The number of cats staring back at her reminded her
            of just how much time had passed her by the last few years, how many days, weeks, months vanished and she still wasn’t even
            close to happy. Not the way she used to be.
         

         
         She scrunched up one side of her mouth. “You know I’m seeing someone now.”

         
         Kyle shrugged. “How is Marcus?”

         
         “Good. We have a dinner date, in . . .” She checked the time on the microwave. “Ten minutes. Which I need to get ready for.”

         
         Kyle eyed her. “You’re not in love with him.”

         
         The gut reaction she had to that told her a lot about what she felt. And didn’t. “How do you know?”

         
         “I know you. It’s been weeks. Aside from telling me you started seeing him, I’ve barely heard anything else about him. There’s
            no excitement in it for you.”
         

         
         “It’s new.”

         
         “You need to either tell him the truth and see where that takes you, or let him go and really move on.”
         

         
         Kenna knew they weren’t talking about Marcus but her ex, Max Wilde. “That ship has not only sailed, it sank.”

         
         Kyle shook his head. “Stubborn. I wish I had the time to tell you all the ways you’re wrong right now, but I’ve got to go.”
            He put his hand out for the bag.
         

         
         She placed the handle of it in his palm but didn’t let it go.

         
         He gave it a tug. “Seriously, I have to go.”

         
         “I don’t like this, Kyle. You’re acting strange, not telling me the truth, and it seems like you’re running away from something.
            That’s not like you.”
         

         
         He tilted his head. “You’re doing it with Max.”

         
         “He’s moved on. In fact, he’s moved on so many times since me, I bet he doesn’t even remember what we shared.” She waved that
            away as habitually as she stuffed her true feelings down deep. “Whatever it is that’s got you scared, let me help.”
         

         
         “You can’t. Not with this. The last thing I want is for you to get involved. I’ll handle it.”

         
         She waited a beat, holding his gaze, hoping he would change his mind. When the silence stretched, she relented and released
            the snack bag.
         

         
         “Thank you.” He pulled her into a rare hug and held her tight.

         
         She wrapped her arms around him, feeling his need for her to hold on to him.

         
         He bent his head and whispered, “Remember when we were kids, we used to play with all those codes?”

         
         She smiled, her heart lightening at the reminder of how close they’d always been. “We had a lot of fun with that. I was better than you at it.” 

         
         “Math nerd.” The affection in his voice matched the hold he had on her. He suddenly released her and held her by the shoulders,
            the bag bumping her side. “If I can’t contact you by phone or email, I’ll send a code.” He rushed for the door before she
            could stop him and ask why he’d resort to childish games.
         

         
         “Kyle,” she called out, but he slammed the door behind him, leaving her with a whole lot of questions and worries about why
            he had to leave town so abruptly. “And I thought teenagers were dramatic.”
         

         
         Still, what would send Kyle on the run and have him resort to code breaking to communicate with her?

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Kenna scrambled to get ready for her date and ultimately decided to stay in the slacks and blouse she’d worn to work. She
            touched up her makeup, brushed her teeth, and called it done, just as Marcus arrived. Right on time.
         

         
         Kenna spent the whole car ride to the restaurant thinking about Kyle and imagining a number of scenarios that would send him
            fleeing from town for god knows how long.
         

         
         What was she supposed to tell their parents?

         
         When they got to the restaurant, she sat across from Marcus. Not beside him. She didn’t even think about sliding in next to
            him. Not like she used to do with Max.
         

         
         She really needed to stop thinking about him.

         
         If only.

         
         She blamed Kyle for bringing him up.

         
         Marcus lowered his menu and stared at her. “Are you okay?”

         
         No. Because I can’t stop thinking about what Kyle said about letting go of Max.

         
         “Um. Yeah. I’m fine.”

         
         “Are you sure?” Marcus raised a brow and patiently waited.

         
         She hadn’t even opened her menu yet. She didn’t feel like eating. Worse, she didn’t really want to be here.

         
         Her gut soured. This wasn’t fair to Marcus at all. He’d planned a wonderful night out, and she simply couldn’t be present
            for it.
         

         
         She looked at his earnest face and thought about the last six weeks they’d spent dating and getting to know each other better.

         
         Before Kyle showed up at her place, she wondered if tonight was the night they got naked. Now she wondered what she was doing
            here. With Marcus.
         

         
         They’d agreed to take things slow because they worked together. She felt a little like a cliché. The teacher and the vice
            principal working to better the minds of their students, when sparks fly, and they fall for each other.
         

         
         It sounded like a nice story.

         
         But the spark between them seemed to have grown in Marcus, while in her, it remained a flicker of hope that she’d eventually
            feel something more than the deep friendship they shared.
         

         
         It was the same thing that had happened with the last three guys she’d dated. A couple others hadn’t gotten past the first
            date.
         

         
         Either she sucked at this, or finding love just wasn’t in the cards for her.

         
         Not again. She had it once and lost it.

         
         But maybe she needed to change tactics and think of this more scientifically, instead of mathematically, because the odds seemed wholly not in her favor. If she wanted to connect and bond with someone, then she needed to form an attachment. What better way than sex? 

         
         She liked sex. She missed sex.

         
         She missed feeling wanted and desired by a man.

         
         Marcus made it clear that he wanted more in the kisses they shared.

         
         Maybe it was time to stop holding back and take another step into a deeper kind of relationship with Marcus.

         
         If she couldn’t have all of what she wanted, then maybe she needed to settle for the kind of friendship and connection she
            could have with him.
         

         
         She’d had the amazing, all-encompassing passion kind of love once. It was her fault she’d lost it.

         
         She needed to move on before her brother filled not just one shelf, but the whole damn bookcase with cat figurines.

         
         “Kenna. Are you okay?” Marcus asked again.

         
         No. Damnit.

         
         Marcus deserved what she’d had with Max. He didn’t deserve a woman who settled for him. He didn’t deserve for her to use him
            as an experiment to find a connection that wasn’t there.
         

         
         He deserved to be loved.

         
         And while she thought of him as a dear friend, that’s all they’d ever be, even if they took this further.

         
         “I’m so sorry, Marcus. I’m just not feeling up to this. Would you mind taking me home?” She’d talk to him there in private
            and let him down easy.
         

         
         “Of course.” He left a few dollars on the table to tip the waitress for bringing them water, which she found sweet, since they hadn’t even ordered anything yet. 

         
         She smiled at Marcus when he stood and walked out of the restaurant with her to his car.

         
         They didn’t even hold hands.

         
         That made her sad. The little things mattered.

         
         Marcus did hold her car door open for her. “Your brother suddenly leaving really upset you.”

         
         She took her seat in the car. “It’s just not like him.”

         
         Marcus closed her door, went around the car, and took his seat beside her. “It is strange the way he left today. But I’m sure
            everything is fine.” His reassurance didn’t help, because he didn’t sound so sure.
         

         
         She nodded at him anyway.

         
         Marcus drove to her place. They chitchatted about the weather getting colder, the possibility of more snow this December and
            Marcus’s hectic schedule coaching basketball again this year.
         

         
         It felt like they were an old married couple on date night.

         
         Not like two young people hot for each other in the beginning of a relationship.

         
         He didn’t steal a kiss before he helped her into the car or even put his hand on her thigh.

         
         The signs that she was right about breaking things off to preserve their friendship kept adding up.

         
         As they approached her door, she stopped short and turned to him. “Marcus.” Just the way she said his name, tipped him off.

         
         “You want to end this.” He sighed and looked her in the eye. “I could tell my feelings had grown faster and deeper than yours. I just hoped, given time . . .” 

         
         “I’m so sorry. The last thing I want to do is hurt you.”

         
         He took her hand, squeezed it, then let it go. “Never be sorry for the way you feel.”

         
         “We are such good friends.”

         
         “And that won’t change,” he assured her, not taking her words as a bad thing.

         
         Her heart felt lighter because of it.

         
         “I can’t say I’m not disappointed. But I agree. We both have to have our hearts in it for this to work.” He was such a grown-up,
            facing this head-on.
         

         
         While she’d avoided ever having the conversation she should have had with Max when she found out the truth. Two years ago.
            “Thank you for understanding. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. You’re the perfect guy. A great catch.”
         

         
         “Just not for you,” he added, a slight, self-deprecating grin on his handsome face. “And there’s nothing wrong with you. You’re
            sweet and kind and beautiful. Some lucky guy, who appreciates that and more, like I do, will come along and sweep you off
            your feet.”
         

         
         “You’re sweet, too. Thank you for saying that.” It made her feel better and worse about ending things.

         
         “Then I’ll see you at school tomorrow.”

         
         She was about to return the sentiment when something heavy dropped inside her apartment, drawing both their attention.

         
         She turned and walked toward her door and saw the splintered wood, the door ajar. She pushed it open. “What the fuck?” The whole place had been trashed. 

         
         Someone broke in, she thought inanely.
         

         
         Fear burst through her that someone might have taken her most treasured possession.

         
         A man dressed in black jeans, a black leather jacket, gloves, and a ski mask stepped out of her bedroom, his bulk filling
            the short hallway. He rushed her, grabbed her by the arms, dragged her inside, and shook her. “Where is it?”
         

         
         Stunned, she simply stared at him, confused and dumbfounded.

         
         Marcus brushed past her, hooked his hands on one of the guy’s arms, and tried to pull the man off her.

         
         The intruder stood at least four inches taller than Marcus and had about twenty pounds of muscle on him. He released one hand
            from her, planted it on Marcus’s chest, and shoved him away. Marcus landed on his back on her coffee table so hard the legs
            on one side broke out from under it, sending Marcus up into a sitting position, his ass on the floor now.
         

         
         The guy grabbed the front of her blouse, picked her up off her feet, and shoved her into the wall. Her head cracked on a hanging
            picture of her and her family. The glass cracked, the wood frame broke into a sharp point that cut her scalp. Blood oozed
            down the back of her head and neck.
         

         
         The guy got right in her face. “Tell me where you hid it.”

         
         Marcus scrambled up and grabbed the guy by the shoulders again. “Let her go.”

         
         The guy released her.

         
         She dropped back to her feet, the wood cutting her head even more, the bottom of the frame scraping and bruising her back.
            She put her hand to the back of her scalp and felt the warm wetness as she reached into her purse with her other hand, trying
            to find her phone.
         

         
         Marcus and the guy grappled with each other, crunching and smashing all the things that had been dumped on her floor under
            their feet. The guy shoved Marcus back.
         

         
         Nine-one-one answered her call, but before she could spit out any words, the guy looked over and made a grab for the phone.
            She dropped it, her purse fell off her arm, and she screamed when he planted his hand on her chest and shoved her back into
            the wall with a thump. She used the wall as leverage and shoved the guy away from her. He slipped and stumbled on a magazine
            that slid on the floor under his foot.
         

         
         Marcus bent low, rushed him, and shoved his shoulder into the guy’s midsection. Out of nowhere the guy pulled a knife. He
            held it up, ready to plunge it into Marcus.
         

         
         Adrenaline sent her leaping forward onto his back, her arms around his neck, but she couldn’t stop him from stabbing Marcus
            in the back. Once. Twice. Three times.
         

         
         Marcus dropped to his belly on the floor and didn’t move.

         
         Kenna screamed his name.

         
         The guy shoved her back into the wall so hard her teeth rattled, his body pushing against hers. She saw stars and lost her grip on him, but came away with the mask he’d had over his head as he pulled his body away from hers. Her legs gave out and she landed on her ass on the floor, her knees bent. 

         
         Someone yelled her name from outside. It sounded like her neighbor Carolyn, but it was hard to hear with the sirens so close,
            her head pounding, and her heartbeat echoing in her ears.
         

         
         The guy snatched the mask back, pulled it on, then got right up in her face. “Fucking bitch. I know you. Now you know me.
            This isn’t over.” He rushed out of her place, leaving her on her knees beside Marcus, crying, her phone forgotten on the floor
            as she pressed her hands to Marcus’s back, trying to stop the blood.
         

         
         She leaned down to his ear, saying over and over again, “You’re going to be okay.”

         
         She didn’t know how long it took for the cops to arrive and find her hunched over Marcus, her cheek pressed to his. “Wake
            up. Wake up. Wake up,” she pleaded with him, knowing he was gone.
         

         
         Someone touched her shoulder. “Kenna. Kenna, honey, look at me.”

         
         She knew that voice. It was so close to the Wilde she’d lost. But not the same at all. Through her blurry vision she looked
            up and saw Hunt. Officer Wilde. Max’s brother.
         

         
         His eyes filled with concern and compassion.

         
         “He won’t wake up.” Fresh tears spilled down her cheeks. She hugged Marcus harder, hoping this wasn’t real. It wasn’t true. This never happened. “Wake up,” she pleaded again. 

         
         Hunt put his hands on her shoulders and gently pulled her upright. “Kenna, honey, I need you to let him go and come with me.”

         
         She stared down at Marcus’s bloody back and the blood all over her hands. “He won’t wake up.”

         
         “No, honey, he’s gone. Let me take you out of here.”

         
         “He tried to save me.”

         
         “He did save you,” Hunt assured her.

         
         She leaned over and kissed Marcus’s head. “I’m sorry.” So sorry she hadn’t loved him the way he deserved to be loved. Sorry
            she’d approached her apartment without thinking someone could still be in there. Sorry that their last moments together were
            about her not trying to be more for him.
         

         
         Hunt pulled her back again. “How bad are you hurt? Can you stand up?”

         
         She couldn’t really feel anything but deep, overwhelming grief and regret. So she shifted her weight, planted one foot, and
            let Hunt help her to her feet. The room spun and she tilted off her axis and would have gone down if Hunt hadn’t wrapped an
            arm around her shoulders to hold her up. He scooped her into his arms and walked her out the door, just as two paramedics
            showed up with a gurney.
         

         
         “I’m okay.”

         
         “No, you’re not,” Hunt grumbled. “You’re bleeding like crazy.” He set her on the gurney and she caught a glimpse of the blood all over his shirt before the paramedic pressed a gauze pad to her head. She closed her eyes and winced at the lightning bolt of pain shooting through her scalp. “Ouch.” 

         
         “Take her to the hospital. Get her checked out.” Hunt squatted beside her. “I’ll be there after I check out your apartment
            to talk to you about what happened tonight.”
         

         
         She could barely focus on him, let alone nod.

         
         “Do you want me to call someone for you?”

         
         She frowned, another wave of tears coming. “Kyle left town. Mom and Dad are . . .” She couldn’t quite remember where they’d
            gone, only that they were away for a week or something. “I don’t have anybody to call.” She covered her eyes with her hands,
            not caring that the paramedic was trying to take her blood pressure, and let out a fresh wave of tears.
         

         
         Hunt’s hand settled on her shoulder. “I’ll come and see you as soon as the doctor checks you out, okay?”

         
         “’K.” That’s about all she could manage to say, then her mind went back to Marcus. “You have to call his family. Oh God. His
            family. He’s gone.” Her mind still didn’t want to believe it, but her heart felt the pain sharply.
         

         
         “Take her now.” The urgency in Hunt’s voice set off an alarm in her that maybe she wasn’t really all right.

         
         God, that voice. So close. But not his. Not the one she desperately wanted to hear right now. Not the man she wished she’d
            never lost.
         

         
         Poor Marcus.

         
         Why would someone kill him? Who was that man? And what did he want from her?

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Max was lying in bed. Alone. Not sleeping—again—but listening to the achingly quiet night, feeling every empty centimeter
            of space beside him, doing another mental deep dive on his so-called life.
         

         
         It seemed that every night before his brother Chase went home to his wife and daughter, he took a second to ask Max, “How
            are you?” leaving a pregnant pause, while Chase waited to see if Max would say something other than, “Fine.”
         

         
         Max didn’t think he’d actually been fine in a long time. Overworked, tired, restless, bored, angry, lonely—those were all
            things he’d been and more lately. The last one really got to him, especially as he’d watched his two brothers fall in love
            and live the kind of happy he used to have before everything went to shit with Kenna.
         

         
         His brothers had been on his case for a while now to stop all the late-night drinking at the bar and using women to pretend
            he wasn’t really alone.
         

         
         Without those distractions, all he really had left was the ranch and his regrets.

         
         His older brother Chase had been the golden child. The one who would succeed their dad and run the ranch, but Chase ran off to join the military several years back in order to save the failing ranch with an influx of cash from Chase’s signing bonus. Max took over the ranch and ran things just fine for all those years. Thank you very much. 

         
         But Chase came back broken and different.

         
         He finally got his shit together this past year and now they ran the ranch together, but Max took the lead role because he’d
            earned it.
         

         
         Chase was a good partner. He didn’t mind following Max’s lead. Chase had his wife Shelby and daughter Eliza to fill the nonwork
            hours of the day.
         

         
         Max had work and recently traded his late nights at the bar for sunset rides and time to think about what he wanted for his
            future. He thought he’d have what his brothers found with their wives. In fact, there was a time he’d thought he’d be the
            first of them to get married even though he was the youngest.
         

         
         But that all fell apart.

         
         No good deed goes unpunished.

         
         He’d learned that the hard way and lost Kenna and the trust and love he thought they’d shared until she called him a liar.

         
         He rubbed the heels of his hands into his tired eyes and wondered why he still couldn’t let it go and get past it.

         
         His phone rang on the bedside table. He wanted to ignore it. He had no desire to talk to whoever it was, probably one of the many women he’d had a fling with, who wanted to see him tonight. 

         
         The phone went quiet, then immediately rang again.

         
         Someone really wanted him to answer. In case it was an emergency, he picked up the phone and checked caller ID.

         
         He swiped the screen and picked up Hunt’s call. “Everything okay?” His police officer brother was nearly always on the job
            and anything could happen. Max worried about him a lot.
         

         
         “No. I wanted you to hear this from me.” The urgency in Hunt’s voice scared him.

         
         Max sat up. “Are you hurt?” He immediately went to the worst-case scenario and imagined Hunt shot and bleeding out.

         
         “I’m fine. It’s Kenna.”

         
         His heart dropped and his stomach went tight. The thought of her hurt, or worse, dead, made it hard to breathe. “What’s happened?”

         
         Hunt explained the situation, then said, “I’m on the way to the hospital to see her now. Last I saw her at her place, she
            was bleeding pretty bad and was disoriented.”
         

         
         That didn’t sound good at all. “Is she going to be all right?”

         
         “I think so. Best I can piece together, she was thrown up against a wall, hit her head on a picture frame, busted it up, and
            cut the back of her head severely.”
         

         
         “Who hurt her?” Max wanted a name. A target.

         
         “No idea. She was too distraught to get anything out of her when I arrived on scene.”

         
         “What the fuck happened?”

         
         “She called 911 but wasn’t able to communicate. The operator heard a commotion and her scream. Two neighbors called in, too,
            said there was a fight at her place. They thought she got into it with her boyfriend. But one neighbor reported a masked man
            leaving her place.” Hunt paused. “And then we discovered that her boyfriend is dead. Stabbed three times.”
         

         
         He felt sorry for the guy, but remained focused on Kenna, fear stirring up an urgency to get as many details as possible.
            He needed to know that she’d be all right. “Was she stabbed?”
         

         
         “No. At least, the only injury I saw was to her head. She’s being checked out at the ER right now.”

         
         Max jumped out of bed and grabbed a pair of jeans. “I’ll meet you there.” He hung up on Hunt, got dressed, pulled on his boots,
            grabbed his wallet, phone, and keys, and rushed out of his room. Once he was down the stairs, he called out to his dad in
            the kitchen, “Kenna is hurt and in the hospital. I’ll be back later.” He ran out of the ranch house and straight for his truck.
         

         
         He climbed behind the wheel and headed to town, desperate to see Kenna and make sure she was okay and whoever had hurt her
            wasn’t a threat anymore.
         

         
         Because, although they weren’t together, protecting her seemed as natural as loving her.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Max found Hunt parked right outside the Emergency Department in a space reserved for the police. Hunt was at the back of his
            car unbuttoning his bloody uniform shirt.
         

         
         Max surveyed all the blood covering the long sleeve. His stomach pitched and heart sank that the blood belonged to Kenna.
            That urgency riding him amped up again. “Have you seen her yet?”
         

         
         Hunt shook his head. “I didn’t want to walk in there looking like this and frighten people.”

         
         The sight of all that blood nearly made him panic. “But she was okay last you saw her?”

         
         Hunt dropped the soiled shirt in the back, pulled out a clean one, and put it on. “She was awake, but not really alert and
            coherent. In shock from watching her boyfriend being murdered on top of the head injury she suffered. I’m not sure if she
            had any other injuries or if she had more of an altercation with whoever trashed her place.”
         

         
         “Let’s go find out.” Max needed Hunt to get him in to see Kenna. He wasn’t family. He wasn’t anything to her anymore, except a lying, cheating ex. 

         
         At least, that’s what she thought. His word hadn’t meant shit. And it still stung.

         
         Hunt tucked in the shirt and wrapped his gun belt around his waist again.

         
         Max was already headed toward the hospital door by the time Hunt slammed the hatch closed and rushed after him.

         
         They were greeted by a receptionist at the desk in the small lobby area. Emergency only consisted of five cubicles, so Kenna
            had to be close.
         

         
         “How can I help you, Officer Wilde?”

         
         “I’m looking for Kenna Baker.”

         
         “The doctor is in with her. Cubicle two. Drapes open. You can go over.”

         
         Max followed Hunt to the partially opened drape. He spotted Kenna immediately, wearing a hospital gown, a sheet covering her
            legs up to her waist. She was lying on her side, her head propped up on two pillows, her bloody blond hair partially covering
            her way too pale face. The doctor sat behind her, sewing a four-inch gash closed.
         

         
         The need to go to her and comfort her was so strong, he barely contained it. The relief he felt, seeing her awake and alive,
            nearly sent him to his knees.
         

         
         Hunt approached her slowly. “Kenna, honey, do you feel up to talking to me?”

         
         “Don’t move,” the doctor warned Kenna as he sank the curved needle into her skin again.

         
         “Is he really—” Choked up, she couldn’t finish the statement. Her voice sounded so desperate and anguished.

         
         It cut Max deep to see and hear her like this.

         
         Hunt grabbed a rolling stool like the one the doctor used, shifted it next to the bed, sat, and put his hand on Kenna’s forearm,
            avoiding the IV line going into her hand.
         

         
         Max wanted to be the one that close to her. He wanted to be the one who comforted her.

         
         He wanted to go back to the way things used to be.

         
         But that was never going to happen.

         
         So he stood back, just out of her sight. There, but unable to do anything other than appease his need to see for himself that
            she was okay. Alive. Well. In this world, where, every once in a while, he got a glimpse of her and it made him feel better
            to know she was still here.
         

         
         “I’m sorry we keep meeting like this.”

         
         “Me, too,” Kenna said weakly.

         
         It took Max a moment to remember why Hunt would have seen Kenna recently, and then it hit him. A couple of months ago Max
            had seen Kenna and Sean, the guy she’d been seeing then, leaving the diner. Not even an hour later, Sean died in a car accident
            after dropping Kenna at work. Hunt made the notification to Kenna, because everyone in town, including him, had heard that
            they’d recently started dating.
         

         
         And then it was over.

         
         Max hated why it ended, but he was also glad he didn’t have to see her with someone he knew either.

         
         Hunt cleared his throat. “Can you tell me what happened?” Hunt whispered, trying to keep things calm.

         
         “I . . . I don’t know. It happened so fast.” Her bottom lip trembled.

         
         The doctor put in another stitch and began knotting it.

         
         Hunt tried again. “Why was Marcus there? Did he come to pick you up? Was he dropping you off?”

         
         A single tear slid down Kenna’s cheek. “We went out to dinner.”

         
         “Okay. Did you have a good time?”

         
         Why the hell was Hunt asking that? Max didn’t want to hear about her out with some other guy.

         
         “We didn’t even order. I asked him to take me home.”

         
         “Why? Were you sick or something?”

         
         “Because it wasn’t right.”

         
         Hunt raised a brow. “How so?”

         
         Kenna closed her watery eyes for a second, tears slipping past her lashes and rolling over her nose and cheek. “We were saying
            good-night.”
         

         
         Max caught what she didn’t say. Marcus wasn’t going inside with her. She ended the date before they ate, and she hadn’t planned
            to spend the night with him in her bed.
         

         
         His little green monster settled down for a nap.

         
         Not that he had any right to be jealous. Still. He couldn’t help it.

         
         Kenna had been his. She would still be his if she’d believed in him.

         
         “Then what happened?” Hunt asked, his words soft and gentle.

         
         “I turned to the door and saw the broken frame. I didn’t think.” She raised her fisted hand and pounded it against the side of her head three times. 

         
         Hunt caught her wrist. “Stop. You’ll hurt yourself more.”

         
         Max had never seen her so distressed.

         
         The doctor held the needle and thread away from her to be sure she’d settled again.

         
         Kenna squeezed her eyes shut. “It’s my fault.”

         
         Hunt sighed, turned, and stared at Max.

         
         He didn’t have an answer for why she’d say that, why she’d even think it. She was a good person. She’d never hurt anyone.

         
         Well, she hurt him. But she never set out to do that.

         
         “It was so stupid to think about the watch and not that someone could get hurt.”

         
         Max’s heart triple-timed in his chest.

         
         “There must be something really special about that watch,” Hunt blurted out.

         
         Max didn’t want to hear that answer. He knew it already.

         
         “It’s stupid to hold on to something so hard that isn’t yours. But I can’t let it go.” The words spilled out of Kenna like
            a confession and a tide she couldn’t stop. “I keep it by my bed and hold it when I go to sleep. And it’s like time stops and
            I’m back there. With him. When we were happy.” Kenna seemed to catch herself. She gasped and pressed her lips tightly closed.
            “Don’t tell him.” She gripped Hunt’s hand. “Please. You can’t tell him.”
         

         
         “I won’t,” Hunt assured her, catching on that she was talking about something of his. The watch he’d always worn and left at her place and never went back for after they split. 

         
         It took Kenna another minute to continue. “I didn’t care about the rest of the stuff. None of it mattered.”

         
         He couldn’t believe something of his still meant so much to her.

         
         What did that mean?

         
         “I didn’t hear anyone . . . but then he came out of my room and . . .”

         
         “And what?” Hunt prompted her.

         
         “He came right at me. He was huge. Six-two. Built like a tank. All in black. A leather jacket with some kind of patches on
            it.”
         

         
         “Did you get a look at his face?”

         
         She paled considerably. “I . . .”

         
         “Take your time.”

         
         “I d-did.” Her lips trembled. She lifted her head a bit.

         
         “Hold still, Kenna,” the doctor warned, working on another stitch.

         
         How damn many was he putting in her?

         
         Kenna settled again. “He asked me where it was.”

         
         Hunt leaned in. “What?”

         
         “I have no idea.”

         
         “But it seemed like he was looking for something specific?” Hunt’s gaze narrowed with suspicions.

         
         “I guess. Unless he just meant my money or something.” She looked up at Hunt. “Why didn’t he just take what he wanted and
            leave?”
         

         
         “You said you cut the date short. You surprised him.”

         
         Kenna’s eyes went wide. “He was followed.”

         
         “Who?”

         
         That’s what Max wanted to know.

         
         “Kyle stopped by to say goodbye right before I left.”

         
         “Why would someone follow Kyle to your place?” Hunt asked.

         
         “I don’t know.” She sounded exasperated Hunt would even ask.

         
         Hunt scrunched his lips, then tried to get Kenna back on track. “What happened next?”

         
         “He grabbed me by my blouse at my chest and shoved me up against the wall. Even in my heels, I couldn’t touch the floor. I
            thought he was going to kill me. But Marcus pulled him away. The guy shoved Marcus off him. Marcus landed on the coffee table
            and broke it.”
         

         
         When she didn’t go on, Hunt tapped her arm with his finger. “Then what?”

         
         “I . . . um . . . I grabbed my phone and tried to call 911. I sent the call through but I didn’t have time to say anything.”

         
         Hunt nodded. “Your neighbors called, too. I was on duty. When they told me it was you, I rushed over to help.”

         
         “Thank you. That’s nice, considering.”

         
         Hunt glanced over at Max, as shocked as he was that Kenna thought a Wilde wouldn’t help her because they broke up. It punched
            him right in the gut that she believed that.
         

         
         “What happened before the police arrived?” Hunt nudged her to continue.

         
         “The guy was coming after me again, but Marcus slammed his shoulder into the guy’s midsection. But the guy . . . he . . . he pulled a knife. I jumped on the guy’s back and tried to stop him.” 

         
         Max swore under his breath and thought of all the terrible things that could have happened to her.

         
         “It happened so fast. Bam, bam, bam. He stabbed him. He just . . . stabbed him again and again like it was nothing. He slammed me back into the wall. I hit my
            head again and let go of him and somehow pulled off his mask. Marcus dropped to the floor. The guy . . . he called me a bitch,
            then . . .”
         

         
         “What?” Hunt leaned in.

         
         “I could hear the sirens and someone outside calling my name.”

         
         Probably one of her neighbors, Max thought.
         

         
         “He said, ‘I know you. Now you know me. This isn’t over.’ And then he pulled the mask back on and ran.”

         
         Hunt swore.

         
         Fear filled her eyes. “He’s coming back for me, isn’t he?”

         
         “You can ID him as Marcus’s murderer.” Hunt’s bluntness made Kenna pale even more.

         
         Her eyes widened with terror.

         
         Max, and especially Kenna, could have done without Hunt’s candor.

         
         Hunt squeezed her arm. “I have the basic description. Can you give me more details about his face and hair?”

         
         “Dirty blond. I didn’t realize it until I pulled the mask off, but it was long and straight, tied into a bun. His face was . . . I don’t know. Rugged. Lines at the corners of his eyes. His nose looked like it had been broken. There was a bump on the bridge of his nose. He had a close beard, darker than his hair, but not brown. His front upper tooth had a tiny chip out of the corner.” 

         
         The guy got close enough for her to see all those details.

         
         Max seethed.

         
         “That’s good,” Hunt praised. “Any other distinguishing marks? A tattoo maybe?”

         
         She rubbed the heel of her hand roughly against her forehead a couple of times. With her head injury, she probably had a killer
            headache to go with the long gash. “He was mostly covered.” She squinted her eyes. “Except, I did see something peeking out
            of his collar, like a swirl or point of a tattoo going up from his shoulders and halfway up the back of his neck. I don’t
            know what it was, except a black curve of something.” She shook her head.
         

         
         Luckily, it appeared the doctor had finished sewing her up.

         
         “I’m sorry I can’t tell you more. I just wanted to get to Marcus to see if he was all right. But he wasn’t.” She met Hunt’s
            gaze. “He wouldn’t wake up.”
         

         
         “No, honey, he didn’t. But I think he saved you.”

         
         “It should have been me.”

         
         Hunt squeezed her arm again. “I’m glad it wasn’t you.”

         
         Kenna closed her eyes as more tears fell.

         
         Max had a hard time standing by, witnessing all this, listening to her anguished voice recounting seeing her boyfriend die
            right in front of her and being helpless to do anything about it.
         

         
         He felt like a jackass just standing there, not doing anything.

         
         But it wasn’t his place. He didn’t even know why he came, except that he had to see for himself that she was going to be okay, or he’d simply go insane worrying about her. 

         
         She didn’t look like it right now, but he knew Kenna. She was strong and resilient and she’d get through this.

         
         The doctor stood and pushed the tray of implements he’d used to work on Kenna out of the way. “You’re all stitched up. The
            numbing will wear off in an hour or so.”
         

         
         Hunt glanced over at the doctor. “Are you releasing her tonight?”

         
         “I’ll have her discharge papers in a few minutes.” The doctor directed his next words to Kenna. “You’ll need to keep those
            stitches dry. I understand you’ll want to shower and wash your hair. Just be sure to dry your scalp really well so it will
            heal. I’ll send you home with some antibiotic ointment. You have a very mild concussion that should resolve in the next day
            or so, so don’t drive. There’s some bruising and swelling on your head that will probably hurt for a few days. Over-the-counter
            pain meds should help with that.” The doctor picked up the paper bag from the counter and held it out to Hunt. “We bagged
            her clothes for evidence just in case.”
         

         
         Hunt took the bag. “Thank you.” To Kenna he said, “I brought you something comfortable to wear.”

         
         The doctor came around the bed to Hunt’s side to address Kenna directly. “Is there someone we can call to pick you up?”

         
         Kenna didn’t meet his gaze, just stared off into space. “My brother left town. My parents are away, too. I guess . . . I’ll just go home.” 

         
         “You can’t,” Hunt quickly spoke up. “Your apartment is a wreck and a crime scene. I’ll take you to the ranch tonight.”

         
         Max breathed a sigh of relief that Hunt stepped up to take Kenna to his place.

         
         “We’ve got plenty of empty beds in the big house,” Hunt tacked on.

         
         Max swore under his breath.

         
         Hunt didn’t look at him at all, the asshole.

         
         “I can’t stay there.” Kenna said it like it scared her.

         
         He didn’t like that. He understood if she simply didn’t want to be anywhere near him, but to be afraid . . .

         
         Hunt pushed. “Your family isn’t here to help. You need someplace to sleep. Plus, I’ll put an officer outside.”

         
         Max caught on, that Hunt wasn’t only setting him up, but also that he didn’t want to bring Kenna to his place, where Cyn and
            the baby were, and put them at risk. If this guy came after Kenna, Max, his dad, a cop outside were better equipped to keep
            her safe without worrying about Cyn and the baby.
         

         
         “I’ll be by in the morning to update you about the case.”

         
         “But . . .”

         
         Hunt shook his head. “It’s okay, Kenna. Max won’t mind helping out an old friend.”

         
         She frowned, tears gathered in her eyes. “He hates me.”

         
         Max couldn’t let that stand and pushed open the curtain. “No, I don’t.”

         
         Kenna stopped breathing for a second, then sighed and turned her head just enough to face him. “What are you doing here?”

         
         He didn’t know. More accurately, he didn’t want to admit why he’d come. To her. To himself. It hurt just looking at her. And
            at the same time, he yearned for something that used to be, but would never be again. “Hunt called to tell me what happened.
            I was worried.”
         

         
         “You don’t have to do this. I can go to a motel, or something.”

         
         “He’s here. He can drive you home,” Hunt announced like it was a done deal.

         
         Max didn’t acknowledge the flutter of whatever the hell it was inside him at the notion that the ranch was Kenna’s home.

         
         It should have been.

         
         But it never was.

         
         It wouldn’t be.

         
         But yes, he could help out an old friend, even if they weren’t even that anymore.

         
         “I’m ready whenever you are.” He never lied to Kenna, but that felt awful close to one, given that he was so not ready to
            be this close to her again.
         

         
         It took an hour for the IV to finish and the doctor to finally discharge her. Hunt had left her clothes. A nurse helped Kenna
            change and rolled her out to the parking lot in a wheelchair. He pulled the truck up front and got out to help her in, but
            she did that all on her own, avoiding him touching her, even though he could see she was sore and tired.
         

         
         He wondered how badly that guy roughed her up, but didn’t ask. He didn’t want to bring what happened to the forefront of her mind again. 

         
         He drove her home with the music turned low, letting it be a distraction and something that filled the quiet between them.

         
         Truthfully, he didn’t know what to say to her.

         
         It had been too long and not long enough, it seemed, for both of them.

         
         She had enough to deal with tonight, so he left the past in the past and focused on getting her home.

         
         By the time he pulled into the driveway and shut off the engine, she seemed wound tight and ready to unravel all at once.

         
         “I’ll put you up in the guest room.”

         
         She stared out the window at the house. “You didn’t have to do this.”

         
         “Yes. I did.” Once he knew what happened to her, there was no turning back. He had to help her. He didn’t owe her anything.
            He chalked it up to respecting their past and what they shared, which was a hell of a lot more good than the one bad thing
            that happened. Because of that, he felt like this was the least he could do for someone who’d loved him so perfectly, at least
            for a little while.
         

         
         That’s more than some people ever experienced.

         
         He wouldn’t give up those memories for anything.

         
         He wouldn’t let the woman who’d made those memories with him suffer alone.

         
         He’d put a roof over her head, settle her in a warm bed, feed her, then let her go tomorrow again, knowing it would probably be just as hard to watch her leave as it was the last time. 

         
         A patrol car pulled up behind them and parked.

         
         “You’ll be safe here.” He could give her that peace of mind, too.

         
         “I was always safe with you,” she whispered, then opened the truck door and slipped out.

         
         Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. It brought back too many memories for both of them.

         
         He climbed out and followed her up to the house. He had to take her arm at the porch steps to steady her. “You okay?” He rolled
            his eyes at asking such a stupid question.
         

         
         “Tired. My whole body hurts.”

         
         Yeah. That guy slammed her around good.

         
         Max hoped the guy got what he deserved. Soon.

         
         Watching Kenna struggle up four steps tied his gut in knots. So when he escorted her into the house and looked up the staircase
            to the second floor, his mind said, Nope. He scooped her up in his arms and carried her up.
         

         
         Three steps in and she protested. “Put me down. You don’t have to do this.”

         
         “I do, actually. I can’t stand to watch you hurting.”

         
         “I’m fine.”

         
         “We promised to never lie to each other,” he reminded her. He didn’t have to look to know the tears streamed down her cheeks
            again.
         

         
         He figured the best thing to do was get her settled for the night and give her some space. So he walked into the guest room across from his, set her on her feet, but kept his arm around her to steady her, pulled back the covers on the bed, and nudged her to climb in. She did without a word and seemed to sink into the mattress like a puddle, all her energy spent. 

         
         “I’ll get your ointment from the truck and grab you a couple ibuprofen and water. Need anything else?”

         
         She barely shook her head.

         
         He carried out those tasks and walked back into her room. She was in the exact same spot, staring at the closet doors across
            from her. He set the water on the nightstand and held out the ibuprofen. “Come on, you need to take these. They’ll help.”
         

         
         She struggled to sit up and do as he asked. Once she downed the pills, she settled back on the pillow, her vacant gaze straight
            ahead.
         

         
         “I’m sure you remember, but the bathroom is one door down on the right. If you need anything, I’m across the hall. Just call
            out. I’ll hear you.”
         

         
         The tears came again.

         
         He wanted to wipe them away, hold her until they stopped, take away her pain and grief. But that wasn’t his place anymore.

         
         They were finally in the same room together again, yet they were still as far apart as they’d been when they split.

         
         He still hated it.

         
         He still wished it hadn’t happened.

         
         He wanted it to be different.

         
         But it couldn’t. It wouldn’t. And it still made him angry.

         
         So he left her and went back to his bed, the same thoughts he’d had earlier about the state of his life circling his head. The same loneliness he felt without her. 

         
         And in his heart, a spark of hope that maybe, somehow, she’d believe again that he wasn’t what she accused him of so long
            ago, but the same man she’d loved so well he couldn’t get over her.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         Kenna sat in the rocking chair in the living room by the window overlooking the wide front porch and the barn. She and Max
            had avoided each other all day.
         

         
         It hurt that he couldn’t look at her, that he hated having her around. But she still secretly loved being here, because Max
            had always been her safe place. And even if he didn’t want her anymore, she still felt secure here.
         

         
         He’d done the decent thing, taking her in, in her time of need, because he was a decent man.

         
         She refused to let herself believe anything different, to even hope there was something more to his actions, because that
            would lead to utter disappointment. And she simply couldn’t take anything more right now.
         

         
         She thought of what her brother said before he left, about telling Max the truth.

         
         She’d wanted to for a long time.

         
         What difference would it make now?

         
         Which made her wonder why he showed up at the hospital last night at all.

         
         Except that maybe, if Max had been attacked and hurt, she’d need to see with her own eyes that he was alive and well. Because once they were everything to each other. Maybe that, on a basic level, never went away even if it had all crumbled to pieces. That piece still remained, even if the whole of what it used to be had shattered, it still connected them. 

         
         She couldn’t sit here all day, thinking about Max, hoping to catch another glimpse of him, only to run up to the guest room
            the second he headed back to the house.
         

         
         She couldn’t stomach anything right now. Not when she felt so sad about Marcus. It seemed she couldn’t erase the images of
            him fighting off their attacker or him bleeding on her floor. She could still hear herself begging him to wake up.
         

         
         The whole thing seemed like a nightmare and all too real at the same time.

         
         Her body started trembling again. Her eyes teared up, even though she spent most of the night waking from one bad dream after
            another and crying all over again.
         

         
         She needed to get out of here and find a way to block it all out.

         
         She grabbed her phone to call Hunt again. He hadn’t answered her earlier call or returned it after she left him a message.
            They had to have finished processing her house by now.
         

         
         The officer who showed up last night to watch the house, had been replaced by a new one today. She’d gone out to his car earlier
            to ask if he knew when she could leave. He told her to talk to Hunt.
         

         
         She tapped the screen and sent the call through.

         
         “You’ve reached Hunt Wilde. Leave a message.”

         
         “Hunt, it’s Kenna. Again. Please call me back. I need to go home.” She hung up and set her chin on her knees as she sat curled
            up in the chair. She didn’t actually want to go home, she just needed to get away from here and there was nowhere else to
            go.
         

         
         She feared she’d never escape her own mind and heartache.

         
         She’d called into work, told them what happened, and asked for a couple of days off. But once she felt a little better, she
            decided that getting back to her students, doing something productive, would help her cope.
         

         
         “Are you okay?”

         
         Startled, she gasped and turned her head to Mr. Wilde, who stood in the archway between the front door entryway and the living
            room. The bruised and battered muscles in her back and shoulders tensed, sending a wave of pain through her body.
         

         
         Mr. Wilde held up his hand to let her know he meant no harm. “Sorry. I was just watching you watch Max. You look so lost and
            alone. It looks like you miss him a lot.”
         

         
         She wondered how her life turned into this, when at one time she’d pictured her life so differently and every scene included
            Max.
         

         
         What she wouldn’t give to have that kind of steady and ordinary and special back.

         
         Maybe she was cursed after doing what she did to Max. He was the one person she never wanted to cause pain, and she’d done
            it in spades.
         

         
         Maybe she deserved this kind of loss and pain.

         
         She wiped at the fresh tears. “I was just . . .” She
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