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Chapter One

 


Devon never thought it would be this
much trouble trying to find one young woman. At first, he had been
afraid she was murdered, but he’d found a few people who had seen
or worked with her in the last few weeks. One as recently as the
day before.

The girl, Emma, had been running since
she’d helped Lacey, the young heiress, escape from her mother’s
plan that would have taken the young woman out of the country. Emma
had worked for the family at the time, overheard the threat against
Lacey, told her, and helped her get away.

Devon knew the situation had terrified
Emma, and understandably, it was what sent her into hiding. He
wanted her to know everything had been resolved. Lacey’s mother had
been arrested, so there was no threat to her anymore.

He’d found her apartment, a small
studio on the third floor in an old house. It was tiny, just
slightly bigger than his living room in his condo. It looked like
she might have been there recently. Dust covered every surface, but
he could see where it had been disturbed in just a way that told
him she was trying hard to hide the fact she’d been
there.

He couldn’t figure out why the sight
of where she lived worried him so much, except that a young woman
shouldn’t live in this area of the city and in a place that
couldn’t keep a toddler out.

The bed was the size of a crib
mattress, and it sat on the floor with no bed frame. A red milk
crate sat beside it as a nightstand with a chipped lamp on it.
Between the two tall windows stood a small old dresser. One of the
drawers looked lopsided and didn’t close all the way.

She used an old worn loveseat to
separate the tiny bedroom from the living room. Besides the
loveseat that she’d put a colorful blanket over to hide its age,
there was a small rocking chair that looked like it came from a
dumpster and a wooden table between the two. She had a kitchenette
and a bathroom. The bathroom was so small his shoulders touched
both walls when he stood in the middle. The kitchen had a hot
plate, a dorm-size refrigerator, and a tiny microwave. That and two
feet of counter space took up about five square feet of the
place.

He could tell she took care of what
she had. Besides the dust, everything was clean and
organized.

The more he got to know about her, the
more he wanted to find her. He spent every waking minute that he
wasn’t working looking for her, but had a gut feeling she was
running from more than the group of people Lacey had to deal with
recently. The ones little Emma had risked her life to save Lacey
from.

He wanted to know why she lived in a
decrepit place while her mother lived across town in a huge
beautiful house.

After his visit to the apartment, he
visited the different diners around the area because he knew they
were her best choice to find work. They were more likely to turn
the other cheek and not ask questions.

At that moment, he was at the fourth
diner where he’d found that Emma had worked for in the last few
weeks. They all admitted to paying her under the table and said she
was jumpy and talked very little. None of them knew where she lived
or stayed at night.

A few had tried to help her, but she
refused. No one knew what scared her enough to take off from the
job each time, and they all felt terrible for her.

Devon shook the man’s hand.

“Thank you for your
time.”

“Sure, if you ever find
her, tell her we’d still like her as an employee. She was one of
the hardest workers I’ve ever had. She had more energy than three
of my guys. I wished she had confided in me. I could tell she was
running from someone. She was so damn sweet and beautiful it broke
my heart. She doesn’t belong in this area and should have had
someone taking care of and looking out for her.”

Devon smiled. “I’ll tell her.” He
walked out the back of the diner and looked up and down the alley.
He cringed when he saw the rats and garbage and could smell feces
and dank water.

Everyone he’d talked to had said the
same things. She was beautiful, sweet, scared, but a hard worker,
and she never stayed long.

“Dammit.” He ran a hand
down his face in frustration. “I’m going to find you, baby, if it’s
the last thing I do.”

He headed back to his car. He needed
all the information he could get, and he only knew one person who
knew her.

Devon called his friend and business
partner.

****

“Cason, it’s Devon. I’m
going to stop by. I need to ask Lacey some questions about
Emma.”

“Sure, man, come on up
when you get here.”

A few minutes later, Devon stepped off
the elevator, walked to his friend, and shook his hand.

“Is everything
okay?”

Devon nodded. “Not really. I get close
to finding Emma, and then she disappears. I need all the
information I can get. She shouldn’t be out on her own. Everyone
I’ve talked to who’s met her says she’s very sweet but also
terrified and sad. I’m not sure what’s going on with her, but I
want to help. Her apartment is about the size of one of our living
rooms, and it looks like she has gone through dumpsters to furnish
it. I met her mom. She’s a piece of work. She lives in this huge
house by herself. I asked why Emma didn’t live with her, and she
just said the girl was a terrible person and a slut who stole from
her, and then she came on to me pretty strongly. Something’s fucked
up. From what I’ve found out about the girl, she’s a lot like your
Lacey. She shouldn’t be on her own.”

“You’ll find her,” Cason
said. “Just tell me if there is anything I can do to
help.”

“If I can, I’d like to ask
Lacey some questions.”

“Sure.” Cason turned and
yelled down the hallway. “Hey, baby, Devon’s here to talk to
you.”

Cason glanced at Devon when he
chuckled, and then he heard a squeal and running
footsteps.

She ran up and hugged Devon.
“Hi.

“Hi, yourself. I wanted to
talk to you about Emma.”

“You haven’t found
her?”

Cason hated to see the worry and
disappointment on his little’s face.

Devon shook his head. “Not yet, honey.
I get close, and then she disappears. Tell me everything you know
again. There might have been something you missed or
forgot.”

“She’s the maid I told you
about. She was the one who warned me and then had me hide in her
trunk to get me out of my mother’s house. She let me out in the
back of Cason’s building because she thought she was being
followed, and she wanted to draw them away from me. I’m hoping
nothing happened to her. She was always so nice to me. I think she
would have made a great friend, but it was forbidden for the
servants to talk to us unless they asked a question. Isn’t that
pitiful?”

“Yes. I think so, too,”
Devon told her.

Lacey leaned against Cason’s shoulder.
“I just hope she’s okay, but I wouldn’t know how to find
out.”

“I’m trying, and I won’t
stop,” Devon said. “Can you tell me anything else you know about
her?”

“Her car was blue and had
two doors, but that’s all I know about that.”

“It’s fine, I’ve got
people looking for her car, but no one has found it.”

“She’s about my age,
really pretty, with dark hair and eyes. I’m not positive, but her
last name could be Hammond. That’s all I know.” She looked up at
him. “Isn’t that pitiful, Daddy?”

Cason grinned. Since she had been
hanging with the other girls, everything was pitiful. Travis told
him it went in phases. Next week it might be something totally
different.

“Yes, baby, that is
pitiful. Devon’s doing the best he can.”

She nodded. “Good. I worry about her
every day.”

“Knowing Devon, he’ll keep
looking until he finds her.”

Lacey gave Devon one more hug and
walked away.

Cason studied his friend’s uneasy
expression. “What’s up?”

“I found a missing person
report about an Emma Hammond. Her aunt is her only living relative
besides her mother, but the aunt was the one who reported her
missing. She told the police that Emma had never missed a day to
visit her in a retirement home. She’s in a home because she had a
stroke a year ago. That’s why it took me so long to find her. If it
wasn’t for the report, I might not have ever found her.”

“Shit.” Cason’s stomach
twisted.

“Yeah, it gets worse. Her
aunt said she went missing that same day she helped Lacey escape.
I’ve talked to people who have seen her, but I haven’t been able to
find her yet.”

“So, her chances of
surviving much longer on her own are pretty slim?”

Devon nodded. “I’m afraid
so.”

Cason wiped a hand down his face.
“Shit, how the hell am I going to tell Lacey this? It will break
her heart.”

“Hold off for a while.
I’ll keep looking.” Devon patted his shoulder and left.

 Cason sighed. He would definitely be praying for a
miracle.


Chapter Two

 


Devon rolled over in bed and reached
for his phone. He glanced at the time.

“Hell, two thirty.”
This better be good, he
thought.

“This is Fowler,” Devon
said.

“Sir, this is Mr. Roberts,
the manager of the place Emma Hammond lives.”

“Yes, what’s
up?”

“I’ve heard someone in the
apartment again just now, and you told me to call you.”

Devon sprang from the bed, grabbed the
first thing he reached for, and pulled it on. “I’ll be right there.
Keep your eyes on the place.”

“I will.”

Devon hung up, found a shirt and
boots, and then hurried out of his condo and got into his
car.

The twenty-minute trip took half the
time because he was speeding, and no one else was out at that time
of night. He hated breaking the law, but it might be his only
chance to catch her.

He parked in front and then raced into
the apartment building, where he found the manager waiting by the
front door.

“Are they still in the
apartment?”

Mr. Roberts nodded. “Yes, I just heard
something a few minutes ago. Do you think it’s Emma?”

“I really hope so. Can you
stay here while I check around the building? I want to make sure
she doesn’t escape.”

“Sure.”

Devon went back out onto the sidewalk
and looked up. It was faint, but he did see the light in her place.
He skirted around the building and found the fire escape ladder
that had been pulled down.

If it was her, that was how she was
getting in undetected. Besides the ladder, he saw no other evidence
of any tampering.

He went back inside. “Can I have the
key?”

“Are you sure you’re not
out to hurt her?”

“Yes. I gave you my card.
Didn’t you check me out?”

“Yes, I just feel funny
about this. She’s a sweet girl, and I don’t want her to be
hurt.”

“I can promise you that
I’m here to take care of her. She shouldn’t be out on her
own.”

“That I agree
with.”

Devon took the key the man handed
him.

“Just leave it in the
apartment or drop it in the slot in the door when you leave. Knock
if there’s anything you need.”

“I will. Thank
you.”

Devon quietly walked up the stairs,
put his ear to the door, and heard nothing. He put the key in the
lock and carefully opened the door. The first thing he saw was a
small person jumping out the window. He rushed over.

“Wait, Emma, stop,” he
yelled as he looked down at her.

The figure who paused halfway down the
fire escape ladder looked up at him as he leaned out the window and
then took off.

“Dammit.”

He raced out of the building and went
the way he saw her going down the alley.

Walking around the area for several
minutes, he scanned right and left for her.

At first, he thought he’d lost her,
but then he heard faint muffled whimpering behind a
dumpster.

He exhaled, betting it was her, and he
was thankful he’d finally found her. Now, he had to catch her and
take her home.

God, he didn’t want to scare her, but
she needed to go with him before she got hurt. The dark pre-dawn
hours were no time for a girl like her to be out.

“Emma, honey. Please don’t
be afraid.” He heard a thump like he’d startled her. “Please, come
out.”

“Go away.”

“Honey, I
can’t.”

“Are you here to kill
me?”

“No, I’m here to save you.
Lacey sent me.”

She was quiet for a moment. “Lacey?
Not the monster or my mother?”

His eyebrows rose. She was afraid of
her mother? That was something he’d figure out later.

“No, Lacey, the girl you
saved. She has been so worried about you.”

“She has?”

“Yes, baby. Can you come
out?”

“Is she okay?”

“Yes. She’s just fine, and
she’s safe. I’ll tell you all about it when we get you taken care
of.”

“I’m afraid.”

“You don’t ever have to be
afraid of me.”

She paused again. “I can’t tell if a
person is lying or not.”

“You’re right. That is
hard to tell most of the time. You’re going to have to trust me. I
don’t think you have a lot of options at the moment.”

A long moment passed before he heard
her shuffle around, and then he saw her slide out behind the
garbage. The only light was a streetlight several feet away, so he
couldn’t get a good look at her. What he could see worried
him.

She was fragile and pale. Her eyes
were huge, filled with fear, and the dark circles under them that
looked more like bruises attested to the fact she wasn’t getting
any sleep.

She tensed when he took a step toward
her.

“Easy, pet.” He held out
his hand.

His brows snapped together when he
finally noticed the way she was holding her arm against her body
and the sheen of something like blood on her black
sweatshirt.

“Baby, did you get
hurt?”

She bit down on her lip and
nodded.

“Can I see it?”

She shook her head.

Fuck, she looked like she was about
ready to fall over. He saw her sway again, and he knew she didn’t
have any more fight left in her. “Will you let me take care of
you?”

Her eyes widened. “How?”

“I will take you home with
me, get you clean, see to your wound, feed you, and put you in a
nice soft bed I have in my guest room. I promise we’ll call Lacey
in the morning. She lives in the same building I do.”

****

Emma stood there in front of one of
the biggest
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