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      She's the prime murder suspect.

      He's the man she could never have.

      Together, on the run and with a murder to solve, sparks fly and passion burns.

      Army sergeant Sophie Turner would do anything for anyone. And after her best friend is murdered, she's hellbent on uncovering the truth. But when all evidence points to her, Sophie must call the only man she's ever truly wanted for help.

      Special agent Gaige Vickers has loved Sophie for as long as he can remember. The second she needs his help, Gaige is there. As they embark upon the truth together, Gaige and Sophie grow closer. Two things are clear: their attraction is undeniable, and Sophie's story doesn't quite add up. Gaige is suddenly torn between his desire for her and his determination to reveal the murderer.  But one thing is certain: come Hell or high water, he'll do anything to DEFEND SOPHIE. 

      ***

      Let’s stay in contact, join my newsletter so I can let you know about new releases, sales, promotions and more. https://www.subscribepage.com/pjfialafm
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      Looking over her shoulder, Sophie exited the little gas station just outside of Riverton, California through the back of the store and opened the package that held a burner phone. Pulling Gaige Vicker's phone number from her front jean pocket, written on a crumpled piece of a discarded newspaper she'd dug out of the dumpster at her apartment complex, she quickly tapped the numbers into the phone. She regretted having to dismantle and toss her brand new cell phone, but she knew they'd be able to track her with it and she just couldn't take the chance.

      Throwing Gaige's number into a nearby garbage can so no one would connect them should she be captured, she quickly made her way across the quiet street and ducked between a large boxwood hedge and a wooden fence. Pressing her back to the warm wood, her eyes ever vigilant to her surroundings, she remained wary. Her heart was still pounding hard from her run through the woods. That bastard who was chasing her told her not to talk to another person about what she knew, her time was up. Swallowing the bile that threatened to rise at the thought of how close she'd come to dying today, she inhaled slowly. By the third ring her heart began racing. "Come on, pick up," She mumbled into the phone.

      "Vickers." Her hand flew to cover her mouth as a sob almost escaped. Ducking down further behind the hedge, she whispered, "Gaige? Oh, Gaige, it's Sophie. I'm in trouble and you're the only one who can help me."

      Taking a deep breath to regain her composure, she held her breath as she waited for him to respond. "Sophie Turner?"

      "Yes." She hated that she sounded so desperate, but she was. Glancing around to make sure no one was nearby, she swallowed before continuing. "Gaige, I'm in trouble. I need help. I'm all alone."

      "What about your friend, Kate?" Closing her eyes to stay the tears that threatened to spill, she took another deep breath. "Kate's dead. I'm in trouble. Can you come?"

      "Okay, Sophie, tell me what's going on."

      "I can't, Gaige, I'm afraid they're following me and I have to make tracks. I'm scared to say too much on the phone. I'm just outside of Riverton. Call me on this burner phone number when you get here. 939-202-9786."

      "Sophie, you need to tell me something. What are you up against? What kind of backup do I need?"

      "I'm sorry." Fighting a sob, her voice cracked. "Can you come? Can you help me?"

      She heard him exhale and knew she was asking a lot of him, but she had nowhere to turn. Whispering, “please,” she heard his voice change.

      "I'll be there as soon as I can."

      "Thank you." She broke down sobbing, but ended the call, nervous that she'd stayed put too long. Looking all around, she stepped from between the hedge and the fence heading south toward Canyon Creek. She could walk for hours, her Army training had conditioned her for that. Bonus that she wasn't carrying a ruck sack, so she was traveling light. She'd make better time that way.

      Attacked from behind, strong arms wrapped themselves around her, she felt herself falling to the ground, face first and tried to twist to land on her attacker. Not quite managing, her right shoulder took the brunt of the fall but not before her attacker managed to reach around and punch her in the jaw once, bringing stars to her eyes. She heard her phone clatter to the ground and her eyes fell on it just in time to see it slide under a nearby trashcan with wheels. Shit.

      Fighting passing out, she began kicking back at her attacker and heard him grunt when she managed a good solid kick to his shin. Taking the opportunity, she threw her head back and connected with his nose. Hearing the nasty crunch, she rolled away as he howled, scrambled to her feet, and took off running. The pain slicing through her shoulder hampered her pace, but she was determined to keep going. No way she'd allow them to kill her like they killed Kate. No way in hell. The bastards.

      Setting her mind to hear the music she played in her head during their long and arduous runs in the Army, she steadied her pace and refused to look back. Reaching the nearby woods, she ducked in, and carefully watched the terrain as she navigated the downed branches and stumps of trees long ago fallen. Listening for anything behind her, she finally ventured a glance and saw that she wasn't being followed. At least not closely.

      Slowing her pace to a fast walk, she looked up through the trees to see where the sun was in the sky. At 2:00 p.m., in California, the sun was just beginning its decent, toward the west, so she adjusted her direction and headed due south. The sun would still shine brightly for another five hours or so. She could realistically travel ten to twelve miles in that time. She'd done it more than once. But, she'd never been more determined than now to make time and distance.

      She'd find a place to rest tonight, then she'd find a way to go back in the morning and retrieve her phone. That was the only place she had Gaige's number and it was the only way Gaige had to reach her. Hopefully, her attacker didn't see the phone slide to its landing place. If the grunt she'd heard from him was any indicator, he was in a fair amount of pain right now. But she wasn't going back there to look in case he had help. That would be tomorrow's task.
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      Tapping the end call icon on his phone Gaige stared at it for a moment, trying to get his head around his vague conversation with Sophie. She was in trouble, but she couldn't tell him anything and would he fly over a thousand miles to come and help her? If it were anyone else he'd tell them to take a flying leap, but this was Sophie. The same Sophie he'd dreamed of on and off over the years. The same Sophie who was his best friend, Tate's sister. The same Sophie, who he'd longed for but who had never given him the time of day. So, he'd moved on. So had she. She’d married, then divorced. Now, here she was calling him.

      Shaking the melancholy thoughts from his mind, he pulled up the messenger on his computer and typed in a quick message.

      

      To: GHOST Operatives

      From: Gaige Vickers

      I have a mission, short notice, and sadly no pay. It's personal. Anyone interested in a quick op, meet me in the conference room in thirty minutes.

      Gaige

      

      Closing the lid on his laptop, he stood, stretched and headed downstairs. The GHOST compound was enormous. It was also gorgeous. An old Southern mansion style home, completely renovated with their needs in mind. Any operative who wanted a room had one here, free of charge as long as they worked for GHOST. Some of them stayed here, and some of them, mainly the bounty hunters they'd hired on recently and Jax, their only female operative, lived off site. The other five of them lived here. Why not? It was convenient, they had meals prepared, their place was clean, they had their computer systems, gun range, garage space and so much more. They didn't even do their laundry, Mrs. James and her daughter, Kylie took care of all of their needs.

      Waving his security badge in front of the elevator keypad, the doors opened with a swish. He stepped into the large space, pushed the button that said "Conf", and directed his thoughts to the limited information he had about this mission. What on earth could she be in so much trouble over? And who was after her? And why a burner phone? And how in the hell did Kate die? Kate had been Sophie's friend forever. Tate had a crush on Kate for as long as he could remember. He said he was waiting for her to grow up. How ironic they were both dead now. Tate in Afghanistan, and Kate? Well, that was a mystery he'd soon figure out.

      Stepping off the elevator, and crossing the hallway, Gaige smiled when he walked into the conference room and there was his entire team.

      Nodding, he stepped up to the head of the table, but he didn't sit. Nervous energy was beginning to flow the more he thought about this whole cryptic call.

      "I can't tell you how proud I am that all of you would show up knowing this is completely pro bono."

      Wyatt was the first to respond. "You said it was personal. You'd do the same for any of us."

      He watched with pride as each of them nodded in agreement. Clearing his throat of the newly formed lump, he began.

      "Sophie Turner is a friend. Actually, she's the sister of my best friend, Tate, who died ten years ago on a mission in Afghanistan. She just called me, scared and on the run, saying someone was trying to kill her but she couldn't tell me more, and that her best friend Kate is dead. I don’t know if the two are related. She's in the Army and stationed at the military base in Riverton. She said she's just outside of town and that I should call her phone, which is a burner, when I get there. So, I can't tell you anything about this mission except that I'd like one of you to come with me, to keep our profile on the ground small. I'd like a couple of you to be here on alert to come out should we need you and to monitor the computers and phone system for jobs while I'm gone. Also, there may be the need to run some intel for me, so, Axel, if you could do that, I'd appreciate it.

      Axel nodded, his long dark hair still wet from the shower. "You got it."

      “Wyatt, will you work with Axel, take shifts monitoring the phones and email for GHOST. I’ll check the emails as often as I can. Once we know what we’re up against out there, we’ll fill you in.”

      Wyatt nodded. “No problem.”

      "Hawk, I'd like you to come with me. I may need the muscle and you've had some time off recently. If you're up to it, that is."

      Hawk had recently been shot on their last big mission, though he stated just this morning, that if he didn't get out in the field soon he was going to kill something he was so stir crazy. He was perfect for this job.

      "I'm up." He was also a man of few words.

      "Okay then. Thanks everyone. Hawk, wheels up in an hour. Wyatt, contact Gavin and tell him to get the plane ready." Not waiting for any further conversation, Gaige left the conference room, hurried to the elevator, and upstairs to pack his bag, grab his computer, and get his head on straight for this mission. Just hearing Sophie's voice caused such a riot in his mind and heart. She sounded scared. Genuinely scared and yet her voice also sounded so good. He remembered the little dark-haired beauty that had haunted many of his dreams over the past 24 plus years. Off and on, he'd remember her and wonder what could have been if he'd just had the guts to approach her. And, if he'd been sure he wouldn't piss off Tate. Their friendship had been the most important thing in the world to him. The only person he had, who he considered his brother. They'd done everything together since they met in Basic Training. They stationed together as much as they could. Gaige often found himself going home with Tate when they had leave. They had such a great relationship and so much fun when they were together. But, he also went back with Tate, hoping to see Sophie.

      When Gaige left the Army to run GHOST with his father, Tate said he was staying in the military until there was room for him at GHOST, since they were just starting out. Trouble was, that never happened.
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      Tired, sore, and hungry, Sophie finally neared the suburb of Canyon Creek. Estimating that she'd made it around eleven miles and happy for the dusk that had fallen to cloak her, she stopped at the edge of the woods and looked around for signs of movement. Mostly, signs that someone was looking for her. All she had for money was the change from the fifty that she'd used at the gas station to pay for her phone which was around $32. Not enough for a hotel room and not enough to survive on for long. Seeing a little bakery standing alone at the end of the street on the edge of town, Sophie slowly made her way through the darkness to the bakery and ducked around the back.

      Even though it was closed, the delectable aromas that filtered out of the older brick building made her stomach growl. Estimating the last food she'd eaten to be breakfast that morning, she decided to find some water and fill her stomach and hydrate her body before she collapsed. At the back of the bakery was a spigot but no hose. Checking all around, she silently walked to the spigot, and turned it on slowly, so the water came out at little more than a trickle. Cupping her hands under the water she filled them and drank her fill. Once her thirst had been quenched, she filled her hands again and splashed water on her face, wincing when she touched her swollen jaw and cheek from where her assailant had hit her.

      Turning the water off, she scooted to an alcove next to the backdoor where there was a dry patch of the warm blacktop and pressed her back to the brick still heated from the sun. Leaning her head back, she closed her eyes for a moment.

      Waking later, Sophie startled herself by leaning over to the point of almost falling to the ground, caught herself, and righted before looking around. This section of town was quiet and now that darkness had fallen completely, she felt safe for a while. Looking across the alcove, she saw two wooden crates with "flour from the world's best" but couldn't read more.

      Standing, she winced as her shoulder jostled, walked to the flour crates and lifted them with her left hand. They were empty. Scooting, she placed them in front of the alcove, she tucked herself behind them, pulled them slowly toward her and decided to stay there for the night. Warm, protected and somewhat safe, it was the best she could do for herself for the night. Tomorrow, she'd go back to that hedge and retrieve her phone from under the trashcan. It was the only way she had to reach Gaige, and he, her.
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      "What have we here?"

      She heard the woman's voice before her senses fully woke. The top crate moved and Sophie braced herself for a fight.

      A kindly looking woman, around her mid-fifties, peered over the top of the crate at Sophie. "Oh dear, hon, what on earth happened to you?"

      Trying to stand unsuccessfully and wincing when she exerted her shoulder, the woman touched her other shoulder lightly. "Don't reinjure yourself, hang tight."

      Moving the crates away and putting them where Sophie had dragged them from, she then turned, hands clasped before her.

      "I used to have a husband who thought I was his punching bag. He's now someone's bitch in prison, and I own my own business."

      She held a hand out for Sophie and waited while indecision played over in Sophie's mind. You could never be too sure who they'd hire to lure her into feeling safe.

      "My name is Gigi. I own this bakery and I won't hurt you. I've been the recipient of a man's fist far too many times." She smiled sweetly and Sophie thought she looked like an angel. Her blond hair glowed where the rising sun caressed it.

      "My name's Kate." She couldn't use her own name and it was the first name that sprung to mind. Thinking maybe that was too close to her real situation, she quickly corrected herself. "Katherine actually."

      Quickly assessing Gigi's size and deciding, if need be, she'd be able to defend herself easily should Gigi decide to pull anything, she took the woman's hand. She allowed Gigi to help her stand, then stepped to the side, closest to the parking area in case she needed to run. Seeing her movements, Gigi smiled, "I'll bet you could use a bite to eat and maybe a shower."

      Her traitorous stomach responded by growling and Gigi giggled. It sounded good to hear happiness, it had been far too long. As long as a month which was when Kate had been killed. Actually, it had been longer than that. A month before Kate had been murdered, she'd been raped and though Sophie managed to get a smile or two from her best friend in the month that followed, Kate's laughter had died that night.

      "Ah, yes, see, you're hungry." Gigi turned and pulled her keys from her jacket pocket, and unlocked the backdoor to the bakery. "Come on in when you're ready, I'll whip us up a breakfast while the ovens are heating up."

      She disappeared through the door but didn’t close it completely. Swallowing to moisten her throat, Sophie stepped to the backdoor, listened for anything out of place, pushed it slightly open, and listened to Gigi's movements. She wasn't calling anyone to come and get her, she was pulling things from a refrigerator and setting them on the counter.

      "Do you like scrambled eggs? I have plenty of eggs."

      Entering the kitchen, Sophie closed the door behind her and stepped into the brightly lit and welcoming room. The far back wall was old red brick. Pots and pans hung from a brass rack hanging over a large stainless table, which was now covered with a frying pan, a towel with four eggs laying on top, butter, a glass bowl with a whisk in it and a carton of milk.

      Gigi moved around the kitchen with ease. She nodded to a sink in the corner. "You can wash your hands there. Paper towels hanging above the sink. Soap on the right." But she never stopped moving.

      Sophie slowly walked to the sink, wary with each step, hoping this wasn't a trap. Her heartbeat was far faster than normal, but she didn't sense anything untoward about Gigi. Just the opposite, she seemed to be happy to care for someone. The water was warm coming from the tap and the instant she put her hands under the running water, goosebumps formed on her arms. The soap smelled of spring freshness and clean. She watched as yesterday's dirt and grime washed down the drain. Today was a new day.

      Gigi whisked the eggs and began humming a soft tune that Sophie didn't recognize, but instantly loved. Reaching for a paper towel, she dried her hands, tossed the used toweling in the wastebasket under the sink and turned, unsure of what to do.

      Gigi nodded toward a stool at the end of the table, closest to the sink, and said, "You can sit there. No one can sneak up on you right there and you can see the backdoor from that position."

      Raising her eyebrows, Sophie cocked her head. "I told you, I had an abusive husband. I've felt all the feelings of someone who doesn't feel safe. I still have bouts with it, really, but I'm determined to push through. That bastard won't ruin any more of my life than he already has."

      Deciding that using the battered woman guise and tamping down the guilt she felt for lying by omission, she nodded. "Thank you." It came out as a whisper.

      "I noticed your shoulder is sore, are you broken?"

      "No." It was so soft. Clearing her throat she began again. "No. I fell on it, I think it's just bruised."

      "Okay. A bruise will heal." Pouring the eggs into the frying pan, which was now on the stove, butter melting inside, Gigi continued to work as she talked. "I have a room upstairs. It's small. An open space with a single bed, a shower stall, and a chair. But you're welcome to stay as long as you like. I could use help here washing dishes if you need a job. I can't pay much more than a few dollars per hour, but if it suits you until you decide what you need to do, I'm happy to oblige."

      "Why would you help me; you don't know me at all?" Blinking furiously at the generosity of this stranger quickly turning to friend, Sophie took a deep breath.

      "I know you. All I need to for right now. You've suffered through something at the hands of an asshole. I've helped countless other women over the years. They come to me when they are in trouble. Somehow word travels silently through a system only we battered women are privy to. I assume that's how you've come to find me."

      Deciding not to add to her lie, Sophie only nodded once and left it at that. "Thank you." And she meant it. For all of the women who had come before her, even though her situation was much different than what many had gone through, she did need a meal, and some shelter until Gaige could get here. Now she just needed to formulate a plan to get her phone.
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      "This is so fucking cool." Hawk stretched his long legs out in front of him.

      He was a large beast of a man at 6'8" and brawny. Usually transportation was cramped for him. But, with the payment from the Santarino take-down, GHOST was able to purchase a plane and hire a full-time pilot. There may come a day when Gaige would complete his pilot's lessons and fly the plane himself, but he didn't have a ton of time to focus on that.

      "I have to agree with you, Hawk. I think this was the best decision I've ever made. Having our own plane solves so many problems with getting to missions on time."

      The large man chuckled, reclined his seat, and closed his eyes as Gaige pulled his laptop from its carry case, and set it up on the table in front of him. First order of business was checking out Kate Ryan's death. His contact in the State Department had given him security clearances years ago, which made things such as this a breeze.

      Typing Kate's name into the database, he waited as the little circle on his screen turned. Slowly, data populated his screen and he began reading the reports. Her death, which was a month ago, was ruled a suicide, asphyxiation according to the report. She'd been found in her neighbor’s garage, her car running and the windows open. The autopsy had been brief, and no report of alcohol was found in her system but there were opioids present.

      He scrolled down to see her military record. She had four Article 15s on file. Tardiness, failing to man her post at night, failing to report on time to a training class. It seemed that Kate was a mess and not the Kate he remembered from years ago. Though, life had a way of breaking a person. He remembered Tate telling him years ago that Kate wanted to make the Army her career and retire from it, making civilian life easier with a pension and the ability to then work in the field she loved rather than one she had to in order to support herself.

      Closing the lid on his laptop, Gaige leaned back in his seat and flipped the footrest up. A quick glance at Hawk told him the man was at rest, but one word from him and Hawk would be awake and alert. He could catnap at a moment's notice and be ready for action just as quickly. Actually, his whole GHOST team was trained that way. You slept when you had the chance 'cause you didn't know when you'd have it again.

      Before closing his own eyes, he pulled his phone off the table before him, and scrolled through his contacts. Finding Henry ’Blake’s name, he hit "call" and listened as the phone rang on the other end.

      "Gaige, what can I do for you?" He chuckled then and Gaige made a mental note to call his friends for social reasons a bit more.

      “Hank, sorry to bother, but I guess you already know I need a bit of assistance."

      Chuckling as he replied, "You've always been business first, social later."

      "Hmm, so I'm predictable. Noted. A colleague and I are in town briefly on a mission and need a quiet, private place to stay. You have such a place at your disposal?"

      "I do. I think I do, anyway. I have a friend who has a little cabin just outside of Riverton in the woods. It was his parents' house but they've both passed now and he just can't let it go. Thinks when he retires he'll live there one day. Let me check with him and see if it's available."

      "Appreciate it, man. Let me know."

      "You got it. Call you later."

      The call ended and it was then Gaige allowed himself a few moments of shuteye before they hit the ground running.

      "I get we sleep when and where we can, but if I have to sleep in some little pink frilly bed, you'll pay for that." Hawk said without opening his eyes.

      He couldn't help laughing. The thought of the gentle giant laying in a pink frilly bed would be worth a lifetime of laughs if he could just see that.

      Allowing his eyes to drift closed the images of Sophie the last time he'd seen her came to him. Her hair had always been long, though she pulled it back into a braid or ponytail, it usually fell over one of her delectable shoulders. His fingers usually twitched because he wanted to feel her hair. See if it felt as soft as it looked. Smell it.

      Her skin was tanned from being outside. She was fit, strong and yet so small and delicate looking. She was an enigma for sure. When she laughed, the creases around her eyes deepened and her lips, gawd her lips were full and shiny and just begged him to kiss them. It had been at Tate's funeral the last time he saw her, close to ten years ago. She didn't laugh much that weekend. She was married at the time and her husband, a pretty boy named Scott or something, seemed detached and constantly on his phone. Self-important, that was the impression he made. Sophie tried remaining strong for her parents as they nearly broke from the news that their son had perished.

      Gaige remembered how Tate and Sophie's mom, Georgianna, shook in his arms when he'd hugged them. They all seemed so broken and so was he. Tate was a fixture in his life since they met in Basic Training. He'd imagined Tate as his best man for his wedding, if and when he married. And he assumed Tate would be the godfather to his children. All those plans changed the day he got the news that an IED had killed his best friend. Once GHOST had grown and had a place for Tate, he needed to finish out his contract with the Army, so he was killed before that could happen. The guilt that GHOST wasn’t ready for him sooner was heavy in his chest every time he managed to lay back and sleep. Even after all this time, the pain was there.

      Ringing woke him from his half-sleep, and he realized it was his phone. Snagging it from the table in front of him, he responded, "Yeah."

      Sitting upright, his eyes glanced at Hawk, who did the same, his eyes alert and ready for battle.

      "It's Hank. I've got the keys to the cabin with me. Are you here now and when can I get them to you? I can't leave base until later tonight, we’re working a special assignment."

      Glancing at his watch, he noted they were within twenty minutes of landing. "I can come to base. I'm still in the air but should be landing shortly. How about I meet you at the commissary around 18:00 hours?"

      "Roger that. 18:00 hours at the commissary."

      The line went dead and Gaige laughed. He wasn't the only one who was business first.

      "Mr. Vickers and Mr. Delany, please fasten your seatbelts for landing." Gavin’s voice sounded over the intercom system.

      Doing as directed, Gaige packed his laptop away and relayed their first destination to Hawk, who in return only nodded.

      Pulling up Sophie's burner phone number, he pressed, "Call" and listened as the phone rang. After the seventh ring the phone went dead. Furrowing his brow, he looked at Hawk and shook his head. What the hell did that mean?
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      "You're fast at the dishes, even with a sore shoulder. How is that by the way?"

      Looking up from the steaming water in the sink, Sophie met Gigi's gaze.

      "It's okay, but I think it needs a bit of a rest." She'd taken Gigi up on her offer to shower earlier. Luckily, Army life had taught her how to shower quickly. She was still waiting for someone to storm the bakery and attack her.

      "Katherine, there's nothing wrong with taking a break. Those dishes will still be there later. I'll be closing the bakery in an hour. On Monday through Friday, I only stay open until 3:00 p.m. I work back here preparing for the following day and then I go home. This weekend, I have a wedding to bake a cake for, so that's what I'll be doing this afternoon. I bake them on Thursdays, let them cool and begin the decorating on Friday, then finish up the decorating at the venue on Saturday so nothing happens to them in transit."

      "Thank you. I guess sleeping in the alcove outside didn't offer me enough rest to actually begin the healing process."

      "Go on upstairs and take a nap, Katherine."

      Taking a deep breath and a huge leap of faith, she said, "Actually, I need to get to Riverton to find my phone. I lost it yesterday and I've called a friend to come and help me and that's the only way he has of making contact with me."

      "He?" Gigi looked at her shoes for a moment, her face showed disappointment or sadness. Then met Sophie's gaze. "You don't have to go back to him, Katherine."

      "No, it's not him." She hastily explained. "He's a true friend and one who lives over a thousand miles away. He's coming to help me."

      Nodding, Gigi hesitated only briefly, then said, "I can take you."

      "No." She raised her voice. At Gigi's flinch, she realized she'd overreacted. "I don't want you to go to any trouble, you've already done so much, I just need to go."

      Gigi slowly approached Sophie, her arms crossed over her chest, "It appears as though your options are to walk, which I assume is how you got here, take a cab or car service, or let me drive you. Since it's only a bit over ten miles, it's really no imposition."

      Pulling her bottom lip between her teeth and watching this lovely woman before her, give her understanding, encouragement, and support for someone she doesn't know anything about gave Sophie a pinch of courage to accept.

      "Thank you. I appreciate it."

      "Good, it's settled. In an hour I'll close the shop, take you to get your phone and when we return, I'll set out getting ready for tomorrow."

      Without waiting for an answer, she turned and left the room to help a customer who had entered the bakery. Simple as that.

      Deciding that she wouldn't tell Gigi where she'd lost her phone, she sat on the same stool where she'd eaten breakfast and the most delicious piece of chocolate cake she'd ever had as a snack after her shower, and slowly rotated her shoulder. It was certainly swollen, but she could move it, though not without pain. And she'd learned earlier this morning when reaching for a pot to wash, that she couldn't reach out in front of her quickly without a burning sensation running up her neck and down her right arm. Likely due to a pinched nerve which was hopefully only from the swelling.

      Looking across this bright happy kitchen, she wished Kate were here and could see this place and meet Gigi. Kate would have loved her. And she wished Kate could have had a piece of that chocolate cake, she would have been in heaven. Which ironically is where she is now. Tilting her head back and looking up at the tin ceiling, stamped with rosettes and delicate vines, she closed her eyes and silently asked her friend to be with her now and help her get out of this situation.

      Whispering to no one, "Kate, if you can hear me, I sure could use your help."

      The bell above the front door rang and as she'd done all morning, Sophie held her breath, pressed her back to the wall, and listened to make sure it wasn't someone coming to get her. Hearing the female customer order six croissants, she let herself breathe again and stepped to the sink to finish washing the
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