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Chapter One


Lena and Ryder’s latest argument greeted me as I climbed the stairs to the second floor apartments. They didn’t fight very often, but with their impending wedding, my cousin and her fiancé didn’t hold back their tempers or opinions. Of course, Lena liked it. She had to tell me how the make-up sex was worth his stubborn attitude. Information I didn’t want or need to know. Wisely, I kept my mouth shut. If it weren’t for them, I wouldn’t have a place to live. Or worse, I’d still be in Des Moines. I shook the thought out of my head. Des Moines was in the past and the people, including my mother, could stay there.  
They’d quieted down by the time I reached the top of the steps. The shouting had toned into loud whispers. I smiled. Lena and Ryder were perfect for each other. I put my key in the door, pushing it opened. My heard froze. The door had opened without unlocking it. I couldn’t move. A shadow darted from the living room toward the back bedroom, my room. My legs unfroze. I stepped away slowly, hoping not to make a single sound until I rapped on Lena’s door. My back pressed against the white wood. I knocked again. The door gave way and I fell back into my cousin’s fiancé. 
“Val?” Ryder asked. 
I pointed toward the open door across the hall. My stomach churned, threatening to clear the gallon of decaf I’d sucked down in the last hour. This wasn’t happening. Chicago was supposed to be my safe haven. Nobody knew I was here. Nobody was supposed to find me. I closed my eyes and prayed it was a robber, not somebody worse. I turned to move into Lena’s apartment, to push Ryder back in and away from the danger, but strong hands squeezed my upper arms. Ryder moved me out of the way like I was a rag doll. Just the mere touch of his fingers made me want to curl up in a ball. I couldn’t keep living like this. 
Ryder pushed by me in his bare-chested glory, his sculpted muscles cut with scars from his days as a Marine. I’d never seen a guy with a prosthetic leg move with so much grace. He rushed into my apartment. Well, not mine, not really. It was Ryder’s and his USMC buddy Josh’s place. Since Ryder spent most of his time at Lena’s and Josh was deployed, they’d let me move in until Josh returned in a couple of months. I hoped to be out of their way by then.
Why didn’t he just call 911? Why didn’t I?
I ran after him. Nightmares of Des Moines invaded by mind, but I shoved them back into their compartment. Ryder could get hurt. I’d never forgive myself if that happened. Not that I had ever been able to forgive myself for much of anything. Lena deserved happiness, and I would make sure she had it even if I couldn’t. 
It was still dark inside the apartment when a loud “oomph” sounded in the hallway. I flipped on the light, illuminating Ryder on top of the would-be robber. As I stared at the unfamiliar face, all I could think was thank God it wasn’t Sam. 
“Jesus, Ryder, I know you missed me, but tackling hugs aren’t necessary,” the robber said. 
“Josh?” Ryder sat up, still straddling the guy’s lap.
It would’ve been funny had the circumstances been any different. Or even slightly different. Suddenly I longed for the home invader and not the roommate’s return. I’d have to move. There was no way I could stay here. 
I glanced down the hall where my door stood wide open with the light illuminating the dirty khaki duffle on the bed. 
“Where’s my stuff, man? I get home and reach into my dresser only to pull out some black lace panties.” Josh cocked an eyebrow at Ryder. “Something you need to tell me?”
Ryder smacked Josh’s shoulder, bringing a grimace to his face.
“Oh, shit. Don’t tell me you got shot? Again?” Ryder shook his head and rose to his feet, offering Josh a hand up.
“Yeah, well, this time it’s not life threatening.” Josh reached over and touched his shoulder. 
Shot? I shuddered. 
It was the first good look I had of him. There weren’t any pictures in the apartment, so I never would’ve known this guy except from Lena’s description. She said he looked more like a kid playing solider than a real one. I didn’t see that. The desert sun leathered Josh’s long chiseled face. Tight muscles welded his tall frame together. Put a cowboy hat on him and most women would drop their panties for a guy like Josh. But I could see what Lena meant. He wasn’t the masculine tough guy Ryder was, but he was gorgeous in his own way. 
“So, you gonna tell me what’s going on?” Josh glanced at Ryder before settling his gaze on me. 
Lena picked that moment to barrel into the room with a baseball bat high above her head. She stopped as soon as she saw Ryder leaning against the half-wall of the steps beside Josh. The bat fell from her hands.
“You’re home?”
“Yep.” Josh nodded toward me. “Who’s the hot chick?”
I raised my eyebrows but didn’t say a word. What could I say? I thought I had three more months. Bile burned as it rose up my throat like lava. Even if I wanted to talk, I couldn’t. More than words would spew from my mouth.
Lena piped up. “This is my cousin Valerie. She’s been staying here for the last few months.”
Josh turned to Ryder. “So, not your panties then?”
Ryder smirked, and I fell through the floor. I knew the exact pair he’d found. Lena practically forced me to buy them a few weeks ago after she dragged me to a lingerie store in the mall. She had it in her head that sexy undies equaled feeling sexy. I’d never bothered removing the tag. There wasn’t a point. Sexy was the last thing I ever felt.
“Why’re you home so early?” Lena asked as she gave me an apologetic glance. “Don’t you have another three months on your tour?”
Josh pointed to his injured shoulder. “Got shot.”
“Again,” Ryder added. 
“Not my fault you weren’t there to take the bullet for me.” Josh swayed a little before leaning against the wall. His face never lost that carefree expression, but something wasn’t right.
Memories reared their ugly head even more when his left hand began to shake. This I knew, this shake, this pain. I didn’t know where he’d gotten shot before, but this time was worse than he was letting on. He shoved his hand in the pocket of his camo pants and grinned lazily. 
Josh rubbed the back of his neck with his right hand. His gaze shifted toward me, slowly drifting from my feet until he met my stare. I shuddered at the intensity rolling off him and glanced away. “So, Ryder, I guess you’re living with Lena now and my stuff’s upstairs.”
Ryder nodded, his eyes narrowed at his friend. “Yeah, you’d always wanted that room anyway.”
“True.” Josh nodded and closed his eyes as a yawn rolled from his lips. “Sorry to ruin the party, but I’m going to hit the sack. It’s been a long day, and I’m beat.” Josh pointed toward the clock that read eleven. “Mind if we catch up tomorrow?”
“Nah, man.” Ryder slapped Josh on this right shoulder this time. “Just tell me what time breakfast is and I’ll be over.”
Josh laughed and moved toward the steps. “Make your own damned breakfast, Ryder. You’re taking me out to lunch tomorrow.”
Lena grabbed his arm as he went by to stop him. She rose to her tippy-toes to kiss his cheek. “I’m glad you’re home, Josh.”
He smiled and glanced my way one more time before climbing the steps in silence, each foot heavier than the last until he’d reached the top. Once he was out of sight, the iron grip on my mouth loosened. 
“Lena,” I whispered, swallowing the panic. She turned to face me. “What am I going to do? I can’t stay here now that Josh is back, and I don’t have enough money yet to find a place I can afford –”
“Relax, Val. It’ll be fine. We’ll work it out in the morning, okay?” Her perfect chestnut hair fell over half her face. I’d always admired my older cousin. Thank God for social media bringing us together. If it wasn’t for that, I don’t know where I’d have gone when things fell apart in Iowa. 
I nodded, reluctant to let it go. How could I sleep in the same apartment with a man who I’d never met until tonight? Hell, I could barely sleep when it was empty? Insomnia was my best friend these days. 
“Go to bed. You lock your door every night. Josh won’t hurt you, Val.” She gripped both of my shoulders. “We’ll figure this out. I promise.”
I locked the door behind Ryder and Lena. Then I checked twice. My fingers quaked. I was in an apartment with a strange man. A loud rumble rolled down the steps. Great, a strange man who sounded like a bear. I hurried down the hall to the bathroom, barely getting the door locked before unceremoniously freeing my stomach of the decaf. I wiped my mouth and flushed. My belly growled in anger. This wasn’t happening. I should’ve had three more months. Why was he back early? Yeah, he got shot, but that sounded like par for the course with this guy. That sucked. I knew what unwanted pain was like, but I’d never been shot. Thank God. I needed to clear my head. The shower called my name. After brushing my teeth, I let the water wash away my fear. 
Obviously, I needed to find a new place to live, one I could afford on a barista’s salary, and fast. That wasn’t going to be easy with no credit and little cash. Even I knew I was a risk. And a roommate was out of the question.
My last night in Des Moines flashed in my mind as it often did. I rubbed my hands over my neck, wishing I could wash away the feeling of his hands around my throat. There wasn’t any visible sign of what he’d done to me. Bruises faded, but there were plenty of other scars. My lower back and upper thighs were littered with them. 
Even I couldn’t explain why I’d stayed for as long as I did. And now I was free. Mostly. Sometimes the grip still overpowered me from more than five hundred miles away. Sometimes I could pretend it didn’t exist. And sometimes I cowered in the corner as if he was here in Chicago with me. 
Freedom. I’ve tasted it and wasn’t about to give it up. I finished the shower and slipped into my room, locking that door too. Lena and Ryder may trust Josh, but I didn’t. I didn’t trust anyone. 
I fired up my antique laptop, logging on to the nearest Wi-Fi. People really needed to learn to protect their connections. It didn’t take a genius to piggyback on free Wi-Fi. 
Less than an hour late, I realized how truly screwed I was
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