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Prologue


Sarai froze when Ralston walked in the door. Her heart beat like a flock of birds taking off in the square. He stalked toward her.

“You've tried to escape, again. It seems the only place I can keep you is in my bed.”

His smile didn't tell her if he was kidding or serious. He couldn't be serious, could he? He had said she was under his protection. Of course that didn't mean she was safe from him.

“Take off your clothes.”

“What?” She stared at him.

“You like your comfort, Princess. I don't think you will be running away if it means freezing or tearing the skin from your bones in the gorse. Now, take off your clothes.”

“With you standing there?”

“Yes. My mother said, if you want something done, see to it yourself. I want to make sure you are safe. If you have no clothes, you won't leave this room.”

“But this is your room...”

“So it is. Clothes, now.”

Sarai took a tremulous breath and unpinned the brooch holding the wool fabric. As she laid it on the table, she caught his expression, a mix of resignation and something else. He would not win this battle. She had seen many paintings of nude women; her body was no different. She stood up straighter and slowly unwrapped the plaid wool, and then she removed each item while staring into his eyes. When she stood before him in nothing but her jewelry, he shuddered.

“God in heaven, why have I cursed myself?” he whispered.



“I hate school!”

“Oh, Lizzie! You scared me.” Wren took a deep breath and shut down her e-reader. Her daughter climbed in the back seat and slammed the door.

“I'm serious, Mom. I want to be homeschooled.”

Wren sighed. This had become an everyday topic of conversation.

“Lizzie, I know it was tough leaving your friends but we agreed the high school here would be better for what you want. It made more sense to move now so you would get to know some kids before starting freshman year. It has only been a couple of weeks. You'll make new friends; you just need to give it time.”

Lizzie huffed out a breath.

“Says the woman who has no friends.”

“Hey! I'm sorry you had a bad day, but don't get snippy with me.”

“Come on, Mom. With Uncle Eric and Uncle Steve busy having kids, we never do anything anymore.”

Wren didn't want to admit it but the kid may have a point. She hadn't realized how much she relied on Steve and Eric to add excitement to her life. Of course, as a rule, she tried to avoid excitement at all costs but that didn't mean her thirteen-year-old, utterly precocious daughter felt the same way. She could almost remember the feeling of waiting for your life to start. That was then; this was Lizzie's time to spread her wings. Wren started the car and pulled out of the pickup line.

“Maybe we can do something this weekend? There is supposed to be a new show opening at the museum.”

“Ugh, may as well be a field trip.”

“We could do a mall run.”

“So I can look like all the half-wit girls at my school? No thanks.”

“How about...”

“Just forget it. None of it matters anyway. Oh! I hate him so much!” Lizzie slammed her fist into the seat.

Wren went cold.

“Lizzie, did something happen at school? Something we should talk about?”

“What? Oh, God no. One of the guys was being a jerk, that's all. Relax, Mom—no stranger danger, honest. You know I'm not six anymore.”

Wren let out the breath she was holding. “Didn't think you were six. Teenagers get into situations they don't like, too.”

“It was only Justin, the most annoying guy on the planet, deciding it was my day to get picked on. I hate stupid boys!”

Wren bit her lip. She remembered that feeling all too well, too. “Not all of them are stupid. Your uncles aren't.”

“Yeah, well, the ones my age are either obsessed with sports and terrified of girls or live to make my life like hell.”

“Hey, quarter for the jar, miss.”

“I was speaking of the town in Sweden, of course.” Lizzie grinned at her in the rearview mirror.

God, she loved her too-smart bratty kid. She pulled into her parking space in front of their townhouse.

“Uhuh? So this Justin would be the second kind?”

“I hate him. Thinks he’s all smart and cute and... He made fun of my drawings.” Wren winced. If you wanted to get under Lizzie's skin, that was the way to do it. “Mom, I want to be like you. You know, not give a d—I mean, fig about what a guy thinks. You're not interested in guys at all and you're plenty happy.”

That stopped her in her tracks. She certainly wasn't unhappy but she didn't really know if she thought of herself as happy, either. She'd worked hard to not pass her fears on to Lizzie. Spending so much time with Steve and Eric had helped. She didn't think all men were evil, just the one who had gotten her pregnant and then acted like he'd never even had sex with her.

“What makes you think I'm not interested in men?”

Lizzie just stared at her for a second.

“You have not been on a date in what, my entire life? Unless you are sneaking out to the bars when I'm asleep?”

“Um, no. I haven't been sneaking out. You are my first priority.”

“Sounds like a copout, Mom.” Lizzie threw her books on the breakfast bar and started rooting through the refrigerator. When she didn't find any junk food there, she moved on to the pantry cabinet. She came out with a box of granola she ate in handfuls. “You are always talking about modeling good behavior for me, you know, like with eating healthy junk and doing yoga and how you don't allow other people to treat you badly, but I am totally defective when it comes to guys because, while I've got no problem acting like one of the dudes, I am totally lost when it comes to acting like a girl with them.”

Wren felt her lungs seize up. She had failed her daughter and there was no way to fix it. She started shaking.

“Lizzie, I...I'm sorry. I just can't. I can't let...I'll see if Audi or Mimi can help...”

Lizzie dropped the granola box on the counter and ran over to her.

“Mom, don't worry about it. I'm all PMS-ey and I shouldn't have said that. I get it.” Lizzie buried her head in Wren's shoulder as Wren held her tightly.

She had been as honest as she could about why Lizzie didn't have a father like the other kids and precocious as she was, Lizzie seemed to grasp there was more to the story and had filled in the details as she got older. Wren did everything she could to let her daughter know that just because she didn't love how she came to be, didn't mean she didn't love Lizzie more than anything else in her life.

Chapter One

“Lizzie! Come on, you're going to be late! I'm not yelling for you again.”

“I don't see what the point is. I mean, we never really do anything on Mondays.”

She stared down the hall at her daughter, who was not even dressed, let alone ready to go to school.

“Lizzie! This is not cool. I want you ready to go in ten minutes. I am starting the eggs now and you are eating them even if they're cold.” Wren turned on her heel and walked in to the kitchen like a general prepared for battle. By the time she was putting the scrambled eggs on the plate, Lizzie was running into the kitchen while putting her hair up in a ponytail.

“I hate my hair!”

Wren rolled her eyes, after she had turned her back, of course. No way was she going to have battles on two fronts going this morning. When she turned back around, all she could do was gawk at her daughter. Fishnet tights, shredded cut-offs showing half her butt cheek, and a slashed Harridans T-shirt had been deemed school appropriate clothing today.

“Um, no way are you wearing those clothes to school.”

“Why not? Audi dresses like this.”

“Your Aunt Audi also has multiple piercings, rainbow-colored hair, and makes her living as a rock star. You are thirteen and still in junior high. Change.”

“That is so unfair!”

“Sorry. My house, my rules.”

“Come on, I hate all my clothes. I look like I am going to be a nun!” The whining was like nails on a blackboard.

“Too bad. Finish eating and go change.”

“Yes, Mo—ther.”

Wren bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. She was pretty sure she had done the “yes, Mother” thing too and it hadn't worked any better then than it did now. Lizzie stormed out in a huff. Lately she seemed to do everything in a huff. Wren glanced at her phone. Darn it, she was going to be late for her meeting with Steve and Eric. They wouldn't care but she hated being late, hated being thrown off her schedule for any reason. The guys might tease her about her rigid control but they relied on her to get stuff done.

Twenty minutes later, Lizzie dashed past her again.

“Hold it!” When Lizzie turned around, she shook her head. “Go wash the eye makeup off.”

“Mah-om! Why are you being so mean!”

“Because I am your mother and not your friend. You are not wearing big black circles around your eyes for school. Once in a while to go to your aunt's concerts is one thing, but not every day and not ever to school.”

Lizzie half screamed-half groaned. “You are impossible. You want me to look like a middle schooler. You can't keep me a baby forever!”

“Wouldn't want to—the diapers almost killed me.” She laughed at her own joke, even if her moody daughter didn't. Shoot, now she was going to be even later. She could feel the tension ratcheting up inside her. She tried to do a little stretching while she waited for Lizzie. Didn't help at all. She could feel her stomach starting to twist from her anxiety and talked to herself, hoping it would help. Eric and her brother wouldn't care if she flat-out called in and said she wasn't coming but she wouldn't allow herself the luxury. She had said she would be there and once she gave her word, she felt bound by it. To her way of thinking, if you didn't have control of yourself, what did you really have control of? Fifteen minutes later, they were finally in the car and on the way to school.

***
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Ian sat in the parking lot and tried to take a few deep breaths. He didn't hate Mondays, not really. They just meant he had to come out of his cave and interact with the world. He was a man who liked his cave. He could smoke his cigars, have a shot of whiskey and read his books without anyone hassling him about what he was reading or why. Thank God for e-readers. He could be reading some sci-fi or espionage book for all anyone knew. But he didn't like sci-fi or espionage; he preferred a well-written romance novel, thank you very much. What wasn't to like about a happy ending? And he liked reading about people falling in love, even if he wouldn't allow that to happen in his own life. Reading about other people's problems with love made him feel a little less weird about his own stuff.

The book he was reading now was a perfect example. It was an historical, so it didn't have anything to do with real life, but he liked the idea of the perfect woman for him just falling into his lap. Things like that didn't happen but the real world would be a happier place if they did. He flicked open the reading app on his phone and synced to the last page he'd read on his reader. He'd had to stop this morning but he could get another page or two walking across the parking lot.


Sarai didn't try to cover herself as she walked toward the fireplace. God in heaven, she was the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen. Even stripped bare, or maybe especially naked, she looked like some queen in an ancient tale. He clenched and unclenched his fists to keep from reaching out to touch her and tried to get control of his breathing. Standing before the hearth, her skin grew rosy pink in the heat. He groaned from the way his body ached. Her long dark hair fell almost to her waist, highlighting the smooth curves of her hips and arse. If ever there was a woman made to warm a man's bed...Hell and damnation, and he'd sworn to see her safe.



Movement in his peripheral vision stopped him cold.

“Lizzie, I swear, I cannot take a lot more mornings like this one. I am going to be late for my meeting and then that is going to mess up my schedule for the rest of the day.” Wren pulled into the parking lot of the school and continued talking to Lizzie in her rearview mirror. “You have your drawing class tonight and then we are supposed to go to...”

“Mom, stop.”

“I'm the mother and I'll decide...”

“Stop! Stop the car!”

Wren looked through the windshield and slammed on the brake. Her heart was pounding in her chest. The man in front of the car didn't so much as flinch. He just kept staring at her.

“How to make this morning even better? Almost run over my vice-principal, Mr. Wills. Way to go, Mom!” Lizzie slammed the door on her way out of the car and took off running. Mr. Wills pocketed his phone and stalked toward the car. She hated SUVs but right now she wished she was driving a tank. He was tall and it seemed to take forever for him to bend down to the window of her Prius.

“Ma'am, this is a parking lot and there are children being dropped off here.” He kept talking but she couldn't listen, mostly because he was right. She had messed up and wasn't paying attention. She was lucky she hadn't killed him, not that she was going more than ten miles an hour, but still. The other reason she had trouble looking at him was that he looked almost exactly like she pictured the hero in the romance novel she was reading. Right down to the smile lines at the corners of his eyes. His hair was cut shorter and kind of stood up a little. She shook herself to clear the image.

“I'm sorry, sir; it won't happen again,” she managed to get out in a whisper. One of his eyebrows went up, like they were sharing a private joke, but there hadn't been anything funny said. Still, he smiled at her and she knew she went bright red.

“Maybe you shouldn't have that second cup of coffee before you get behind the wheel.”

She should laugh. He was being sweet to lighten things up. But she couldn't laugh. All the air had left her lungs and she was pretty sure she was going to pass out if she didn't get away from him soon. She nodded her head and eased her foot on to the accelerator almost unconsciously.

“I...I have to go.” She faced forward, tapped the gas, and left. Lizzie never was any trouble at school so Wren figured she would never have to see Mr. Wills again.

What a scared little rabbit she was. Cute, though. He shook his head at himself more than anything. Not what he needed right now. Still, if he had a type—long silky dark hair, those dark brown eyes with a little less fear in them. She was too young for him, though. Except one of the eighth graders had gotten out of the car, and she seemed too old to be the older sister. Didn't matter, anyway. Odds were he'd never see her again.

***
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Today had been endless. Wren tossed the food on the checkout belt. She had just enough time to get a little food shopping done before she had to pick up Lizzie after her lesson.

“See, if you had something to actually eat in your cart, maybe you wouldn't be so distracted in the morning.”

She froze. It couldn't be? She tossed her hair over her shoulder and wanted to run when her eyes met a pair of smiling blue ones.

“At least you didn't run me over with your cart.”

She should say something. Anything would be better than just standing there mute.

“You didn't give me a chance, sneaking up behind me.”

He smiled wider. His two front teeth were just the tiniest bit crooked. There was something kind of sweet about it. She ducked behind her hair, blindly handing money to the cashier when she had totaled the bill.

“You do speak. I wondered.”

She laughed; she couldn't help it. The guys couldn't get her to shut up but then she was comfortable with them.

“A laugh too? Next thing I know, you might even smile.” So of course that was exactly what she did. He stuck out his hand. “Ian Wills, the dreaded vice-principal.”

She laughed again.

“I don't recall Lizzie saying anything bad about you. Oh shoot, Lizzie! I've got to go. I'm going to be late, again!” She grabbed her bags from the cashier and took off.

***
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She was reaching for her latte when a chill ran up her spine. The bell on the door signaled a new customer. She forced herself not to turn around. The tingle didn't mean anything; she was just being crazy.

“Running late again, Mrs. Frey?”

She groaned. It seemed everywhere she went lately, there was Ian Wills, her new shadow.

“Are you stalking me?”

“What? No! I swear.” Except he was bright red, so something was up.

“You sure? You look guilty.”

“I, well, I did look up who you were but I swear there wasn't anything stalker-like about it. It was just driving me crazy. I mean, I recognized Lizzie as an eighth grader but I couldn't figure out if you were her older sister or her mom. I swear I only did it to figure out the answer. The fact I keep running into you is just coincidental.”

She almost believed him. Actually, she did believe him. After all, who would admit to a story so corny?

“So you are not a threat to my safety?”

“Hey, you were the one who almost ran me down.”

“True. By the way, nice Hugh Jackman impersonation. I should get going.”

“I'm not impersonating anyone. I grew up in Australia. And it's Saturday, where could you have to run off to this morning?”

“You obviously don't have any kids. Lizzie is at her cartooning class and after squeezing in lunch, we'll head to the community college for her digital art class.”

“College? At thirteen?”

“Non-credit stuff she can't exactly get at
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