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I bit my tongue and imagined the man’s balls in the mouth of my husky. 

I was second in line at this run-down convenience store with my arms full of snacks and drinks. My jean shorts and spaghetti strap top did little to keep the chill out of my bones. The man at the counter was shamelessly leering at me over the shoulder of the woman in front.

He wasn’t the only one to look at my perky chest and long legs since I’d walked through the door, but he was the most disgusting. He stared at me while I waited in line, wiggling his eyebrows at one point, even licking his lips. 

The old woman walked away, and I approached the counter. His smile widened even more as his eyes freely roamed my body, and I nearly stepped away at the pungent odor that hit me in the face. Whiskey, BO, and cigarettes are not a good combination, but I wasn’t about to tell him that. Some things you keep to yourself when you’re in the middle of nowhere.

“Hey there, little lady. Haven’t seen you around here before.”

“Nope,” I responded coldly as I dug my debit card out of my pocket. 

“Where you headed?”

“Far away.” I gestured for him to ring up my stuff, which still laid on the counter.

“You should hang around for the night if you’re not in a hurry. I could show you a real good time.” 

“Well, I am in a hurry,” I snapped. “I’m also married.”

I held up my hand to show him my ring finger. It did nothing to deter him. He laughed.

“Well, I don’t see him anywhere, darling. Besides, what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

What a pig. Why do men have to act this way? Do they not realize how pathetic it makes them sound? I considered walking out, but I still had a long drive ahead of me, and the host on the vacation rental website warned me this would be my last chance to stop.

“You ready to go, babe?” An arm slipped around my shoulder. I jerked my head up at the owner of the arm, ready to read them the riot act, but this man was not looking at me in a disgusting way. His smile was genuine, and he didn’t hold me tight. He gave my shoulder a slight squeeze, featherlight—if I’d been wearing another outfit, I probably wouldn’t have even felt it. 

“Almost, honey,” I smiled at him. “This gentleman seems to have forgotten how to use the cash register.” I turned my gaze back to the cashier and smiled. His mouth was in a tight line, and his face turned bright red. Aww. Was he not getting his way? The poor dear. 

The kind stranger put his items on the counter— two coffees and breakfast sandwiches— before pulling out his wallet and nudging me out of the way. “Put your card away, babe. How many times do I have to tell you I've got you?”

He was selling the performance, and I didn’t want to mess it up, so I slipped my card back inside my jeans pocket. “Old habits.”

“We just got hitched. On our honeymoon,” he told the cashier pleasantly. The cashier continued to give him a dead-eyed stare. 

“I’ll also need twenty on pump three.”

The cashier’s eyes narrowed.

“Is the scanner broken?” 

The cashier grabbed the scanner and began scanning our items. He aggressively grabbed each item and slammed it back down on the counter when the computer dinged, even grunting as if lifting heavy items. I’d never seen such an intense checkout process before. I loved it. 

He spat out the total and bagged our items as my companion swiped his card. We grabbed the bags and walked out the door.

I waited until we were several feet away from the door before turning to him. He was a handsome man. He had thick, dark hair that laid in perfect, soft waves. I’d never been jealous of a man’s hair before, but I couldn’t help but be self-conscious about my own messy bun with its washed-out red and good inch of coffee-colored roots. 

The sun was like a backdrop behind him, giving his chiseled features a healthy glow and brightened his striking blue eyes. “Thank you so much for doing that. I wasn’t sure what to do.”

“It’s not a problem. I hate guys like that. They give the rest of us a bad name. It’s no wonder why women get nervous when they’re approached.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Come with me to my car. I’ll get you some cash.”

“That’s not necessary,” he told me, but walked with me anyway. “I was happy to do it.”

“But most of the items were mine. It’s not right that you pay for it.”

“I don’t care about twenty dollars. Don’t worry about it.”

“Well, thanks.” I patted the head of my husky, Rusty, that ‌was sticking out the rear window. 

“Big dog!” he exclaimed, but a huge smile remained on his face. He reached out a hand to pet him. Rusty gave a low growl without moving. He pulled his hand back, but he didn’t seem offended. “I love huskies. What’s his name?”

“This is Rusty.”

“Rusty. Interesting name for a husky.”

I laughed. “Well, my daughter named him.”

“Ahh then. That explains it. Kids say the darndest things. She’s not with you?”

“No, she’s with her dad.” I didn’t want to get into the whole sordid story, so I steered the conversation in another direction. “Usually, if I let a guy pretend to be my fake husband, I ask for his name.”

He chuckles. “I’m Griffin. Griffin Owens.”

“I’m Olivia Waterson.”

He furrowed his brow slightly. “Olivia Waterson—not Olivia Waterson the writer?”

I was surprised. While I’d been recognized publicly before, it had been years. Certainly not by a man as young and attractive as Griffin. 

“You’ve read me?”

He nodded. “Every single one. I’m a bookworm, and thrillers are my favorite genre.” 

I decided to test him. What were the odds I’d meet a fan way out here? “Which one is your favorite?”

“Cabin at Sierra Falls,” he said with no hesitation. “I know it wasn’t one of your big books, and it doesn’t have the sophistication of, say, Murder on Gallant Hill, but I’m a sucker for a closed-door mystery. Then, of course, there’s The Haunting of Black House for all the ghost fans out there. That one is probably my second favorite.”

Damn. He knew his stuff. 

“I must say I’m impressed.”

“Me too,” he smiled. “You’re a great writer. Your twists and turns are out of this world. You haven’t put anything out in a couple of years, though.  I hope you haven’t stopped altogether.”

“No, I’m still trucking. I had some family issues that took priority, and then I went through a horrible case of writer’s block. But I’m back. That’s what I’m doing. Meeting the fam up in the mountains. I’m starting my next book.”

“Oh, yeah. I read an article once that said you always like to stay in a similar setting as your book while writing. But you said your daughter was at her dad’s house.”

My stomach gave a painful lurch. “Actually, I said she’s with her dad. I didn’t say where.”

He raised an eyebrow before shrugging. The gesture did little to ease the tight bunch of nerves in my belly.

“I think it’s smart to stay within the setting of your project. It brings a lot of authenticity.” 

“That’s right. I’m not sure why, but it works for me. I’ve tried a couple of times from home, and the result was always a hot mess. It doesn’t work for me, so I’m going back to form. We’ve rented a vacation home a couple hour's drive from here.”

“Not one of Maxwell Jones’s properties?”

“Right, how’d you know?”

“I’m renting one of his homes up there myself. I go every couple of years. He’s a great host. He really takes care of his properties, has great Wi-Fi, and even stocks the place with coffee and food.”

I nodded. “I saw a lot of reviews about the Wi-Fi. It’s one of the reasons I picked the place. I was worried about having no contact with the outside world being in the mountains like that.”

“Trust me. That won’t be a problem.” 

“I was under the impression I wouldn’t have any neighbors though.”

“You won’t. All the homes up there are a couple of miles apart minimum. I won’t be right on top of you, but close enough I could help you if you need anything.”

He reached inside my open window to grab a piece of paper and scribbled down his phone number. The action made me turn down my mouth in a frown, and Rusty let out a low growl in the back of his throat, but Griffin didn’t notice as he wrote.

“I’ll be faster than waiting for Maxwell if there’s a problem.”

My stomach clenched again, and I took a slight step backward. The movement must not have raised any alarm bells for him. Thankfully, I masked it well.

“Hey, thanks.” I took the slip and pushed it into my jean shorts. 

“Do you have anything warmer to wear?” He gestured to my jean shorts and tank top. 

“I have jeans in my suitcase.”

“But no sweaters or jackets?”

I shook my head, which caused him to grin. “You came to Colorado without a jacket?”

“I didn’t think I’d need it. The weather forecast promised beautiful weather.” Plus, I’m used to warm weather.

He raised an eyebrow, and his mouth twitched at the corner into an amused grin.

“It can still get cold at night, the higher up in elevation you are. Days aren’t bad. I realize Texas is hot as hell most of the year, but surely you knew Colorado would be cooler.”

My cheeks burned with embarrassment. It hadn’t occurred to me. I was so used to sweating my ass off, an alternative never occurred to me.

He walked over to his car at the next pump and rummaged in his back seat before pulling out a green hoodie sweatshirt. 

“Oh, no. I can’t take your hoodie.”

“I’ll get it from you later. It’ll be dark before you get there, and you’ll be freezing. There might be something you can wear in the house. Guests leave things behind sometimes. I can’t guarantee it. I can’t speak for kids' clothes, though. Don’t see kids up here much. ”

“Okay, thanks.” I took the hoodie from him and slipped it on.

“Well, I better get going.” Griffin smiled. “I need to pump my gas, and I have an errand to run before going up the mountain. I’ll see you later though.” 

I said goodbye and slipped behind the wheel. A strange chill went up my spine, and I looked in the direction of the store. Uneasiness gripped my stomach when I saw the cashier with his face pressed up against the grime-streaked window watching us. 

I threw the car in drive and tore out of the parking lot, waving at Griffin as I went. I’d been nervous coming so far into the middle of nowhere, and it was comforting to know that there would be at least one friendly face nearby, even if he was a little weird. After all my horrible experiences with men, it was nice to know that chivalry wasn’t dead after all.

********
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HALF AN HOUR LATER, my phone screen lit up with a video call from my sister. I was surprised I still had a signal and happily hit accept. 

“Hey, Hal.”

“Are you driving?” 

Ahh, there was that bossy voice I loved and hated at the same time. 

“Yes, but I’m hands-free. No worse than using GPS. You’re clipped to my dash.”

“I thought you’d be there by now.”

“I’ve got another hour and a half. I’m honestly surprised I have a signal. I might lose you. If I do, I’ll call you back when I get there.”

“How’s the trip been so far?”

“Okay, it's gorgeous scenery. Kind of lonely with only Rusty to talk to, and he’s passed out in the back. I did encounter a creep at the gas station a while ago. He was telling me he wanted me to stay and hook up with him. Didn’t even back off when I showed him my wedding ring.”

“Ugh. Hate that crap. What makes them think that’s charming?”

“Got me. But it wasn’t all bad. A stranger pretended to be my husband to get me out of there.”

Hallie nodded her approval. “Gotta respect the ones that don’t sit back and watch a woman be harassed.” 

“Yeah. He was cool. Turns out he’s read my books and he’s even staying at a nearby property to mine. The same guy owns both. Isn’t that funny?” 

There was silence, and I glanced over at the phone to see if I’d lost her, but Hallie’s face was still on the screen, and she was scowling. 

“Hallie? You still there? Can you hear me?” 

“I’m here. It’s just—Liv, don’t you find that kind of weird?”

“What do you mean?” 

“A fan who happens to be staying in the same area as you, runs into you at a gas station two hours away and is your knight in shining armor? Do you think he could be stalking you?”

I sighed. My sister has a paranoid streak sometimes. I’ve been known to be too guarded myself, but Hallie takes it to extremes. 

“There has been zero evidence of anyone stalking me, Hal. I can’t be scared of someone because they’ve read my books. I’ve had several bestsellers.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you wearing his hoodie?”

“What?”

“You don’t own a hoodie.”

“Yeah, well—it’s colder than I thought it would be. This is a temporary loan to get me there.”

“So, he orchestrated a scenario in which you’d have to see him again to return it?”

“About to go through a tunnel, Hal. I’ll call you when I get there.”

I hit end call and blew out a breath. I loved my sister, but I couldn’t deal with her paranoia anymore right now. It was dark, and I was in the middle of nowhere. If she got me upset, I'd be liable to miss my turnoff. I’d had my own doubts at the gas station, but I was trying to work on myself and not assume everyone was out to screw me over.

When Rusty sneezed, I gave him a glance in the rearview mirror. He was sprawled across the backseat, paws in the air. “Thanks for the company, Bub,” I said sarcastically. 
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​CHAPTER TWO
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An hour later, my GPS warned me my turnoff would be coming up on the right in a quarter mile. My brights were on, but it was still difficult to see, so I slowed down as I approached. I finally saw a dark road behind a tree and turned. I followed the long driveway around a bend. Once I made my way around the curve, the house made itself known through the soft glow of the porch light, like a welcoming beacon. It was even more beautiful than it was on the website. 

It wasn’t a mansion by any standards, but it was big enough. I probably didn’t need to get a four-bedroom house with it being me and Rusty, but I figured I could utilize the space. 

The lights in the house were turned off, but the porch light’s illumination gave me comfort in the area surrounding the house. I was thankful for it as I opened the back door to let Rusty out. He ran straight to a tree in the distance to do his business, and I pulled my suitcases out of the trunk.

I made my way up to the front door and entered a code on the keypad that the host had emailed me that morning. I whistled for Rusty, and he ran past me into the dark house. 

I hit the light switch and my jaw dropped.

The house was stunning and quaint all at once. My breath was taken away as I walked into an entryway that was painted a cheery pale yellow. The first floor was almost open concept, with the living area sporting two plush sofas and a matching recliner facing a wall-mounted TV. There was a large picture window overlooking one wall. It reached from floor to ceiling, and I could imagine someone sitting in front of it having their portrait painted. On the opposite side was a modern kitchen. A quick examination of the three doors revealed a coat closet, a small half bath, and a kid’s playroom.  The coat closet had five women’s sweaters and jackets hanging up. Fortunately, they were my size. 

Rusty pawed at me and whined, so I went to get him a bowl of water before taking my suitcases upstairs. 

All the bedrooms were decorated beautifully with fluffy comforters and flowers in vases. The master bedroom held a massive set of wall to wall bookshelves, almost like they’d been built for me.

I examined the books and was happy to find a wide variety of genres and authors. Three of my own books were on the shelf, along with some other big names. I always get a thrill when I find Indie books inside a rental. I send up a prayer to the owner, and I need to make sure to prioritize reading those first. I’m very passionate about helping lift other authors up. I’d been on the verge of going into self-publishing myself when I got my book deal.

The smaller bedroom right next to the master would be my office. It had a large picture window I knew would have an excellent view of the mountains when the sun came up. It wasn’t as large as the one downstairs, but it still showed off the breathtaking scenery, even in the night. A cute window seat was built in below it, adorned with homey throw pillows. The closet was full to the brim with warm clothes designed for an awful winter. There were hoodies and jackets in gorgeous colors. I’d stayed in rentals before, and the most I’d ever seen left over from another guest was a pair of glasses inside a drawer of an end table. I wasn’t about to complain, though. Griffin hadn’t been lying. I was already feeling a chill at the higher elevation that hadn’t been there in the flats. 

I quickly put my clothes away and took my laptop bag and a couple of bottles of wine down to the kitchen to set up at the island. During the day I had planned to work in the office, but now I wanted the lighting from the kitchen. Normally, my writing would already be wrapped up for the day, but travelling hadn’t afforded me that luxury, and I was eager to get started now that I was settled. 

I’d no sooner opened my laptop and connected it to the internet before I got a chirp from an incoming video call from Hallie and clicked on the accept button. 

“Hey, Hal.”

“You were supposed to call when you got there.”

“I was about to. I’ve only been here a few minutes. I had to take care of Rusty and unpack.”

“Unpacking could have waited. I’m over here imagining you getting jumped in the middle of the wilderness by the gas station guy.”

“Griffin. And I told you he was very helpful. I think there’s a better chance of the cashier jumping me. But it would be hard for that to happen in the car.” 

“I don’t like that he knows where you are.”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Hal. He doesn’t know exactly where I am. He knows I’m in another property owned by the same guy as the place he’s staying. He gave me his phone number but didn’t ask for mine. I figure I’ll call on my last day here and offer to swing by to return the hoodie on my way out.”

“Well, that’s okay, I guess.”

“Thanks for the permission, Mom.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I regretted them. Hal practically raised me after our mom died. Her protectiveness came naturally, and I’d often told her when I was a moody teen that she wasn’t my mother.

I saw the hurt on her face, but she chose to take the high road. She’d always been so much better at that than me. 

“So, do you have an idea for the book already, or are you gonna wing it?”

“I have a vague idea, but I’ll see where the wind takes me.”

“Another entry in Valerie’s world?”

Valerie was the heroine of six of my books. The ending of the last book caused a lot of controversy when it came out. I’d been encouraged by many people to write a new one to explain that away and get back in my readers' good graces. I would not undo the ending of a series with a new book because a few people had a hissy fit. I loved that series, but it was time to wrap up. It ran its course. 

“No, it’s something new.”

“Well, I’m proud of you, Liv. I know it’s got to be tough enough writing another one after all this time. It would be easy to dive back into the formula of the series, but I’m glad you’re not going down that road.”

I was about to answer when I was interrupted by a thump coming from outside. Rusty jumped up from his resting position on the rug and stared at the front door. 

“Look, Hal. I’m tired. I think I’m gonna start getting ready for bed.”

“Alright, Sister. I love you. Get some rest.”

“You too.”

I hung up the call and closed the lid to my laptop before approaching Rusty, who still stood at the door with all his fur standing on end. His growl was low in his chest. 

“What is it, boy?” I asked him quietly.

He wasn’t soothed at all by my stroking his head. It was as though I wasn’t there. This wasn’t normal Rusty behavior. Typically, this dog was a big baby, all kisses, and cuddles. I’d only seen him on the defensive a total of five times in his entire life. 

I approached the front door and pressed an ear to the wood but was met with silence. I felt like my heart had jumped up into my throat with a menacing thump, thump, thump. Was the silence a good thing or not? It was impossible to know out here in the middle of nowhere. My mind raced with the different possibilities. Was the listing a trap to get me here? If I opened the door, would I have to fight for my life? I liked to think Rusty would protect me, but I’d never seen him attack anything, so I didn’t know.

I shut off the lights and peeked out of a crack in the blinds at the window. The porch light illuminated most of the area, but I didn’t see anything amiss. There was nothing to see in the light of the porch, but who knew about in the vast darkness?

Still, something made that noise. Rusty and I both heard it. There was no way that was my imagination. There were lots of trees outside where the light didn't touch. Anything could be out there.

I listened with all my might for any hint of noise, but there was nothing, not even the chirp of a cricket. Were crickets normal out here? I didn’t even know. 

Despite not hearing or seeing anything strange, I couldn’t deny the sick feeling low in my gut or the low growls still coming from Rusty.

I wasn’t about to venture out in the dark to further investigate. I’ve written enough thrillers to know what the stupid characters do in these scenarios, and I am not a stupid character. 

I looked over at Rusty, who stared at me with his beautiful eyes and his head to the side, as if to say, “Hey, lady. What gives?”

The ringing of my phone broke the silence, and I screamed, my heart jumping up into my throat. I placed a hand on my chest to still my racing heart and scrambled for my phone with the other hand.

All fear evaporated when I saw the name on the screen, and I quickly pressed the accept button.

“Hi, baby!”

“Hi, Mommy!” Lauren’s sunny voice came through the phone in a beautiful symphony. “Did you get to the house?”

“I did. It’s as pretty as the pictures.”

“I wish I could’ve come.”

I was flooded with guilt at the sound of the disappointed pout in her voice. “I wish you could too, baby. But remember what I told you—” 

“Linda says you have to do one more book.”

“That’s right. And then I’ll be with you.”

“I guess.”

An awkward silence hung between us like a cloud. “But hey, maybe someday you and I can come back here and write one together.”

The idea made her perk up, and her excitement practically vibrated the phone in my hand. “Really? You’d write a book with me?”

“Of course I would,” I smiled and leaned up against the kitchen island. “I've seen some of those stories you write. You’ve got a killer imagination.”

She giggled. “I’ll be a writer just like Mommy.”

“You’ll be better than Mommy. Reach for the stars, baby girl.”

Lauren sighed. “I have to go to bed.”

“Yes, you do. Did you already brush your teeth?”

“Yes, Mommy,” she said in that drawn-out tone that showed she was getting annoyed with my pestering. 

“Alright. You go to bed before you get in trouble with Daddy. Sweet dreams, baby.”

“Sweet dreams, Mommy.” 

The phone hung up, and sleepiness flooded my body. It had been such a long, hard day. I glanced one more time toward the door, and wiped a hand across my tired eyes. Maybe work should wait until morning. I was more exhausted than I thought.

I turned to Rusty and placed my hands on my hips. “What do you say we hit the hay, bub?”

His tail wagged, and he trotted toward the stairs. I took a step after him before stopping and taking another glance toward the door. I took a moment to shove an armchair from the living room up under the doorknob before finally making my way to bed.  
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I woke up to a wet sensation covering my face. I grunted in frustration and rolled to the side. My body still ached with exhaustion. “Cut it out, Rusty.”

He grumbled in response.

More warm liquid splattered my face. I sighed, threw the covers off me, and plodded into the bathroom. Might as well pee since I was up anyway. Then I could let my silly friend out for his midnight stroll.

When I came out, I found the light switch to look around for Rusty. 

He was sprawled at the foot of the bed with all paws in the air and his tongue hanging out of his mouth. 

I scowled at him and placed my hands on my hips. “I thought you needed to pee.”

A chill went down my spine as I studied his body language. He was in a deep sleep and had been for a while. I sighed again, resigned to exhaustion, and blew the entire incident off as a dream.

I’d no more than shut off the light and climbed back into bed when a loud noise crashed directly over my head.

“What the hell!” I screamed and jumped up from the bed in one leap. Rusty did the same, barking and growling as if he were rabid.

My gaze zeroed in on the ceiling. A smaller creak sounded, and Rusty’s barking intensified. 

Second floor. I’m on the second floor. 

Attic? Surely a house this big would have an attic. 

The creaks overhead continued as I crept down the hall searching for the entrance to the attic. I finally found a hatch in the ceiling toward the end of the hallway. I was reaching for the cord when I saw a shadow move through the crack.

Nope. Screw this.

I ran back to the master as fast as my feet would carry me and dove for my phone. 

My fingers trembled as I dialed.

“911. What is your emergency?” The dispatcher’s voice was like a beacon of hope over the line. 

“I’m staying in a vacation rental and I think someone is in my attic.” My voice was so quiet that she had to ask me again.

“Ma’am. I’m going to need you to speak up. What’s your emergency?”

I raised my voice slightly as I repeated that there was someone in my house. The words felt like jagged pieces of glass stuck in my throat. 

There was another creak overhead and I let out a muffled whimper.

“There are my footsteps in my attic! I need the police now!”

“What’s the location?”

With an immense level of relief, I rattled off the address.

********
[image: ]


“MRS. WATERSON?” THE kind-faced officer who showed up at my door fifteen minutes after I called 911 peeked down the ladder that led up into the attic. “Would you come up here, please?”

I didn’t want to go into the attic. But I’d called the police for strange noises in the middle of the night, and I’d look like a fool if I didn’t go when asked. 

I shakily climbed, not liking the way the ladder shifted under my weight, creaking with a menacing cadence.

After I climbed the ladder, I took a minute to allow my eyes to adjust to the dark. Once they did, I shivered and pulled my borrowed sweater tighter around my body.

The attic was large, but not as large as I would have expected it to be.

“As you can see,” the officer swung the beam of her flashlight around the room. Other than that, the only light in the space came from a small, half-moon window on the other side. “There’s no one here.”

She wasn’t rude, but I could tell she was annoyed. I couldn’t blame her. Come all the way out here for a hysterical woman hearing noises.

“There was a noise,” I said quietly. My throat was like sandpaper as I said the words. “A loud crash right over my bed. It woke me up. My dog heard it too.”

“Ahh,” she said gently and shifted the light before walking over to a corner, beckoning me to join her. I did hesitantly. “See these here crates?”

There were about four wooden crates lying haphazardly in a pile on the floor. Various items surrounded the area. “They were likely stacked and fell. That’s the noise you heard.”

“Of course,” I whispered. “But what about the creaking?”

“Probably
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