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      Zeke Greene growled low and dangerously at his screen, tempted beyond reason to pull the hidden Glock from beneath the desktop and blow the entire computer to smithereens.

      If only that was possible.

      As a member of the highly trained special ops unit of the army, he’d led secret missions into the deepest, darkest pits of the world. He’d rescued victims from sex trafficking, protected different government officials through perilous situations, and tracked terrorists through the belly of the beast.

      Since leaving the army, he’d started his security firm, Stryker Security Force, and gathered the best men he knew—his brothers-in-arms—his family—providing security in some of the most dangerous situations. From their growing client list, they must do a decent job.

      So why couldn’t he figure out how to slay the monster known as QuickBooks?

      He grabbed the sides of the laptop and shook it in frustration. “Why won’t you balance, you stupid thing?”

      “Problems?” Rafe Malone’s jovial voice jerked Zeke’s head up.

      He furrowed his forehead and glared at his friend. Rafe leaned far too casually on the doorjamb, smirking in that upbeat way he did. 

      Nothing fazed the man. 

      In the thick of a gunfight, Rafe always remained as calm as a cucumber, cracking jokes while bullets pinged by. They all counted on his steadiness when they were under fire, but his charm wore thin today.

      “I hate accounting.” Zeke eased back in his office chair and threw his pen on the desk. “I think trolls programmed QuickBooks.”

      Rafe laughed, rubbing his hand over his perfectly groomed red beard. “Accountants have to get their kicks somehow. If everyone mastered their diabolical program, then there wouldn’t be any need for them.”

      Zeke chuckled, then lit up with a thought. “Hey, why don’t you take a whack at it?”

      “No way, man.” Rafe held his hands out in front of him like he was warding off a wild dog or something.

      Zeke understood that—accounting was a beast.

      “You’re not loading that on me.” Rafe shook his head.

      “Come on. You know computers inside and out. Can hack into the highest-level security systems. You’re a wizard at this stuff.”

      Rafe bowed his head, his hand over his heart in mock humility. “While I’m humbled you acknowledge my general awesomeness and that I’m a Master of Technology, your flattery will not woo me to the dark side.”

      “You could have this done in no time flat.” Zeke ran his hands through his hair as his frustration rose. “I’ve been here for hours, have looked at numbers until my eyes crossed, and still can’t get the columns to balance.”

      “Dude, just admit it. We need to hire someone for all of this.” Rafe motioned with his hands at the chaotic office.

      Zeke scowled as he glanced around at the papers overflowing the baskets, the sticky notes of various neon colors slapped onto the wall, and the general disorder of the room.

      He had hoped that setting up his security firm outside Glenwood Springs, Colorado would prove a brilliant idea. Just north of Aspen and west of Vail, located where all the rich and famous hung out, it had been a strategic move. 

      The location had proved better than any of them imagined.

      They’d been getting more calls than they could handle since the minute Rafe had designed their website and Zeke had contacted some acquaintances. While the influx of clients was excellent for the growing business, it had left little time for mundane things like number crunching and office organization.

      “Argh.” Zeke placed his elbows on the desk and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands.

      He didn’t want to hire an outsider. His team was his family. He trusted them unconditionally.

      He couldn’t imagine some stuffy office person melding with his men, but if he didn’t do something soon, the business would suffer. They were already so busy he was putting the word out to other army friends to join them.

      “You know I’m right.” Rafe’s placating tone grated on Zeke’s already frayed nerves. “We need help.”

      “Get out of here before the Good Idea Fairy suggests a certain cocky computer genius needs to do some organizing.” Zeke lifted one eyebrow and motioned toward the piles of papers.

      “Sir, yes sir.” Rafe saluted with a smile and beat feet, hollering to the house as he left. “Don’t go near the cap. He’s liable to make you scrub toilets with a toothbrush or cut the grass with office scissors.”

      Zeke grabbed the tennis ball he kept on his desk and chucked it out the door. A thunk and an outraged cry of pain finally made him smile. 

      The others in the living room ribbed Rafe, tempting Zeke to abandon the office and join them. 

      A scowl replaced his smile as he glared at the mismatching numbers on the computer screen.

      His phone vibrated on the desk. Beatrice, his friend Chase Bennett’s fiancée, beamed up at him from the screen. 

      Zeke had just met Beatrice a few weeks earlier when, by a circumstance he still had trouble coming to grips with, she had found herself on Chase’s mountain.

      “Hey, Bea. You ready to leave Chase behind and run away with me into the sunset?” Zeke stood up from his chair and walked to the window.

      A mule deer doe munched on the grass in his large, groomed yard that butted up to an open field that extended all the way to the mountains. Usually, the visitor would make him at ease. Even the placid animal couldn’t calm him.

      Beatrice snorted, and Zeke could picture her cheeks pinking. “Zeke, you scoundrel. You know I’m madly in love with Chase and would never run off with you into the sunset or anywhere else.”

      “I’m hurt, Bea, truly hurt. Don’t go easy on me or anything. Tell me how you really feel. I can take it.” Zeke laced his voice with mock injury.

      “You’ll get over it.” Her voice held a humor he was glad to hear, especially after the turmoil she’d gone through.

      “How’s the planning going for the quickest wedding of the decade?” He shook his head, still in shock over the fact she and Chase were getting married the next day.

      “That’s why I’m calling. I need you to do me a favor.”

      “Chase getting cold feet? Need me to tie him down and hold him hostage until the ceremony?” Zeke knew that was a firm negative, considering the way Chase was crazy over her.

      “No, Chase isn’t getting cold feet, and no, you don’t have to tie him down.”

      “Hey!” Chase’s exclamation in the background came loud through the phone.

      “I want Sam and Evangeline to come to the wedding, but Sam doesn’t think her car will make it up the mountain again in one piece. Do you think you can bring them with you?” Beatrice’s request had him rubbing his forehead in frustration.

      Samantha, Chase’s ex who had recently come back into his friend’s life like a wrecking ball of chaos, wasn’t Zeke’s favorite person. 

      Not that he’d actually met the conniving woman.

      “Seriously, Bea?” Zeke couldn’t hold his disbelief in.

      “Yes, seriously.” Beatrice huffed. “Sam’s my only girlfriend, Zeke, and I’d like her here.”

      He’d learned the hard way never to trust a pretty face, especially one with a child in tow. No matter her sob story, he couldn’t believe Chase and Beatrice would brush aside Samantha’s attempt to saddle Chase with her daughter.

      Samantha might fool Beatrice and Chase, but Zeke wasn’t that easily duped. Most women couldn’t be trusted. And single moms more than others.

      But he’d do this favor for Beatrice.

      “Yeah, I guess I can take her,” he answered with a sigh, already coming up with a plan.

      “Thank you!” Beatrice gushed into the phone in a manner unlike the tough woman he admired. “I’m so happy. I’ll send you her address and tell her you’ll pick her up.”

      “Sure, that’s fine.” He hung up the phone and turned back to the window with a growl.

      He’d drive her to the wedding. But he’d do it to assess Samantha’s true motives.

      Better to keep the enemy close than to believe the woman’s lies.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Samantha was dead.

      Or she would be, soon enough. Frank was going to kill her.

      Her hands shook as she yanked the keys out of the ignition.

      Heart pounding in her throat, her gaze skittered across the busy street and scanned each face for familiarity as she pushed the car door open. Seeing none, she tucked her chin against her chest and darted to the building.

      The friendly chatter filling the Canary Café’s dining area did nothing to calm her as she rushed behind the counter, frantically putting her stuff in her cubby.

      She was late—again.

      And if her boss kicked her to the curb, her daughter wouldn’t eat dinner.

      The choice between food for the fridge or gas to get to work had seemed like an easy one the night before when she’d known she’d be getting tips the next day.

      She should’ve known trusting the babysitter–trusting anyone–was foolish.

      She ducked under the window to the kitchen so Frank didn’t see her. Maybe he hadn’t noticed her babysitter woes had kept her from being on time.

      Sam really couldn’t afford getting fired.

      She pulled on her apron and hurried out to see which zone she served. If anyone had told her two months before that she’d be living in a Colorado vacation spot, serving quiche and lattes to a bunch of uppity tourists, she would’ve laughed in their face.

      Her world was numbers and spreadsheets, not drinks and scones.

      At least it was until her world fell apart, and she and her daughter were forced to leave everything and run.

      She forced a smile as she approached her first table, hoping the couple wouldn’t notice her hands trembling. “What can I get for you today?”

      “Hmm, I don’t know.” The woman tapped her long, manicured nails down the menu items. “I guess I’ll try the egg white veggie omelet, hold the cheese.”

      “Babe, I thought you wanted the French toast.” Her fiancé rubbed his thumb over her engagement ring, and Sam swallowed down the jealousy crawling up her throat.

      “Yeah, but we had that big dinner last night at Juicy Lucy’s,” the lady whined.

      Sam shifted on her aching feet. She’d kill for dinner at the upscale steakhouse.

      Shoot, she just prayed she’d get enough tips this month to move her and Evangeline out of the crappy apartment and eat something other than beans and rice every night.

      “So?” The man kissed the whiner’s fingers.

      “Says the man who can eat anything without consequences.” The woman stuck out her lower lip in a pout that Sam wanted to smack off.

      Sam took a deep breath and looked away from the nauseating couple. Practically starving had definitely turned her into a harpy.

      After taking down the order, she went to the back and placed it into the system for the cook.

      “Samantha!” Frank’s barked shout startled her, making her jump. “You’re late again. You mess up one more time and you’re out of here.”

      “Sorry, Frank. I understand.”

      Sam didn’t blame him. She hadn’t been a good employee.

      Heck, she was mediocre, at best.

      It surprised her Frank had kept her as long as he had, what with her having to miss shifts often because of lack of babysitters. She wasn’t sure how she would make it, but she had to get everything she could from this job while she could.

      “Don’t listen to him,” her co-worker Cassidy said as she elbowed Sam. “He’s just grumpy today.”

      “I’d be grumpy too if I were him.” Sam exhaled and shrugged.

      “Well, I know something that will make you happy.” Cassidy smiled slowly while wiggling her eyebrows. “That handsome guy, Chai Latte with Coconut Milk, is back.”

      Sam rolled her eyes. Cassidy was funny like that, giving the regulars nicknames according to what they ordered most often.

      Sam glanced out the window at the tables set up along the sidewalk. Sure enough, Chai Latte with Coconut Milk sat reading something on his phone, his forehead scrunched and mouth pinched.

      Sure, the man was good-looking.

      A woman would have to be blind not to notice the firm muscles in the too-tight shirt. His dark brown hair was cut short, framing his tanned and ridiculously handsome face.

      Not in a million years.

      She turned back to inputting the order. Even if she was searching for love, Chai Latte had too much of a military vibe to be somebody she would even consider being interested in.

      Cassidy, on the other hand, seemed to be into every man walking through the café. She often left Sam chuckling as she swooned behind the counter, fanning herself dramatically every time a man walked by.

      Sam was glad she was over that stage in life. That’s what being a starving single mom did to you.

      Canceled all your hormones so all you thought of was survival.

      “Go ahead. I’m not interested.”

      “Come on.” Cassidy pulled on Sam’s arm. “It might just bring some sunshine into your day. He’s always friendly.”

      Sam shook her head. “No, thank you. I have enough sunshine in my life already. I don’t want to add a guy to the mix. That’s the last thing I should be doing. You go ahead, Cassidy.”

      Sam motioned with her hands for Cassidy to go outside.

      Cassidy wiggled her eyebrows and gave Sam a kissy face, then walked outside smiling big as Chai Latte with Coconut Milk looked up and grinned.

      Sam remembered when she used to be like Cassidy, carefree and fun, but that changed the day she became a mom. She wouldn’t change being a mom for the world. She loved her baby girl, but some days were harder than others, especially with moving to an unfamiliar area.

      She sighed, thankful that she had come to know Beatrice and had repaired her friendship with Chase. Sam never thought it would be possible, not with how she’d used him in college, killing their friendship in a moment of jealousy.

      At least one good thing had come out of being forced to leave Texas. If she hadn’t been so desperate, she wouldn’t have contacted Chase.

      Thankfully, her shift went by fast. With the hot springs and beautiful mountains, Glenwood Springs’s downtown area always buzzed with people.

      “Mama!” Eva’s excited sweet voice hollered over the general hum of conversation.

      Sam turned from the customers she was taking an order from. Eva waved frantically with one hand, with her other clenched in Chase’s hand. Sam held up her finger motioning to give her a minute, then turned back to the customers.

      “Sorry about that,” she apologized.

      “Oh, don’t worry, dear.” The older woman patted Sam’s arm. “What a wonderful family you have there.”

      Sam forced a smile in return.

      If only Chase was Eva’s dad, then all of Sam’s problems would disappear.

      But of course, life had never given her an easy out.

      After taking the order, she weaved through the tables to where Chase waited with Eva. Her daughter launched herself into Sam the instant she got close, and Sam squeezed the little body to her.

      “Thanks again for taking her on your errands with you.” Sam shook her head. “I’m not sure what I would’ve done.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” Chase ruffled Eva’s curly hair. “We like having the little squirt around.”

      Eva bounced up and down like a bobble head. “Chase and Beatrice got me ice cream with sprinkles, Mama. Can you believe that?”

      “Yeah.” She laughed as Eva couldn’t stop moving and lifted an eyebrow at Chase. “Yeah, I can.”

      Chase held his hands up in surrender. “Talk to Bea. That’s all on her.”

      “It’s okay.” Sam waved it off.

      “I’m parked in a no parking zone, so I’ve got to go.” Chase pointed behind him with his thumb.

      “Tell Bea thanks.” Sam grabbed Eva’s hand.

      “No problem.” Chase turned to leave, but quickly turned back. “Oh, my friend Zeke is going to swing by tomorrow to bring you to the wedding.”

      “Oh, I don’t want to inconvenience him.”

      “Nah. You aren’t.” Chase waved off the comment. “He’s coming anyway. Besides, with how your car belched black smoke the last time you drove, he’d probably be picking you up on the side of the road.”

      “It’s not that bad.”

      If she kept telling herself that, maybe it would be true.

      Chase snorted, then sobered. “Seriously. Don’t take that thing far until you get it worked on.”

      She gave him a thumbs up so she wouldn’t have to lie. “See you tomorrow.”

      She couldn’t agree to sticking close.

      Not if her past caught back up with them, and they had to run again.

      Sam took Eva’s hand. “Come on, squirt. Let’s grab you a snack and get you settled.”

      Eva skipped ahead of Sam, pushing through the swinging doors to the back stopping to hug Frank’s legs around his knees. “Hi, Mr. Frank!”

      The gruff man’s face softened as he patted her head. “Hi, Miss Eva. You being good today?”

      “Uh-huh.” Eva grinned, showing the gap where she’d lost her first tooth. “Chase got me ice cream!”

      Frank chuckled and made her a quick plate of meat and cheese. The man might have seemed rough around the edges, but he had a soft spot for kids … and Cassidy’s flirting, if Sam was being honest.

      He winked at Eva. “Then you need some protein, Bug.”

      Eva giggled and walked back to Sam, plate clutched in her hands. Frank fixed Sam with a stern look.

      “Don’t push your luck, Samantha.”

      “Yes, sir.” Sam kept her voice low and held open the door to the front to let Eva go through.

      As soon as Eva was out of sight, Frank leaned toward Sam.

      “This isn’t a daycare, Samantha. One more stunt like this, and I’ll have to let you go.” His voice was firm, almost mean, but his eyes held a softness that belied his tone.

      “I know, Frank. It won’t happen again. I’m really sorry.”

      She meant it, every word. Frank might be tough, but he was a fair boss, and at least pretended not to see when she snuck Eva a few day-old pastries. Jobs were hard to come by for someone laying low, and Sam couldn’t afford to lose this one.

      Frank grunted and went back to manning the grill.

      Once back out front, Sam quickly moved a few mugs and a stack of napkins to the side, clearing a space just big enough on the counter for Eva and her coloring book. It wasn’t ideal, but it would have to do, at least for the next hour.

      “My own table!” Eva cheered, her eyes sparkling. She clambered up onto the stool, her small legs swinging. “Just like a princess!”

      Sam smiled and tucked a stray curl behind Eva’s ear. “Just like a princess,” she agreed. “Now, how about you color me a pretty picture while I finish up, okay?”

      As Sam turned, straightening back up, she glanced out the window to the sidewalk seating in front of the cafe. A man in a dark blue suit sat with his back to her, talking on his phone. He had a way of holding himself, a rigidness to his posture, that seemed all too familiar.

      Fear, cold and sharp, shot through her, stealing the breath from her lungs. It couldn’t be⁠—

      The man shifted slightly, but the shadow from the awning hid his features. Time seemed to stop. It had to be him. 

      He had found them.
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      Zeke couldn’t imagine anybody voluntarily staying in this dump, especially with a child.

      As he parked in the lot of the worn-down apartment complex, he double-checked his navigation system to make sure he was in the right spot. 

      His jaw clenched as he surveyed the scene, his military training kicking in to assess potential threats and escape routes.

      The stench of garbage and stale beer assaulted his nostrils as he stepped out of his Bronco, the humid air clinging to his skin like a second layer. Paint peeled off the exterior in long, curling strips, revealing patches of rotting wood underneath.

      A group of men hung around on the balcony of Samantha’s floor, their loud voices and raucous laughter carrying across the parking lot. Beer cans littered the ground around them, glinting in the harsh morning sun.

      It was only ten in the morning, for Pete’s sake.

      From the style of the architecture and the outdoor balconies that led up to the different stories, the building looked like it used to be a motel that someone had converted into apartments thirty years before. The surrounding neighborhood wasn’t much better–overgrown lots, boarded-up storefronts, and graffiti-covered walls told a story of neglect and poverty.

      He hadn’t realized the affluent Glenwood Springs town had slums.

      As Zeke climbed the rickety stairs, each step creaking ominously under his weight, he couldn’t help but catalog the security risks. The wood felt soft and spongy beneath his boots, and he wondered how long it would be before someone fell through.

      Finding her door, he knocked loudly. 

      From inside, he heard squealing moving closer before it opened quickly to reveal the most adorable little girl he’d ever seen. Bright blue eyes stared up at him from her light brown face. Freckles dotted her cheeks and nose like a hundred angels had kissed her. Her mouth dropped open as she ran her eyes up his length, and curly black hair sprung out in all directions.

      “Eva, I told you not to open the door.” A woman rushed up, grabbing the girl and pulling the child behind her. “I’m sorry. Can I help you?”

      Her eyes widened before she dropped her gaze to the child peeking from behind her legs.

      “I’m Zeke Greene. I’m here to pick you up.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Zeke. Sam … Samantha Jones.”

      She extended her hand, and Zeke took it, noting how small and soft it felt in his large one. He cleared his throat, his eyes narrowing as he took in her appearance. She was tiny, just like her hand.

      Not in a petite way, but skinny, like she didn’t eat enough. Her face held strength as she stepped back, her cheeks sharp in her dark brown face. Dark circles under her eyes spoke of sleepless nights and constant worry.

      “You probably should lock your door.” Zeke’s voice came out rough, his professional instincts kicking in.

      This wasn’t a neighborhood anyone should take chances in, let alone a single woman with a child.

      Samantha huffed and crossed her arms.

      “Yeah, well, I locked it. Eva must’ve jiggled it just right to pop it unlocked. It does that sometimes.” Samantha held his stare, a mix of defiance and embarrassment in her eyes. “Thank you for coming to pick us up. I really appreciate it.”

      “No problem.” Zeke’s tone remained neutral, his mind still processing the security risks.

      “Come on in. I just need to grab a couple more things and then we’ll be ready.” She waved him in and headed toward the back of the apartment as he stepped inside. “Make yourself comfortable.”

      As Samantha disappeared into the bedroom, Zeke glanced around the apartment, his trained eye taking in every detail.

      The living area held a threadbare brown couch, its cushions sagging in defeat. A small table with two mismatched chairs stood in one corner, while a battered desk occupied the space by the door. The tiny kitchenette looked like it was one microwave dinner away from starting an electrical fire.

      He scowled. This place clearly hadn’t been remodeled since the 1970s with its puke green shag carpet and rust-colored paint. The carpet was matted and stained in places, telling stories of spills and struggles.

      Nothing looked to be personal items except a few framed pictures on the table beside the couch. Zeke’s heart clenched as he noticed a photo of a younger, happier Samantha holding a newborn Eva.

      He pushed the feeling aside, reminding himself not to get emotionally involved.

      “We need to hurry, or we’re gonna be late,” he called back to her, his voice gruff.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll be quick, I promise.” Samantha’s voice came from the back of the apartment, tinged with a note of anxiety.

      A tug at his hand drew his eyes down to a cherub’s face staring up at him. Eva’s bright eyes sparkled with curiosity and innocence, a stark contrast to the dingy surroundings.

      “Those are pretty paintings on your arm, mister.” Eva traced her finger along the tattoos that covered the back of his hand. “Do you have any more?”

      “Yeah, sure.” Zeke extended his other arm and pushed up his sleeve to show her the tattoos inked on his forearm. Each design held a memory – some painful, some triumphant.

      Eva smiled and giggled as she traced the flowers and birds that twined up and down his arm. Her eyes were wide, as if it were a great secret that she had found.

      She grabbed his hand again and started swinging it back and forth. Her teeny hand disappeared completely into his. She looked healthy and happy, unlike her mom.

      Was Samantha starving herself to keep Eva fed?

      The thought nagged at him, but he pushed it aside, reminding himself not to jump to conclusions.

      Zeke glanced towards the bedroom where Samantha had disappeared, then back at Eva.

      He crouched down to her level, his voice gentle. “So, Eva, do you like living here?”

      Eva shrugged, her curls bouncing. “It’s okay. Mama says it’s just for now.”

      “Just for now, huh?” Zeke raised an eyebrow. “Do you get to eat lots of yummy food?”

      “Sometimes,” Eva said, her little face scrunching up. “Mama makes really good mac and cheese. But sometimes we have to eat icky vegetables.”

      Zeke chuckled, relief washing over him. At least the kid was eating. “Vegetables are good for you, squirt. They’ll help you grow big and strong.”

      Eva’s eyes widened. “Like you?”

      “Exactly like me,” Zeke nodded, then lowered his voice conspiratorially. “Hey, does your mom have any friends that come over?”

      Eva shook her head.

      “Mama says we can’t have visitors ‘cause the walls are too thin.” She leaned in, whispering loudly, “I can hear the neighbors fighting sometimes.”

      Zeke’s jaw clenched at this information, but he kept his expression neutral. “I see. And what about when you’re not here? Do you and your mom go out a lot?”

      “We go to the park sometimes,” Eva said, her face lighting up. “And the library! I love story time.”

      Before Zeke could ask any more questions, he heard Samantha’s footsteps approaching.

      He straightened up, ruffling Eva’s hair. “Sounds like fun, kiddo.”

      As Samantha re-entered the room, Zeke’s mind raced with the new information. It wasn’t much, but it painted a clearer picture of their life––and it wasn’t as dire as he’d initially feared.

      Still, something didn’t sit right with him.

      He’d have to keep his eyes open and see what else he could learn.

      “Sorry about that.” Samantha came from the back room carrying an outfit hanging inside of a garbage bag like a homemade garment bag, a rainbow backpack with a unicorn face on it, and a gym bag.

      Her face was flushed, and she seemed slightly out of breath, as if the simple act of packing had exhausted her.

      “Here, let me get that.” He reached out and grabbed the makeshift garment bag, noting how light it was. “Is this all you’re bringing?”

      Samantha nodded, a hint of defensiveness in her eyes. “We don’t need much.”

      “We get to see the horsies today,” Eva chirped next to him, giving his hand an extra tug during the swing. “I love horsies. My favorite is Storm, but Bea said I can’t ride Storm yet.”

      Zeke’s heart picked up a bit at the thought of the sweet little girl on that devil horse of Chase’s.

      “I agree. I don’t think that’d be a good idea.” The last time he’d seen Storm in action, the crazy horse had nearly thrown an experienced rider. The thought of Eva anywhere near that beast made his blood run cold.

      Samantha grabbed her purse and opened the door. “Eva, let Mr. Greene’s hand go, honey.”

      Eva didn’t listen, her small fingers clinging tightly to Zeke’s hand.

      “It’s just Zeke.” He lifted Eva’s hand high and wiggled it. “Come on, squirt. We have a wedding to go to.”

      Eva squealed and hugged his arm. Zeke chuckled, then sobered when he glanced at Samantha. Her pinched expression signaled her annoyance.

      Yeah, well, get in line, sister.

      He took the few steps to reach the balcony, lifting Eva with each step like a carnival ride. He turned just as Samantha pulled the door closed and locked it. She jiggled the handle before nodding and turning to follow.

      “There’s no deadbolt?” He asked, his security instincts flaring again.

      Samantha sighed, her shoulders slumping slightly.

      “No. The inside has a chain.” She shrugged, a gesture that seemed both defensive and resigned. “At night I push the desk in front of the door. Unfortunately, this is all I can afford right now.”

      Zeke’s chest tightened at the vulnerability in her voice. He wanted to offer help, but he held back, reminding himself of his initial suspicions. This could all be part of an act, a way to get sympathy. The struggling mom bit would hook a guy less immune to the ploy.

      As they approached the stairs and the men that loitered outside the apartment there, Samantha tensed and Eva quieted, leaning into Zeke’s side. The stench of cigarettes and cheap booze grew stronger as they neared the group.

      Zeke’s muscles coiled at Samantha and Eva’s obvious unease.

      “Hey, sweet mama,” one man yelled loud enough for the entire complex to hear. His bloodshot eyes raked over Samantha’s body, lingering in places that made Zeke’s fists clench.

      “The African queen’s stepping out,” another man chortled, his yellowed teeth bared in a leering grin. “And look at that, she’s planning on shacking up.”

      To her credit, Samantha held her head high and gazed forward, not acknowledging the comment. Her neck and cheeks darkened, and Zeke’s blood ran hot. He admired her strength, but it killed him to see her endure this abuse.

      “Come on, Queenie, I already told you I’d bow down at your feet. You don’t have to go out with Muscles there.” The man reached out as Samantha passed and grabbed her arm. His dirty fingernails dug into her skin. “I promise you and I will have a good time.”

      She ripped her arm away and glared at the man, her hand clenching into a fist. For a moment, Zeke thought she might throw a punch herself. He wouldn’t have blamed her if she did.

      Zeke pulled his hand free of Eva’s and guided her and Samantha to the stairs. Once they were descending, he turned to the men. Taking one step toward the man who grabbed Samantha, Zeke invaded the jerk’s space. The smell of stale beer and body odor nearly made him gag.

      Zeke leaned in, making sure he pitched his voice low and menacing, the voice he used to break countless terrorists during interrogations. “You touch her again, and you won’t use your hand…ever.”

      His eyes bored into the man’s, conveying the seriousness of his threat.

      The man’s eyes narrowed as Zeke straightened. He turned and headed down the stairs, his heart pounding with barely contained rage. Laughter followed him down.

      His mouth went dry at the ribbing going on behind him. He might have just made the situation worse for Samantha, though five minutes ago he wouldn’t have thought it possible.
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      Ever since she thought she’d seen her ex’s cousin Gregory at the cafe the day before, Sam had been jumpy as all get-out. The memory of his cold eyes and predatory smile sent a shiver down her spine.

      Now, her heart raced as she helped Eva into the car seat, her hands shaking slightly as she clicked the buckle. She needed to get a grip and calm the heck down.

      She handed Eva a toy from her backpack, trying to keep her movements steady and natural. Closing the door with a huff, her face still hot with embarrassment and fear, she took another deep breath before climbing into the passenger seat.

      As she settled in, Sam couldn’t help but glance in the side mirror, scanning the area behind them. She knew it was irrational––the man at the cafe hadn’t been Gregory, just a random businessman––but the fear lingered, making her jumpy and on edge.

      Zeke’s smoky, earthy cologne that reminded her of fresh-cut grass on a summery day enveloped her. While she could protect herself and Eva if it came down to it, she was thankful that he had confronted those guys at the apartment. She worried constantly about Eva’s safety, especially in this sketchy complex.

      She smiled hesitantly over at Zeke, still not believing that Chai Latte with Coconut Milk guy was Chase’s friend. “Sorry about that back there on the balcony.”

      “Do they do that often, bug you like
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