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			Chapter One

			Serena

			Force of habit made her check her surroundings before she shoved open the car door. No one was around, not in this neighborhood on a late September evening. Deserted condos lined the lake this time of year. Most of these were summer homes, occupied only during the warm Montana summers.

			Serena pushed the car door closed, put her arms over her head and stretched, working out the kinks in her back from the eighteen-hour drive. The scent of fresh rain washed over her. She took a deep breath; after years of living in smog-riddled Los Angeles and its kissing cousin, Phoenix, she’d forgotten how wonderful the air in Montana smelled. It dredged up memories of barbecues, swimming in the lake, boat rides to the islands dotting Flathead, and antiquing with her parents.

			Happier times, better times. She closed her eyes, a smile dancing across her lips, and breathed it in. It was good to be home.

			Serena turned in a circle, re-familiarizing herself with the area. She froze when her eyes met those of a tall, muscular, brown-haired stranger leaning on the balcony railing of the condo across the way, a mug in his hand, steam rising from it. A scowl marred his handsome features as he took her in, then he pivoted and went inside.

			

			“What the hell?” she muttered under her breath. She didn’t recognize him; not that she would since it had been years since she’d been here. Her father might know who he was. She’d have to ask him when they talked.

			She unloaded the car and dragged her meager belongings inside, pushing the stranger and his angry scowl out of her head. She’d had enough of men and their disdain for women. She tossed everything in the bedroom and peeled off her clothes. Before she did anything else, she needed to wash the last two days from her skin, along with Arizona and Trace.

			Serena found a bar of soap and some hotel shampoo and conditioner in one of the bathroom drawers while she waited for the water to warm up. She stood under the shower head, shivering as the lukewarm water washed over her. She’d grown accustomed to the Arizona heat. It was going to take some time to get used to the cold.

			She held the tears at bay until she cleaned herself up, then she sank to the bottom of the bathtub as sobs wracked her body, bending her in half, tearing out of her like she was expelling a demon.

			A demon named Trace.

			She stayed on the bottom of the tub until the water ran cold and the shivers tore through her, then she shut off the shower and stepped onto the tile floor. The towels were under the sink, beneath the room-length mirror.

			The bruises stood out in stark contrast to her pale skin, the harsh fluorescent lights of the bathroom making the purple, blue, and yellow marks look worse than she’d thought—one in the shape of a handprint on her upper arm, another on her wrist, several on her thighs, and the worst of them, a huge blood red oval shaped bruise on her side where she’d run into the door.

			

			Serena turned her back on the mirror, snatched a towel off the top of the pile, and wrapped it around herself, then she threw open the bathroom door and stumbled across the hall to the bedroom. She yanked some clothes out of her bag, pulled them on, and dropped to the end of the bed, her head in her hands.

			Droplets of water hit the floor between her legs and her wet hair clung to the back of her neck. She shuddered, her entire body succumbing to the emotions racing through her. Every muscle in her body ached, her eyes burned, and her throat felt like she’d swallowed grains of sand. Exhaustion held her hostage, weighing her down.

			She towel-dried her hair, used her fingers to comb it, and pushed it out of her face, then she stretched out on the queen-sized bed, pulled the handmade quilt folded at the end over herself, and stared out the window at Flathead Lake, the stars sparkling on the water like diamonds. She’d forgotten how beautiful it was. It had been years since she’d been up here—not since she was a freshman in college. Life got in the way, kept her away. But the last fight with Trace sent her racing across the country to the one place that had always been her home.

			She hoped it would be the one place Trace wouldn’t find her.
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			Trace’s temper hadn’t been an issue when they started dating. Six months into their relationship, he’d begged her to move in with him, and that was when she noticed the change. He was quick to anger, often over the silliest things—losing a life on a video game resulted in the destruction of a game console, something not working the way he expected caused a blow-up of epic proportions, irritation over a missed phone call or an unanswered text caused an over-the-top argument. When she came home later than expected from a night out with the girls, Trace had punched a hole in a wall.

			

			The first time he hit her, it had shocked the shit out of her. Her parents, in particular her father, were tranquil, quiet people. In her twenty-five years on the earth, she had never seen her father lose his temper, not once. Violence and anger were not a part of her life.

			It happened less than two months after they moved in together. She’d worked late and failed to call Trace to tell him she was running behind. She stepped in the front door of their shared apartment and called his name, an apology on her lips. She found him leaning against the kitchen counter, his arms crossed, a cold, dead look in his eyes. Serena stopped in front of him and before she could open her mouth to explain, his hand connected with her cheek, whipping her head to the side and making her eyes water.

			“That’s for being late,” he growled. He grabbed her arm, twisted it behind her back, and yanked her close. Serena bit her lip to hold back a cry as her shoulder wrenched and throbbed. Trace grabbed her hair with his other hand, wrapped it around his fingers, and pulled. “Don’t do it again. Use your fucking phone.” He released her, pushing her away from him.

			Serena stumbled over her own feet and fell, her jaw rattling as her teeth clamped down on her tongue. Trace stepped over her and walked away, the bedroom door slamming closed behind him. She burst into tears, shame and guilt overwhelming her.

			After a few minutes, she pushed herself to her feet and splashed some cold water on her hot cheeks. She contemplated gathering her things and leaving, but she didn’t know where to go. Her parents didn’t like Trace; both had told her on separate occasions they had a bad feeling about him. She’d been adamant they were wrong. How was she supposed to go to her parents and tell them he’d hit her? Her sister was at school in Alabama; she couldn’t stay with her. She didn’t have any close friends; after she and Trace started dating, she’d lost touch with most of them. She had nowhere to go.

			

			Her cheek throbbed, so she grabbed a bag of frozen peas from the freezer and wrapped it in a kitchen towel. She gingerly held it to her cheek and sat on the couch.

			Half an hour later, Trace emerged from the bedroom. He pressed a kiss to the top of her head, poured her a glass of her favorite wine, and turned on one of her favorite movies. He sat beside her and wrapped an arm around her waist, his nose brushing against her neck.

			“I’m sorry, baby,” he murmured. “I was just so worried, and I got all worked up. I lost my temper. It won’t happen again—I promise.”

			Except, it did happen again. And again. And again. Repeatedly over the next eighteen months.

			Serena left after Trace nearly killed her. They’d argued over something stupid, and in his anger, he’d shoved her, knocking her into a wall before punching her repeatedly in the kidneys. She’d curled into the fetal position, her arms wrapped around her head, begging him to stop as he pummeled her. The only reason he’d stopped short of beating her to death was because his phone rang, drawing him out of whatever weird, crazy trance he’d fallen into. He’d stopped, spun around, and walked away, leaving her a bleeding, bruised mess on the floor. He disappeared into the bedroom, typical behavior after he abused her. She knew she didn’t have a lot of time before he returned.

			It occurred to her if she didn’t leave Trace, he might kill her. It was sheer luck he hadn’t yet. If she didn’t leave, she might not live to do it at all. She crawled across the floor, snagged her purse off the table, and texted her father two words.

			Daddy, help.

			It had taken all her strength to get off the floor and out the front door. She’d dragged herself down the street to the corner store and hid inside to wait for her father, keeping in constant contact with him by text message.

			

			That had been the start of a year of running. Trace did everything in his power to get her back, but she held strong with her parents’ help. She moved out of her and Trace’s house and out of the city. She got a new job, bought a new car, moved into a new apartment, and tried to start over.

			But Trace kept finding her. It didn’t matter where she went or what she did, he would show up within weeks of her moving or starting a new job. When her sister, fresh out of college, took a job in Arizona, Serena moved there, too. Another fresh start. After three months, she thought maybe things were getting better. She hadn’t heard from Trace or seen him since she’d left California; she believed it was over, for good this time.

			She got too comfortable, too complacent.

			He’d been waiting for her when she got home from work, sitting in her living room, drunk off his ass. He tackled her as soon as she walked through the door, his hand over her mouth. She bit him and kicked him, somehow by the grace of God connecting with his balls. He released her, allowing her to get away. She locked herself in the bedroom and called 911. The police showed up and arrested Trace, but she knew how it worked; he wouldn’t be in jail long. With her sister’s help, she’d loaded up her car and left, driving to Flagstaff before calling her father and asking him what she should do. They’d decided Montana was the only place she could go.
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			Serena awoke with a jerk, tumbling from the bed to the floor, a muffled scream clawing its way out of her throat, vestiges of the dream still eating at her psyche.

			She pushed herself to her hands and knees as angry, frightened tears fell on the dusty wood floor. She reminded herself nothing could harm her; Trace was not sleeping in the bed beside her, Trace wasn’t hiding down the hall or behind the door. She was far away from him. He wouldn’t find her. Not here. She took a deep breath, swiped a hand over her damp cheeks, and stood up. She needed coffee.

			

			“Shit,” she muttered under her breath as she stared into a bare kitchen cupboard. She opened several others, finding them empty as well. No food in the house. Her parents stocked the house with linens, kept the electricity and the water on, but there was no reason to keep food in a house no one lived in.

			The lake house, a condo, was in Lakeside, Montana on Flathead Lake, the largest freshwater lake west of the Mississippi. When she was a kid, her parents bought the condo—an investment according to her father—and every summer growing up, they packed their daughters into the car for the long drive across the country from California to Montana to spend anywhere from two weeks to two months soaking up nature—if nature included a pool, a marina, and an eighteen-hole golf course within walking distance. After Serena and her sister moved out and started their lives, her parents tried to keep up the tradition of visiting every summer, but it had gotten more difficult with every year that passed. It had been ten years since she had been there and at least two since her parents had visited. She hadn’t realized they still owned it until her father offered it in a last-ditch effort to keep her safe. Serena agreed, and he’d called ahead to have Clint, the year-round maintenance guy, get the place ready. Apparently, that hadn’t included stocking the place with food.

			Serena grabbed her phone to search for the nearest grocery store, but before she could, her father’s picture popped up on the screen. She forgot she’d promised to call him upon her arrival. He was probably worried sick.

			“Hi, Daddy,” she answered.

			

			“Goddammit, Serena,” Mel Chasey grumbled. “What did I tell you?”

			“I know. I’m sorry. I fell asleep after I unloaded the car, and I just woke up. In fact, I was about to look for the nearest grocery store. I need food.”

			Her father mumbled something under his breath, and she could picture his face—resigned and irritated. “Alright, you’re forgiven. How was the drive?”

			“Long,” she replied. “Exhausting. I’m glad to be here though. Thank you for this. I appreciate it so much.”

			“I would do anything for you, sweetheart,” he murmured. “Anything. All that matters is you’re safe.”

			Fresh tears sprang to her eyes. Serena sometimes forgot how much of a burden the last two years had been on her parents. Swallowing around the lump in her throat, she pushed away the fear threatening to overcome her.

			Her father cleared his throat. “You got the credit card I gave you?”

			“Yes.” It was in her wallet and her only source of income.

			“I’m working with the lawyer to get everything moved into new accounts, undetected,” he continued. “We’ll figure it out. I promise.”

			“I know you will. Hey, I’m gonna go. I’m starving. I need to get some food. And coffee.”

			Mel chuckled, then he gave her directions to the nearest grocery store, less than two minutes away. Serena thanked him for the millionth time, said her goodbyes, and grabbed her keys and purse.

			A chill shot through her as she stepped outside. Late September in Montana differed from late September in Arizona. It was still in the nineties there, while here, the expected high was in the mid-fifties, and right now it was slightly above forty degrees. The shorts she wore weren’t warm enough, but she was desperate for something that wasn’t gas station food, so changing clothes would have to wait.

			

			She locked the door behind herself and made her way to the car. As she backed out, she noticed the guy from the condo across the drive walking a beautiful mahogany and black dog in a service vest. She’d never seen a dog quite like him, similar to a German Shepherd, though she didn’t think it was. The man was tall, long legged with broad shoulders and thick muscles. He had long chocolate brown hair pulled back in a ponytail, and he’d pushed the sleeves of his sweatshirt up, revealing an intricate tattoo on his left arm. Sunglasses covered his eyes. She waved as she passed him; he ignored her. As she waited for the electric security gate to open, she texted her father.

			[Serena: Who’s the guy in the condo across from ours? #3, I think?]

			She dropped the phone in the cup holder while she drove. It vibrated with an incoming message as she pulled into the grocery store parking lot. She parked and opened the text.

			[Dad: His last name is Brooks if I remember correctly. I only talked to him a couple of times. Seemed nice. I believe he’s a widow. Moved from NY after his wife’s death.]

			A widower. And a grouchy one at that. The last thing she needed was another short-tempered jerk in her life. She’d have to do her best to avoid him. She thanked her father for his response, climbed out of the car, and shoved the phone in her back pocket. First thing on her list: coffee. She’d worry about avoiding her new neighbor later.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Van

			Van heard the gate rise before he saw the car. Cars didn’t come into the gated community this late, not this time of year. He took his cup of coffee and stepped out on the patio, Soldier at his feet, and leaned on the railing. A woman climbed from the white crossover, the lone streetlight illuminating her. She stretched her arms over her head, her shirt pulling up to reveal her stomach. She turned his direction.

			She was tall and curvy, her long caramel-colored hair pulled up in a messy ponytail on the top of her head. A worn pair of shorts and a long-sleeved t-shirt covered her. She was stunning.

			He took a step back, startled at the thought bouncing around his head. It had been more than three years since he had found anyone attractive or even looked at another woman with any interest. He’d been too busy hiding from everyone and everything, too busy letting his grief consume him to notice anyone else existed.

			He scowled, irritated his thoughts had wandered that direction. He spun on his heel and went back inside.

			

			His phone vibrated from the end table. He snatched it up and hit the button.

			“You are the only person who calls me this late,” Van growled. “You know that, right?”

			“It’s because I’m the only person who knows you don’t sleep,” Lincoln, his best friend, chuckled. “You have a cup of coffee in your hand right now, don’t you?”

			Van grunted and rolled his eyes. Sometimes, he hated how well Lincoln knew him. He dumped his coffee in the sink and rinsed out the cup. If it wasn’t in his hand, he didn’t have to lie to Lincoln about it.

			“How are you, Van?”

			“I’m fine,” he grumbled.

			“You’re a terrible liar.” Lincoln sighed. “Seriously, how are you? Are you getting any sleep?”

			“A little.” Van shrugged, even though Lincoln couldn’t see him. “A couple of hours a night, I guess. Better than nothing, right?”

			“I guess.” Lincoln paused, waiting for his friend to talk. Van kept quiet. “Anything new happening?” he pressed.

			“Some woman is at the condo across the drive,” he blurted, his mouth getting ahead of his brain. Why the hell had he said that?

			“Oh. Um, okay.” Lincoln cleared his throat. “You say hi or anything? I mean, you two have to be the only people up there right now.”

			“Sam and his wife were here last weekend,” he muttered.

			“Evan.” Lincoln rarely used his full name. It meant Van had irritated him.

			“No, I haven’t talked to her,” Van said. “She literally pulled in ten minutes ago.” Through the windows along the front of the condo, he could see the woman outside pulling a duffel bag and a suitcase from the car. She looked over her shoulder every few seconds, taking in her surroundings. His curiosity piqued, he watched her as she hurried to take her things inside, her eyes darting around as if she was looking for danger. He saw the nervous, frightened look on her face.

			

			“Nobody’s stayed over there in forever,” he continued, turning away from the window after the woman armed the car’s alarm and went inside. “The owners live in California and haven’t come up in a couple of years. I met them once or twice. It looks like she might stay for a while, though.”

			“Huh,” Lincoln mumbled. “You should definitely say hi.”

			“Maybe. Look, I gotta go. Soldier’s sitting by the door staring at me. I gotta take him for a walk before we go to bed.”

			“Sure. Hey, I thought I’d come up next week. Stay for a few days. I need a break, and I’ve got a few business things we should discuss.”

			Van knew what his best friend was doing and why. Every fiber of his being screamed at him to tell Lincoln to stay home, but he could use the company. He needed the company. Especially with the three-year anniversary coming up.

			“Yeah, I’d like that.” He pictured the smile lighting up Lincoln’s face. He didn’t want to listen to him gloat. “Gotta go.” He disconnected the call before his friend said anything else.

			He hated to admit it, but he missed Lincoln. They grew up together, joined the Army together, and served in Afghanistan together. They had seen things no man should see and come home still friends. Even though he missed his childhood friend, he couldn’t bring himself to move back to New York. Not now, maybe not ever. Too many painful memories. And even though it meant he had to run their security business alone, Lincoln didn’t complain or push Van to come home. He did nothing but support him. Van didn’t deserve a friend like Lincoln Dunn.

			He snatched the leash off the counter and kneeled next to his Belgian Malinois, Soldier. He rubbed the dog’s flank, attached the leash to his collar, and pressed a kiss to the top of the dog’s head before rising to his feet.

			“Let’s go, boy,” he sighed, opening the door.
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			She kissed him on the corner, damn the paparazzi, before she laughed and skipped up the street, smiling back at him and waving over her shoulder. Her contagious enthusiasm made him smile. He shouted after her to wait, but she ducked into the coffee shop, her laughter floating back to him, sweet and vibrant over the sound of the busy New York streets.

			Van sighed. What was the point of a bodyguard if she wouldn’t let him protect her?

			The first scream he heard wasn’t hers, but it had him shoving the street vendor who’d stopped him out of the way and darting through the crowd, knocking aside the shocked bystanders. He reached her just as Stockwood dropped the match, the gas igniting with a giant whoosh that knocked the air out of him and sent him stumbling backward. He threw himself at her, the fingers of his left hand twisting in her blouse, the flames dancing up his arm—

			Van shot out of bed, clutching his left arm, phantom pains burning into the muscle and bone. Startled, Soldier barked, his loud yip stinging Van’s ears. He fell to the floor, shoved himself to his feet, hit the wall, and fumbled for the light switch, the breath tearing in and out of his throat, head pounding, eyes burning with unshed tears. He got the light on before he slid to the floor, still clutching his arm.

			Soldier jumped off the bed and sat beside him, whining.

			“I’m okay, boy,” he mumbled. He lifted his arm, allowing Soldier to slip under it and curl up beside him, his head on Van’s lap, staring at his master. Hot tears slid down his cheeks and a sob clung to the back of his throat. He gasped for air, his fingers twisting in Soldier’s fur. He dropped his head, burying his face against the dog’s flank, the sobs breaking free.

			Once he could breathe again, he stood up, pulled on some jeans and a Henley from the closet, and grabbed the bottle of scotch from the floor beside the bed. He pushed open the sliding glass door, stepped onto the small balcony, dropped into the lone chaise lounge chair with a heavy sigh, and set the bottle on the floor. He checked his watch, the illuminated dial informing him it was just after three a.m. Two hours of sleep.

			

			He looked out at the lake, the full moon sparkling like a gem on the water. Soldier slipped past the curtain covering the door and walked to Van’s side. He absentmindedly patted the dog’s head, his thoughts consumed with images from the past. The dog climbed onto the lounge chair and settled himself between Van’s legs, his head on his master’s stomach.

			“Oof.” Van grunted as the seventy-plus pound dog climbed on him. “You’re not a lapdog, dude.”

			Soldier gave him a look, and Van swore if dogs could scoff, he would have. Instead, he closed his eyes and fell asleep.

			Van relaxed into the chair and scratched between the dog’s ears, staring at the surrounding night, sipping from the liquor bottle on the floor. He loved the lake this time of year; it was quiet, and the summer guests had gone home. He was the only year-round resident in the condos, though that hadn’t been the plan when he and Adelaide purchased it six years ago. Now and then, some of the other summer residents—those who lived in Missoula or northern Idaho—would come around for a weekend, but no one else was there year-round.

			Summers stressed him out. The sleepy town overflowed with vacationers and tourists, strangers mixed in with the familiar faces of the town’s residents. He always felt a sense of relief once Labor Day passed, knowing the tourists would leave. The college students were hard to deal with, but he’d gotten good at avoiding them over the years, staying close to home and out of the popular hangouts. It still wasn’t as crazy as living in New York.

			A light came on in the condo across the way, reminding him of the unexpected visitor. He saw her moving behind the closed blinds, then a few minutes later, the kitchen light came on. The woman who appeared out of nowhere was a curiosity. She seemed skittish and nervous; he was always hypervigilant about those things, noticing the little things others didn’t.

			

			His breath caught in his throat, an unwanted memory forcing itself to the surface. He scrubbed a hand over his face. He didn’t always notice everything; the one time he should have, the one time it had mattered more than anything, he had failed miserably. A shiver raced through his body, and tears filled his eyes again. He swiped at them, furious with himself. It had been months since he’d had a breakdown, months since he’d let the memories of that day consume him. The approaching anniversary weighed heavily on him.

			Van grabbed the bottle and downed the rest of the alcohol inside. God, he’d give anything for a good night’s sleep. Surviving on three or four hours—or less—a night for the last three years was slowly destroying him. Two days ago, he’d noticed gray hairs in his beard and several strands in his hair. Wrinkles had appeared on his forehead and at the corners of his eyes. He felt out of sorts, unable to function as he once had, doubting every choice, every decision. He didn’t trust himself anymore. Not like he had before Adelaide—

			“Nope. Not going there,” he grunted, lifting Soldier off his legs and throwing the blanket to the side. He slipped on his shoes, then he whistled for the dog. “Come on, boy. Let’s go for a walk.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Serena

			The trip to the grocery store exhausted her. Constantly looking over her shoulder, worrying Trace would appear out of nowhere, messed with her psyche. By the time she filled the cart with all the groceries she thought she might need, a thin layer of clammy sweat covered her, her hands shook, and her heart pounded so hard it hurt. Checking out seemed to take an eternity, the man behind the register chatting about every item she purchased. She nodded politely and smiled, though she was sure it didn’t reach her eyes. Once her things were bagged, she mumbled her thanks and rushed out the door.

			Back at the condo, Serena backed the car right up to the side door and hurried to unload. After everything was inside, she slammed the door, threw the deadbolt, and slid to the floor, her head in her hands, her breath tearing in and out of her throat. It took a few minutes to get herself under control before she could put everything away.

			She’d hoped she could get to the retailer at the edge of town to buy some warm clothes, but after the grocery store, she wasn’t sure she could deal with another trip away from the condo. Not right away. Instead, she hauled blankets out of the second bedroom and pulled a few of her favorite movies from the drawer under the television. She made a pot of coffee and a bagel, then she settled in for the day, content to stay inside, hiding away from the world.

			

			Halfway through the second movie she wasn’t watching—it was background noise while she drifted in and out of consciousness—she glimpsed the guy from the condo across the way and his dog heading toward the marina. She sat up and watched as they walked down the pier and climbed aboard a beautiful gray speedboat. Within minutes, he was in open waters, headed who knew where, the dog perched on the stern, his mahogany and black fur ruffled by the wind.

			Serena sank back into the cushions and closed her eyes. Her curiosity about her neighbor surprised her; after everything she’d been through, men should have been off her list. All men, even handsome, mysterious widowers who lived across the street.
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			Serena pulled the blanket tighter around herself, shivering as the cool air hit her bare feet. After going to bed at 8 p.m., she woke up around 3:30, forcing herself out of a nightmare, the same one she’d had for months, dreams of Trace chasing her. She stumbled around in the dark and tried to find the light, smashing her toe into the corner of the wall, bringing tears to her eyes.

			After injuring her foot, there was no sense going back to sleep. Not that she would anyway, not when she couldn’t shake off the vestiges of the past or the recurring nightmare.

			She should be grateful she had slept at all. Prior to coming to Montana, she’d been lucky to get an hour or two a night. She felt better since her arrival, more at home than she’d been in the last year and a half. Her house in California was the stuff of nightmares and horror movies, more frightening than comforting. The half a dozen apartments she’d lived in after she left California were nothing more than stopping points on the road to freedom, a freedom she could never quite grasp. Arizona had felt like home until Trace had ripped it away from her, forcing her to run. Again.

			

			Here in Lakeside, Serena felt normal. Free. She’d always loved the small college town. It was beautiful, pure, a wonderful place to live. Every summer, she begged her parents to move from their home in California to Lakeside. Over time, she’d forgotten how much she loved the Montana town. It had taken less than forty-eight hours for her to fall in love with Lakeside all over again.

			No one from her old life—the one she’d shared with Trace—knew about this place: only her family. They would never tell. Her family craved her freedom almost as much as she did. She prayed this time it worked. She could make a home here, settle down, start over. Maybe she’d go back to school; her degree in marketing wouldn’t do her much good here, but maybe she could find a new passion. A fresh start.

			Serena pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed, sinking deeper into the couch, deeper into the blankets. She was wide awake, her eyes burning. She wanted to sleep for a week, maybe two. The muscles in the back of her neck and in her shoulder twinged, drawing a weary groan from her. She pushed herself to her feet; she needed to move, to shake off the stiffness the lack of movement caused.

			If she were going to live here, she needed to make it her own. Get rid of the old stuff belonging to her parents, bring in some things that belonged to her. She’d start by cleaning, which was cathartic for her. She spent the next couple of hours dusting, wiping down walls, vacuuming, cleaning the bathrooms, and rearranging things, boxing up some old, outdated knick-knacks and even moving the furniture. As she cleared away several years of dust and rearranged things, she realized she was still missing a lot of supplies, along with warm clothes, socks, boots, and a coat.

			

			She was at the store as soon as the sun came up, her cart loaded with long-sleeved t-shirts, sweaters, jeans, socks, a few sweatshirts, a heavy jacket, gloves, and a hat. She picked up a new comforter for the bed and some new sheets, a few candles, some cleaning supplies, and a couple of books she’d been meaning to read. The credit card took a hit, but she knew her father would understand.

			By nine, she was back at the condo. She made coffee and breakfast while she watched the news, and the new comforter tumbled around the washing machine. After she put it in the dryer and started the sheets, she grabbed a book and sat on the chair in front of the immense picture window overlooking the lake. Instead of reading, Serena stared at the water lapping gently against the shore.

			She tossed the book on the table, tugged on one of her new sweatshirts, and stepped outside. It was a cool cloudless morning, leading her to wonder if it might warm up in the next few hours. She considered going for a walk, but the thought had her gasping for air and gripping the porch rail so tight her knuckles ached. Doing something so normal scared her. Nothing about her life had been normal for years. Could I go back to the way things were so easily? It seemed impossible and frightening.

			“Fuck it,” Serena muttered to herself. “I can do this.” She sucked in several deep breaths and stepped off the porch.

			She strode across the small lawn and up the road. There was a small bench in the park on the other side of the marina; if she could make it there, she’d be okay. She could do it. Her fear was unnecessary; Trace was over a thousand miles away on the other side of the country. He couldn’t hurt her. Once she started down the road by the golf course, she could see the bench. She focused on it and the calm, blue water on the other side of it, repeating to herself she could do it.

			When she lowered herself to the bench, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth, it was as if someone had lifted a weight from her shoulders. It had been almost freeing, the walk to the park. For the first time in what felt like forever, she could breathe. She leaned back and closed her eyes, soaking up the morning sun.

			

			Something cold nudged her hand, startling her, and she squeaked in surprise. She opened her eyes to see the gorgeous mahogany dog sitting by her feet, a beat-up tennis ball in his mouth, his tongue somehow hanging out the other side.

			“Well, hi there.” Serena laughed.

			The dog dropped the ball in her lap, tipped his head to one side, and waited expectantly, tail wagging. She picked up the soggy ball and tossed it ten feet away, near the edge of the water. The dog took off like a shot, snatched up the ball on the go, whipped around, and brought it back to her. He dropped it in her lap, then he turned, waiting for her to throw it again. Before she could pick it up, a loud voice boomed behind her.

			“Soldier! Komen!”

			The dog’s ears perked up, and his tail wagged faster. He grabbed the ball off Serena’s lap and took off at a dead run. She twisted around in time to see him drop the ball at the feet of the guy from the condo across the street. Like the previous day, his hair was in a ponytail, pulled away from his face, and the sleeves of his long-sleeved Henley pushed up, allowing her a brief glimpse of the tattoo on his arm. He crouched in front of the dog and murmured something to him. The dog dropped his head and rested it on the man’s knee, his big, brown eyes staring up at him. He ruffled the dog’s fur, kissed the top of his head, picked up the ball, and threw it, much harder than Serena had. It soared through the air so fast it whistled.

			“Sorry if he was bothering you,” he called. “He’s overly friendly.”

			“It’s okay,” she replied, rising to her feet. “He wasn’t bothering me. He’s sweet. What kind of dog is he?”

			The man smiled and chuckled under his breath, his gray eyes flashing. “Don’t tell him he’s sweet. He’ll get a big head.” He cleared his throat and took a step closer. “He’s a Belgian Malinois. His name is Soldier. And I’m Van.”

			

			“You live across the street.” Serena mentally smacked herself; he knew where he lived.

			“I do.” Van smiled. “And you are?”

			“I’m Serena Chasey.” She didn’t move closer, but neither did Van. They stood a few feet apart, eyes locked, the only sounds the water slapping the shore and Soldier’s panting. After about thirty seconds, he cleared his throat again and shifted from foot to foot.

			“Are you here long?” he asked.

			“I don’t know.” She shrugged. She honestly didn’t know. “It’s...it’s kind of up in the air right now.”

			Van nodded and crouched beside Soldier, who was staring up at him, the ball in his mouth. He attached the leash in his hand to the dog’s collar and rose to his feet. “Well, it was nice to meet you, Serena. I’m sure I’ll see you around. After all, I do live across the street.”

			Serena caught his wink as he spun around and walked away. “Bye,” she mumbled, raising her hand in a half-hearted wave.

			Heat flooded her cheeks as she stared at Van’s retreating form. When did small talk become so difficult? She’d be lucky if Van ever gave her the time of day after her abysmal conversation skills. It had been so long since she’d had so much as a casual chat with anyone, male or female, she had forgotten how to act. She pushed a hand through her hair and for the millionth time, cursed Trace’s existence. She returned to her seat on the edge of the bench and stared out over the water, wondering when—or if—she would feel normal again.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			Van

			By the time Van got back to his condo, he was shaking and sweating. He ran up the stairs, Soldier on his heels, and shoved open the door, slamming it closed behind him and stumbling to the kitchen. He splashed some cold water on his face, but it did nothing to make him feel better, so he grabbed the bottle of Xanax sitting beside the sink, spun off the lid, dumped out two pills, and swallowed them. Not even bothering with a glass, he sucked the water straight from the faucet, then he dragged himself to the couch and sat down, his head in his shaking hands.

			Soldier whined, creeping closer, his leash dragging behind him. He rested his paw on Van’s leg and whined again.

			“I’m okay, boy,” he mumbled, resting his hand on the dog’s head. “Come here.” He patted the sofa beside him.

			Soldier didn’t hesitate, jumping up on the couch and curling up beside his human. Van slipped off his leash and tossed it on the side table. He rested his head on the back of the couch and closed his eyes, desperately trying to shake the fear clutching his heart.

			What was I thinking, talking to that woman? If his damn dog hadn’t been the friendliest creature on the planet, he might have gotten out of the park without having to talk to his new neighbor. He wasn’t good with people; shit, he wasn’t good for people. Everyone he got close to got hurt. Keeping to himself was for the best.

			

			As if to prove him wrong, his phone rang, Lincoln’s name popping up on the screen. He contemplated not answering it, but if he didn’t, Linc would keep calling.

			“Yeah?”

			“Is that how you greet your best friend?” Lincoln chuckled.

			Van grunted something incoherent as he scrubbed a hand over his face.

			“What’s wrong?” Lincoln asked.

			It shouldn’t surprise him Lincoln knew something was wrong; he always did. It’s what happened when you’d been best friends with someone your entire life; they knew you inside and out.

			“I talked to the girl who’s staying across the street,” he muttered.

			“That’s a good thing,” Lincoln said. “Right?”

			“It was until I freaked out,” Van grumbled. “The second I walked away from her, I came unglued. Shaking, sweating, trouble breathing. I’m not even sure how I made it back to the house. I popped two Xanax, and now I’m sitting here cursing myself out and hating myself, so guilty I think I might puke.”

			“Van—”

			“Don’t say it, Lincoln. Don’t tell me Adelaide would want me to be happy. Don’t tell me she’d want me to move on. I can’t, not after…” He blew out a shaky breath. “I love her. I’ll always love her—”

			“You don’t have to stop loving her, Evan,” Lincoln interrupted. “Nobody is asking you to stop loving her. It’s been three years, and it’s time for you to live again. Maybe getting to know your new neighbor could be a start?”

			

			Van’s mouth snapped shut. He scrubbed a hand over his face and through his hair, pushing it out of his eyes. Lincoln was right.

			“I’m gonna be there Friday,” Lincoln said after several seconds of silence.

			“You don’t have to come.”

			“Already bought my plane ticket, dude. I’ll rent a car in Missoula and drive up. Go buy some steaks and take the cover off the grill you bought. I expect dinner when I get there.”

			“Yes, sir.” Van sighed. “I’ll see you on Friday.”

			He disconnected the call and tossed his phone on the table. He toed off his boots and kicked his feet up, stretching out on the couch. Soldier huffed, got to his feet, rearranged himself between his master’s legs, rested his head on Van’s knee, and fell back to sleep.

			He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, concentrating on relaxing, like all those therapy sessions taught him. Not that he’d cared or even tried, but now and then the things he learned came in handy. He focused on the sounds coming through the open door and windows—the waves lapping against the shore and the birds in the trees. He ignored the sound of his neighbor’s door slamming closed, refusing to let himself be curious about her.

			Van dozed off, the image of Serena smiling and petting Soldier behind his closed eyes.

			[image: ]

			The steaks, a couple huge potatoes, and a bunch of asparagus sat on the counter while the beer chilled in the cooler on the patio. Lincoln had called after his plane landed, and he’d gotten his rental car. Van expected him in an hour if the weather held.

			He finished making up the extra bedroom and straightened up the bathroom, then he went downstairs to start dinner. He enjoyed being busy; it kept him from thinking too much about Adelaide. He’d already ignored calls from his sister, Rebecca, and Lincoln’s mom; he knew they meant well, and they wanted to check on him, but he couldn’t talk about it. It had been three years since he’d talked about it; nothing had changed.

			

			Once he had the steaks marinating and the potatoes ready to go in the oven, he grabbed a beer and Soldier’s leash. He was out the door and halfway down the stairs when a large white SUV rounded the corner. It parked in his driveway and his best friend stepped out.

			Soldier took off like a shot, yanking his leash free of Van’s hand to dart down the stairs and into Linc’s arms. Lincoln stumbled back into the SUV, laughing at the dog’s antics. He set him down, the dog’s leash wrapped around one hand, his other hand raised in greeting.

			“Loser!” Van yelled, trying and failing to keep the smile off his face. It was good to see Lincoln, especially today. His friend had a way of keeping him centered, keeping him sane. Whether he wanted to admit it or not, he was glad Lincoln was there.

			He met Lincoln at the base of the driveway and let his friend pull him into a one-armed hug.

			“It’s good to see you.” Lincoln grinned.

			“As much as I hate to admit it, I’m glad to see you, too.” Van laughed. “Thanks for flying across the country to hang out with me.”

			“How are you?” Lincoln asked.

			“Really, Linc?” Van sighed.

			His friend shrugged. “You knew I was gonna ask. Might as well get it out of the way.”

			“Same. I hate this day.” Van scrubbed a hand over his face. “I don’t want to talk about it.” He cleared his throat. “Let me take Soldier for a walk, and then I’ll start dinner.”

			“I’ll tell you what,” Linc said. “I’ll take Soldier for a walk and you start dinner. I’m stiff after flying across the country and driving for the last two hours.”

			

			“It’s because you’re getting old,” Van joked. “All right. You take my dog for a walk, and I’ll get dinner ready. Give me your keys.”

			Lincoln tossed him the keys, clicking his tongue twice to urge Soldier to follow him as he took off down the road toward the lake. Van watched them go. After Linc rounded the corner, Van grabbed his duffel bag from the SUV, locked it up, and went inside. He fired up the grill and cut up the asparagus while he waited for the grill to heat.

			He’d just put the steaks on and the asparagus in the steamer when the door opened, and Lincoln called his name. Van stepped back inside, only to come face to face with his new neighbor.

			Van froze, his mouth dropping open. He glanced at Lincoln, who gave him a sheepish grin as he crouched down to take off Soldier’s leash.

			“Uh… hi, Van…” Serena mumbled. “I... I hope this is okay.”

			Lincoln bounded to his feet. “I ran into Serena outside, and we got to talking. She’s all alone over there, so I invited her for dinner.”

			Van raised an eyebrow and grunted. He swallowed and nodded. “Sure. It’s…it’s great. We’ve got more than enough food.” He spun on his heel and hurried out the back door. He grabbed the tongs and flipped the steaks, muttering under his breath.

			“Van?”

			He forced a smile on his face before turning around.

			Serena stood in the doorway, smiling shyly. “Are you sure you’re okay with me staying for dinner? I know you weren’t expecting me.” She pushed a hand through her hair and shrugged. “I understand if you want me to go.”

			God, I’m a jerk. She was the only other person in the neighborhood aside from Clint, and he was being an asshole. It wouldn’t hurt to let her stay for dinner. Besides, it might keep Lincoln from talking about Adelaide.

			“I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I’m being an ass. I don’t want you to go. I was surprised. You’re more than welcome to stay. Would you like a beer?”

			

			“I’d love one.” She nodded.

			Van grabbed a beer from the cooler and handed it to Serena. “Sorry, I was kind of a jerk. I wasn’t expecting company.”

			“Don’t let him fool you.” Linc chuckled from behind them. “He’s a jerk.”

			Van shook his head and glared at his friend over Serena’s shoulder. Lincoln shrugged and disappeared back inside.

			“How do you like your steak?” Van asked.

			“Medium rare. If you don’t mind?”

			“Woman after my own heart.” He smiled. “A steak and beer kind of girl.”

			Serena laughed, raised her beer above her head, and nodded. God, she was beautiful, especially when she smiled. It lit up her entire face and made her eyes sparkle.

			He took a drink of his beer. “What brings you to Montana in the off-season?”

			A shadow crossed Serena’s face, and she swallowed, her throat clicking. She shifted from foot to foot and stared at something over his shoulder.

			“A fresh start, I guess. My parents own the condo. When I needed a place to go, they offered it to me. We used to come up here during the summer, but it’s been years since I was here. Funny, this place always felt like home, even though I was only here a few weeks a year.”

			Van nodded. “I get it. There’s something soothing about this place. Aside from how gorgeous it is, it just feels right. My wife and I fell in love with it when we visited, and when we found this place, she was ecstatic. She’d never been happier.” A lump rose in his throat and his eyes burned. He hadn’t meant to bring up Adelaide, especially not today, but talking to Serena was easy. He wanted to talk to her; he wanted to tell her about himself. He took a drink of his beer, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and cleared his throat. “I should check the potatoes.”

			

			Serena put her hand on his arm. “I’ll do it. I might even set the table.” She winked at him and squeezed his arm. “Lincoln knows where things are?”

			“He does.” He pointed in the kitchen’s direction. “Don’t let him get out of helping you. He’s a lazy bastard.”

			“I heard that,” Lincoln yelled from inside.

			“I wasn’t trying to be quiet!” Van yelled back.

			Serena’s laughter followed her inside and made Van smile. He could get used to hearing it.

			By the time he finished with the steaks, the potatoes and asparagus were done, and the table set. Lincoln had even started a fire, warming the chilly room. Van shucked his sweatshirt, and Serena took off her heavy sweater.

			Dinner was a tremendous success. The food was perfect, and the beers were ice cold. To his surprise, Van didn’t think about Adelaide once throughout the entire meal. After they cleared the table and put the dishes in the dishwasher, Serena ordered Van to make coffee before she darted out the door, yelling over her shoulder she’d be right back. Ten minutes later, she was back with a plate covered by a towel.

			“Dessert.” She whipped off the towel to reveal an enormous stack of homemade chocolate chip and sugar cookies.

			“You might be the best neighbor ever.” Van chuckled.

			Serena blushed and scrubbed a hand through her hair, laughing nervously. Lincoln swooped in, assuaging the awkwardness by playing server and taking everyone’s coffee order. They got comfortable in the living room, chatting while they sipped coffee and ate cookies.

			Lincoln told Serena about his and Van’s security business in New York, going into detail about some of their more colorful employees and a few of their eccentric clients. Van sat back and let him talk. It had always been Linc’s strongpoint: small talk, engaging conversations, getting people to open up to him. He was good at it.

			

			Van had no idea how long they sat in front of the fire talking; time seemed suspended, frozen. He couldn’t take his eyes off Serena; she enthralled him, watching her, listening to her. There was something under the surface, something hurting her, bothering her. He could sense it, feel it. That was his strongpoint, understanding people on an emotional level. It was why he and Linc made such superb partners; Lincoln got them talking and Van got to the heart of the matter. He’d missed it.

			“I gotta get some sleep,” Lincoln said, rising to his feet, drawing Van from his musings. “My time zones are all out of whack. Serena, it was lovely to meet you. Don’t be a stranger. Van could use another friend beside me.”

			Van scowled. Nothing like telling Serena he only had one friend.

			Serena smiled at Lincoln and nodded. “Thanks for inviting me, Linc. This was… it was nice. I’ve had a great time.” She stood up, too. “I guess I should head home, too.”

			“I’ll walk you.” Van shot to his feet before Lincoln could volunteer.

			“You don’t have to. It’s across the street…”

			“It’s dark, though. I don’t want you to walk alone.” He grabbed his sweatshirt and held Serena’s sweater out to her. “It’s not a bother. I promise.”

			Lincoln stopped halfway up the stairs and ducked his head to look at them. “There’s no sense in arguing with him. He’s chivalrous to a fault. Let him walk you home.”

			Serena grinned. “I won’t argue.” She took the sweater from Van, waved goodbye to Lincoln, and let Van lead her out the door.

			Van may have been chivalrous, but walking Serena to her condo was a little foolish. It was across the street, and it took them less than two minutes to get down the stairs and across the road to her door. The light on the porch wasn’t on, so the only illumination came from the streetlight on the corner. It cast a dim glow over her front door. They stood in the pale-yellow light, staring at each other like they had the first time they met.

			

			She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and cleared her throat. “Thanks again for letting me stay for dinner. I’m sorry if Lincoln overstepped his bounds by inviting me.”

			“Linc frequently oversteps his bounds.” Van chuckled. “Especially when it comes to my life.”

			Serena shook her head and grabbed the doorknob. “He worries about you. At least, that’s what he told me.”

			“He does.” He smiled. “I love him for it.”

			“He’s a good friend.”

			“He is. A better friend than anyone can understand.”

			Silence fell over them again. Serena scraped her shoe in the dirt next to the doorstep while Van desperately tried to think of something to say. Serena beat him to it.

			She pushed open the front door. “Thank you for walking me home.”

			“You really should lock your door,” Van scolded. “Crazy things happen, even in a small town like this.”

			A funny look crossed Serena’s face and her eyes darted around. “I… I didn’t think about it. You’re right of course.” She pivoted to look behind her, her elbow bumping his arm when she turned, her foot coming down on his, causing her to stumble into him. Van grabbed her elbow and the doorjamb to keep them both upright, pulling her against his chest at the same time. The top of her head hit his chin, knocking his head back. He grunted as pain shot through his jaw.

			Serena’s hands landed on his chest. “Oh God! Van, I’m so sorry.”

			“It’s okay,” he muttered, rubbing his chin. “Trust me: I’ve had worse.” He squeezed her arm. “Are you okay? I didn’t mean to scare you.”

			

			“I’m fine.” She smiled, though it didn’t reach her eyes. “Being in a new place makes me nervous, I guess.” She moved backward, pulling herself free of his grip as she stepped through the door. “I’ll talk to you later.” The door closed in his face.

			Van exhaled and pushed a hand through his hair. He must have said something to upset her. He didn’t know what or how, but he’d done something; otherwise, she wouldn’t have reacted that way. A hard knot sat deep in the pit of his stomach. Things had been going so well; he’d had fun for the first time in forever, and he hadn’t thought about Adelaide or the fact it was the anniversary of her death even once. How do I always fuck things up?

			He stared at the closed door, wishing he could think of something to say or do to fix whatever he’d broken. For the first time in three years, he felt alive, like he could breathe. A slamming door had knocked that right out of him. He spun around and stalked back across the street. He didn’t know why he’d even tried. He wasn’t good for anybody; the world would be better off if he kept to himself.
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