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Serenity Lost (Trust Me, #1)


Their brief heated meeting one fateful night had singed itself into their minds. Not knowing of the other’s identity, but unable to forget, had sealed their fate. The fire smoldered quietly in each of them as they tried to move on with their lives. 

Eric Stiles was in the middle of chaos, searching for a killer.

Hunted by an obsessed psychopath, Rebecca Gailen was trying to be strong. 

The world stopped for a moment as they looked up and saw the other standing just feet away. 

His heart lurched, her armor shattered and the world started again as Eric’s brother, Charlie, appeared to take her hand.  

Family loyalty isn’t a choice. When Rebecca’s stalker rages out of control, Eric’s decision haunts him and he struggles to stay away. Can he remain loyal to his brother, even if it means abandoning Rebecca when she may need him the most? 
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THE WARMTH POOLED AGAINST his hand until it overflowed between his fingers like a piece of silk. He pulled her closer, the suppleness of her back crashing against his chest. Her lungs spit moist air as they emptied. Her body writhed against him as he grew erect in need. 

She was such a subtle creature, sheltered and innocent. Even her screams were celibate in torment. His fingertips caressed her temple. He kept her cheek pressed against his as if in an old Hollywood romance. It was the sway of her body that first enticed him. The way her hips spoke to him in a languid sultry voice. 

He got her attention the way he had with all the others, money. He lavished it upon her, until she was so intoxicated that she fell onto the satin overlay, anxious for his calloused hands to roam her body. He enjoyed in her delights, as much as he had in the others before her.

He inhaled the scent wafting from her light hair as it fell across her shoulders. She smelled of sweet orange and mango. The drugs had taken effect, and she laid in a quiet apprehension. He kept a steady hand as the blade caressed the expanse of her neck. He looked for an area with the most longing and stopped. He teased her with a feather twist before he applied the exact amount of pressure to birth that single tiny bud. The air escaped him as it ballooned and then dropped. Trailing a stained path down her neck before curving and twisting to her collarbone where it rested. 

He caressed his way across her abdomen, leaving a trail of succulent sticky warmth as he went. He pressed the blade into her forearm and with a quick slice of pressure, he released the blood contained beneath. 

His eyes opened to the glory of crimson beneath his hands. It embraced her, curving against her and it called to him. He heard that sweet siren so long ago. Its melody filled him like no other, and he swayed with her to the music of his mind. 

He turned her within his embrace before he laid her on the black satin sheets. Her amber eyes had gone dim, but she was still stunning with her hair sprayed against the pillows. The rich pattern of crimson that poured over her white dress and ivory skin called to him. He leaned over with a gentle touch to her lips. 

A final farewell in their bittersweet romance.

The hardened plastic and metal shook beneath his feet as the monstrous expanse hurdled down the street. The stench, a mixture of stale alcohol, cigarettes, sweat, and urine, was suffocating. He took a seat in the left corner, willing his senses to replay the orange mango he’d just savored. 

His back arched in the bus seat as his mind fixated on the first pearl. The first tear of crimson shed from her glorious body. He was always fascinated to watch how it would roll. The path it would take down the neck. 

He giggled in joy and he saw a few eyes pass over him as the shaking vehicle continued to race forth. He ignored their glances, knowing that they would never experience such ecstasy as to warrant that particular titter. 

The bus slowed and stopped. He rose and exited onto the street. The air was thick and cool, the rain had stopped. Their home was such a dreary place. He longed for sunshine. He walked several blocks and then turned into a residential area. 

He heard the closing of a car door. He glanced to see his brother had just returned home. He would need to eat. His playing had taken much of his stamina. He hoped Lucy was home, perhaps she would read to him again tonight. She was preoccupied last night, his brother’s appetite outweighing his own. So he’d gone out to play with another. 

“Whore!”

The word echoed down the street. A red-haired beauty fled from the front door, but his brother caught her arm in restraint. He didn’t quicken, but watched as she turned and raised her knee into his brother’s groin. There was a bellow of pain and his brother released her arm. She raised her knee again as he doubled over, striking him hard in the nose. His brother let out a grunt and she got away. 

His gaze followed her to a small blue sedan where he saw Lucy sitting in the passenger’s seat. His heart dropped in confusion when the door of the car closed. There was a popping echo and the shattering of glass. The car’s tires squealed and sped down the street. 

His brother stood in the middle of the street, panting venom. 

“Where the hell have you been?” his brother demanded as he crossed the street.

“A date.”

“Jesus fucking Christ, Jorge! What have I told you about dating?”

“I wore the gloves like you asked,” he said as his brother growled in frustration. “Marco, where is Lucy going?”

“Shut up, Jorge!”

He followed his brother into the house and watched him stomp up the stairs. Jorge went to the kitchen for food. His brother yelled in frustration before Jorge heard a thump and a crash from the floor above.

He stood in front of the freezer and debated between taquitos and hot pockets. He wasn’t sure which sounded better.

“I need you here now,” his brother yelled into his phone as he walked into the kitchen. 

I could eat the Philly cheese steak hot pockets, but we have the pepperoni pizza. I wonder if we even have sour cream...

“Fuck her...I’m talking about the necklace... Yes...fine. Whatever it takes.”

Looks like just enough for seven and a quarter taquitos. Perfect.

Chapter Two

––––––––
[image: ]


THE RUSH OF AIR AND noise hit him like a drug, numbing his raging mind as he moved beyond the outer door of the hotel bar. Dressed in a dark leather jacket, t-shirt and jeans Detective Eric Stiles was looking forward to solace in the form of a strong drink. The place was packed and he made his way through the maze of people, reaching the edge of the bar.

“Jack Daniels on the rocks,” he requested over the roar of the crowd as he grabbed a seat.

His hand wrapped around the smooth clear glass put in front of him. His mind flashed to his girlfriend of two years and his friend of over fifteen, half-naked on his couch. It stung. More than he cared to admit. He took the drink down in one gulp, and motioned to the bartender for another.

Three drinks later, Eric had almost erased the fact that his life was in shambles and realized that he was more disappointed than angry. He was disappointed that he’d let it get this far. He knew things were falling apart between them. He’d convinced himself that if he ignored the problem it would work itself out. They’d grown apart, as people do, wanting different things for the future and had come to an impasse. He focused on his work instead of dealing with it, and she slipped away into the arms of his friend. There wasn’t anyone to blame. They’d given up and not bothered to tell the other.

The roar of noise emanating from the corner of the bar broke through his tirade of self-loathing. He was looking for a distraction. Eric grabbed his drink, pushing his way through the crowd to the apparent center of attention.

The two pool tables in the bar were surrounded by onlookers. He watched as a burly man called and took a shot. He made it and took another. Eric failed to see the attraction. The man missed his second shot and the crowd jeered in response. Not the distraction he was looking for, Eric was about to exit the scene when a flash of deep red caught his eye.

She moved around the table to survey her options. Her stance steady and strong, she carried herself with confidence, ignoring the appreciative and accusing eyes surrounding her. Deep red hair was a twisting of curls down her back, spilling over her forest green shirt. The fabric clung to her curves in all the right places, until its smooth lines were broken by her mid-hip loose fitting jeans. Leaning across the table, pool stick in hand, she pushed her hair behind her ear and chose her shot.

“Eleven off the sidewall into the nine and the fifteen, nine in the side, fifteen in the corner,” she called in a cool even tone.

A burst of activity enveloped the room as money changed hands. The small area became quiet as they watched her take the shot. Eric heard the pop and watched as the eleven ball bounced back, off the sidewall, into the nine, and the nine into the fifteen. The nine ball dropped in the side, and everyone held their breath as the fifteen rolled along the rim, hesitated and dropped, just as the eleven fell into the opposite side.

The room erupted into cheers. He watched her focus remain on the game. She had a shot at the eight. Amid the chaos, Eric watched her once again survey her choices. The eight was in a precarious position. Eric worked out how he’d attempt the shot and wondered what her plan of attack would be.

“Two-hundred bucks says you miss the shot,” her opponent called.

Eric watched for her response.

She looked over the table. She reached into her pocket, pulled out four hundreds and showed them to him. “Double or nothing.”

The crowd erupted into whistles and catcalls as the man accepted her offer and the frenzied swarm watched her line up her shot. She called the side to her direct right. She lined up the shot and pulled back. The cue popped against the eight ball, spinning it as it shot down the table toward the opposite wall. It bounced and dropped clean into the pocket.

The entire mob erupted into cheers and Eric saw her smile for the first time as she met her challenger’s stunned gaze. It wasn’t a full smile, more of a smirk, as she nodded and dug her hand into her pocket. She lowered her head in humility, before her gaze lifted and landed on him. It was an instant, but it felt like hours as a rush of heat coursed through his body. He stood frozen within the shining hypnotic blue of her eyes.

The crowd began to disperse, and she looked away before disappearing within it, taking his breath with her. Eric moved forward, grabbing a pool cue. His mind buzzed with a wavy electricity that was intoxicating. He struggled to understand what just happened. 

He played solo until a perky blonde by the name of Beth decided he needed company. Buried enough in his own mind not to care, Eric proceeded to play three games with the blonde. He finished their third game, she batted her eyes and he noticed a mane of cascading dark red hair sitting at the bar. He did his best to ignore the insistence in his gut, but found himself unable to deny his need to keep his gaze on her.

He finished his pool game and excused himself to the bar. Beth followed and Eric ordered a pair of beers for himself and his energetic friend. She took the seat next to him, placing herself between him and his mysterious preoccupation.

“Are you here on business or pleasure?” Beth asked him as the cascade of red behind her shifted and bright blue eyes appeared, meeting his gaze.

The spilling of curls framed her slim, oval face. They fell over her slender shoulders, leaving just a glimpse of the ivory of her curved neck.

“Layover,” he replied to the blonde, but his eyes stayed within the enthralling swell of blue just behind her.

“What a coincidence, me, too! I’m headed to Chicago,” the blonde said with a giggle. “So when does your flight leave?”

“Tomorrow morning,” he replied, still focused behind her. His heart leapt a little as the blonde‘s captivating red-headed shadow smiled, her eyes sparkling.

“I guess it’s good that I caught you when I did,” the blonde continued, tracing the top of his hand with her finger.

“Yeah I guess it is,” Eric replied, doing his best not to give away the charade.

“So do you have a girlfriend?” the blonde asked.

Eric watched her shadow turn from him before stepping away from the bar. “No, I uh...” he started to reply as he watched her go. His cell rang in his pocket. “Sorry, I have to take this.”

“Hey, you saved my life,” Eric said into the phone as he walked away from the bar. He followed in her footsteps as he searched for her. He stopped in the lobby of the hotel as his brother mumbled incoherent words in his ear. He agreed with him every couple of seconds as he scanned the area, seeing no sign of her. His stomach knotted in discomfort. He heard the whoosh of automatic doors open. Eric turned as she walked through them. “I’ll call you later.”

Her focus on the ground below, her hands hung from the pockets of her faded jeans as she re-entered the hotel. He waited for her to look up as he tried to think of what to say. When she did, her breathtaking smile once again made his heart skip.

“Hi,” he managed to say as she stopped just in front of him.

“Hi,” she replied, her eyes twinkling. 

He was captivated by her and he forgot to articulate any of the dozens of thoughts running in his head. He could see a small blush rise in her cheeks. 

“I’m going to go get some coffee across the street. Would you like to come?”

“Yeah, sure,” he fumbled as she motioned toward the door.

The air was warm as she led him around the building. He could see the reflecting light of the coffee shop across the street as they turned the corner. “So you got stuck, too?”

“Yeah, but I’m on my way home,” she replied, not looking at him as they walked. “Sounded like you’re on your way...not home.”

“Why do you say that?”

“You don’t seem to be the east coast type,” she replied with a small shrug. “No offense.”

“None taken, I guess I didn’t know there was a type associated with different coasts,” he replied with a laugh.

“Oh yeah,” she said. “There are certain characteristics that one picks up from the coast they live on. East coasters, for example. They’re very suspicious people and aren’t usually friendly off the bat, always guarded.”

“So I’m friendly?” he asked as he opened the door to the coffeehouse for her.

“I didn’t say that,” she replied with a smile as they moved to the counter. They ordered coffees, paying separately before taking a seat at one of the small café tables. “You’re...hesitant.”

“Hesitant,” Eric repeated, watching her relax into her seat, her chin resting on her hand. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone described like that.”

“There’s a first time for everything,” she replied with a smirk as their coffee arrived.

“So what’s home like?”

“I have a proposition.”

“Shoot,” he replied, intrigued.

“I propose that this conversation continue without specifics,” she offered, her eyes challenging him. “Nothing personal, no names, no places, working generalities only.”

“Okay, I’m game,” he replied as he picked a random, non-personal question out of his head. “How much coffee do you drink a day?”

“Too much,” she replied with a grin, fingering the edge of her cup. “Who’s your favorite band?”

“Band or singer?”

“Band.”

“STP, yours?”

“The Police. Singer?”

“Tough one, but I’d have to say George Strait.”

“That’s surprising.”

“Yours?”

“Billy Joel.”

“Nice choice,” he complimented as she took another sip of her coffee. “Where did you learn to play pool like that?”

“Self-taught,” she said, a smirk creeping onto the edges of her pale lips. “Pool table in the garage. First car?”

“Dodge Charger, yours?”

“Geo Metro.”

“Drink of choice?”

“Corona.”

“Shot?”

“Patron with a lime,” she answered, her head tilting as she looked at him thoughtfully. “You like Jack, but your shot of choice, I would guess, is Quervo 500.”

“A fellow tequila enthusiast, good call,” he complimented before leaning into the table as he lowered his voice. “You don’t want to go home.”

“Neither do you,” she countered, her eyes intelligent and steady. “Because of family or a relationship?”

“The latter,” he replied, distracting himself with a drink of coffee as the images ran through his mind. “You?”

“The first,” she said, flashing him a forced smile, her eyes revealing a hidden anxiety as she took a sip of her coffee. “Not sure which is worse.”

“Family, always family,” he replied, which made her laugh and lifted her out of the darkness that seemed to pull at her. “Other crap you can walk away from, but family? Family clings no matter how far you go. They will always be there.”

“When you say it that way it doesn’t seem too bad.”

“Depends on the circumstances.”

“So back to generalities, hypothetically.”

“Yes, generalities...” Eric replied, conscious of her emanating warmth wrapping around him. “If you could choose any profession, what would it be?”

“Other than the one I already have?”

“Well that’s up to you. I’m ignorant either way.”

“Okay then,” she replied, tapping her fingers on her cup. “A historian.”

“Interesting.”

“What?”

“Just not what I would’ve thought.”

“And what would you’ve thought?”

“Honestly?”

“Yes.”

“Lawyer.”

“Lawyer?”

“Yeah.”

“Wow,” she replied with a chuckle as she stretched her back. “What made you say that?”

“I just...what little I do know about you, I think that you’re good at making a strong argument.”

“Okay...” she replied, tilting her head as she turned her cup in her hand. “What about you?”

“Teacher.”

“You’ve thought about this.”

“A little.”

“If you could go anywhere in the world, where would you go?”

“All expenses paid?”

“Of course!”

“Egypt,” he replied, watching for her reaction. “Where would you go?”

“Egypt, I want to see the pyramids.”

“Interesting.”

“A friend of mine went about a year ago and she said Hurghada is incredible.”

“What about the Siwa Oasis?”

“There’s no question,” she replied. “Just to be able to observe the culture and the history. Can you imagine walking along the same path as Tut or Hatshepsut? It’s just so amazing, the things they accomplished.”

“Especially when you realize how much of their findings we still don’t understand, even with all the cutting edge technology.”

“I’m an Egypt freak,” she admitted with a small blush. “Anytime anything about the pyramids or Egypt is on television, I set it to record.”

“I must have at least two dozen shows sitting on my DVR at home,” he added, a heat rising in his neck as his eyes caught hers again. “Did you see that one on the door they found beneath the Sphinx?”

“The Library,” she replied, her eyes widening in intrigue. “The one where they were about to go in and the Egyptian government shut them down?”

They became engulfed in a mutual banter about all things related to the pyramids and Egypt. The conversation drifted off to other general topics, including a heated debate about the Lakers’ offensive triangle and the musings of Anderson Cooper.

Eric wasn’t sure how much time had passed when they headed back to the hotel, still laughing and talking. He walked into the lobby and the thought of saying goodbye to her twisted an unfamiliar knot in his stomach.

“I should probably get to bed,” she said as she turned to him, her hands in her pockets. “My flight leaves pretty early.”

“Yeah, me, too,” he replied with an uncomfortable nod. “Thanks for the company. It was fun.”

“It was,” she replied as her eyes locked with his. She leaned forward, placing a soft kiss on his cheek. “Night.”

“Night,” he replied, his breath catching in his throat as he watched her turn the corner and disappear.

He wanted to go after her, he wanted to know her name, and yet his feet remained cemented to the floor. He dug into his pocket, found his room key and moved to the elevator. He pushed the button for his floor, as he rationalized letting her walk away. They would never see each other again. Which was the whole reason, he assumed, that she wanted to keep it all in generalities.

She was just a stranger he’d met in a bar, a captivating, intelligent, funny, beautiful stranger, but a random stranger nonetheless. He didn’t need to complicate his life more than it already was. Walking away was the right thing to do.

Chapter Three

––––––––
[image: ]


ERIC STEPPED ONTO HIS floor and looked at his key for the room number. He turned the corner, seeing her mane of curls tossed over her shoulder. She dug in her pocket while balancing two bottles of water in one hand. After a moment, she looked up, meeting his eyes and all sense of reason disintegrated as his body ignited.

“Old hangover trick,” she explained with a smile. He moved toward her, needing to shorten the unbearable gap. All of his energy fell into the ocean of her eyes as he invaded her space. Her voice faded as his hand rested on her hip. “Two Tylenol and a bottle...”

His fingertips grazed over the delicate twists framing her face. Her eyes fluttered closed and a powerful need overwhelmed him. His hand wrapped around her waist to land on the small of her back. He pulled her against him, feeling the gentle rise of her chest as she took a slow breath. He focused on her eyes as they opened, and he lowered his mouth to brush a hesitant kiss over her breathtaking lips.

The touch was soft and lingering. She moved her lips against his in a tender caress that made his heart flutter. Unable to ignore the softness of her lips, he savored every touch. His fingertips swept her cheek as he kissed her long and slow. The water in her hands dropped to the floor with a soft thud. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and his hand tangled itself within the curled tendrils of her beautiful hair.

The delicate scent of her body filled him, stirred the rolling heat within his stomach and a groan sat at the bottom of his throat. He ached for her skin as his hands shifted beneath her shirt. His fingers danced over the silk of her lower back. Her soft body crashed against him. Her grazing hands inched down his back, across his abdomen and up to his chest, sending spikes of electricity into his
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