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Description: Sometimes the worst wounds can't be seen.

Lucas Everett knows that firsthand. It's why he and his former Navy
SEAL brothers created the Resting Warrior Ranch.

They aren’t doctors, but they can offer the healing freedom of their
Montana range. And they specialize in training service and emotional
support animals to help sooth even the worst emotional scars.

Usually, soldiers show up at their door. But this time it's Evelyn
Taylor—a soldier in a very different kind of war.

She's as skittish as one of the horses Lucas gentles. But he’s learned
how to be patient with animals, and he’s more than happy to be
patient with this quiet beauty too.

When Evelyn’s past nightmares show up in Montana, she thinks she
has to run again, but Lucas isn’t going to let that happen. He’s
protected his country against the worst types of threats, and he’ll
protect her too.

She’s met the rancher, but now she’s about to meet the SEAL.
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Chapter 1
Evelyn

The sun shone down on my face as | walked to the coffee shop. It was my favorite
part of the day, this morning walk. My little taste of freedom. But for the first timein
awhile, there were other things that competed for my favorite part of the day.

The scent of dry air and the distant sound of traffic. The glint of sun off sweating
stucco and rushing water in a nearby arroyo.

Albuquerque hadn’t been high on my list of choices, but | was pleasantly surprised by
the flat city that was bordered by mountains. The people were down to earth and
didn’t ask questions. 1'd found friends quickly, and the past six months seemed like
they’ d lasted forever. Hopefully, they continued to feel that way.

I’d always heard that phrase “it's a dry heat” about the Southwest, but | hadn’'t
understood what it meant until living here. The temperature climbed into triple digits
during the summer days, but it didn’t feel that way given the absence of water in the
air. Back home in Florida, eighty-five degrees could be unbearable if the humidity
was high. This, | could live with.

| turned the corner, and the Sandia Bean coffee shop came into view. When I'd first
gotten to town, I'd stopped there on a whim to get a cup of coffee and noticed the
help wanted sign. Once I'd stepped inside, it was all over. It was an adorable little
space with awall of windows that showcased a gorgeous view of the mountains. The
place had turned into home more quickly than | expected.



| was a manager now. That was new, but welcome. I'd never thought | would love
working in a coffee shop this much, but | did. Something about being able to make
even the grumpiest customer smile with the blessing of caffeine. And now, | was
finally putting down some roots.

The little bell over the door chimed when | entered followed by a chorus of hellos.
No customers currently, but one of the baristas, Jess, was at the espresso machine.
She was determined to perfect a new concoction that she swore would be a bestseller.
She hadn’t found her version of perfection yet, but her results were delicious enough
that no one—the owners included—minded her experiments.

“Hi, Ava.” Jess waved to me from behind the counter. “Unbearable out there yet?’

| laughed. “No, not yet. It’'s actually gorgeous out. | parked far away on purpose.”

“Of course you did.” She shook her head. It was an open secret that | liked to walk to
work, but | also lived on the other side of the city across the river. So | made a

compromise and parked my car afew blocks away when | drove over.

Plus, it kept my car from being associated with the shop. Just in case. But Jess didn’t
know that part.

A crash broke through the air like thunder, and | jumped, diving under the nearest
cafe table.

“Sorry!” Jess caled. “Just me being clumsy. | swear this machine keeps moving or
something considering the number of times I’'ve knocked things over in the past
week.”

My heart pounded in my chest, and my breath was short. A pair of giant hands
squeezed my lungs until there was nothing left. Adrenaline pulled me down into a



vortex that was far too familiar. | couldn’t breathe. | needed to run.

With far too much effort, | forced breath into my lungs.

Cam down, Evelyn. Heisnot here. You are safe.

It took another three full breaths for me to force myself out from under the table and
stand up. Steamed milk flowed across the floor behind the counter where Jess had
knocked it over.

| cleared my throat. “ Sorry. Must be a bit jumpy this morning.”

“It's my fault,” Jess said. “Don’t know how these things manage to make as much
noise as they do when they fall, but c’est lavie.”

“It always seems that way.” | smiled, but my breath still felt tight in my chest, and the
smile itself was forced. Fake it until it's real. It's the way I'd had to live for far too
long. The panic would pass soon enough, and | could go back into the happy bubble

that this place provided for me.

| started toward the back office, stepping over the spilled milk as | went. “How’s the
latest experiment?’

She made aface. “How isit ever? Not perfect.”

| laughed.

“Oh, Ava, | forgot. Someone delivered something for you about an hour ago. | put it
on the desk.”

“They say what it was?’



She shook her head. “No.”

Not completely out of the ordinary. Probably a sample of some kind. Local suppliers
sent the managers samples by name, hoping that we' d take a chance on them and start
using a new product. Sometimes we did, but more often we didn’t.

| flipped on the lights in the office. A small, rectangular box sat on the desk | shared
with two other managers. Maybe an instant coffee sample?
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My name was on the box in neat black script, but nothing else. No shipping label. No
return address. It was a hand delivery.

My heartbeat kicked up into a new rhythm, even though it had just settled down from
the scare. | scolded myself internally. There was no reason to freak out. Maybe a
local had decided to do a hand delivery for a more personal touch and gotten unlucky
with their timing.

But the other part of me whispered to my growing panic. It couldn’'t be... right?
Everything had been fine, no signs of anyone following me, nothing. He couldn’t
have found me here after I’ d been so careful.

| picked up aletter opener from my cup of pens and Sharpies and split open the box.
And that was when the walls started to crumble around me. | couldn’t breathe, those
iron hands squeezing my lungs again, my heart pounding like | was in the final mile
of amarathon where I’ d been chased by alion.

Fuck.
This couldn’t be happening.

Deep down, I’d known what would be inside this box, and every time it happened, it
felt alittle more like dying. Which was exactly what he wanted.

A scarlet jewelry box sat within the cardboard, like the present every woman wanted
to get for Vaentine's Day or Christmas. | would prefer to never see another jewelry
box ever again.



The gold bracelet inside the box was brutally familiar. | had a whole collection of
them. A curving cuff of gold etched with subtle images. This time the picture was of
the Sandia Mountains—the view | could seeif | walked outside.

| turned the bracelet over, the sight not getting any easier.

Ava Meadows

1992-2022

Another grave marker for a name 1I'd hoped | would be able to keep. Fuck. The
engraved letters spurred me into action. | had been so careful this time, and this was
the longest I’ d ever been able to stay in aplace without asign of Nathan.

“Hey, Jess?’ | called. She appeared in the doorway to the office. “The person who
dropped off the package. What did he look like?’

She thought for a moment. “Really tall, blond. Good-looking too. | was tempted to
ask him to stay, but there was aready aline.”

| forced myself to smile at her disappointed pout. But | had to grind my teeth to keep
that smilein place.

It really was him, and he hadn’'t sent anyone to drop this off, he'd done it himself. |
had to go. Now. It was probably already too late. If he was here, between me and the
car...

| couldn’t let myself think that way. Head down, move quickly.

Words tumbled out of my mouth as | said something to Jess about an emergency at
home and pushed out of the shop and into the summer heat. | couldn’t run. Running



would make people notice and ask questions. But | walked as fast as | dared, heart
pounding in sync with my steps. If | could make it to the car, | had a chance.

| forced breath into my lungs and back out. I’d practiced this, and it only worked if |
kept breathing. But the panic was crawling up my throat and threatening to suffocate
me. The feeling of eyes on my skin made it crawl, and the phantom pains started.

Not now. Please. Just let me get out.

One more breath hauled into my lungs. And another. One more block to the park.
There were some kids playing on the playground and their parents with them. He
wouldn’t try anything in front of kids, would he?

Stupid question. I'd learned to never question Nathan's boundaries. He didn’'t have
any. I’d learned that the hard way, which iswhy | had an escape plan in place, onel’'d
had ready since the first day I’ d gotten to Albuquergue six months ago.

My hands shook as | shoved the key into the lock and sat in the heat. | was still
holding that damn bracelet, and | tossed it onto the passenger seat. I'd never gotten
enough courage to leave one behind. All the same, | felt its presence like abrand as |
peeled out of the parking spot and drove far too quickly from the place that had
seemed so safe an hour ago.

The mountains loomed closer as | pushed my car asfast as | could through the streets
without getting pulled over—that was the last thing | needed—toward the edge of the
city where it broke into flat desert.

There was no need to go back to my apartment. The bag | needed was aready in the
trunk. | hadn’t lived anywhere in the past few years without that bag in whatever car |
was using at the time.



The lot on the edge of the city looked abandoned, and for all intents and purposes, it
was. Surrounded by a chain-link fence that | barely stopped to unlock, the space was
a graveyard of things better left forgotten. The owner didn’t care about the land and
rented pieces of it for storage. It was littered with broken cement pipes and piles of
leftover springs from an infrastructure project gone wrong. Old and defunct phone
booths stood in the corner, lined up like toy soldiers. And then there was my little
piece of junkyard paradise.

A car-shaped lump under a cover coated with desert dust. From a distance—even up
close—it looked like a thing long abandoned to the elements. But it wasn't.

| parked my car and tore back the cover, reveaing the secondhand car I’d purchased
when 1'd gotten here. It wasn't anything fancy, but it would do the job. And right
now, the job was getting out.

The panic that had gripped me was still present, threatening to claw back into my
brain and drown me. But it had receded in the face of my determination and the cold
blankness I'd associated with this routine. It was what | had to do. | would push it
down until | could breathe again. Until I’ d |eft yet another false life behind.
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| popped the trunk on the car to make sure that everything that 1’d stored was still
there. Emergency cash, false IDs, some clothes that couldn’t fit in my first bag, and a
box filled with gold bracelets.

Something made me keep them, even though every time | saw the box it filled me
with dread. Maybe it was confirmation that | wasn't crazy, and that it was all really
happening. Maybe it was some strange sentimentality—the only things | had left
from al of those livesthat I’ d created.

| asked myself why every time | had to leave, and | never found a better answer.
Now, | didn't have time to dwell on why. Tossing the newest bracelet into the box
and the bag into the trunk, | slammed it shut.

It took me only seconds after that to complete the familiar routine. Down onto the
ground to check underneath the car. Grab the spare key from its magnetic hiding
place. Get in and start the engine.

| didn’t bother to close the gate behind me.

There had been times when I'd planned more ahead than this. I'd picked a new
location and had everything laid out from the beginning. But | had let hope get the
best of me thistime. I'd thought that maybe I’d done it. Escaped. That | could have a
life.

Stupid.

| would consult a map when | got clear of the area. Contact Melanie and let her know



that 1I'd had to move on. | let the car pick up speed, and the iron fists squeezing my
lungs loosened. | was out. He hadn’t gotten me this time. | was still safe. For the
moment.

Dust billowed behind the car in my wake, and | didn’t look back.

Chapter 2

Lucas

The stallion reared, lashing out, and | dove to the side to avoid a hoof to the head.
That wasn't the way | wanted to spend my afternoon.

The sound of him galloping across the paddock made me sigh. Damnit.

I’ d thought we were making progress.

Pulling myself up off the ground, | brushed the dirt off my jeans. In the two years
we'd been doing this, I'd never had so much trouble with a horse. He wasn't
acclimating well to people at all, and he’ d been here for weeks.

Not that | blamed him. He'd been rescued from a place that wasn’'t good to its
animals. A place | tended to avoid thinking about because of the anger that came with
it. The result was a horse that was too skittish for his own damn good and who was
thoroughly convinced that all humans were out to get him.

Which made this process... less than easy.
But I'd seen worse than him come back. | could see the potential in him. When he

was aone in the stables, unaware that anyone was watching, the sweetness
underneath was obvious. He would make a good companion animal. If | could get



through his fear.

And besides, | knew what it was like to be always looking over your shoulder and
expecting the next hit. | would make this work.

If there was one thing I’ d learned about myself over the years, it was that | was damn
stubborn. | didn’'t give up on things. Even, arguably, things that | should give up on.
But in situations like this one, it served me well.

This horse needed to settle. We needed him. | hadn’t met the client yet, but Rayne
had told me that the requirement was a steady animal that would be around long-
term. He was the only horse we had on site that wasn't already scheduled to be
shipped elsewhere.

| had to get it right.

Leaning against the fence, | watched him across the paddock. He tossed his head like
he didn’t have a care in the world, but he was watching me. | pretended not to notice
him at all.

“Comeon,” | muttered under my breath. “Y ou know I’m not going to hurt you.”

He pranced against the far fence, teasing in his defiance. If | could harness that
attitude and bring out his gentle side, he’ d be the perfect therapy animal.

“Still trying to get him to calm down?’ Liam’s voice came from behind me.

| sighed. “Always.”

“When are you finally going to get control of him?’ He was teasing me too, poking at
the sore spot. Everyone on the ranch knew about my trouble with this horse. And the



longer it took to break him in, the longer it would take for meto live it down.

“I'll getit,” | said. “Just gonnatake some time. Something will click.”

“Have you given him aname yet?’
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| shook my head. “No. You think that’s part of the problem?’

“1 mean, if | was walking around and you were calling me ‘horse’ al day, | know I'd
have a problem with it.”

“Smart-ass.”

“Of course.” Liam leaned against the fence, bracing his arms. “You know, some
animals aren’t cut out for this.”

“Heis. | know heis. Raynetell you about the client?’

He nodded. “Yeah, | saw her up at the house. Kid. Teenager. Had some fucked-up
shit happen to him, | guess. From what | could gather. Not like she could tell me all
that much.”

“Yeah.” The horse had settled down on the other side of the paddock, calm now that |
wasn’t close to him. “He needs a therapy animal sooner rather than later, so | have to
crack it.”

“You'll get it,” he said. “And if you don't, then we'll have Daniel come and replace

you.

| rolled my eyes. “Like hell. He barely trusts me. You think introducing another
person to this equation makes it better?’

He shrugged. “Don’t know. But it might help if everything is on the table.”



| couldn’t argue with him. We were getting to that point.

“1I"m not out here to bust your balls.”

“Could’' vefooled me,” | said, smirking.

He laughed. “Well, partially that. But there’'s awoman here to see you.”

| turned to him then to seeif this was another joke. He looked serious. “ Really?’
“Yeah.”

It had been a long time since a woman had come looking for me. Been a long time
since I'd interacted with any woman seriously. And there was no woman | could
think of who had reason to come here to talk to me. “She say why?”’

“Nope,” Liam said, popping the word. “But you should definitely come find out.”

| sighed. “Can you take care of it? Or one of the other guys? I’d like to keep trying

here.

“They're al out or busy. Besides,” Liam said, climbing over the fence and dropping
down next to me, “she specifically asked for you.”

Something deep resonated with those words, an unnamed instinct perking up and
sensed something. And that was strange because once I’d come out here to Montana,
I’d left al those instincts long behind. “Fine.”

Slowly, Liam helped me approach the horse from opposite directions. He'd helped
me get him under control and into the stables afew times over the past several weeks.
And the horse was predictable. He reared again upon realizing that he was being



cornered, but | managed to get ahold of his bridle. “We're not going to hurt you,” |
said softly.

A harsh breath came out of his mouth. He didn’t believe me. That was all right—he
didn’'t have to. We would show him that we could be trusted. Liam stayed back as |
led the horse into his stall in the stables, ready to jump in if the animal decided he
wanted to make a run for it. But, thankfully, he didn’t do much more than shake his
head and try to prance out of my grip a couple of times.

| sighed as | closed the door to his stall. “Horse is going to be the death of me.”
“Hopefully not,” Liam chuckled.

We headed back to the main ranch house. None of us lived there, but there were
rooms for client meetings, the communal kitchen and dining room, and both the
security station and business office. “Y ou left her inside?’

“Yeah,” Liam said. “In the kitchen.”

“Any first impressions?’

He shrugged, hands in his pockets. “Not many. Seemed nervous, maybe. But she
didn’t seem crazy if that’s what you' re asking.”

| honestly didn’t know what | was asking. Instead of going straight inside, | walked
around the house to another set of stairs that led up to the wraparound porch—and the
window that would let me see her without her noticing.
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There she was, exactly where Liam said he'd left her. The second my eyes fell on her,
those long-dormant instincts roared to life. The way she was sitting, she was aware of
everything around her. Attentive in a way that most civilians were not. That
awareness called out to me. And it reminded me of things that | would much rather
forget.

Long, dark hair fell around her shoulders in waves, but her skin coloring was so pale,
| wondered if that was its real shade. She was stunning, but also doing her best to
disguise that fact. Her clothes didn't fit well and drew away from the shapes
underneath them. Misdirection. | had seen it enough to recognize the signs.

And Liam was correct—she was nervous. Her fingers never stopped moving. Making
small circles on the arm of the chair and then on her knees. Picking at an invisible
cuticle. Little subconscious movements that only someone with training would be
able to hide.

“She didn’t say why she was here?’ | asked again.

“No,” Liam said.

“ And she asked for me by name?’

He nodded. “Y our guessis as good as mine.”

Okay, then. It was time to see why she was here.

Deep inside, my instincts were screaming, but | couldn’t pinpoint the reason. The



urge to protect and to soothe was there, along with a prickling sensation at the back of
my neck like someone was watching.

| hoped she had answers. Because now that I’ d seen her, | needed them.

Chapter 3

Evelyn

This was taking way too long.

| forced my body to stay seated despite my nerves telling me | should get up and
leave. My fingers wouldn't stay still. | couldn’t stop them.

| should drive away and find some other place in town that promised a steady job.
But this was too perfect not to give it a chance, even if it was along shot.

It was hard not to let myself hope, but | wanted this to work. Garnet Bend seemed
like the perfect place to hide. The few times I'd let myself be online during the
trip—libraries and internet cafes only—I’ d settled on the small town.

Being in a big city hadn’'t prevented him from finding me, so it was time to try the
other option. Maybe that would do the trick. | doubted it, but that spark of hope was
there all the same.

Whenever | picked anew place, | tried to be as random as possible without also being
predictable in my randomness. Last time I’d run, I’d gone diagonally across the map
from Rhode Island to Albuquerque. This time, | took a straight line north. Montana
seemed like an okay place to try living in a small town. After all, there was nothing
out here, right?



It had certainly seemed that way from most of my driving.

I’d sorted towns by population and picked one that was on the smaller end while still
being big enough to blend in. The other advantage to a smaller population was that it
was easier to see someone like Nathan coming. He'd managed to sneak up on me in
Albuquerque. Too many placesto hide.

I’d picked this place mostly for the name. And the fact that it was only a couple hours
from one of the larger Montana cities, so it wouldn’t be impossible to get to an airport
if | needed to. But it was off the beaten path enough that | hoped | wouldn’t be an

easy target.

For all those reasons, | needed the job listing that 1’d found in town. It was definitely
too good to be true, but | had to try. If not, I'd stay at a hotel and see if there was
anything else before moving on.

The man and woman I’ d spoken to on the way in had been kind, even though | was
here to speak to someone else. Another man. That alone made me nervous. But jobs
that provided housing didn’t come along very often, and when I’ d seen that this place
was on the outskirts of town...

| needed it to work.

A silhouette darkened the screen door, and | froze, learned impulses making me go
gtill. A man pushed inside, and he was huge. Tall and broad like a linebacker and
definitely, one hundred percent, one of the biggest men I'd ever seenin redl life other
than Nathan.

Should | have expected that? This was Montana, filled with people who worked the
land and spent a good amount of time outdoors. It probably wasn’t a place that bred
small, unintimidating men. That didn’t change the creeping dread that slithered up my



spine and spun in my gut.

He didn't move, and neither did I, both of us ssmply observing each other. And then
he sat across from me, well out of reach, and my body relaxed. | was suddenly aware
of air in my lungs again—I’d been holding my breath.

If he noticed my nerves, he didn’t say anything. He just looked at me, and once | had
enough breath in my chest, | looked back. Not only was he huge, he was gorgeous.
Like he could star in a Montana ad campaign featuring a cowboy. Brown hair, warm
eyes, and ajaw sculpted with a hint of lazy stubble. He was beautiful.

| stopped any further thoughts on that. I’d been fooled by beautiful men before, and |
knew better than anyone that beauty didn’'t have anything to do with whether or not

someone could be trusted.

Nathan was beautiful. Look where that had gotten me.
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The man in front of me cleared histhroat. “My name is Lucas Everett.” His voice was
low and smooth like dark whiskey. The kind of voice meant for intimate nights spent
next to afire. “I’m who you asked for. What can | help you with?’

| was still so taken with his voice that it took me a second to process the question.
Right. The reason | was here. | pulled the faded piece of paper from the pocket of my
sweatshirt. It had been tacked up on a community bulletin board in one of the local
coffee shops.

“l found this,” | said, clearing my throat in an attempt to make the words firmer. “I
was wondering if thejob is still available.”

The paper outlined a job at the Resting Warrior Ranch. A person to cook meals and
clean the guest houses and communal areas, housing included.

Leaning forward, Lucas took the paper from my hand. | made sure that our hands
didn’t touch. He glanced at the paper with a frown. His eyes flicked up to mine and
back down. “Where did you find this?’

“A community board.”

His lips pressed together in aline. “This listing is more than a year old. It shouldn’t
have been up on any bulletin board.”

Shit. My stomach twisted. | knew it was too good to be true. Standing, | brushed
invisible dirt off my clothes. “I’m sorry for the inconvenience. I’ll go.”



He held up a hand. “You don't have to leave. Just because this position is filled
doesn’t mean | can’'t help you. Would you like some tea?’

| eased back down as he rose. He went the long way to the small kitchen to avoid
walking past me. So he had noticed my nerves. “Sure,” | managed.

“What work experience do you have?’ he asked, pouring water into an electric kettle
and flipping the switch. But my thoughts were swirling. He wanted to help? How?
Why?

In my experience, people didn’t want to help without an ulterior motive, and that had
my senses reaching for what was wrong.

Stop it. Hear the man out. Listening is not a commitment.

“What's your name?”’

“Evelyn.” The word flew out of my mouth before | could stop it, and | closed my
eyes. Crap. He was throwing me off so much I’d given him my real name. That alone
was a bad thing. | had planned to be Elizabeth for this run. Guess that was out the

window now.

“And your work history?’

| took a breath. “Most recently, | was a barista. And one of the managers for the
coffee shop. I’ ve done some office work—admin stuff.” There’ d been so many places
and jobs over the past few years, it was honestly hard to narrow it down. “I’ ve been
working consistently, but it’s kind of... an eclectic collection. If you want, | can put
together afull list.”

The tiny clatter of porcelain to my right made me jump. Lucas was standing right



there. Inches away. Holding out a teacup. There hadn’t been any sound to tell me that
he was approaching. Everything in my body was telling me to jump and run. Create
distance now.

| was vaguely aware that my body had turned to stone, so stiff that if | fell over |
would crack and break. But | managed to stay in my seat, and even though there was
almost no chance, | prayed that Lucas hadn’t noticed the reaction.

“Thank you.” | forced the words out and took the cup from him.

“You're welcome.”

Why did his voice have to be so distracting?

| shook off the stillness in my body, feigning nonchalance. The look on his face told
me that he didn’t buy it, but aslong ashe didn’t call me onit, | could live with that.

L ucas returned to the seat across from me and leaned forward, elbows on his knees.
The pose was engaged and his eyes roamed over me with a sharp interest that | didn’t
understand. “So,” he said. “What brings you to Garnet Bend?’

| took asip of tea. “I’'m sorry?”’

A small smile and his eyes danced with amusement. “Y ou’ re new to the area, right?’
“Yes.

“And that’ s why you’ re looking for work?’

| nodded.



Lucas's head tilted to the side as he looked at me. What did he see? | hadn’t tried to
project any particular image, except making myself seem not particularly feminine. |
never did that until | knew | was around people | could trust.
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Asit was, | was still getting used to dark hair. I'd redyed it in the motel bathroom on
the drive up here, and though I’d been dyeing it for years, I'd never had a color this
dark. On the one hand, it was striking. On the other hand, it didn’t really feel like me.

“Well,” he said, “I’'m sorry we don’'t need anyone for that position anymore. But |
know the owner of the local coffee shop, and if that’s something you' re interested in,
I’ [l happily put in a good word for you.”

| looked up at him. “Really?’

“Of course,” he said with a smile. “And since you're new to the area and we have the
room, you’'re welcome to stay in one of the guest houses here until you're on your
feet.”

“Oh, 1—

He stood and moved to the wall where a rack hung like something out of an old-
fashioned hotel: a wooden frame of rectangle cubbies that each held a key.

“You're free to think about it,” he said, picking up one of the keys and walking it
back to me. “There’s no pressure, and no one will be offended if you say no. But you

won't be bothering anyone either.”

He held out the key, and | took it, in a daze. This whole meeting had thrown me
sideways, like I d gotten caught in atornado.

“Thisis for the Bitterroot House. Follow the road down, and you'll see a sign on the



left. | hope I'll see you around, Evelyn.”

He strode away from me to the stairs across the room and disappeared up them
without so much as alook back. | blinked. Maybe I’ d imagined the whole thing. But
no, | was still standing in this house with a key in my hand, which meant that Lucas
was real.

Beautiful and real.

| didn’t know how to feel about that. Or about the key in my hand.

But what | did know was that even with my nerves, Lucas didn’t make me feel afraid
in theway | was used to. And that was saying alot.

Chapter 4

Lucas

| forced myself not to look back at her as | walked up the stairs. She needed the
freedom to make this decision without the weight of any expectation from me. But |
was hoping that she said yes.

Evelyn was a mystery. My instincts hadn’'t stopped screaming, and she was clearly
hiding something. But | didn't think she was dangerous, or that she was here to do
Resting Warrior any kind of harm. | think it was simply good luck that she'd
stumbled into a place where we could help her.

Pushing open the door to the office, | ignored the fact that Daniel and Harlan were
clearly on a call. Daniel raised an eyebrow as | passed. Whatever Evelyn decided, |
needed to seeit.



“Okay, thanks,” Daniel said. “Do you need anything else or can we follow up with
you next week?’

“That’sfine,” the voice on the call sad.

“Have agood day,” Danidl said, and the call ended with aclick. “What’s going on?’

| watched the front of the lodge like it was a target. Evelyn was running from
something. The fact settled on me, satisfying the itch of my questions. | would bet a
lot of money on the fact that she was on the run from something bad.

She was used to hiding her reactions, but I’d seen them. When I'd startled her, she'd
jumped so hard I’'d thought she might bolt like that horse down in the stables. All in
al, she'd played it off well. Clearly, she'd had a lot of practice. But that didn’t
change the fact that she was so stiff a harsh breeze could have knocked her over.

The movements were brutally familiar. My mother had spent so much of her life
covering the fact that she was on edge that I’ d never forgotten the way it looked.

Someone had hurt Evelyn.

Rage flooded my system, and | held myself still so | didn’t go vaulting back down the
stairs to demand she tell me who it was.

What the fuck was that?

The surge of protective energy drilled through my veins. | crossed my arms and froze.
I’d never felt anything like this before, and certainly not for someone | didn’t know.

My mind went over her reactions. And her face. She was beautiful, even though she
was trying to hideit. | didn’t want to scare her. | wanted her to feel safe with me. And



that’swhy | couldn’t look away from the window now. | needed to know what choice
she would make.

“You aiveinthere?’ Daniel asked, stepping next to me at the window.
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Behind us, Harlan chuckled. “He' s got his eye on something.”
“A woman showed up and asked for me. | was working with the horse, and she asked
for me by name. Turns out she found a paper from last year—the listing that we hired
Marafor.”

“That’ s strange,” Daniel said.

Harlan made a sound of agreement. “ Thought we took all those down. She must have
been digging deep to find that.”

| nodded. “My thoughts too, and more, | think she's running from something, though
| don’t know what.”

“So why are you standing up here staring at the driveway like you're about to snipe
something?’

“1 offered her the Bitterroot House until she gets on her feet. And | offered to talk to
Lenafor her to seeif | can get her ajob.”

| didn’t need to turn and look at them to feel their surprise.
“You sure?’ Harlan asked.
The guest houses weren't usually used for things like this. Normally, they were

reserved for people visiting Resting Warrior for physical therapy or PTSD treatment.
Right now, we had a couple of people in residence, but we still had plenty of room.



And everything in me was screaming not to let Evelyn walk away. That she needed to
be here.

“I’m sure. She needsit. Even if she doesn’t redlizeit yet.”

“Why do you—"

| cut Daniel off. “I can see it. Trust me. It's something I'm... more than familiar
with.”

Neither of them pushed me. Each of us had our own pain, and it was an unwritten
rule among the men of Resting Warrior that you didn’'t encroach on another man’'s
past. If he shared with you, that was fine. But each person’s journey was theirs to
share or not. And both Daniel and Harlan knew enough about my past to put at least
something together.

“It's not just for me,” | said. “With what we do, we can’t let her walk away. She
doesn’t know what we do yet.”

Below us, a dark head of hair appeared, and my breath stilled in my chest. Evelyn
walked down the steps off the porch and toward the car that must be hers. It was an
old, beige sedan that had seen better days. How far had she come? And where had she
come from?

My mind wouldn’t slow down, whirling with questions for her and about her.

The floor creaked behind me, and Harlan let out a low whistle. “Y ou sure you want
her here for therapy, Lucas?’

| grit my teeth and kept my eyes on Evelyn.



“Maybe you'reright,” Daniel said. “He can’t take his eyes off her.”

| cut a glare at Daniel then turned back to the window. What would she choose?
Would she stay or go? She stood next to the driver’'s side of the car, and just...
stopped. Thinking.

| would kill to be afly on the wall of her thoughts.

Evelyn straightened her spine and opened the door and slid into the car.

Stay.

| thought the word at her, holding my breath.

Stay.

Every inch of my body was taut, resisting the urge to go make her stay. She needed to
choose this on her own. But | was still holding my breath.

The car rumbled to life and pulled forward. She didn’'t turn around. The breath fell
from my lungs, and Daniel laughed, clapping me on the shoulder. “If she needs help,
we'll help her. Y ou know that.”

| looked over at him. “But?’

“But be careful about getting in too deep. Especially with something that might hit
close to home.”
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“Come on, Dan,” Harlan said with a grin. “Let the man live. Lucas finaly being
interested in awoman after all of that? That’s something to celebrate.”

| forced a smile at Harlan, holding any reaction in check. Even when he grinned at me
so wide | wanted to smack it off hisface. “I got it,” | said, looking back at Daniel.

And | did. | understood what he meant, and | didn’t disagree. But | also knew that it
didn’t matter. The second I’ d seen her startle over ateacup, I'd known | was going as
deep as | needed to help her.

No matter what.

The drive from Resting Warrior Ranch into town had aways been one of my
favorites. It wasn't far, but the stretch of fields spread against the background of the
Mission Mountains never failed to impress me.

Before the ranch, I’d never imagined living in a small town like Garnet Bend, and I'd
certainly never thought that | would live in Montana of all places. | was a city boy
through and through. Or so I’ d thought.

But the pace of life out here suited me more than I’ d expected, and being surrounded
by peace and quiet had eventually brought me peace. Or at least it did most of the

time.

I’d spent last night staring at my bedroom ceiling and trying to untangle Evelyn's



threads. There was no way | could—I didn’t know enough. But that didn’t stop my
brain from trying. What would bring her out here so far? This wasn’t a place that you
ended up by accident. How bad was it, and what had she suffered?

The idea of someone hurting her brought on that same roaring pressure in my chest.
The need to make sure that she was protected at all costs. And fuck, that was
confusing. In the work we did, I'd seen plenty of women with trauma and horrible
pasts. I'd felt sympathy for them and did what | could to help. Why was she so
different?

I’d never experienced this kind of ache to make something right.

Pulling into town, | parked in front of Deja Brew—easily the most popular coffee
shop in town. It was a place filled with soaring windows, comfortable chairs, and
used books. A place you could spend a couple of hours and be at ease. Plus, Lena
made sure that everyone felt welcome.

The scent of both coffee and freshly baked bread hit me as | walked through the door.
It was warm in the way that reminded you of family holidays and good memories. No
surprise to me that everyone loved this place.

The owner herself stood behind the counter and waved, a smile on her face. “Wéll, if
it isn't Lucas Everett. | thought you must have disappeared into the mountains to
become a hermit for all I’ ve seen you around here.”

| smiled. “Hey, Lena. Sorry about that. Been working with a horse that’s giving me
trouble. Haven't strayed far from homein a bit.”

“As long as you remember there's life outside the ranch,” she said, laughing.
“Coffee?’



“Please.”

L ena stepped away from the counter and grabbed a cardboard cup to fill with coffee.
She'd been a huge supporter of the ranch when we first opened and remained a good
friend to all of us. I’d been surprised that someone like her had stuck around in
Garnet Bend.

Lenawas quirky.

While most of this town was straitlaced and painfully normal, Lena dyed her hair
with red streaks and wore outfits in colors that barely avoided clashing. But she was a
force of nature, determined to a fault, and kind. She would make it wherever she
choseto live.

“Here you go.” She placed the coffee down in front of me, and | handed her a few
bills.

“So | have a confession.”

Lena gasped. “You're in love with me? | knew it, Lucas. Y ou’ve come to sweep me
off my feet.” There was a sparklein her eye, and | laughed.

“I'm sure you'd break my heart if | were here for that, Lena. But | did have
something other than coffee | wanted to talk to you about.” It was an open secret that
Lena liked Jude, one of the other members of Resting Warrior, and | didn’t miss the
blush on her face when I’ d said that she' d break my heart.

“What’s on your mind?’

| took a sip of my coffee. “I was wondering if you were looking for any extra help
here in the shop?’



A flare of interest lit up her eyes. “Why?

“A woman showed up at the ranch yesterday looking for work. She found an old
paper with the job Mara has now. But she says she has barista experience.” Lena
looked at me, and | sighed. “I offered to let her stay at the ranch until she gets on her
feet.”

It looked like Lena had questions, but she didn’t ask them. As it was, she likely saw
too much. “Hmm, | haven’'t been actively looking, no. But we have been alot busier
lately. And I’ ve been wanting to spend more time on the bakery side of things.”

In addition to a coffee shop, Deja Brew sold baked goods. They weren't afull bakery,
but they were easily the best baked goods in town. We got at |least one loaf of bread
from her every week when Jude came to pick it up. | chuckled. “No one at Resting
Warrior will say no to more baked goods.”
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She smirked. “I didn’'t think so. Tell her to come over for an interview, and I'll see
what | can do.”

“Really?

“Sure.” Lena smiled. “Things have a way of working out. Maybe this is a sign that |
should be baking more.”

| laughed and dumped a packet of sugar into my coffee. “Well, | appreciateit.”

“Before you go,” she held up afinger, “take this with you. Just in case Jude doesn’t
get to town later this week.”

Lena handed me a fresh loaf of bread in a paper bag. We kept whatever Lena sent us
in the lodge kitchen, and | don’t think any of the guys would ever admit how quickly
we went through it. “I’m sure he'll be here. Asfar as| know, he hasn’t missed a week
since he started coming.” | pretended to ignore her second blush. “I'll send Evelyn
over tomorrow.”

“Sounds good,” she said. “Make sure to stop by again soon.”
“Will do.”
The drive back to the ranch always seemed shorter than the drive away. But today, |

was glad for that. | wanted to tell Evelyn the news. And more than that, | wanted to
see her again to know if the reaction I’ d had yesterday would be the same today.



Asfar as | knew, she hadn't left the Bitterroot House. She could. | hadn’t mentioned
that to her, but | would. | didn’t want her to think that because she was staying here
she had to be locked in the house like some kind of prisoner.

| parked near her car and knocked on the door. It took a couple minutes, but there was
a soft shuffling inside before Evelyn pulled open the door. She' d been sleeping—that
much was clear—dark hair messy and eyes still bleary. That was also something |
recognized. If she was running from something, she would be exhausted and probably
needed to catch up on what she’d missed in her flight.

| felt bad for waking her. “Hello.”

“Hi,” she said, stepping back from the door. It was deliberate, to put as much distance
between us as possible. Not exactly a surprise. | wasn't a small man, and there wasn’t
any way for me to hide that. If Evelyn was a victim of abuse, then my silhouette in
her door probably wasn't a comforting sight.

“May | comein for amoment?’

“Sure.”

| didn’'t close the door behind me al the way, intentionally making sure she saw it. |
wanted her to feel comfortable. More than that, the very idea of her being afraid made
me sick. | didn’t want that.

“Thank you,” she blurted out. “For letting me stay.”

“It'sno trouble,” | said.

“Maybe not, but it... means a lot to me.” She seemed better than yesterday. She was
still nervous, but | could see something more now. A spark under all the nerves.



“I just got back from town, and | spoke to Lena Mitchell—the owner of Deja Brew.
You're welcome to go there anytime and have an interview. | mentioned that you
might come tomorrow.”

Surprise was clear on her face. “Oh. Wow. Thank you.”

Interesting. | had promised | would put in a good word. So she wasn't used to people
keeping their promises. “As far as food, I’'m sure that you saw there's a kitchen in
here. So fedl free to do whatever you like. However, we do host communal meals a
couple times a week for the ranch residents. Tonight is one of those, actualy.
Everyone contributes to the cooking and cleaning. No pressure at al if you're not up
to it, but you're welcome to join the meal tonight, and get on the cooking and
cleaning schedule if you enjoy it.”

She looked at me, blue eyes hitting me square in the chest. There was so much in her
eyes it was practically pouring out of her. “Will you be there?’

“Yes.” It wasn't my turn to be at dinner, but the word was out before I’'d registered
saying it. Even if my mind had given me a chance to think, | still would have said
yes. | wasn't about to turn down a chance to see Evelyn in a natural environment.

She didn’t respond, and the silence stretched thin between us. | couldn’t help but
notice again that she was beautiful. Delicately made and soft. But whatever she'd
gone through had hardened her edges. She was thin and there was fear in her eyes
that | wanted gone. No one should look that haunted.

| kept my voice low. “While you're here, if you want to talk to someone about what
you're running from, you’ re welcome to. Resting Warrior works with therapists for

exactly that reason.”

Evelyn’s spine snapped straight and there was fire in her gaze. “I’m not running from



anything. And if | were, it would be none of your business.”

Our eyes locked, and she didn’t look away. There were no nerves now. Only anger. |
liked that fire, and the sudden strength. | nodded.

The air between us went tight, and suddenly, it felt like there was no distance
between us. | didn’t want there to be. I’d never been so viscerally attracted to anyone,
like a magnet buried deep in my gut was pulling me toward Evelyn.

| wanted to crack her shell and know what was wrong. To see the problem and fix it.
To pull her close and tell her that she was safe and that everything was going to be
okay. To whisper those words into her ear as many times as she needed to hear them.
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| shoved the instinct down. She had enough going on. She didn’t need to deal with
my attraction. “I'll see you at dinner,” | said and closed the door behind me.

| might not be able to tell her that everything would be okay, but | was going to make
sure it was true. Even if she didn’t know that yet.

Chapter 5
Evelyn

My car bounced as | took one of the dirt road’'s potholes too fast. I'd left the ranch a
few minutes behind, and | didn’t want to show up late on my third day of work.

The past couple of days had been a whirlwind, and it was crazy how quickly things
could change.

Despite my nerves, I’d gone to the communal dinner on the ranch and met the other
people staying there. An older gentleman who had trouble walking, a quiet, local
teenage boy, and a middle-aged woman. No one mentioned why they were there, and
it didn’t feel polite to ask.

Lucas was there, too, with his giant body and easy smile, along with Daniel, one of
the other owners of the Resting Warrior Ranch. Lucas pretended like any
awkwardness between us had never existed, which | appreciated. But my heart still
raced when | thought about his suggestion.

It wasn't a bad one. Talking to someone might help. But | couldn’t risk talking to



anyone and bringing hell down on them, because Nathan would hurt anyone | was
close to.

And more than that, the fact that Lucas saw me like that made me panic. If a man |
barely knew could see it, then | wasn't doing a good enough job hiding it. Then
again, | supposed that showing up out of nowhere and looking for work could give
someone pause. Especially with the way I’ d reacted to the teacup.

Lucas had been kind and friendly at dinner, managing to put me at ease even when
I’d thought that would be impossible. 1'd thought that it might be nice to see him
around more.

Now, it seemed like | saw him everywhere.

I’d seen him when I'd driven off the ranch to go to the interview and when 1'd
stopped by the lodge to sign myself up for the communal dinner rotation. He was
working with the horses when | went out for walks in the evening, and I’d spotted
him doing repairs around the ranch.

Whenever | saw him, he was ready with a smile and a wave, but he'd never forced
me to talk to him. In fact, he seemed determined to give me as much space as |
needed, and | appreciated it. Though | was starting to admit to myself that | was
curious about him.

| shouldn’t be.

Pulling up to the coffee shop, | sighed. It reminded me of the Sandia Bean in a lot of
ways. There was a mountain view and a comfortable atmosphere. But Deja Brew felt
like walking into a friend's house. Sparkling crystals hung in the windows and
overstuffed armchairs sprawled around an ornate fireplace that frankly had no place
in a coffee shop. Somehow, it all worked, pulled together by Lena.



She’'d hired me on the spot, and | already liked her. She was vibrant and open. She
neither took shit from anyone nor gave it. She wore her heart on her sleeve in aworld
where the rest of us were hiding. Admirable.

Tinkling crystal chimed as | pushed in—on time.

Lena sat in one of the chairs with a red-haired woman, but there was no one else in
the store. She looked up and smiled at me. “I’m glad you're here. This is someone

that | want you to meet. If you're going to be in Garnet Bend and working for me,
you guys need to be friends.” She stood and waved in a*“get on with it” gesture.

| laughed. “Hi, I'm Evelyn.”
The redhead looked up at me. She was beautiful, but her shoulders were heavy with
something. People who held pain could recognize it in others. “Grace Townsend,”
she said, holding out a hand.

“Nice to meet you.”

She smiled. “Lena has been singing your praises. | think once she got used to the idea
of having more free time, you became her favorite person.”

“1I"m happy to help. And to have ajob.”

“Well,” she took a sip of her coffee, “if you ever get tired of this place, you can
always come work for me. I’'m always looking for more female employees.”

“What do you do?’

Lena appeared with a cup of coffee and set it down next to me like | was a customer
and not supposed to be tying on an apron right now. “Don’t you dare poach her



already. | will have to lay down the law, Grace. And yes, by lay down the law | mean
that | will have to kick your ass.”

“You're welcome to try,” Grace said, smirking. She looked back at me. “I own a
ranch. It's a pretty typical answer around here.”

“Oh, where? I’ m staying on aranch right now. Until | get settled.”

“North of town. The Ruby Round Ranch.” She smiled, but this time it didn’t reach
her eyes. “It was my husband’ s way of poking fun at the name Garnet Bend.”
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“Clever.” | glanced at her left hand. Her ring finger was empty.
“1 should go,” she said abruptly.

Lena placed her hand on her friend’s shoulder. “You don’t have to, Grace. | have a
hard enough time getting you here asit is.”

“I know. | promise that I'll be better about it. If not, you can come drag me into town
on aleash.”

Lenarolled her eyes. “Fine.”

Grace stood and turned to me. “Y ou should come out to the ranch sometime. We can
have dinner. Maybe you can get this one to come with you.” She nodded at Lena.

“I"d like that, thank you.”
“Us girls have to stick together, right?’

| laughed. “Right. And feel free to stop by for dinner too. | think we might be close to
each other if you're north of town.”

“Oh?’

“Yeah,” | said. “I’m staying at Resting Warrior. And there are dinners a couple times
aweek. Though | do have a kitchen in my house if that’s not your thing.”



I’d spent enough time controlling my reactions to know when someone else was
doing it. Grace's entire energy changed. It turned cold, her body stiffening. “1’ [l think
about that. But let me know if you want to come out my way.”

“Sure.”

She gathered her purse and Lena walked her to the door. They shared a few quiet
words and hugged before Grace slipped out the door to the sound of the tinkling
mel ody.

| closed my eyes, savoring the rich scent of coffee and a hint of baked sugar. If |
could bottle this scent in a way that made it smell like it didn’t come from a bottle, |
would do it. But thiskind of smell only came from the real thing.

“I'm glad you got to meet her,” Lena said. “|I was worried she was going to bolt
before you camein.”

Grace hurried down the street away from us. “I'm sorry. Did | say something
wrong?’

“No, why?’

“ She seemed bothered when | mentioned Resting Warrior.”

Lenawaved a hand, and | followed her behind the counter. “No, you were fine. Grace
has a history with one of the men there, and they haven’t exactly worked it out yet.
But don’'t worry, I’ ve folded it into my Reintroduce Grace to the World plan.”

My apron hung on a hook next to Lena’'s, and | loved it. When she'd hired me, she'd

taken me to one of the back rooms and pointed me at a box that overflowing with
brightly colored aprons. The one I'd chosen was a vibrant teal, and Lena's was deep



violet. The aprons aone embodied the spirit of Deja Brew.

It had only been two days, and | already loved it here.

Because of that, it was hard not to run. Did | really want to get attached and have to
leave again? Did | want to break peopl€e’s hearts and |eave them wondering?

I’d sent an email to the managers of Sandia Bean resigning and saying | had to leave
town indefinitely for a family emergency. It was always the same lie, one that kept
the people | left behind from filing missing person’s reports that would make my life
that much more complicated.

The shop was already spotless. There wasn't much to do until the noon rush, so |
leaned against the counter and turned to my new friend and boss. “Why do you need
that kind of plan?’

Lenawinced. “Grace' s husband died six months ago. Car accident.”

“Oh, shit.”

“Yeah. She's been kind of isolated since then. Understandably. But she and her
husband—Charles—had an interesting relationship. It wasn't really a romantic thing,
though she doesn’t like to talk about why. And | know that he wouldn’'t want her to
spend her time all alone on the ranch. Especially when everything there reminds her
of him. So | try to get her into town as much as possible.”

| nodded. “Makes sense.”

“And now, you can help me,” she said. “You guys don’'t know each other well yet,
but you' re going to like each other.”
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“Good to know.” | smiled and took a sip of the coffee that she’d given me.
“Itis, and you know that I’m never wrong.”
“Isthat so?’
Lenagrinned. “Well, | am your boss, so you have to say yes.”
“Absolutely. You are always right. How could | forget?’
The door’s chime sounded, signaling a customer, and we went back to work. This
part was all familiar, and | was grateful for it. | could dlip into the ease of small talk
and cheering people up when | united them with their beloved caffeine.
The noon rush came and went, and the afternoon sun turned golden. Light flooded
through the windows, casting rainbows across the space. It was hard not to think that

this place was magic when it looked like this.

“So how is it at Resting Warrior?’ Lena asked. “I know it's only been a couple of
days. But areyou liking it?’

| nodded. “Yeah, it's been nice. I'm still not sure why they’re letting me stay there.
But | signed up to help with the communal meals, so | feel like less of a burden.”

“You're not aburden. That’s what they do.”

“What do you mean?’



Lena tilted her head. “They didn’t tell you what the mission of the ranch is? There
aren’'t exactly alot of cattle on their property.”

No, there weren't, from the parts that I'd seen. | shook my head. “Lucas mentioned
something about them working with some therapists, but |—" | cut myself off, not
wanting to say too much. “But we moved on quickly.”

She smiled warmly. “Well, I'll let them tell you when they’re ready. Or you're ready.
But trust me, you' re not a burden.”

| hung my apron on its hook, comforted by the small reminder that | would be back.
It was a nice thing for Lena to say, but | couldn’t believe it. Not until 1 had more
proof.

“I’ll see you tomorrow?’ | asked.

“You bet. Have a good night, Evie.”

| smiled at the nickname. She'd just started using it, and | didn't mind. There was a
warm pressure in my chest as | walked to my car. Roots were forming quickly, and
that was dangerous. But | liked it. | was tired of being lonely, and so far, everyone
here had been kind and friendly.

A healthy amount of cynicism still lived in me, but for once, | tried to push it aside. |
wanted to believe that people could be kind without another motive. | wanted to
believe that | could be safe and happy. For now, | was going to ignore the warningsin
my gut to run before | got hurt. | needed rest, and if anywhere, the Resting Warrior
Ranch seemed like the placeto do it.

The sun was sinking into evening when | pulled up to the Bitterroot House. Though it
was the middle of summer, there was a bite of chill in the air that woke up my lungs



and made me want to explore. | couldn’t bear the idea of going inside yet.

I’d gone for a couple of short walks around the property but had been driven back by
nerves and the ever-present feeling of eyes on my back. Today, | felt neither of those
things.

| walked west toward the setting sun where the lake was. This property really was
stunning, with open fields and patches of woods set against the backdrop of the
mountains. But the thing | didn’'t think | would get used to was the silence. | didn’t
realize how much ambient noise there was in towns and cities until 1'd felt the
absence of it, and thiswas the first place I’ d been where there was almost nothing.

Only the crunch of my footsteps on rocks and grass and the rush of wind. Maybe the
occasional sounds from the animals here—horses, dogs, sheep, and even some
alpacas. But those were natural sounds. And it was still so much quieter than the city.

| couldn’t remember a time when I'd been comfortable in silence. Silence meant
punishment, that things were building to an explosion that would hurt. And after so
long, that was a hard habit to let go of. But here, under an open sky blazing bright
with orange and pink, the silence felt peaceful instead of foreboding.

For long minutes, | breathed as much of that peace into my lungs as | could. | was
greedy. | wanted all of it in casethiswas all | could get.

A distant voice startled my eyes open. Lucas was across the field with a horse. One
that I’d seen him with before. It wasn’t a well-behaved horse, and it was clear that it
was fighting Lucas s hold on his bridle, but Lucas didn’t react.

| stepped into a copse of trees, making sure not to announce myself. Every time I'd
seen Lucas, he'd seen me too. There hadn’'t been an opportunity to watch him alone.
People were different alone. If 1’d gotten a chance to observe Nathan in complete



isolation, would | be here now?

L ucas stopped and turned to the horse. He was smiling and reached out to stroke a
hand down the horse’ s neck even though the animal was clearly skittish.

God, how long had it been since I'd ridden a horse? Over a decade, for sure. Though
I’ d been obsessed as a kid and teenager. 1’ d spent every weekend at the stables and as
many nights as | could con my parents into. | missed it. There'd been atimewhen I'd
thought animals would be my life.

| stopped the thoughts before they dragged me away from the present. The evening
was too beautiful for that.
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The horse yanked away, trying to rear up and back, but Lucas held firm. Across the
distance | heard the murmur of his voice, calming and gentle. Not even a flash of
temper.

You could tell a lot about a person by the way they dealt with animals, and Lucas
didn’t send up any red flags.

Had | expected something different? Nothing I’ d seen so far had given me any reason
to think that Lucas could turn violent.

The part of my mind that | hated whispered, You thought the same thing about
Nathan.

It was true, and it was alie. If | was honest with myself, I’d ignored signs in favor of
being in love. | hadn’t seen any signs with Lucas. Y et. | wanted to know that the man
who' d offered me shelter wasn’t going to turn on me.

He worked with the horse for a while, walking him around the field and letting him
have some space out of the barn while still forcing him into human proximity. It was
agood idea. But inevitably the horse became too jumpy, and L ucas turned back to the
barn with him.

Before he reached the path that would take him out of view, Lucas turned, looked
directly at me, and waved once.

Shock rolled through my system, and | was suddenly aware of everything at once.
The breeze on my skin and the rustle of leaves and the smell of hay and manure in



clean air. He didn’t linger and was gone before | could take my second breath.

He'd known 1I’d been there the whole time. So why hadn’t he let me know earlier?
Why hadn’t he called out and asked me to join him or try to talk to me? Force me out
of hiding?

The answer rooted me to the ground. It was the same reason that he hadn’t pushed me
to talk the other times I’ d seen him. Somehow, Lucas knew that | needed space—that

| needed to hide. And he didn’t judge me for it or try to changeit.

Terror clung to my insides and washed down my spine. Being seen for what | was,
that was more frightening than being chased by a madman.

But at the same time, so deep | couldn’t locate the source, there was relief.

Chapter 6

Lucas

The ceiling of my bedroom was one of the most familiar sightsin my life, and | hated
that. I'd been staring at it for at least an hour, waiting for my heart to calm and the

surrounding air not to feel so dangerous.

But it wasn't any use. My mind was now on alert, and things kept jumping out of the
shadows.

Fuck.

| sat up, scrubbing my hands across my face. The sheets clung to the sweat from the
dreams, dragging across my skin. I'd really thought | was past this.



| hadn’t had one of the fucking nightmares in a long time, but the past few days...
they’d been happening again. A big regression—that’s what Rayne called it. She'd
probably tell me that something had made me more sensitive to my past, and it was
bringing all this shit up.

Didn’t matter that 1’ d thought I’ d dealt with all of it. And it wouldn’t matter. Working
here and through all of my issues many times, it would still keep coming up. And
unfortunately, | knew what was bringing it back.

Evelyn.

| started my nighttime routine for when this happened, walking through my house and
turning on every available light. Shadows were not good right now.

This time, I'd lasted longer than normal. When I'd woken up with the sound of
machine guns firing in my ears and the phantom weight of Emmett in my arms, |
couldn’'t stand the darkness. In the early days of living in this house, my power bill
had been through the roof, with all the lights on nearly every night.

The other guys never said anything. They all had their own demons.

All the lights were on now, but it wasn’'t nearly enough. Tonight, | craved air, and
even though outside meant more darkness, | knew my mind well enough to know that
forcing myself to stay here would only make it worse. So | dragged on sweats and a
T-shirt before heading outside.

The clock told me it was after midnight. But it wouldn’t be the first time one of us
had wandered the ranch in the middle of the night. Jogging down the stairs from my

porch, | headed away from my house and into the darkness of the nearby field.

The weight began to lift off my chest, cleansed with the cool night air. And | could



finally bring my mind back to the problem at hand.

Evelyn.

| reframed the thought. She wasn’'t a problem, but she was clearly affecting me. And
in away, it al fit together. The deep, roaring instinct to protect her hadn't lessened
even though | currently had to do it from a distance.

I’d let her watch me earlier this evening because I'd known she felt safer from that
distance. But that didn’t mean it was easy to stay away. And given the dream I'd just
had...
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Y eah, it made sense. | hadn’t been able to save Emmett, and now this drive to protect
Evelyn was bringing up the guilt | always felt when | thought about him. | didn’t
want to have the same guilt with Evelyn. It didn’t matter that | barely knew her—she
was mine to protect.

| knew that. In a deep, caveman, |-shouldn’ t-say-those-words-out-loud way.

But | still had to discover more about what was drawing me to her. She was fucking
gorgeous, and she'd invaded very different kinds of dreams, no matter how hard I'd
tried to keep her out of them. But it was more than that. Something below the surface
was yanking me toward her with all the speed and subtlety of afreight train.

Across the ranch, a light was on in one of the guest houses. When | was out here at
night with nothing but the stars, every artificial light was a beacon. My stomach did a
swoop both of dread and excitement. It was the Bitterroot House. So | wasn't the only
one having trouble slegping.

Earlier today while | had been walking the horse, it had occurred to me that the
process for approaching Evelyn was the same. Obviously, Evelyn wasn't an animal,
but slow, consistent exposure was the only way either of them would let go of the
nerves they carried.

Cutting a wide berth around one of the other guest houses, | made it to the road.
Evelyn was sitting on the porch of the house in apool of light, and my anxiety eased.
But that same instinct that had told me she was more comfortable at a distance told
me that | shouldn’t sneak up on her in the dark. She was safe. That was enough for
me.



“Who' sthere?’

She was looking in my direction, body now fully aert. I’d underestimated how much
she’' d be listening. And staying silent wouldn’t ease anything for her. “It’s Lucas.”

Sherelaxed. “Oh.”

| walked closer—close enough that she could see me in the porch light, but far
enough to respect her distance. “I’'m sorry, | saw alight while walking, and | wanted
to make sure you were al right. | wasn’'t planning to bother you.”

She blew out abreath. “I’m glad it was you and not like... abear.”

“A mountain lion would probably be more accurate.” Her face fell, and | chuckled.
“I"'m mostly kidding. There are mountain lions, but they’re actually pretty shy and
stay away from humans. And we have electric fences.”

“$0... sitting on the porch in the middle of the night is a safe idea?’

| laughed again. “Y eah, you'll be fine.”

“Good to know.” She leaned back against the chair.

She was wearing comfortable clothes made for sleeping, and it was the first time I’d
ever seen her in something that showed skin. The tank top revealed her arms. And
then | had to force myself to keep still.

Evelyn had scars. | wasn't close enough to see their true shape, but there were alot of
them, drifting down her arms in seemingly random patterns. They didn’'t look like

they were salf-inflicted, which confirmed my suspicion. She was running from
something—or someone—and I’ d bet money it was what had given her those scars.



“You were out walking?’

| nodded, loosening my jaw enough to speak. “Needed some air.”

“Most people are sleeping by now.”

“You'renot.”

A small smile that felt like a victory appeared on her face. “Fair enough.” A small
silence intervened. “Couldn’t sleep?’

| shook my head.

“Me neither. And I’ ve never seen stars like this. So why would | stay inside when |
could watch them out here?’

Looking up, | saw what she meant. The vast Montana sky made the stars so clear it
felt like you could touch them. Y ou could see them twinkling. The moon hung low on
the horizon, just adiver that didn’t overpower the stars. It was stunning.

On impulse, | took a step closer. “Do you want to see the best view of the stars?’

Her eyes met mine, cautious. “Where' s that?’

“Top of the lodge,” | said. “It’s built for stargazing. Well, not exactly for stargazing,
but we built it with the intent for it to be used. Sometimes, we take the grill up there
and barbecue.”

Another small smile. “Men and their barbecues.”

“Damn right.”
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“Does barbecuing on aroof really make it that much better?”’

| shifted my hands into my pockets. “No, but it makes it easier to see in al directions
in spite of the smoke.”

None of us had redly said that out loud when we' d thrown around the idea of a flat
deck on top of the lodge. We weren't hipsters—we hadn’t dragged a grill all the way
up three stories on awhim. No, al of us needed the security of being able to see our
surroundings while the air was filled with the scent of burning.

“What are you watching for?” Evelyn’s gaze rested on me, its weight tangible.

| knew that she was running from something, so it was only fair she knew that | had
scars too. Not all of them were visible. “What am | not watching for would probably
be the better question.”

“Doesn’'t that get exhausting?’ she asked. “Always watching everything?’

“You tell me.”

Poking that sore spot was a risk. But she didn’t turn to anger this time. “Yes. It's
exhausting.”

A layer dipped off her. Her fragility was suddenly visible, as well as that same
exhaustion that drove us both from sleep. Her dark hair curled around her shoulders,
and her fingers wove together only to break apart again.



The thin tank top made the curves she’d tried to hide obvious. She was stunning. My
hands balled into fists in my pockets, fighting the urge to reach for her. | wanted to
feel her skin, and those curves, under my hands. | wanted to just... hold her so that we
could both rest.

But that’ s not what she needed right now. “How about the stars?’

Evelyn stared at me, no part of her body moving. | didn’t move either, feeling her
process whatever she saw and weigh the risks. If she said no, | wouldn’t blame her.
And | hoped I'd given her enough space for her to understand that | wouldn’t be upset
or hurt her if she said no.

Then sherose. “Okay. Not like I'm going to sleep anyway.”

| smiled. “That makes two of us.”

Chapter 7

Evelyn

| followed Lucas through the lodge and up to the roof, and holy shit he was right.

The roof itself was exactly as he’d described it. A large, flat, open area bordered with
alow wall before the roof sloped away. But it barely held my attention.

Even though we were only three stories up, the sky felt so much clearer here, away
from my little porch light and anything else that could get in between me and the
stars.

L ucas crossed to a bench seat and opened it. “We keep pillows and blankets in herein
case anyone feels like doing this. And to protect them from the rain.”



He handed me a pillow and blanket and immediately moved, spreading his a few feet
away from mine to give me some space. But it didn’t feel like he was avoiding me or
was disgusted by me. He was being careful.

That was nice.

| tried to tell myself that even if he were disgusted by me, | wouldn’'t care. But that
wasn’'t true. Lucas had been nothing but kind to me, and | liked him. | shouldn’t care
what he thought of me, but | did.

I’d hesitated coming here with him. It was a risk. But he didn’t know that there was
pepper spray in my pocket or that | very much knew how to useit. | a'so knew that |
wouldn’t have to.

Spreading out my blanket and pillow, | looked up at the stars. The sight made me
think | should have tried hiding in the wilderness a long time ago. A blue so rich it
was nearly black was painted with swaths of stars that you could never see with city

lights.

“Some nights, it's so clear you can see the Milky Way down here,” Lucas said. “But
if you really want to seeit, the mountains are the place to be.”

“Elevation?’

“Yup.”

The quiet between us didn't feel oppressive or like it was charged with something
waiting to happen. Another easy silence, the kind that lifted the weight off my

shoulders and let me breathe.

“1 haven't talked to you much the past few days,” Lucas said. “I'm glad it went well



with Lena.”
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“Me too. She's... great. And | love everything so far. It reminds me a lot of my last
job, which | loved. She seems happy too.”

He chuckled. “Lenais aforce of nature. When we opened the ranch a couple of years
ago, there was some resistance in the community since we're not exactly atraditional
operation. She was immediately on our side and fought with everything she had to get
the town to accept us. We owe her alot.”

“Why wouldn’t they accept you?’

He shrugged. “People around here can be pretty traditional. And sometimes that
means they’re resistant to change. But they’re good people, and they came around
once they saw that what we were doing actually helped the community.”

“What do you do? You never really told me.” | had an inkling, given that he'd told
me that they worked with therapists, but | hadn’t looked into it further.

Lucas looked over at me and smiled. “We help people who need it. Mostly through
training service animals or opening our property up for people who need to get away
for a while—a chance to rest like the ranch name says. All of us who live or work
here, we' ve been through things, and we know what it’s like to not have anywhere to
go. Especidly if you're... running from something.”

| swallowed and said nothing. But | didn’'t look away either.

“But in some ways, it's easier to show you. Next time you' re around in the afternoon,
I'll give you atour. All official and everything.”



“I"d like that. Can we see the alpacas too?’

He grinned at me. “No tour of the Resting Warrior Ranch would be complete without
showing the alpacas.”

| found myself smiling. It was easy to smile around him. Probably too easy, but it felt
too good to stop. Lucas was the first man I’d said more than a couple of sentences to
inyears. Thefirst one I’d voluntarily been this close to.

“How’ s the house working for you?’ he asked.

It was great. A godsend. I'd stayed in far worse places during my first weeks in a new
town. “It's wonderful. Really. Thank you for letting me useit. I’ll be out of there as
soon as | can find aplace in town.”

Lucas smiled. “Take as much time as you need.”

“I don’t want to be a burden.”

“You'renot. Like told you. We help people.”

Still, the feeling of imbalance swam uneasily in my gut. They helped people...

For a fraction of a second, | entertained the thought that they could help me. And |
shut it down like | was slamming adoor in place. They couldn’t help me. Even if they
wanted to, | didn’t want to put them in Nathan’ s path.

A cool breeze floated across the roof, carrying the scent of fresh air and mountains.
There was a certain sweetness that permeated the air here sometimes, and | couldn’t

put my finger on what it was. It came out of nowhere, no consistent plants or flowers
when it was near. So I’ d come to the conclusion that it was simply... Montana.



L ucas's voice was quiet when he spoke. “ Are you comfortable talking about them?”’

“About what?’

“Your scars.”

My whole body went stiff. I’d gotten so comfortable with him that I’d completely
forgotten my arms were exposed. He could see the constellations of scars that ran
down my arms, small dots and larger circles. Lines. The drawings of a madman on
my body.

There were more scars under my clothes, but he didn’t need to know that.

| forced asmile. “Oh. Those. It was along time ago. An accident. It doesn’t matter.”

He said nothing, and when | dared to look over at him, he was staring back. In the
pale light of the stars, his eyes were pure darkness, and he was looking right through
me. | don’t think he bought my excuse any more than | did. It didn’t sound real out
loud. But | wasn't ready for that.

What would Lucas think of me if he knew?

Terror gripped me aong with a memory. In my third hiding place, a couple of
coworkers had seen my scars by accident. I'd spilled something in the break room
and pushed up my sleeves to clean it up. I'd done it without thinking, and then I'd
heard the gasp from behind me.

I’d decided to take a risk and tell them the truth. | would never forget the looks on
their faces. Their first reaction hadn’'t been sympathy or pity—it had been disgust.
Why had | stayed with someone who had done that to me? Why hadn’t | left? Why
hadn’t | seen that he was a fucking psychopath earlier?



They were all questions that | had asked myself thousands of times. But that wasn't
what broke me. It was the pity and disbelief in their eyes. The certainty that what had
happened to me would never happen to them, because surely, they would see it
coming.
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“1 saw you signed up to help with meals.”

“Yeah,” | said, blowing out a breath at the subject change. “I had a good time.
Everyone wasredly nice.”

“I"'m glad. It s actually my turn to cook this week. Y ou might have to rescue me.”

| smiled. “Realy?’

“I’m hopeless.”

“1 don’t know, you seem like the kind of guy who knows his way around a kitchen.”
He chuckled. “1 can feed myself, but it won't be fine dining.”

“Simplicity is good. Underrated, in most cases.”

“That bodes well for me,” he said. “It means | might be able to impress you with my
mediocre cooking skills.”

“I’ll keep an open mind.”
I’d rolled on my side to face him, and he’ d done the same, like a mirror. We were so
close now that we could touch if we wanted. Lucas could lean closer and kiss me

without a second thought.

The world spun, and there was suddenly no air. Close. Too close. Why had | let him



get this close?“| think I'm tired enough to sleep now. Thank you.”

| sprang to my feet so quickly that | stumbled and nearly fell again. Lucas reached out
to catch me, but | stopped him. “I’m fine. I'm fine, | promise.”

“Evelyn—"

“Thank you for showing methis,” | said. “It waslovely.”

He stared a me in that way that made me want to sprint toward the mountains and
not come back. The way that told me that he saw too much and | couldn’'t hide
anything from him.

Finally, “Goodnight, Evelyn.”

| kept my steps slow until | reached the stairs and gave into my instinct to sprint. I'd
let him get so close, and | hadn’t noticed. My guard was slipping. | couldn’t afford to
let that happen. Not with what was at stake.

The fact that | wasn't afraid of Lucas was what made me afraid. | couldn’t remember
atime when | hadn’'t been afraid of a man or of coworkers | knew were safe. There
was always an undercurrent of worry.

Not with Lucas. He made me fedl... better. Like | could breathe and everything was
easy.

But just because | wasn't afraid of him didn’t mean that he could be trusted. | was the
last person who should be called on as a judge of character. In spite of all that, as |
hurried back to my house and crawled into my bed, regret clung to my skin like mist.
It wouldn't |eave.



| shoved it down with the rest of everything that was buried. Regrets were something
| could survive. And that was all that mattered.

Chapter 8

Evelyn

The crystal chime rang above the door, and | looked up as Grace entered the store.
She was smiling, and her whole demeanor was lighter than the last time I’ d seen her.

“Hey,” | called.

“Hi.” Her eyes flicked to Lena coming out of the back. “See? You didn’t have to
come out to the ranch to drag me into civilization.”

Lenalaughed. “I’m so proud.”

“What will you have?’ | asked.

“Coffee, and one of the chocolate chip cookiesif there are any.”
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“Hell yes, there are,” Lenasaid, ringing up the coffee. “I just made a batch so you can
have a hot one.”

Grace groaned. “Y ou know my weakness.”
“Yes, | do.”

“I'll grabit,” | said with asmile. They were all cooling on arack in the kitchen. They
made the place smell amazing. Lucas had been right when he'd told me that these
were the best baked goods around. | could tell that, and | hadn’t been anywhere else
in town yet.

| picked one up, grateful that they were cool. Lena had tried to tempt me into the
kitchen to help with the baking, but she hadn’t pushed me when I'd told her that
ovens made me nervous. Ovens. Hot water. Stoves. Fire. Anything that could burn. |
dealt with it when | had to but avoided it when | could.

The yawn hit me as | came out of the kitchen—they’d been catching me all day.
Staying up half the night looking at stars and then lying awake for hours after that
hadn’t been great for my energy level today. But maybe | would get a good night’s
sleep tonight.

“Damn, girl,” Lenasaid. “You okay? Y ou’ ve been yawning all over the place.”

“I'mfineg,” | said as | handed Grace the cookie in a paper sleeve. “Just didn’t get that
much sleep last night.”



“1 hope it was the fun kind of getting no sleep,” Grace said. “ That makes it all worth
it.”

The blush was instantaneous, and any chance they wouldn’t notice was gone.

“Oh my gosh, what happened?’ Grace placed her elbows on the counter and propped
her chin in her hands like she was ready for story time.

“1t’ s nothing.”

Grace snorted mid sip. “ Sure. It s nothing, al right.”

“l... okay.” | recapped my excursion to the roof with Lucas while they stared at me
with their mouths open. | skipped over the part where | freaked out and left and just
said we parted ways. “ See? It’ s nothing.”

“Isit though?’ Lena asked.

“Yes” | sighed. “I think he feels responsible for me. He wanted to make sure
everything was okay when he came to see why my lights were on. It's not like he
came over with the intention of taking me stargazing.”

“Who knows?’ Grace's face was a sneaky grin. “Maybe that's exactly what his
intention was.”

“It wasn't.” | looked down at my hands, pushing aside the regrets | had about leaving
and ignoring the way my body felt when remembering it. | couldn’t ignore the
calmness that filled me when | was in his presence. And they wouldn’'t understand
how tempting that was. But my stomach fluttered when | thought about Lucas now,
and | hadn’'t decided if that was terrifying or amazing. It was all too confusing. And
confusion could get me killed.



Lena put her hand on my shoulder. “We're only teasing, Evie. But if it ever turnsinto
not nothing | better be the first person to know. Got it?’

“Got it,” | said, laughing. She would in fact kick my ass if | kept it from her. Lena
was like that. Barely aweek of friendship, and shewas all in. And it made me want to
be that way too.

A dlinting reflection caught my eye across the street through the windows. A man
walking, hands in his pockets, like nothing in the world mattered.

The ground disappeared underneath me, and | was on the floor. All the air was gone,
my lungs on fire. Why couldn’t | breathe? Why was | burning? Pain flared up my
arms and stretched across my back like afamiliar, brutal caress.

No.

He couldn’t be here. He couldn’t have found me aready. It wasn't possible. There
was nothing on the grid since Albuquerque except the emails to Melanie. And | had
done everything | could to keep those anonymous. Was that enough?

But that was him. Wasit him? Was | seeing things now?

My heart pounded in my ears, every beat sending more panic through my veins.
Terror was cold. It froze you in place and weighed you down and rendered you
helpless. I’d spent forever trying not to let terror get the best of me, but | couldn’t
move.

Voices came from somewhere. Grace and Lena asking if | was all right. But there
was no way | could respond to them. Not with vines of adrenaline climbing up from
the floor and tangling with my limbs. Holding me down.



| was bound in the dark. | couldn’t breathe. | needed to breathe. He's coming back.
He's going to do it again. What other parts of myself would | have to hide under
clothes once he got his hands on me?

Pain flared along with my skin, springing to life through memories so real that |
would never forget them. Ever. And he wouldn’t stop, he wouldn’t stop, he wouldn’t

stop—

Hands touched me, and | fought back. | wouldn't let it happen. This time | would
fight. | was telling him to stop. Telling him no. But he wasn’t fighting back. Good. A
hand caught my wrist, not doing anything but holding it. Gently. Firmly.
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“Evelyn.”

That wasn’t his voice. This voice was dark whiskey and chocolate and safety. My
vision cleared of haze and found warm brown eyes close to mine. Lucas was
crouching in front of me. Crouching because | was on the ground. I’d fallen behind
the counter, back pressed up against it like | was ready to lash out. And | was.

Lena stood behind him, looking down at me with worry. I’d had an attack. | hadn’t
had one in years. Why now? My cheeks flushed hot, but | still couldn’t move or run. |
wasn't out of the spiral yet. Not completely.

| closed my eyes for a moment, pressing down the horror that they’ d seen this part of
me. | didn’t want these people to react with disgust or pity. That would... | didn’t
think | could take it. They didn’t need to seethis.

Slowly, | took long breaths until | didn’t think | was going to cry. Lucas said nothing.
He'd only said my name. That was what had brought me out of the spiral. My wrists
were still in his hands. Because I’ d tried to hit him.

“I"'m sorry,” | whispered.

Slowly, he released my hands, placing them on my knees. “Did you hit your head
when you fell?’

“No.” At least | didn’t think so.

“Anything injured at al?’



| searched my body for any pain, but there was none. At least none that was redl.
There were still phantoms and flickers that my mind was tricking me with. But there
wasn’t anything that | could do about that. “No, | don’t think so.”

“That’s good.” His voice was quiet. Low and smooth so that only | could hear him
talking. “How’ s work been today? Busy?’

| shook my head. “Pretty average.”

“Average is good. Anything stand out as unusual ?’

“Um.” Trying to think was like wading through mud as thick as caramel. “1 was kind
of clumsy. | amost spilled an entire pot of coffee. The mess would have been bad.”

A small smile. “Then I'm glad you saved it.”

| took another breath, and the panic receded a little more. He was bringing me back to
myself. Grounding me. Which meant he’d done this before. He knew how to break
someone out of a panic attack. | wasn't sure if that made him witnessing this better or
WOrse.

“You know,” Lucas said, “I’ve never asked you what your favorite color is.”

| met his eyes again. “Why do you want to know?’

“Humor me.”

“Ted,” | sad. “Like the ocean.”

He smiled wide thistime. “Like your apron. I’ [| remember that.”



| took a full breath, and the adrenaline keeping me tight faded, and | sagged against
the back of the counter.

“Evelyn,” Lucas said softly. “You'rein Deja Brew. No one elseis here but me, Lena,
and Grace. Can you tell me what triggered you?’

Just the thought brought the walls crashing down. The oxygen shred itself in my
lungs and | was suffocating.

“Evelyn,” Lucas said again. “You're still here.”

| was. And he was still here with me. Lucas hadn’t moved, but | had. I’d reached for
him in the second wave of panic, the fingers of my right hand grasping his belt and
one of the loops of his jeans, like he was an anchor.

He must not have noticed it, because he looked down in surprise, and then back at
me. The air between us charged. Something that wasn't pain crackled in the air, but
neither of us moved to break it open.

It wasn't a conscious thing, reaching for him. But it wasn't something that | could
take back either. A part of me saw him as safe, and he was the closest thing | had. My
cheeks flamed in a blush. | couldn’t read the look in Lucas's eyes, but it wasn't
disgust. Or pity.

“Can you stand?’

| swallowed. “Maybe.”
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“Will you let me help you move to the back patio where you can sit?’
| nodded.

Lucas took my hand and helped me up, but my knees didn’t make it, buckling before
| was upright. | never hit the ground. Lucas's arm swept under my legs, and | was
suddenly in hisarms.

Panic tried to swallow me, and the instinct to fight him locked all my limbsin place. |
hadn’t been touched by a man in years. But deep down, | knew that he wouldn’t hurt
me. | knew it on alevel so deep that | couldn’t question it.

My own judgment wasn’'t something | trusted anymore, but that instinct kept me still
in his arms as he carried me to the patio. The way he held me was effortless, and it
was hard to ignore the true surge of safety | felt resting there.

Warmth and the scents of both pine and mountain air wrapped around me. | could fall
asleep here, rest my head on his shoulder and let go because he would catch me.
Y earning hit me so strongly that tears came to my eyes, and | had to blink them away.
He set me in one of the chairs on the patio in the sun. | hadn’t realized how cold | was
until | was pressed against his body. The warmth of the sun was nice, but it was
nothing compared to the furnace that was L ucas.

A teacup was set in front of me. Lena.

Oh my God. I'd had an episode at work. At a brand-new job. | had really liked this



one too.

“Lena, I'm so sorry. That hasn’t happened in along time. | didn’t know it would.”

“Don’'t worry about it, Evie.”

“I'm serious,” | said. “It's not a normal thing, and I’'m so sorry. | get it if you don’t
want that kind of thing around the shop—"

Lena held up a hand, stern kindness on her face. “Don’t be ridiculous. I'm not angry
at you, and I’'m sure as hell not going to fire you. Go home and rest, and I'll see you
tomorrow. And only if you actually feel up toit.”

13 But_”

“No buts. You come back when you're one hundred percent, or I'll lovingly kick
your ass and send you home again.”

13 Okay-”

Grace stepped forward and slipped me a piece of paper with a phone number. “If you
need to talk, I’'m around. I’ ve been through some stuff too.”

That same sadness was back from the day I’d met her. | wasn't sure | was ready for
that, but of anyone, Grace might understand. “ Thank you.”

The two of them disappeared back into the shop, leaving me with Lucas, who was
staring at me. | suppressed a wince. This was the part where he brought up the fact
that 1’d lied about running from something. Not once, but twice. Where he threw it in
my face and asked me to move out sooner rather than later.



“Do you mind if | call you Ev?’ He asked. “Lena called you Evie, so | wondered if
you were okay with nicknames.”

Ev. | rolled it around in my brain. I'd never had anyone call me that before. Granted,
| hadn’t gone by my real name in years. | was less comfortable with the full version
of it, so nicknames felt more natural. “That’ s fine.”

A breeze hit my back, and | shivered. | hadn’t spent much time out here on the patio,
but it was a pretty space. Lights were strung above, forming a roof that would glow
prettily in the evening. Flower boxes surrounded the brick pavers, and there were
wrought-iron tables and chairs. It was cute and eclectic in the same way the rest of
DegaBrew was.

L ena steeped herself into everything that she did. | wished | could do that.
“You'recold,” Lucas said. “The teawill help.”

| took a sip and tried to remember what had set me off. It was Nathan. Or at least
someone I'd thought was Nathan. But if he was here, then | couldn’'t be here. |
needed to find out if what | had seen wasreal.

“So how are you liking Montana, in general ?’

| blinked, the question throwing me off. “It’s nice. Very beautiful. | don’t know what
makes it smell so good half the time.”

He chuckled. “I’m not sure either. It’sjust theway it is.”

“1 do like it here though. More than | thought | would.”

“Is that a bad thing?’ Lucas looked at me like the answer meant more than a simple



yesor no. | didn’'t know if it was a good or a bad thing right now. It was bad because
if I had to leave, then it would hurt. And it was good because I’d enjoyed my time
here so far.
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My hands shook as | played back the memory of that stranger walking across the
street, and my stomach flipped. Even if it wasn't him, could | afford to take that
chance and put everyone in danger? Lucas, Lena, Grace, everyone at the ranch?

“So teal,” Lucas said, referencing my favorite color. “I haven't spent much time by
the ocean. Do you like it there?’

“Yes,” | breathed. When | was by the ocean, | felt complete. It was hard to explain.
The mountains were beautiful, and | could enjoy living in them. But the ocean felt
like home. Part of growing up in Florida, | guess.

| tilted my head. “Why the random questions?’

He smiled alittle. “Distracting you. Isit working?’

Surprisingly, it was. My hands weren’t shaking anymore, and | did feel warmer. “A
bit.”

“Can | take you home, Ev?”’

The casual way he said it made something deep in me ache. Home sounded so nice
right now, even if it was a guest house. “Y es, thank you.”

| kept looking around as he walked me to his truck, determined to run at any sign of
Nathan, but there was nothing. Everything in Garnet Bend seemed amost painfully
normal. Like nothing had happened at all.



“What about my car?’

“I'll take care of it,” he said as he held open the door and helped me up. His touch
was gentle but it felt like a brand—heat through my clothes. | told myself that it was
because | was still cold.

The rest of my mind knew better.

Lucas didn't ask me any more questions on the way back to the ranch, but the quiet
between us was comfortable. Comforting. Lucas had a steady presence that helped
me relax. | was glad that he was driving. If I'd gotten in my own car, | might have
driven out of town and not looked back.

| still wasn't sure that | shouldn't.

He drove me al the way to my house and jumped out of the truck to help me down.
He walked me to the door, alert the whole time. Even on his property, he was looking
for any danger.

He stopped when | reached the door and unlocked it. “Evelyn—" The look on his
face was a mixture of wanting and anger and something else. It was too much to
decipher. It looked like he wanted to say everything and nothing. He took a small step
forward into my space, so close that | could almost feel his heat again.

My heart kicked up a rhythm, either panic or something else, but | didn’t move. For
thefirst timein along time, | didn’t want to.

Lucas started again. “Evelyn, the ranch is secure. We have one of the best security
systems there is, and all of us who run Resting Warrior are former SEALs. We take
security seriously.” He paused before looking at me again. “Y ou are safe here.”



Emotion hit me. An ache and an itch in my chest that made me look away. He
couldn’t know what those words meant to me. What hearing them felt like. But he
also didn't know Nathan. And | doubted | would be safe anywhere. Not anymore.

He moved slowly, pulling out a piece of paper with writing on it. “This is my
number. Y ou can call me any time you need to. Day or night. Okay?’

| swallowed past the lump in my throat. “Okay.”

Lucas waited until | was inside and the door was locked before he walked away.

Chapter 9

Lucas

The second that Evelyn closed the door behind her, | was moving. Movement was the
only way | wouldn’t go insane. The drive to protect and claim was warring with my
control, and | was close to losing it. | needed to make sure that what |’ d told her was
true. That she was safe here.

My truck flew down the road that circled the property. It wasn't a small loop, but |
wasn't taking any chances. It didn't matter to me that whatever or whoever had
triggered her was in town, Evelyn needed a space where safety was sacred. And |
could make that happen.

The fences that surrounded Resting Warrior weren't normal ranch fences. Those were
simple, made of wood or wire, and only intended to keep cattle from wandering off.
But that didn’t work around a place run by seven navy SEALSs all struggling with
trauma.

No, our fences were high and electrified. They were part of the reason the town



hadn’t been thrilled about us moving in right away, like | had told Evelyn. To them,
the high fences and security meant we were doing things that we shouldn’t. But once
we' d explained that we were helping people and animals who needed to feel as safe
as possible, they’ d been nothing but supportive. That was good.

| needed to tell Evelyn the true purpose of Resting Warrior. I'd been avoiding it
because of her first reaction to me suggesting therapy, but today’s events made it
clearer than ever that she was meant to be here.

I’d never heard Lena s voice like that. Panicked and desperate. “It’'s Evelyn. Please.”
I’d been moving before she finished the first sentence.
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She'd been on the floor, and I'd thought she’d hurt herself, but whatever had
triggered her had made her look like she'd seen death incarnate. And the thing that
she didn’t seem to remember—though | would never fucking forget—were the words
she’d said over and over.

“It'shim, it'shim, it shim.”

Clearly she' d seen someone who had triggered that response, and that was enough to
make me furious. No one should have to live with that. Especially not her, with those
scars on her arms. If this person was the one who'd hurt her and made her run—who
had put the fear in her eyes—I wasn’'t sure what I’ d do.

Ev reaching for me had hollowed me out inside. She'd held on to me because she'd
had nothing else, and because she’d known | was safe. Something about that had
broken me at the same time that I’ d wanted more.

| forced my jaw to unclench and my hands to relax on the steering wheel of my truck.
The fence was intact. No visual signs that anything was broken. But that wasn’t good
enough.

Back at the main lodge, | threw my truck into park and took the stairs into the house
two at a time. The security room was empty, so | sat down in front of the wall of
monitors and started flipping through our cameras. Digital security wasn't my strong
suit, but we'd all trained in how to use this when we'd started the ranch, so | could
find my way around.

Nothing had been broken or even touched. No signs of any digital attack to take down



the fence's electricity, and the whole perimeter fence was responding perfectly. We
were secure here. But the anxious itch to solve the problem didn’t disappear.

| pulled out my phone and dialed.

“Daigle Security.”

“Hey, Jerry,” | said. “It’s Lucas over at Resting Warrior.”

His tone changed from professional to jovia. “Well, hello. Been a while since I've
talked to anyone from the ranch.” He chuckled. “Which doesn’'t surprise me; you
guys run atight ship over there. What do you need with small-town security?’

Jerry was a retired cop turned private security, and he ran all of the cameras in town.
It was agood living in atown this size, and everybody loved him. He was a kind man
who went out of his way to help people while also calling out bullshit. A rare

combination.

“1 was wondering if you could give me coverage from this afternoon, all over town,
but specifically around Deja Brew. Literally everything you have.”

There was silence for a second. “ Got atime frame?’

“Give me one o’ clock to four o’ clock.”

Jerry made a sound. “I can get that to you, but it'll take some time to get it all.
Earliest | can get you that amount of footage is tomorrow morning. That work for

you?’

| sighed silently. It wasn't exactly a surprise, but I'd been hoping it would be sooner.
“Yeah, that’ll work. I'll owe you one.”



“Nah, you won't. But is there something that | should be looking for?’

Jerry had been a good cop, and he knew how to pry information out of someone even
when they weren’t looking to give it. He liked to be informed about what was
happening in the town, and this would only pigue his interest, but it was a risk worth
taking. “Nothing specific,” | said. “But if | find something that you need to worry
about, I'll let you know.”

“1 appreciate that. Normal email good for the footage?’

“Perfect. Thanks, Jerry.” | hung up.

“You're calling Jerry?” Harlan's voice came from behind me. Shit. | was so
distracted that | didn’t even hear people coming up behind me now. “Y eah.”

“Why?’

“l don’t know yet. I'll tell you if it turns out to be something.”

Evelyn’s story wasn't mine to share, and | didn’t want to get the guys asriled up as |
was if it turned out that it wasn't anything. My gut told me that it wasn’'t nothing, but
| needed to be cautious. | was tiptoeing on the edges of a boundary already by getting
the footage, and | wasn’'t going to step over that line before | had to.

Or before | talked to Evelyn about it.

Harlan shook his head. “You don’t have to tell me, but you've got to do something,
because you' re so tense you’ re about to snap.”

He wasn’t wrong.



“Comeon, Lucas. Let’sgo.”

“Where?’ My tone was dark. | didn’t want to go anywhere right now.
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“The gym. Because you look like you need to beat the hell out of something, and |
need a workout anyway.”

Evelyn was safe in her house, the property was secure, and there was nothing | could
do until | got the footage. If | kept all this energy inside my body, | was going to
explode. Thiswas better than nothing. “Fine.”

We had a gym on the property behind the lodge, a huge building with state-of-the-art
equipment and a space where we could do exactly what we were about to do: whale
on each other. | grabbed an extra pair of clothes from my locker and taped my hands.
But each movement was in a daze.

| couldn’t do anything to help Evelyn until she told me what she was running from.
But why would she do that? | was nothing to her. She had no reason to trust me
beyond not making her life miserable the past week. Why should she trust me? | was
a stranger who'd shown her the sky and accidentally seen her scars.

But it didn’'t feel that way to me. | felt like | knew her, even though that was utterly
impossible. | wanted to save her. | needed to save her. Since | hadn’'t been able to
save my mother. And | hadn’t been able to save—

Harlan came at me, and | had to duck under the force of his blow. | didn’t need to
warm up, | was already too warm with the intensity and the roaring in my ears.

This wasn't a graceful sparring match. It was raw and elemental. Pure instinct and
exactly what Harlan had said | needed: beating the hell out of something.



Thoughts about how | needed to save Evelyn to make up for my past kept rising up,
and | kept punching them down. This wasn't the time to deal with my own pain. It
lived in me all the time; it could wait a goddamn minute for me to figure this out.
Evelyn was more important than my failures. | couldn’t fail her.

| landed a punch to Harlan’s side. He grunted but took it in stride before he came at
me again. We weren’t the most equally matched partners. | had a good four inchesin
height and probably thirty pounds on him. But that didn’'t stop him from putting me
on my ass regularly when we sparred. He was fast, and determined, and right now he
was holding back.

“Y ou don’'t want to hit me?’

Harlan shook his head while bouncing on his toes. “The whole point is to let you hit
something. | hit you plenty.”

“If al | wanted to do was hit something, Harlan, we have five fucking punching bags
twenty feet that way. Fight me.”

“Thisisabout her. Isn't it?”

| grit my teeth and swung. The blow went wide as he ducked and spun behind me,
tapping me on the shoulder to show me that he could hit me, and wasn't.

“The woman staying in the Bitterroot House.”

We circled each other, and | glared at him. “Her nameis Evelyn.”

“Good to know. Thisis about her?”’

| pressed my lips together. “Nothing’s changed in the past half hour, Harlan. It's not



mine to tell right now.”

He nodded and stepped closer, looking for an opening. “Well, at least | know it's
about her.”

“Mind your own business and fucking hit me.”

He swung, and | jumped back out of the way. “I’'m not trying to overstep. All I'm
trying to do isfigure out if you'rein over your head. Y ou know we're here for you.”

| landed two more glancing blows before he dodged, and | nearly stumbled from my
momentum. “I’m fine.”

“Really? You don't look fine.”

“I’m fucking fine,” | growled.

Or | would be. | had to be. I’d let Evelyn stay here. I'd helped her get the job at Degja
Brew, and that was on me. If | hadn’t done those things, maybe | wouldn’t have seen
that terror in her eyes or the way she’ d crumpled to the floor.

And then she wouldn’t be here, and I’ d never have shown her the stars.

But it was my fault that she was here, and triggered, and | needed to fix it. Because if
| didn’t, if it happened again—

Light flashed behind my eyes, pain slamming through my jaw. | hit the mat like dead
weight, nearly knocked out with the force of Harlan's punch. At least the ceiling |

was staring at right now wasn’t the one in my bedroom.

Harlan chuckled. “Y ou said to hit you. But | thought you’ d block it.”



“Distracted,” | said, still lying on the floor. Normally after a blow like that, I'd be
nursing my ego, but my mind was still racing too much for me to care.
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“Yeah, no fucking kidding.” Harlan held out his hand and helped me off the mat.
“Now I’'m not asking you to spill your secrets, Lucas. And I’m not telling you to give
me information that you can’t. I'm asking as your friend if you need help.”
| looked at him. He was breathing hard like | was, but his gaze was clear. | wasn't
sure why | was surprised. The seven of us had been through enough, both separately
and together, that we could take each other at our word. But when faced with things
like this... it was hard to remember that we had each other’ s backs.
| sighed. “I’ [l know more tomorrow, | think. But I'll let you know.”
“Okay.” He held up his handsin surrender. “All | needed to know.”
My cell phone rang from my clothes. “ Thanks, Harlan.”

He nodded and headed off.

| grabbed my phone from the pocket of my jeans. It wasn't a number | recognized.
“Hello?’

“Lucas?’ It was her voice, and it took the breath out of me just hearing it.
“Evelyn. Areyou all right?’
“Yeah,” shesaid. “I'm fine. | was wondering if you could take me to get my car?’

| frowned. When she’'d asked, I'd told her that I’d take care of it. What had changed?



“I'll beright over.”

It only took afew minutes to get my truck over to her house, and as soon as | saw her
on the porch | knew that something was wrong. Evelyn looked cold. Not in
temperature, but in temperament. She looked steeled. “Y ou don’t have to worry about
it,” | said. “I'll get someone to drive it back.”

Her spine was straight as she looked at me. “No, 1’d like to go get it now, please.”

The shape on the porch behind her distracted me. A suitcase. Her suitcase. She was
going to run again. “Evelyn—"

“| need to do this, Lucas.”

“Do you?’ | pushed down my fear for her and took a breath. “I will take you right
now to get the car. If you're sure.” She opened her mouth to say something so | kept
going. “I don't know what you’ ve gone through, Ev. But | do know what it’s like to
be constantly looking over your shoulder, never able to breathe. And | want to help

youl.

She stared down at me from the porch, and the look on her face was far from
convinced.

“1 want to make sure that you feel safe. That you are safe. And you'll never feel that
if you keep running from every reminder of what happened.”

“Why?’" The word was small.

“Why what?’

Evelyn huffed out a breath. “Why do you want to help me? I’'m nothing to you. No



one.
“Because you're someone.” The words came out more forcefully than I’d intended.
Taking a step forward, | made sure that she was looking right at me before | spoke

again. “Because no one should haveto live like that.”

She said nothing, but she couldn't keep looking at me. Her fingers drifted to the
railing, picking at the wood. One little sign that her resolve was breaking.

“Please,” | said. “Give me some time. Let me see if there's anything | can do. Give
me aname. Let me help. Let me—" | cut myself off before | said too much.

There was something buried in my gut that was drawing me to her. | didn’t
understand it, but | couldn’t ignore it. Evelyn needed me, and despite Daniel warning
me, | was already in way too fucking deep.

But | couldn’t force her. If she wanted to leave, then | had to let her go. No matter if
it broke me open and brought back every nightmare I'd ever had. No matter if I'd
always wonder if she was safe for the rest of my life.

Long minutes passed until, finally, Evelyn looked up at me.

“All right. I'll stay.”

Chapter 10

Evelyn
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| woke up in the bed at the Bitterroot House. It wasn’'t something I'd ever thought 1’ d
be doing again. But that ook on Lucas's face, and the desperate way he' d asked me
to stay...

It seemed like he wanted to help me. And | was so tired of running.

My immediate instinct was to go to work, but | still felt jittery, and odds were that
Lena was going to send me home anyway, so | stayed on the ranch, giving her a
quick call to let her know.

But while | was here, | didn’t want to be cooped up in the house. Lucas had said that
the ranch was secure, and | believed him. It would be safe enough to walk around
here. At the very least there wouldn't be strangers that surprised me.

| craved the quiet and the open air that | knew | could find outside, and it almost
made me laugh, how quickly I’d adapted to needing and wanting this atmosphere. It
was warm and sunny, which felt good. The air no longer felt suffused with the sum of
al my panic.

After Lucas had dropped me off here last night, | couldn’'t stop thinking about
whether or not Nathan was here. And if he was here, him hurting everyone would be
my fault. | didn’t want to leave, but leaving was the only way to fix it. Nothing would
protect them from him except removing myself from the equation.

But | was still here.

| walked toward the stables, and | saw Lucas almost immediately. He was working



with the same horse that he' d taken out to the field. Good. I’ d been hoping to see him.
The mere thought of him made me blush now. | could count on one hand the number
of people who' d seen me go through an episode. And | wished that he hadn’t. | didn’t
want him to look at me like that—Ilike | was broken.

As if a magnet spun between us, Lucas looked over at me. He waved and started
guiding the horse back toward the stables. Now that | was here, | wanted to run back
to the safety of the house, but | held my ground, waiting for him to come back. | was
glad he took his time with the horse so | could get myself under control. But as he
walked toward me, | couldn’t seem to get over this new shyness.

“Hey,” he said, leaning on the fence from the other side.

“Hi.” | prayed he wouldn’t notice how hard | was blushing.

“How are you?’

| looked at the ground. How was | doing? | honestly didn’t know. Fine, but still
spinning? Worried that 1I'd made the wrong choice? Weirded out that | suddenly
enjoyed silence?

Lucas climbed over the fence and dropped down in front of me. He was close now,
which did nothing for the state of my blush, but | managed to look up at him. There
was nothing but concern in his eyes. “What’s wrong?’

“I—" | stopped the lie that nothing was wrong from coming out. If | was going to let
him help me, | had to be honest with him. At least about this. “1 wanted to apologize
about yesterday. I’m... embarrassed. That you had to see me like that.”

“Embarrassed? Ev, you don’t have to be embarrassed about that.”



“1 don’t want you to think of melike that. I’m not broken.”

Lucas shook his head. “I promise you, Evelyn, | would never think you are broken.
No oneis broken.”

| bit my lip. | was, but | couldn’t bring myself to say it.

“Remember when | told you that Resting Warrior helps people?’

“Yes.” | nodded.

“Well,” his mouth curled up into a half smile, “we actually help people like you.
People with post-traumatic stress disorder. We also train animals for use in therapy
for that specifically.”

| shook my head. “I don’t have PTSD.”

Lucas' s eyebrows rose. “I’m not a medical professional, and | would never pretend to
be. But | have alot of experience with PTSD, and what happened to you yesterday is
right out of the book.”

“But it’snot possible,” | said. “I’m not asoldier. | can’t have that.”

“You don’'t have to be a soldier to have PTSD. There are lots of things that cause it.
And they cause flashbacks. Panic attacks. A whole shit ton of other fun symptoms

too.

I’d never considered the possibility that that’s what al of thiswas. It was just the way
things were in my brain now. | barely remembered a time when my mind didn’'t have
a constant thread of worry and panic running in the background.



“That’s what the others are here for?’

He nodded. “We work with people in Garnet Bend. A couple of therapists, physical
therapists, and psychiatrists. The ranch provides a place to stay and for animal-led
therapy. And of course, the training.”

My chest tightened. How was it that I’d ended up here randomly? Serendipity,
maybe? A light clicked on in in my brain. “That's why you offered me the house.
Y ou saw something was wrong.”
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“I did.”
| swallowed. “Wdll, thank you.”

Lucas was so close that either of us could reach out and touch the other. But | didn’t.
Still, that same crackle of electricity was in the air between us as when I'd reached
out and grabbed his belt. Something huge and desperate and unspoken.

And for the first time, | allowed myself to really notice Lucas as he was. Tall and
broad and beautiful. Right now he had a shadow of stubble on his sharp jaw—a jaw |
wanted to touch. His warm brown eyes were watching me, and the way he looked at
me didn’t fedl terrifying. It felt...

Like something | hadn’t felt in areally long time.

The sun shone down on his hair, making it seem more red than brown. And his
body—the size that had made me instantly fear him—now made me feel safe. What
would it be like to be touched by him? More than touched.

| blushed again, and the charge between us grew painful. Lucas' s gaze dropped to my
lips, and for the briefest moment | thought he might lean down and kiss me. And |
thought | might let him.

The only person I’d ever been with was Nathan. And he'd kind of ruined the whole
idea of being with anyone. But looking at Lucas now was like waking up to whole
new possibilities.



“Where would you have gone?’ he asked, voice lower, like he was struggling not to
reach out the way he wanted to.

“If | had left?’

He nodded.

“l don’'t know,” | admitted. “Normally, | have a plan, but thistime, | didn’t. | had the
overwhelming urge to get out, so | would have just started to drive. Probably east.”

His head tilted allittle. “What' s east? Family?’

“Yeah.” | crossed my arms over my chest. “| have asister | haven’'t seen in awhile. It
hasn’t been in the cards, but | really miss her.”

| wasn't telling him the whole truth, and he knew that. | could see it. But this would
have to happen in stages if | wanted it to happen at all. But true to form, he didn’t call

me out for it.

“Okay,” | said. “That was all | wanted. To apologize, but also to say thank you. For
being there. For distracting me and bringing me back.”

“It was my pleasure.”

| pressed my lips together for a moment, struggling to contain strong emotions—hope
and relief and something else entirely. “Guess I’ [| head back now.”

Lucas reached out a hand and froze. | froze too. He looked like he was trying to
figure out the right words to say. “Y esterday, when you grabbed my belt.”

Embarrassment rose, hot and visceral. Like I'd stepped into a room that was ten



degrees warmer than where we were standing. “1’m sorry.”

Lucas shook his head. “I’m not angry. | just—" He sighed and looked at me. “| want
you to know that | don’t take that for granted.”

His hand was still outstretched, and | stared at it for long moments. It almost felt like
| was watching from outside my body as | stepped closer to Lucas. Inside the range of
that arm that was reaching for me the same way that | reached for him. And | watched
from adistance as L ucas wrapped his arms around me.

And then | was very much present in my own body. Lucas was just as warm as he'd
been yesterday, just as hard and strong. | closed my eyes and let him hold me.

The scent of pine surrounded me, along with the tangible scent of mountain wind, and
then he was holding me closer. With a rush of breath, Lucas held me. One arm came
hard around my waist and the other slid up my spine and into my hair. It was the kind
of desperate motion that was barely conscious.

The rush of emotion took me by surprise. It wasn't until this moment that | realized
how starved for touch I'd been. Tears flooded my eyes, though thankfully he couldn’t
see them. God, how long had it been since I’ d been touched by anyone at all? | never
wanted to move from this spot. It was a release. Like Lucas touching me freed me
from the anxiety that I’ d been carrying for years.

Lucas's arms curled further around me, cradling me to his chest like | meant
something. More than that, like | meant everything.

Grabbing a belt loop with each hand, | held on to him. The breaths | took felt like the
first full breaths I'd taken in forever. Nothing but Lucas could touch me here. This
place was a refuge, and | knew that even after he let me go, | would return to this
moment.



| didn't know how long we stood there together. It felt like eternity but yet only
seconds at the same time. But Lucas took a step back, and now there was something
between us we couldn’t go back from. And | didn’t mind.

“Seeyou for dinner later?’ he asked.

It was the day for his communal dinner. I'd nearly forgotten about it. “Yeah,
definitely.”
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There were unsaid words on both of our lips, but | didn't know how to say them. |
didn’'t know if | could say them. But there was no way | would be missing dinner.

When | got back to the Bitterroot House, | looked at the suitcase that was still sitting
by the door, opened so that | could fish out my pajamas and toothbrush.

| picked up the suitcase and carried it back to the bedroom. With the lid flipped open
on my bed, | unpacked it. Completely. Every single thing that | had in the suitcase |
put into adrawer. And then | put the suitcase into the small closet.

There wasn’'t atime since I’ d started to run that 1'd had an empty suitcase. Too often,
it wasn't worth it.

| wasn't going to pretend that the idea of staying here—committing to staying
here—didn’t make me anxious. It did. | was terrified of what would happen if Nathan
found me again. And what that would mean for the people around me. But | would do

it

And in spite of the terror singing in my gut, that empty suitcase made me fedl lighter.
Better. And any step in that direction was a good one.

Chapter 11
Lucas

Another sleepless night left me tired, but | would take every sleepless night | had to
in order to keep the progress that I’d made with Evelyn.



The fact that she’'d let me touch her yesterday gripped my thoughts. The way she'd
stepped forward and into my arms—it had been her choice. The way she’'d melted
against my chest, and the way 1I'd almost let myself go too far when 1'd pulled her
close.

God, | didn’'t know what this was yet, but it was powerful. Who would have thought
that afinger in a belt loop could be so significant? She' d stayed, and she' d taken the
first step. Little by little she was coming out of her shell, and maybe soon she might
trust me enough to tell me everything.

She'd retreated at dinner, which I'd expected. After something as intense as that
embrace, I’d known that she would need space again. But she’'d still been there, and
she' d smiled as she helped me cook.

This morning, I'd refreshed my email before I'd gotten out of bed, hoping that Jerry
had emailed the footage. He had. It had taken me a good couple hours to go through
it. But there was nothing out of the ordinary. Just people walking down the street, no
one intentionally making circuits around Dega Brew or acting like they had an
unnatural interest.

And unfortunately, even though | knew when Evelyn had been triggered, there was
nothing | could isolate. There had been multiple people outside the shop at the time,
and with things like this, it could have been anything. | doubted that she was ready to
talk about it.

I’d taken down descriptions of the people outside the shop just in case before I'd
come into town. But now that | was here, all | wanted to do was go back and check
on Evelyn.

Crowding her wasn't a good idea, but | wanted to see her. As soon as | had the
thought, it was like the universe delivered. | glanced behind me in the rearview mirror



and did a double take. Was that Evelyn? In town?

Errands had built up until | couldn’t ignore them anymore, so I'd come to town to
take care of them. But Ev didn't work today. So why was she coming out of the
library? Coming into town alone had to make her nervous after what had happened.
Was that why she looked like she was shaking?

| pulled into a parking spot on the side of the street and stepped out. It was her, and
she didn’'t look good. Pale, and hurrying in my direction, though she hadn’t seen me
yet. “Ev,” | caled, and she startled before seeing that it was me.

Her smile was nervous as | approached.

“1 didn’t know you’ d come into town today,” | told her.

She shrugged, pretending to be casual in spite of the tension in her body. “I had a
couple of things | needed to do.”

“Areyou okay?’

She hesitated. “Yes.”

It was alie. Clearly. There was a sheen of sweat on her forehead and though she was
aready pae, her skin was nearly translucent. | tried to push down the rising
frustration. “Are you sure?’

“Yes

Fuck. I'd thought that we were making progress, but it was obvious that she still

didn’'t trust me. There wasn't anything | could imagine that would make me judge
her. | had a hell of a past too. | breathed through the urge to push her harder. This



would take time. “Have you seen much of the town yet?’

“Not much. Took me awhile to even find thelibrary.”

“Can | show you around? Some of the humble sights?’

She took a half breath, and | thought she might refuse, but she nodded. “ Okay.”
“Perfect.” She was on edge, and as long as Ev was nervous, there was no chance in
hell that she would talk about anything. But maybe | could get her to relax enough to

remember that | wasn't her enemy. That she could trust me. As much as | wanted to
know everything, | could and would be patient.
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All | wanted to do was help her.

We walked south along the main road toward Mission Park. It was probably the
prettiest spot in town, with gorgeous flowers and landscaping. One of the few public
spaces in Garnet Bend that the town actually spent time and money maintaining. The
view wasn’t half bad either.

This part of Montana, which butted up against the Mission Mountains, was relatively
flat with isolated hills and mountains. But as Garnet Bend was in the foothills of the
towering range behind us, we could see for miles over all that flatness. And now in
the height of summer it was all a beautiful green. The sky was clear today, dotted
with white clouds that seemed too perfect to be real.

“Thisis beautiful,” Evelyn whispered.

“Itis,” | agreed. “I thought you might likeit.”

She whipped her head around at me. “Why?’

“Because you seem like a person who loves beautiful things.” | wasn't sure where the
words had come from, but as | said them | knew they were true. Or maybe it was
because she was beautiful and deserved to be surrounded by the same.

“Everybody loves beautiful things,” she whispered. The way she said it made me

think there was more to it than she would admit, but her body was more relaxed since
we' d walked into the park, and her color was coming back alittle.



We walked all the way to the edge, where the land dropped off in a gentle slope that
rolled out into the distance. Beside me, Evelyn inhaled. “Y ou smell it?’

“What?’

“It's that thing | told you about,” she said with a smile—a rea one. “That weird
sweetness in the air | can’t figure out. Maybe it’s the flowers here, but | feel likeit's
everywhere.”

| focused on the air around us. Evelyn was right. There was a sweetness to it, nearly
sharp. Now that I'd been here a few years | didn’t notice it as much, but when I'd
arrived, it had struck me the way it did her. This place seemed different from the rest
of the world.

But what struck me now was her. Evelyn’'s eyes were closed, head tilted back,
enjoying the breeze that swept up to us. This was the freest I'd ever seen her. The
smile on her face was pure and open, and in this moment... | could see who she was.
The real Evelyn without the things that she was running from and that were weighing
her down.

She turned and looked at me, that smile still on her face. The smile landed in my gut.
| wanted to see it on her face all the time, and | knew without forming the thought
that | would do whatever it took to keep it there.

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” she said. “And I'velived in alot of places.”

“A lot of people say that Montanais the last best place.”

“With thisview, | can’t disagree.” She walked to a nearby bench and sat.

Her posture was the opposite of what it had been coming out of the library. And



damn if that didn’t make me desperate to know what was going on with her. | sat next
to her, keeping a careful distance, but closer than | would have yesterday.

For a while we sat and watched, enjoying the sunshine and wind. She had her eyes
closed again, afaint smile on her face.

“Evelyn?’ When she returned my gaze, her eyes were soft. “I hope you know that
you can trust me.”

Her face shuttered, and | hated myself for taking away the little peace that she'd
found in this place. She took a long, slow breath before she met my eyes again. “I

know. | do. But that... doesn’t come easily for me.”

“l1 know.” | angled my body toward hers. “And | would never push for anything
you'’ re not comfortable with. I’'m here to help.”

Her voice was quiet. “Y ou have helped. Really.”

| held myself still as she looked back at the view. This felt fragile, and | wouldn’t do
anything to break it.

“1’ve been—" She stopped. “I’m sorry that | lied.”

A blush turned her cheeks pink, and | forced myself not to focus on the color and how
it might look elsewhere on her or how | could make her turn that color again. Because
fuck, that blush was everything. But the reason why she was blushing was not.
“Never apologize for something that’s keeping you safe.”

Evelyn nodded. “ Still. 1t’s not like you couldn’t tell that | was lying.”

| couldn’t stop my smile. “I have alot of practice with that.”



“I swear I'm actually a better liar than that. She turned on the bench and sat cross-
legged in front of me. The breeze caught her hair; she caught it and tied it back before
it went wild. I'd felt that hair yesterday, and | wanted to again. “It’sjust with you.”

“What' s with me?’
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Another blush. “The lying. You...” She made a gesture with her hands. “Y ou throw
me off and | can’t manage to make myself convincing. | wasn't planning on telling
you my real name, but it slipped out.”

That was something interesting. “What were you going to say it was?’

“Elizabeth Cunningham.”

| smiled. “You're not an Elizabeth.”

“Liz?

“No.” | shook my head. “And definitely not Beth. Lizzie, maybe.”

“Noted.” Her hands fidgeted in her lap. The only sign that she was nervous.

“How many names have you had?’

“Fake ones?”’

| nodded.

She blew out a breath. “Thirteen.”

| couldn’t hide my surprise.

That was alot of aliases for someone who wasn’t in the business professionaly. As a



SEAL, | knew my fair share of people who had them, and | knew how to create them.
Make them airtight if | needed to. And it wasn’t cheap to have quality false IDs made.
Granted, | didn’t know if she’d done that. But it was still impressive. And worrisome,

“That’'salot.”

“Yeah,” she said. “It is.” Evelyn wove her fingers together and pulled them apart
again. “You’'ve probably already guessed part of it. Seenit.”

“Your scars.”

She nodded. “Yes. It was along time ago, but someone... hurt me. Someone | trusted.
And | haven't been able to escape it. I’ve been running ever since, but it always
catches up to me.”

“Like the coffee shop.”

“Like the coffee shop,” she confirmed. “I keep hoping that a new place will be safe,
but | haven't found one yet.”

“Maybe this can be your place.”

She looked up at me, face full of hope. “Maybe.”

Without realizing it, we'd shifted closer to each other like that night on the roof.
Then, that closeness seemed to scare her. But now, as my eyes dropped to her lips,
shedidn’t pull away.

“Evelyn,” | murmured.

11 Y %?l



“If 1 kissyou, are you going to run away?’

She stopped breathing for a moment, and when she spoke it was in a whisper. “No.”

| waited one more beat, to make sure that she believed it herself before | leaned in.
The first brush of lips was gentle, and I'd meant to keep it that way. But when our
lips touched it wasn't possible to keep it soft and ssmple.

Evelyn’s mouth was sweet, and it unlocked that bone-deep instinct to protect her at
al costs, along with a yearning that 1I'd never felt before and couldn't explain.
Everything had me pulling her closer, gathering her into my arms as best | could.

She melted against me exactly as she had yesterday. She settled against me like she
was comfortable there. Her body trusted me, even if her mind couldn’t, and that was
something.

One simple kiss, and | felt more alive than 1’d ever felt in my life. More than when
I’d been in BUD/S or in battle. My focus was sharper than when my team had been
on missions that required stealth. | was aware of every breath she took and the hand
resting on my leg. Of her velvet lips against mine. Of her pounding heart.



Page 31

Source Creation Date: July 22, 2025, 5:45 am

| wanted more. My body was hard, and | was grateful that we were here in the park
where | couldn't be tempted to take this further. Down in that place where my
instincts spoke, | knew that this was far enough. But the idea of having more nearly
made me groan.

Evelyn was flushed and breathless when | pulled away. It did nothing to stop my
imagination from running wild. I’d pulled her nearly into my lap, her chest pressed
against mine, and her softness was enough to break me.

“l didn’t run away,” she said softly.

“No. You didn't. Should we see what happensif we try again?’

Evelyn was smiling when | kissed her a second time. Thank fuck, because it would
have been torture not to. For the first time since she’'d arrived, everything in me felt
settled. This was right. | never wanted to let her out of my arms, and that was as
terrifying asit was exhilarating.

“You're still here,” | said with my mouth still against her lips.

“I'm still here.”

Slowly, | let her go, already missing the way she felt.

“1—" She stopped and bit her lip before continuing. “I’m sorry that I’m not ready for
therest. To tell you.”



| nodded. Of course there was more. Because running wasn't easy. Whatever horrors
were living in her mind were bad enough to keep her on the move. “I’ll be here when
you are ready.”

Evelyn shuddered. | wanted to find whoever had hurt her so deeply that even words
of support shook her. That person and | were going to have a very serious
conversation if | ever encountered them. If they were lucky, the conversation would
not involve my fists.

“Can | walk you to your car?’ | asked. She hadn’t said anything, but it must have
taken bravery and resolve to come into town. The least | could do was make sure she
felt safe leaving.

Evelyn nodded. “Please.”

We didn't speak on the way to her car. It didn’'t feel necessary. Simply being with her
was enough. But when we reached where she was parked, | couldn’'t let her go
without saying anything. “Areyou al right?’

She smiled easily now. “Yes. No plans for running.”

| laughed. She'd seen through the reason for my question. “Just promise me that if
you want to, you'll call mefirst.”

“S0 you can talk me out of it?’ One eyebrow raised, she was nearly smirking.

“Maybe. Or kiss you out of it.” | savored the blush that followed my words. “I'll see
you at home.”

Evelyn stared at me for a moment before getting in the car, and | watched her drive
until her car was out of sight down the main road. Thiswasn't at all how I’d thought



my trip to town would go. But if this was the way they went from now on, I’d haveto
take them more often.

Chapter 12

Evelyn

Each day that passed uneventfully lifted the weight off my lungs a little more. I'd
gone to the library in town that day to email Melanie. We had an email account we
shared, only sending emails to the same address. | hadn’t updated her since my frantic

flight from Albuquerque.

But the message that was waiting for me had left me cold and shaking, and that was
after already having to force myself to drive into town. I’ d been terrified.

The email she'd sent was short.

Don’t use this. He knows.

No more details than that.

Questions spun in my mind. Was Melanie okay? Had Nathan threatened her? Sent her
amessage? | desperately wanted to call her and hear her voice. But we'd learned the
hard way that Nathan was monitoring her calls. Even when she changed phones.
Because he was rich, and a genius, and the staff of West Tech would do anything for
him without a second thought. So | was in the dark, with no way to contact my sister,

and I’d already logged into the account here.

If he'd found that account and was watching its activity, he could know where | was.
But | hadn’'t seen the phantom Nathan anywhere again. After a few days, I'd finally



relaxed enough to believe that | was just on edge. There d been no other signs that he
was here or that he knew that | was.

A huge part of my relief was Lucas. Running into him after the email had been
equally terrifying, because he’' d seen through me like no one else had. But | couldn’t
deny the safety | felt with him, and the kiss...
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I’d thought about that kiss more than anything else the past few days. The gentle
press of hislips that woke thingsin me | had forgotten. The way it had grown deeper,
like it was meant to. When he'd leaned in, | hadn’t been afraid. I’ d been worried that
maybe | was broken in that way—that Nathan had taken the ability to want.

But kissing Lucas was arevelation, and | wanted more than one kiss.

The door chimed, and | smiled as the resident of my thoughts walked in the door.
Lucas had started coming in hafway through my shift, every time | worked, like
clockwork. We didn’t talk too much; | got him coffee, and he asked if | was okay. |
usually was.

Today, Jude was with him, one of the other owners of Resting Warrior, I'd met him a
couple other times when he' d come into the coffee shop. He was a quiet man, though

he was bigger than Lucas, if that was possible.

But the best part of Jude coming in was watching Lena. She blushed every time he
appeared and her boisterous, sassy personality became shy.

“Hey,” | called as Lucas and Jude came in. “ Coffee today?’
“Yeah,” Lucas said, and Jude nodded as well.

| stepped away from the counter. “1 think Lena might have some stuff for you. I’ll be
right back.”

She was in the kitchen, putting atray of cookies in the oven, flushed from baking up



astorm. There were alot of custom orders this week, and Lena had been working like
crazy to get them all done. | helped when | could.

“Judeis herewith Lucas,” | said, “if you want to see him.”

L ena blushed a deeper shade of pink. “Why would | want to do that?’

| sent her alook. “Realy?’

“He' s not here for me,” she said. “I’m glad he likes the coffee.”

“Lena, that man has not come to your store every week for two years because he likes
the coffee.”

“It's hisjob to pick up their order,” she said, but she didn’t meet my eyes.

“At least come say hello to Lucas.”

She made a face at me, not fooled at al, but she came with me all the same. Lucas
smiled when we returned and | went about getting their coffee. “You surviving back

there?’ he asked Lena

“Barely. | swear the whole town decided they needed baked goods this week. But
Evie has been a huge help.”

| finished pouring the coffee and put both lids on before | turned around. “She’s being
modest. This week she’s been a baking machine.”

L ucas took both coffees from me, our fingers brushing far more than they needed to.
“Are you okay?’



“I’'m okay,” | said, smiling. There was no way |I'd admit how much having him check
in helped. Knowing that he would be there kept me calm, and | looked forward to his
visits, even as | felt guilty about them. There were probably things he had to do on
the ranch that his visits were interrupting. But at the same time, | couldn’t bring
myself to ask him to stop.

“Don’'t burn yourself out, Lena,” Jude said. “What will Resting Warrior do if you
work yourself to death?’ The way he was looking at her left no room for doubt in my
mind. He was not here for the coffee.

Lena turned crimson, and she wiped her hands on her apron. It was her tell when she
was nervous. Which meant it really only happened when Jude was here.

“I’ll be okay,” she said. “I’m making good progress.”

“We won't keep you,” Lucas said, finaly handing the coffee to Jude. Then he looked
back at me. “ Seeyou later?’

| didn’t know if later meant tonight or tomorrow, but | would take either. “Y eah.”

His answering smile made butterflies take flight in my stomach, and | watched him
leave until he was out of sight.

The fact that he'd kissed me—that he wanted me in any way at all—was shocking. |
was a mess, and no matter what he said, | would never live down the embarrassment
of him seeing me triggered. But at the same time, | was so, so tired of running. Tired
of knowing that fear could hijack my mind over nothing, al because of the things that
Nathan had done.

But the idea of talking about those things out loud...



It was unthinkable.
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The first time I’d tried, Nathan had made me pay, and I'd learned there wasn’t
anything to do but run. And so | had. For the first time since I'd left, | hoped that |
could have alife. If | could push past that fear.

| didn’t see Lucas that evening, and | was opening Deja Brew alone for the first time
in the morning, so | went to bed early.

Garnet Bend was a different place in the early morning. The vast quiet of Montana
that was already everywhere seemed greater when the sun was peeking over the
horizon and painting the mountains gold. There was a hush in the air, like the world
was still holding its breath, and | liked it enough that it made me want to wake up
early more often.

There was a bouquet of flowers by the door of the bakery, and a small box. They
must be for Lena, since | didn’t usually work mornings. | hoped they were from Jude.
The bouquet was all black roses, but Lena was a sweet little oddball, and frankly,
black roses wouldn’t be out of left field for her.

| left them on her desk in the office and started the process of opening the shop
without thinking more about them. The morning rush passed quickly and easily, and
like it had when I’d worked at the Sandia Bean. People were starting to recognize me,
and | was starting to remember people’' s orders.

Shortly before L ena was supposed to arrive, the phone rang in the office, and | picked
it up. “Hello?’

“Hi, it's me.” Lena sounded out of breath. “I broke down on the way and Grace is



picking me up. I'll be alittle behind.”

| laughed. This was the first time it had happened to me, but apparently this was a
regular occurrence with Lena. She drove a classic car that had been on itslast legsten
years ago, but she loved it and kept driving it even though it seemed like it was dead

set on stranding her. “Okay, that’sfine. I’ll see you soon.”

She burst into the store a half hour later like a whirlwind, Grace close on her heels.
“I’m here, I’'m here. Sorry.”

“1t’ s been pretty quiet. But are you okay?’

“I"'m fine. No big deal.”

Gracerolled her eyes. “You need anew car, Lena.”

“Bessie does her best.”

| hid my grin asbest | could. “You named your car Bessie?’

“A name that’s as old as time itself? Seems appropriate,” Grace muttered.

“Hush, or you’ re not getting any coffee.”

| poured Grace a cup and slipped it to her across the counter before Lena could make
good on her threat. There was no one in the shop, so Grace and | followed her into the
kitchen.

“1 have about two hundred cookies to make today. Tonight. Whatever. The senior

center ordered chocolate chip for their party tomorrow. Though | don’t know why on
earth they need two hundred cookies. There aren’t close to that many people. But



that’ sfine, I'll take the money.”

“Lena,” | said, interrupting her rant. “Do you know you're still talking out loud?’
Looking up, shefroze. “I was, wasn't I? Guess I'm more frazzled than | realized.”
“Just tell me what to do, and I'll help,” Grace said.

| nodded. “And obviously you can boss me around, boss.”

“1 need a second. I’'m going to look at the order again to make sure I’'m remembering
it right before | jump into doing something and realize that I’ ve totally spaced.” She

disappeared into the office. “Evie, what’ s with the flowers?’

“Oh.” I"d forgotten about them. “They were in front of the door this morning.
Someone left them for you.” | looked at Grace. “Black roses.”

“Redly?’ She made aface. “Lena hates roses.”

| didn’t know that. There was a hitch in my chest but | pushed it down. It was fine.
There was nothing wrong. Someone was playing a joke. A prank. Or we'd sold a bad
pastry. It wasn’t him. It wasn't.

L ena peeked her head out of the door. “But the card in them is addressed to you.”

My stomach plummeted through the floor, and all the blood drained from my face. |
grabbed the edge of the worktable to make sure | didn’t hit the floor.

No.

It wasn't possible.
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Everything in me fought against the truth, because the truth meant | would lose
everything. Again.

“What's in the box?” My voice was flat and dead, and they were both looking at me
like I might pass out again.

Lenatook astep forward. “Are you o—"
“Lena,” | said, “what’sin the box?’

She pressed her lips together and stepped out of sight. Cardboard crinkled a moment
later.

What could | do? Wasiit really him on the street the other day? If he was already here
and watching the shop, the chances of me making it back to Resting Warrior were
gim.

If he wasn't, | could make it. But where would | go? I’d already made the decision to
stay. | didn't have a plan. Grief ripped through my chest and | fought off sudden
tears. | didn’t want to do this.

Lena came out of the office holding a jewelry box like I'd known she would. But it
was smaller than the others. She lowered it down on the worktable next to me. “Evie,
what does this mean?”

| swallowed before | opened the box. What would it be this time? The box was too
small to be a bracelet.



A strange sense of calm surrounded me as | opened it. It was like | wasn't present in
my own body. | was somewhere else, and another person was pretending to be
Evelyn. Controlling her movements.

Nestled in the velvet of the box was aring. Not just a ring, but a beautiful one. The
gold band had decorative filigree surrounding a deep red stone. | knew with one
glance that it was a garnet. My birthstone. Because of course it was.

L ena gasped, and Grace—now standing behind me—Iet out alow whistle.

The ring was a message, and a different one than he’ d been sending. What was it this
time?

That familiar feeling of desperate hollowness filled me as | reached for thering. | was
breathing, but it wasn’'t enough. The air felt thin. Flimsy. Those invisible hands |
always imagined gripped me hard, squeezing the life and joy 1'd found out of me.
The only thing left was darkness and fear.

Lena and Grace watched me carefully as | picked up the ring and turned it over.
There it was. The tiny engraving that I’d known would be there. But this time it
wasn't afalse identity with a date of death, it was me.

Evelyn Taylor

1992-2022

He' d never sent flowers before either. That was what had thrown me off. If it had just
been the box sitting in front of the door, I might have known.

But shouldn’t | have known?



Black roses. Lovethat’ s died.

| flipped open the tiny envelope. The words were printed in delicate script. He would
never handwrite it. He would never leave anything that could be directly traced.

Last chance, Evelyn. Till death do us part.

So this was it, then. He was going to come for me and finish what he'd started. On
some level, I'd aways known that this would happen. That | couldn’t run forever.
Nathan was too smart and too powerful.

| still felt calm, at complete odds with the terror inside. Maybe | was too scared to
feel it. Or worse, maybe I'd resigned myself to this a long time ago. Maybe al I'd

done was delay the inevitable.

Lena picked up the card from where I'd placed it on the table. Her head snapped up
when she read the words. “Is this a death threat?’

“Yes,” | said. “I’'m sorry, Lena. | never should have brought thisinto your life.”

There was anger on her face, but it wasn't directed at me. “Like hell, Evie. Thisis
from him? The man you thought you saw?’

| stared at her. “How do you know that?’

“When you fell behind the counter,” Grace said. “The only thing you said was ‘it's
him.” Over and over.”

My whole body went cold. “Oh.”
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“Soisit?’ Grace asked, more gently than Lena.

| nodded.

“I"'m calling the police,” Lena said.

“No.” The word exploded out of me like lightning. “No, you can’t.”

She leveled her gaze at me, and if she weren't on my side, that look would kill.
“Well, I'm sure as hell not going to stand here and do nothing.”

My voice disappeared entirely. How did | explain that calling the police would make
it worse? How did | tell her about years of trauma?

She sighed. “Okay, | won't call the police. Yet. Do you want me to call Lucas?’

His name was like the sun breaking through the clouds. Light. Safety. Warmth. |
nodded.

Putting her hand on my shoulder, Grace guided me toward the office. “Let’s get you
sitting down. Y ou look like you’ re about to pass out.”

Half of me wished that | would. If | was unconscious, | couldn’t feel. If | was asleep,
| couldn’t fear. Lena was aready on the phone. And it was only seconds later that |

heard the only words that could bring me relief. “He' son hisway.”

Chapter 13



Lucas

Liam stood across from me, staring down the horse. We were starting to push him a
little harder. Gently, but pushing all the same. If we never confronted the barriers that
kept him skittish, he’' d never get better.

“He' s stubborn, that’ sfor sure,” Liam called.

“Tell me about it,” | muttered under my breath. I’d never met an animal so averse to
change. But that only made me more determined.

My phone rang in my pocket and | pulled it out to silence it. Didn’'t need it spooking
the horse. But the number on the screen stopped me midmotion. It was Deja Brew.

“Hello?”

“Lucas,” Lenasaid.

| was already moving to the edge of the paddock. “Is she dl right?’

“I’'m not sure. It's not an episode like last time, but she needs you. Y ou're the only
one that she would let me call.”

| waved to Liam, and he nodded, having heard my part of the conversation. “Who
else did you try to call?’

“The police.”

Swearing under my breath, | started to jog. My truck was parked at the lodge.
“Why?’



“1 think it’s better that you see for yourself.”

“Why, Lena?’

She sighed. “Because | don’t want you getting in an accident on the way here.”
“I’m coming,” | said and ended the call.

Fuck. Visiting her at work the past couple days, I’d only become more invested. That
kiss, the things that she was still hiding, Evelyn was a puzzle | wanted to solve.

But along with those things, the same urge to protect her overwhelmed me. It was
screaming at me to get to her now. She had let Lena call me. Me. That made merun a
little faster. | couldn’t leave her alone—had to get there in time.

| skidded to a stop in front of my truck as Harlan came out of the lodge. “Where are
you going?’
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“Town.”
“Lucas—"
| jJumped in the front seat. “ This has to happen later, Harlan.”

He stood still for one second, then rounded the truck and got in the passenger seat.
“Let’'sgo.”

“Get out.”

“No.”

| huffed out a breath. “What the fuck are you doing?’

“You don’'t think any of us know you well enough to see what’s happening? That's
fine, you don't have to tell me. But | can see it on your face. I'm going with you in
case you need help. Now drive.”

There wasn’t time to argue with him. He wanted to come? Fine. But | was leaving his
ass in town if Ev wanted to come home. | wasn't going to force her to sit between

two men after something had happened. What had happened?

| tried to calm my spinning mind, put together what was going on. But | had no idea.
The fact that Lenawouldn’t tell me made me that much more desperate.

She was probably right to not tell me. | was skirting traffic laws as it was. The only



thing keeping me within the speed limit was the thought that getting pulled over
would slow me down.

There wasn't any parking by the coffee shop. | was about to double park when
Harlan’s hand landed on my shoulder. “1I’ll park, you go.”

| did.

Lena was behind the counter when | walked in. “Where is she?”

“She'sin the office,” she said. “There’ s something you need to seefirst.”

She led me into the kitchen and didn't need to guide me any farther. A massive
bouquet of black roses sat on the table, beautiful, though morbid. And aring.

“There’saninscription in thering,” Lenasaid softly. “And the card...”

| read them both, keeping myself deadly still.

Shock came first, then anger. Evelyn had PTSD, and it was obvious that she was
suffering. | hadn’t known she was in danger. No wonder she was fucking running.

The idea of Evelyn in danger cracked something open in me, a portion of myself that
I’d locked away after Emmett. A part I’d dealt with as much as | was able. But
Evelyn had to be safe. | needed her to be safe.

| gripped the side of the table in an effort not to stride into the office and take her
back to the ranch. Lock everything down. But | couldn’t do that. She was probably

scared out of her mind, and | needed to keep myself in control.

Grace dlipped out of the office and saw me. She smiled, and then she didn’t. “What



the fuck are you doing here?’

The words weren't aimed at me, but at Harlan. He was standing in the door to the
kitchen with my keys. “I came with Lucas, in case he needed help.”

She scoffed, firein her eyes. “I don’t think anyone here is going to be helped by your
presence, Harlan. Go home.”

His face darkened, and then it sharpened into a smile. “Y ou don’t control where | go,
Gracie. And I'll leave when Lucas, Lena, or Evelyn asks me to, given that they’re the

ones actualy involved in the situation.”

“You're such an asshole,” Grace hissed, body taut like a spring. | wouldn’t be
surprised if she pounced on him.

“Enough,” Lena said. “Y ou guys have issues, we get it. If you need to work it out, get
aroom. But thisisn't helping.”

The two glared at each other but stayed silent.
“I’m going to talk to her,” | said, slipping by Grace.
| wasn't sure what to expect, walking into the office. Would Evelyn be in a state of

panic or fear? What | didn’t anticipate was the utter calm. She was sitting quietly,
still, staring into space. | shut the door behind me.
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“Evelyn?’
She sat there frozen, not fidgeting, not moving at all. Given that she had just gotten a
death threat, | didn’'t blame her. Finally, she looked up at me, but she wasn’t there.
Not fully in her body. Her spirit had gone.
“Hi,” shefinaly said.
| crouched in front of her, holding myself back from begging her to tell me who it
was so | could kill him. Later, | would get to the gym and beat the hell out of a bag
with a phantom face on it until | was too exhausted for the dreams to come.
“1 didn’t know he was coming after you.”

“Yeah.”

“He's why you're running,” | said again, because | needed the confirmation. “He
gave you the scars?’

She nodded.
| stood and turned away, pushing down the fury that wasn’t directed at her. Yes, |
was angry that she hadn’'t told me, didn't trust me, but that was a different

conversation. “Do you know how he found you?”’

“I have an idea. Not for sure.”



What next? If she was in danger, we needed to establish security and boundaries.
Quickly. I wasn't about to lock her up, but | wanted to put her inside the ranch where
we had cameras.

“1 need to know something, Ev,” | said. “Please.”

She looked at me again, waiting. | hated the deadnessin her eyes.

“Why didn’t you tell me he was still coming after you?”’

“Because you' d want to help me,” she said. “Y ou would go after him, and | can’t put
you—or anyone else here—on hisradar. Y ou don’t know what he'll do.”

Frustration scraped my insides like sandpaper. He'd made her feel powerless. So
powerless that she’'d had to leave her life and thirteen others besides, and through all
that, she was still trying to protect people.

“1 can take care of myself, Ev,” | said softly. “I need you to hear that and believeit.”
“1 do. But you don’t know him.”

“Then tell me.”

There was a soft knock on the door, and Lena opened it. “Lucas, let me grab you for a
second.”

“Okay.”

Evelyn was coming back. | could see it in her face and body, but she didn’t ook like
she was about to tell me shit.



“1 just thought of something,” Lena said after | pulled the door closed. “The package
with the ring. It didn’t have a return address on it. And the flowers weren’t delivered
during business hours. They were waiting when she got here this morning. Does that
mean he's here?’

| clenched my jaw and focused on keeping my body still. “1 don’t know.” As soon as
Ev was home and safe, | needed to call Jerry again. This time, there had to be

something.

“Keep her safe, Lucas,” Lena said. “I don't give a shit if that means I’'m working
alone. Don't let this asshole—whoever he is—get to her.”

“Not planning on it. Thank you, Lena.”

In the shop proper, Grace and Harlan were facing off like they were about to have an
ol d-fashioned shootout.

“1"m going to take Evelyn home,” | told him. “Can you call Jerry and get the footage
that covers the front of the store this morning?’

“Surething.” He never took his eyes off Grace.

“Y ou okay to get home?”’
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A slow grin. “I’'m sure | can get Gracie here to drop me off on her way home.”
“Like hell,” she muttered.

The two had a past that Harlan never talked about. All we knew was that he knew her
from before. Harlan had grown up in Montana before joining the SEALs, and
somehow Grace was a part of that. But the rest of their history was private.

| wasn't about to get in the middle of it. Harlan was an adult, and if he had a problem
getting home, he could call one of the other guys.

When | pushed back into the office, Evelyn was still sitting where I'd left her.
“Before | get you out of here, we should talk to the police.”

Evelyn’s head snapped up, eyes blazing. “No.”
113 EV—"

“Absolutely not.” She was no longer in any kind of daze, now on her feet staring me
down. “Do not call them.”

| stepped into her space so she had to look up at me. “This is a death threat. It should
be reported. Taken serioudly.”

“You think | don’t know that it's serious?’ She shook her head. “ This has been my
life for the past four years. | know it’'s fucking serious. And | know exactly what the
police can do and what they can’'t. Don't call them.”



It hit me in a wave. She'd gone to the police before, and they hadn’'t helped. Either
they hadn’t, or they’d made it worse.

This was the strongest that I’ d ever seen Evelyn, standing tall and defending herself. |
wanted to see her like this al the time. She was so fucking beautiful in every way. |
wanted to get my hands on the man who had done this. He didn’t deserve to take up
one more second of her thoughts.

“All right,” | said. “I’ll take you home.”

On the way out, she grabbed both the ring and the card off the table and brought them
with us. Good. We'd need them as proof. Police or no, | was going to make sure
Evelyn never had to run again.

Chapter 14

Lucas

Evelyn didn’t want to leave her car again, so | followed her back to the ranch. | knew
she wanted her car close in case she decided to run, but | wasn’t going to fight her on
it. But when we got back, | needed her to tell me. She might not have wanted to
involve me, but | was involved now. | wanted to be. And | wasn’t backing down.

When we pulled up to the house, | followed her onto the porch, and she hesitated.
Now that we were alone, things seemed easier. The good kind of tension hummed in
theair as| stepped close—not nearly as close as | wanted to be, but closer.

The need to kiss her pulled me forward, but we had to fix things between us first. |
was still angry, and she had things she needed to tell me. Otherwise, thiswasn’'t going
to work.



“Areyou going to let me help you, Ev?’

A shuddering breath. “Yes.”

Thank God. “I can’'t help you if you don't tell me the truth.”

Evelyn swallowed. “1 know.” She pushed into the house, and | followed behind her.
Not stopping, she disappeared into the kitchen. The clink of glass and ice followed.
When she came back, there was a glass of alcohol in her hand. Not something that

came with the house, so she’'d bought it. Or brought it with her.

If she needed alcohol to tell this story—I stifled the thought. Listening was the first
task. Just listening.

Evelyn curled up on the couch, and | sat across from her in a separate chair. She
needed space to do this—I could tell.

“Okay,” she said, not looking at me. She hadn’t looked at me once since we entered.
“His name is Nathan West. The Nathan West.”

“Nathan West,” | said softly. “Asin the son of Patrick West?’

She still didn’t look at me, her entire face flushing. “Yes.”

Fuck. No wonder she was running. Patrick West was a tech hillionaire and the
founder of the security software aimost everyone used. He and his family were very

visible and very rich. So this man had unlimited resources and influence. No wonder
she hadn’t wanted the police.
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“We met in college and dated for two years. At the time, we were miraculougly in
love. | moved in with him before we graduated. Miami. He was rich and beautiful. A
perfect gentleman. So when he proposed, | said yes.” She stumbled over her words
and took adrink. “There weren't signs of anything else.”

| kept my breath even. This was about her. Whatever my reaction was could wait. She
needed to get this out.

“We' d been together for years, and everything was fine. Or | thought it was. One day,
we went out to lunch or something, shopping maybe? | don’t remember at this point.
We ran into one of my high school boyfriends. It was one of those things where we
realized we were better friends and split, so it was nice to see him again. The
conversation didn’t last long, maybe ten minutes, and then we went our separate
ways. Everything was fine. If anything, Nathan was more attentive and affectionate
than he normally was.”

Dread pooled in my stomach. Given the scars I’ d aready seen, | knew where this was
heading.

“That night, he...” She trailed off and took another drink. “He said that he wanted to
try something new. Tie me up and tease me. We'd never done that before but—"
Another drink. “We had a good sex life, so | was down to try anything once. |
realized something was off when he used metal handcuffs and made them way too
tight everywhere. But he turned into a completely different person—I'm sorry.”
Evelyn got up and went to the kitchen, pouring herself another drink.

She didn’t come back. After a couple minutes | followed her and sat at the table. She



faced away from me, leaning heavily on the counter. God, | wanted to touch her. Let
her lean on me instead. | couldn’t imagine what it was like to recall something like
this.

All the traumathat I’ d been through—it was my fault. Dealing with it when it wasn't
your fault? She was stronger than anyone | knew.

“He left me alone, just shackled there. And when he came back, he wasn't the same.
I’d never seen him angry, and all of a sudden, he was screaming.” She turned and
looked at me then. “He told me that | was his alone, and no one else's. He claimed he
didn’t know that I’ d been with anyone else—though it wasn’t something that I’ d kept
a secret—and if he'd known, he would have made it clear earlier.

“I was his until | died. No one else would ever have me. And if | ever tried what I'd
done that day again, he'd be kind. He would bury me somewhere beautiful. In afield
of flowers, evenif | didn't deserveit.”

She closed her eyes, and | waited. | would wait all fucking night if she needed me to.
Then she looked at me. “Y ou said you know who they are?’

| nodded. “Yes. I'm familiar.”

“Nathan is smart. Incredibly smart. And he had a workshop in our house, so he had
everything that he needed. To... burn me.”

Thistime | closed my eyes.

“He used my engagement ring,” she said. “Marked my arms, hips, and chest. His goal
was to make it impossible for anyone to touch me without knowing that | was his.”



My hands gripped the chair so hard that the wood creaked. It was the only thing
keeping me seated. Anger flowed through me, white-hot and explosive. But like hell
was | going to interrupt her while she was this open and this fragile.

She made it sound simple. He' d burned her. The circular scars now made sense. What
she didn’'t say was that it would have taken hours for him to do that. Scars that deep
took time. Over and over he would have heated the ring and used it on her.

I’d never seen such an intentional act of hatred.

Her voice was small now. “When he finished, he unchained me. Not that | could
move at all. He was smiling when he kissed me and told me that he’'d be back later.
He called me hisfiancée. And he didn’t come back.

“In the morning when he still wasn’t there, | managed to get myself up. | knew the
burns were deep, and | took myself to the emergency room. They reacted exactly like
you’ d want them to. They were horrified, and the nurse called the police.”

Evelyn’s voice went cold. “The officer who came to see me was pissed. He talked me
into pressing charges even though | was afraid to. After he left to file the charges, |

never saw him again.”

A curse fell from my lips, and she looked at me, confirmation on her face. “Let me
guess,” | said, the words rough. “ Those charges disappeared?’

“Less than two hours later another cop came back. He said that there were no charges
to press. And a doctor came and told me that | couldn’t stay there.”

| stood, unableto keep still. “He paid them off?’

“1 don’t have proof.”



She wouldn’t get it either. The Wests were powerful enough to have that kind of
reach. But was it just Nathan with access to his family’s money? Or was it his father
too?

“Nathan was waiting for me outside the hospital. | was in too much pain to run, even
after being treated.”

“Evelyn—"

She held up a hand. “He took me back to our house and told me that | clearly hadn’t
learned the lesson. | tried to fight him—I promise that | tried to fight him.”

| crossed the kitchen to her, needing to be close, not sure if she wanted to be touched.
Instead, | placed both hands on the counter beside her, leaning until | was looking
directly into her eyes. “If anyone's ever made you fed like this was your fault
because you couldn’t fight him off or didn’t believe you, they’re wrong.”
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Evelyn’'s eyes were glassy, and she broke away from my gaze. But she didn’'t move
away. “He did it again. This time covering my back. Didn’t untie me for days. I'm
not sure how long he had me there.”

Closing my eyes, | pushed away from her. | couldn’t imagine it, because if | did—I
couldn’t.

“l didn’t run. | couldn’t. He told my family that I’d fucked up while cooking and
there was a grease fire that spread to my clothes. Melanie—my sister—was the only
one who didn’'t believe it. And she got me out. It took a couple of months for the
burns to fully heal, and she worked the whole time. She got me a fake ID. A new
place, new car, new job. An email account that only we knew about. And in the
meantime, | convinced him that | was happy. That I’ d learned my lesson.

“When he stopped being so suspicious, | ran. It took him less than three weeks to find
me the first time, and | barely got out. With everything at West Tech he has access
to... | had to get good at disappearing. After that, the bracel ets started.”

“Bracelets?’

She walked into her bedroom and came back with a shoebox. | took it from her and
opened it. Inside were bracelets. Thirteen of them—I counted. “ They have the names
of my aliases on them, and a birth and death date. His way of telling me that he's

found me and killed another one of my lives.”

“It'slikethering.”



“Yeah.” She shook her head. “But it's never been aring before. And it’s never been
my real name. | think... | think he really might kill me thistime.”

“That’s not going to happen, Ev.” She didn’t believe me. | could see it on her face.
“I’m not going to let that happen.”

No response, but it was a promise whether she believed it or not.

He wasn't going to touch her again.

“Thank you for telling me. I’'m so sorry, Ev.”

“Why?" She shook her head. “ Y ou didn’t do this.”

“No one should have to go through this. And | hope that I’ ve been doing an okay job
of showing you that | care about you.”

She looked away. “You have. I... don’'t pretend to know why.”

“Yes, you do.”

A delicate silence hung in the air between us, fragile as blown glass. It was as close
as I’d ever come to telling her | wanted her. All of our cards had to be on the table
now.

“What happens now?’ she asked.

“I"d like you to stay on the property for now. You're the safest here. Until we can
figure out if he’s here in person and how he found you.”

She nodded. “ Okay.”



“But to be clear, you're not a prisoner.”

A small smile. “If I’d thought that, | would have been gone already.”

“Good.”

“1 think it was the email,” she said. “When you saw me at the library, I’d gotten an
email from Melanie that just said he knew about the account. If he looked for it,
maybe he saw where | logged in from?”’

“It'spossible.” | faced her squarely. “I know you don’'t want to hear this, but we need
to tell the police. | understand your hesitation because of what happened, but the
police chief, Charlie, isafriend. He's agood man.”

She shut down. Utterly deflated, shoulders drawing in in defeat. “Y ou can’'t guarantee
Nathan won't get to him. Or anyone else in the department. Nathan is charming.
Beautiful. And he has all the money in the world. What if it happens again?’

It was a valid point. | didn't know the lengths he would go to yet, and there was
reason to be cautious. “What if we tell the chief and only the chief? If someone like
Nathan is going to be wandering around Garnet Bend, then he'll want to know.” She
hesitated. “| promise that | know him well, and | would trust him with my life.”

L ong seconds passed before she nodded. “Okay, but only him.”
“Thank you.” | stepped into her orbit, daring now to pull her closer. The anger that
was pulsing through me was a living thing. At this monster of aman. At the fact that |

could have been working to fix thisif | had only known.

Now | knew.
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Evelyn's hands curved around my back, holding on to me. Holding her kept me
steady. Aslong as | was holding her, nothing could harm her. And that was the most
important thing in my life now.

| wanted to kiss her again, taste that sweetness. But this wasn't the moment. Still, the
temptation was overwhelming. “I want to kiss you again, Ev.”

Shettilted her face up, and she didn’t say no. Fucking beautiful.
“But | don't want you to regret it later. And | don’t want anything between us to be
because of your pain.” | pressed my lips to her forehead, and she relaxed like the

weight of the world had suddenly fallen off her shoulders.

She’'d been holding all of that alone. For years. | held her tighter, happy to take the
load from her for awhile.

“Will you be all right?’

Her hands tightened. “Can you—will you stay? Just... like this. Not for anything

else.
“Of course.”
Even quieter now, “I don’t want to be alone.”

What Evelyn didn’t know was that | would hold her as long as she wanted—as long
as she needed. She didn't realize that I'd been all in from that first day. It was pure



chance that she’d ended up here, and | would believe in fate for the rest of my life
after this.

| needed her as much as she needed me.

Evelyn stayed in my arms until she was ready to let go. | didn’t know how long we'd
stayed like that, but the sun was setting outside.

“1 think | need some sleep.”

“Yeah,” | said. “I'll be on the couch if you need anything.”

She blushed, and | pretended not to notice. “ Thank you, Lucas.”

“Anytime, Evelyn.”

She disappeared into the bedroom and closed the door behind her. | retreated to the
living room and sat on the couch, dropping my face into my hands. All of that was...

| needed to tell Harlan and Daniel. Not the full story, but that | was in deep. | had a
feeling they already knew, but | still needed to tell them.

Pulling out my phone, | sent a text to Harlan letting him know that | was out of
commission for the night. | wasn't leaving Evelyn alone, and | wasn’t inviting people
into her house so we could talk. I’d fill them in on the necessary details in the
morning.

| kicked off my boots and settled back on the couch. It was a good thing that Evelyn
had asked me to stay, because | didn’t know how to make myself leave.

Chapter 15



Evelyn

When | woke, it was all at once. No grogginess or hesitation. | was clear, though the
light through the windows told me I’ d dlept late.

Last night was the first time I'd told someone everything. Really everything. Not
even Melanie knew some of those details, because while I’d been still going through
it, I’d been desperate to make it better. To make it seem like | hadn’t been completely
fooled.

Lucas hadn’t looked at me the way I’d feared he might. There was no pity or disgust,
only anger at Nathan and the cops who' d made my life hell. The way he’d held me...

If 1I’d opened up to someone like this earlier... would things have been better? But at
the same time, none of those people were Lucas. Something about him fit me in a
way that I'd never expected. And | trusted him.

It was a strange feeling. Years had gone by since I'd trusted anyone. Regardless of
the feelings that were growing for him, the fact that he saw through me had started
before that.

| dlipped out of my room. | hadn’t locked the door last night. Not because I'd hoped
that Lucas would come in, but because I'd known that he wouldn’'t without an
invitation. That kind of safety was everything.

| peeked my head around the living room door. He was still here, on the couch, his
big body crammed into a space that was far too small for him. He was sound asleep.

For a few moments | watched him. | was attracted to him. Deeply. And that feeling
was so alien and new that it was terrifying. The way he'd felt when he held me last
night, the way he’'d dropped everything to come to me when 1'd needed it. It was



almost too much. And not enough.
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I’d very much wanted him to kiss me again, but the fact that he hadn’t, made me trust
him more.

Ever since Nathan, nothing like this had been an option. I’ d never believed the lie that
| belonged to him. | was a person—I didn’'t belong to anyone. But he'd gotten his
wish. No one had ever touched me, because I'd known the second someone did and
he found out, they would be a target too. | didn’t want that for anyone.

But Lucas had stepped past that shield, and he didn’t care about the fact that Nathan
would come after him. It was a breath of relief to have someone standing with me.

| crossed the room toward him and Lucas opened his eyes, adert, like he hadn’t been
sleeping at all. But as he saw me, his face melted into a smile, and al those butterflies
were back in my stomach. | loved having someone react to me that way, and at the
sametimethelast timel’d felt like this—

| shut the thought down. Lucas was not Nathan.

“Morning,” he said.

“Morning,” | glanced back at the clock in the kitchen. “It's amost not morning
anymore.”

“Not surprising. Y esterday was a hell of aday. How are you?’

My toes curled under, and nerves made my fingers flare. “1I’'m good. | feel okay. Last
night... was the first time | told someone everything. You' re the only one who knows



itall.”

He looked up at me in the middle of putting on his boots. “I didn’t know that.”

“Yeah.”

Lucas stood. His height was never not surprising. He dwarfed me, but | wasn’t afraid
of it anymore. “Thank you for trusting me with it.”

| nodded.
He reached for me slowly, and | didn't move. Lucas's hands on me were still a
revelation, and every time he touched me | got a little more used to the idea of being

touched. Of wanting to be touched.

“You're one of the bravest people I've ever met, Ev. And I've known a lot of brave
people.” Lucas pulled me against him, and | relaxed, resting my head on his chest.

“It doesn’'t feel that way.”

“Doesn’t mean that it’s not true.”

We stood there for a few minutes before he pressed a kiss to my forehead. | wanted
more than that, but | didn’t know how to ask for that either. Yet.

“l need to get over to the stables. If you want to come with me to see the animals,
you'’ re welcome to. But take your time. There’ s no rush.”

Immediate terror and dread gripped me. | didn’t want to be alone. Because when |
was with Lucas | didn’t have to think about the fact that Nathan had found me. And it
was easier to ignore the urge to fucking run that had been burned into me. Literally.



“Can | comenow?’ | asked. “I'll get ready fast.”

Lucas s shoulders relaxed. “Y es. Absolutely. And there’ s no rush.”

| hurried back to my room and dressed, ignoring his order to take my time. | didn’t
want to keep him, and | was suddenly eager to get out of this house for a bit. | wanted
air, to get away from the weight of everything that I’d told him in here.

“Okay, I'm ready.”

Lucas's gaze stopped me in my tracks. The way his eyes traced me up and
down—even though | was in along-sleeved T-shirt and jeans—made me shiver with
sudden heat. I’d forgotten what it was like to feel wanted. | didn't mind it. At al. But
| wasn't ready to admit how much | liked it.

“All right, let's go.”

We walked toward the stables. | hadn't really been close to them yet, but | found a
spring in my step. “I used to ride horses. When | was younger. | haven’'t for a long
time, but | loved them.”

“Really?’

13 Yeah.”

He sighed. “That’s good to know. Unfortunately, the horse you'll see today has been
abit difficult. | can’t seem to get through to him that people are worth trusting.”
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“Thisisthe horse you brought out to the field?’

“Itis.”

“What’ s his name?’

L ucas shook his head. “We haven't given him one.”

“Maybe that’s part of the problem.”

He shrugged, smiling. “ At this point I’'ll try anything. Y ou want to name him?’

| smiled back. “ Sure.”

We reached the paddock, and Lucas brushed his hand down my arm before hopping
over the fence. | climbed up onto the first rung of the fence and leaned on it, watching
him.

He was beautiful in his element. All power and control, and he was here with me.
Protecting, watching, and wanting.

Right here in this moment, | felt free. There was so much wrong, and the weight of
Nathan hadn’t gone away, but it was easier to set it aside for awhile.

Lucas disappeared into the stable. While | was waiting, a woman came up to the
fence afew feet away. She appeared out of nowhere, no sound, like a ghost. I'd seen
her at a distance around the ranch, doing various tasks, but | didn't know anything



about her other than that she worked here.

“Hello,” | said.

She smiled but said nothing. Given the way Lucas and the other owners cared about
this place, | didn’t doubt that she was safe. And even without words, my gut told me
that she was a good person. There was no disturbance or tension around her. 1'd
relied on my gut for years to keep me alive, and | wasn’'t going to stop now.

L ucas came out of the stable leading the horse, smiled in my direction, and raised his
hand in greeting to someone behind me. | turned to find a middle-aged woman
approaching. She was beautiful in an effortless way and clearly not dressed for ranch
work. | stepped down off the fence as she approached. | recognized her vaguely.
She’'d been here the day | arrived, before I’d met Lucas. I'd been coming in as she
was going out. “Hello, Mara,” she said to the other woman.

Mara. | would remember that.

Then she turned to me with a smile. “Hi again. We haven't officially met. I'm
Rayne.”

“Evelyn.” | shook her hand when she offered.

“Oh,” her face lit up, “I’d heard someone new was staying at the ranch. | didn’t
realize that you' d stayed.”

My stomach tightened. They’d told her about me? What had they said?
She noted the look on my face. “Don’t worry, | don’t know anything about you apart

from your name. I’'m atherapist in Garnet Bend, and | work with Resting Warrior and
their clients. | have someone who could benefit from a good therapy horse, so | made



arrangements to come see the progress with Lucas.”

“Slow progress, I'm afraid,” he said, approaching on the other side of the fence.
“He' s still stubborn.”

Rayne looked across the paddock at the horse who was prancing around nervously.
“Do you still think he has potential ?’

“l do,” Lucas said. “I think there’s something I’'m missing that will unlock his trust,
but | haven't found it yet.”

They continued to talk about the horse, but | took the opportunity to observe Rayne.
A therapist. When Lucas had suggested that | talk to someone, this must have been
who he meant. He'd mentioned she was a doctor and everything. She seemed nice
and approachable. I’ d never thought that I’d be able to talk to anyone about what had
happened, but I’ d told Lucas everything.

If 1 redly did have PTSD, then maybe it was a good idea. But | was still worried
about what would happen if Nathan found her. She didn’t live at Resting Warrior and

wouldn’t be protected in the same way.

“1 offered the naming opportunity to Evelyn here. Have you thought of one?’ Lucas's
voice brought me back to the present.

| looked over at the horse—a chestnut stallion whose color shone copper like metal in
the sun. “Penny,” | said, going with instinct. “That’s what he looks like when he
shines.”

“Penny,” Rayne said with asmile. “A good name for a horse.”

“Itis.” Lucas smiled.



He moved away, and the chase began. He wasn’t actually chasing Penny, just trying
to approach slowly. It was a way of pushing his boundaries. Harlan came out of the
stable, too, and nodded to Lucas. Together they walked around Penny, the horse not
having it even though they weren’t doing anything threatening.
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| had a flash of memory. Something | hadn’t thought about in years. At my stable
there had been a horse like this one. Never seemed to want to be with people, but
he' d liked me. I’ d helped the trainers at the stable tame him. He' d ended up being one
of my favorite horses to ride.

“Lucas,” | said. “Can | comein?”’

He met my eyes, assessing. | felt him weigh the risks before he nodded. “Just let us
actually catch him first, al right?’

“Okay.”

It took afew minutes for them to get close enough, but they did. As soon as they took
the reins | climbed up and over the fence, dropping down. The movement startled
Penny, and he reared. They lost their grip on the reins, and Penny charged straight at

me.

Adrenaline spiked through my veins and Lucas shouted, but | didn't move. This
didn’t scare me—I had real monstersin my life.

Penny slowed at the last second, and | caught his reins. That movement startled him
again, but this time it startled him still. He huffed out a heavy breath but didn’t seem
interested in running anymore.

“Hi, Penny,” | said softly. “You're okay.”

He tossed his head, and | took a step closer.



“l know you’'re scared, but these are good people. You can let them touch you.”
Another step closer, and another. He pranced a little, but he didn’t pull away like he
had with Lucas or Harlan. | kept my voice low and steady. “You don’'t have to be
scared.”

| was close enough to touch him now, and | dared to do it. My heart pounded in my
ears, my body reacting to the potential danger even if | felt calm. But Penny stayed
still while | touched his nose and petted him slowly. “There you go.”

He made alow noise and lowered his head for more.

“Well fuck,” Lucas said with a laugh. He looked over at Harlan. “Looks like | forgot
to try one thing.”

L ucas edged closer and immediately Penny’s entire stance changed. He was ready to
charge away, to run so that Lucas couldn’t touch him.

“Will you lead him over to Rayne and Mara?’ he asked, backing off.

“Sure.”

He followed me without hesitation over to the fence where the two women were. The
perfect horse. Rayne smiled and reached over the fence to pet him. “Looks like he has
some potential after all. What do you think is the problem?’ she called to Lucas.

“l think he's afraid of men. Makes sense, given how he was rescued. But this is
something that | can work with.” Lucas approached again, but this time he stood

directly behind me. It seemed to do the trick, because Penny didn’t bolt.

Lucas placed a hand on my lower back, and the casual touch was distracting. But |
didn't want him to pull away. “If | stand behind you,” he said softly, “can we do a



couple of circles?’

| nodded, pulling on the reins and getting Penny back to the center. Lucas stuck close
with me, and | understood why. If Lucas could get Penny to associate him with me,
he might trust Lucas more. His hands stayed on me as | spun, leading Penny in easy
circles around the paddock. | gave him a few commands to speed up or slow down,
and he followed them without trouble. A decently trained horse when he wasn’t
scared out of his mind.

L ucas laughed behind me and leaned down to speak in my ear so he wouldn’t spook
the horse. “ Thank you for exposing the problem.”

| smiled. “I’ve missed this. |—"

“What?’

There were things | hadn’t thought about in a long time. That were too painful and
too tainted to dive into. My love of animals was one of them. And what I’d hoped to
do before | met Nathan. My voice felt thick in my throat and the world blurred with
tearsthat | blinked back. “I’m not ready.”

The fingers on my waist tightened. “I’m here when you are.”

No questions or ridicule. Just acceptance. If | weren't controlling a horse, | would
have leaned back into him. We made a few more circles before Lucas spoke again.
“Ready to put him away?’

Chapter 16

Lucas



Evelyn was a natural. Penny—the name suited the horse—was not a small animal,
but she had showed absolutely no fear. It was clear that she had experience with
horses and led Penny back to his stall in the stables without any fight. Exactly likelI'd
been trying to do for weeks.

It's something | should have thought of, and definitely something that | would keep
in mind in the future. Animals could experience PTSD too. That I’d missed that... |
needed to pay better attention.
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She led him into the stall, pet his nose when he hung his head over, and murmured
soft words in his ear. Harlan had followed us into the stable, but I motioned him
away. | was trying to convey the words get the hell out with my face.

He gave me a knowing look and chuckled. But he went. | would owe him one another
time.

“Do you want to see the other animals?’ | asked, stepping up behind her so that
Penny would see my closeness to her.

“Sure.”

Before either of us moved, | reached out my hand and slowly stroked Penny’s nose.
He skittered, but settled when Ev’'s hand joined mine. “There you go,” | said softly.
“I’m not going to hurt you. | promise.”

We stepped away, Penny still watching us.

“Serioudly, thank you.”

“It’ s not a problem.” She smiled softly.

“If you want to help more with him, you' re more than welcome.”

Evelyn lit up like I’ d flicked on a light switch and she’ d been in the dark. “Really?’

“Of course,” | said. “He obvioudly likes you, and that was more progress than I've



made with him in amonth. | could use the help.”

She blushed. “Thanks.”

We walked outside alittle, past the apacas and sheep, laughing at the one sheep who
thought he was an alpaca and followed them around constantly. Alpacas and Ilamas
weren't generally used as service animals for people with PTSD but had been found
helpful for people with emotional or learning difficulties, as well as the elderly
suffering from dementia.

And they were always ariot to watch. Big and fluffy with the cutest ears.

When we went back into the stable, | led her to the only other horse we had on the
property. For now. | was picking up another one tomorrow. “This is Blanche.” She
was a gentle mare that had taken to training perfectly. “ She's going to a rehab center
in Arizona at the end of next week.”

“Hi, Blanche,” Ev said quietly. “How did you all get the idea for this place?’

| scratched the back of my neck and looked away. It wasn't an easy thing to talk
about, but after everything that she’d shared with me, it would be hypocritical not
trust her. “I told you that all of us were SEALS, but not how we met. When we came
back from our various assignments and got out, we all ended up at the same treatment
program for PTSD. Government run. The kind of place you get stuck when they have
nowhere elseto put you.”

Evelyn winced. “Doesn’t sound fun.”
“No,” | said, “It wasn't. And we all knew that we weren't getting the help that we

needed. Though | give the program credit for getting us to the point where we could
admit that we needed help. For men like us, that’s hard to do.”



Evelyn returned my smile as we stepped out of the barn and into the sun. | headed
toward the kennels. | didn’t know if she was aware that we kept dogs on the property
yet. We kept them pretty locked down because dogs running wild weren't a good
thing for people with post-traumatic stress.

“So we talked about it, and together over some drinks we came up with the idea of a
safe place for people like us. A place away from everything, where people could
recover. A couple of us had had good experiences with animal-led therapy, so we
wanted room for that. Help people any way we could.

“Harlan helped us get this property. Liam and | studied how to train animals properly.
Now Grant and Noah help find our clients and place our animals. Daniel takes care of
the day-to-day tasks, and Jude is our security. He also helps with whatever needs
doing.”

“That's amazing,” Evelyn said. “Really. | feel like most people would have kept their
anger and not wanted to help anyone.”

“There’'s plenty who do. Hopefully, some of them can find their way here. So we
decided to do it, but we're not therapists. That's why we work with some local
providers. A psychiatrist and physical therapist who are a married couple, and a
therapist.”

Evelyn smiled. “Dr. Rayne?’

“Yes.

“She introduced herself.”

| was careful not to react. The last time I’d suggested talking to someone, it hadn’t
gone well. Nor should it have. That had been stepping over aline far too soon.



“Who's Mara?’ Ev asked. “She was there, Rayne greeted her, but she didn't say
anything.”

“She’s the one who took the job you came here looking for,” | said. “But she's very
guiet, and she has her reasons.”
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“Oh.” She looked down. It seemed like she wanted to ask more, but there wasn’t
much more to tell her. Mara was a sweet girl and did her job efficiently and quietly.
Any indication that she'd experienced something in the past was just that—an
indication. I’d heard her speak maybe three times in the year that she'd worked for
us, but she was always ready with asmile.

Evelyn and | were so close together that | could take her hand, and | wanted to. But |
wasn't sure where she was at after last night. When she looked up she took a deep
breath. “I’m thinking about talking to Dr. Rayne. | know you suggested it, and |I...
was rude. And I still don’t know if I’'m ready. But I’ m thinking about it.”

“That's great,” | said, the pressure in my chest easing. “And you weren’t rude. |
shouldn’t have pushed you to begin with.”

She sighed. “Sometimes | need pushing.”

We turned the last corner, and Evelyn stilled. “Y ou have dogs?’

They were al behind a chain-link fence in the large area that we used to train and
house them. But on seeing us, they were all barking up against the fence, excited for
people. The dogs we trained were all personable—they had to be in order to be
therapy dogs—and they loved visitors.

“We have dogs,” | said, approaching the gate. “ Sit.”

The dogs all backed up and sat, allowing Evelyn and me to enter. As soon as the gate
closed, they knew they were free, and Evelyn was swarmed. Not in a bad way. These



dogs loved people, and for her they were al joy. A dozen wiggling balls of it.

Evelyn laughed, and | froze. Had | heard her laugh before? It was light and free.
Beautiful. She sat down, still laughing, allowing the dogs to lick her face and climb
into her lap. | think it was the happiest I’ d ever seen her.

| burned the image into my brain. Head thrown back, sun shining on dark hair, face
scrunched as dogs licked it, and laughing. Evelyn was so fucking beautiful.

She looked at me. “I’ ve never owned a pet. Not since | was redlly little. | rode horses
and stuff, but | always wanted a dog. Nathan didn’t like them, and the past few
years...” She paused. “ They wouldn’t have been fair to adog.”

“You love animals.” It was afact that would be apparent to anyone watching.

“1 do.” She hesitated, then stepped away to fill the dogs' bowls with food.

From across the space, | watched her play with them after they ate. They brought her
a ball and fell over themselves to get it and bring it back to her. If | hadn’t already
known, this would have confirmed that Evelyn was a good person. The animals were
trained to be sensitive to people' s emotions and react accordingly. They all loved her.

Especially Aspen, an English setter that had been here a while. He wasn’'t playing
with the other dogs, instead sticking to Evelyn's side, bumping her leg, and
practically sitting on her feet.

A dog like Aspen would be perfect for someone like Evelyn. English setters were
gentle, protective, and one of the ideal breeds for therapy. And given what was
happening with Nathan, she might appreciate a little backup. | knew that | would feel
better if she had one of our dogs watching her back.



| walked over to her, and she smiled at me. It was my goal to have her smiling like
this every day. She deserved that. “What do you say you have one of these guys as a
buddy for however long you're here?’ | avoided setting any kind of end date, because
if I was honest with myself, | didn’t want her to leave.

“Wait, really?’

“Really.”

Tears filled her eyes and she covered her face with her hands. Then she laughed,
looking down at Aspen. “I’m not sure this one would let me go anyway.”

“Aspen.”

She knelt down beside the dog. “Hi, Aspen.”

Histail wagged so fast it was nearly a blur, and he sat still while Evelyn hugged him.
There wasn’'t going to be any problem with them settling in together, that was for
sure.

When Evelyn stood she looked at me. It was a different kind of look—shy and
hopeful, paired with a blush. “Did you—" She looked away for a moment, and it
seemed like embarrassment. “Do you still want to kiss me?”’

Shock rooted me to the spot for a moment. Was | halucinating words because |
wanted to hear them so badly? No. She was looking at me expectantly, and | stared at
her likean idiot. “Yes,” | said. “Hell, yes.”

The distance between us disappeared in three steps, and then her mouth was under
mine. Fuck, she was so sweet, fit exactly against my body like she was meant to be
there. | couldn’'t ignore the deep sense of rightness when she was in my arms, those



deep instincts that had roared to life when I’ d first seen her settling and soothing.

Evelyn opened her mouth to me, and the kiss turned from restrained to fiery in an
instant. | couldn’t stop the groan that came from me or the need to have her closer. |
moved us, guiding her against the wall of the kennel so | could kiss her harder.
Deeper. And she kissed me back.

That undid me. It was like she’ d unlocked something by trusting me, and for the first
time she touched me—really touched me. Her hands dlid up the front of my shirt and
her arms twined around my neck.

She was all delicate curves pressed between me and the wall. The only way we could
be closer isif clothes came off, and | wanted that. If she ever trusted me enough for
that—

| brought myself back to her lips. Her tongue was still shy, but daring enough to
dance with mine. We were in the open. Anyone could walk to the kennel and see us,
and | couldn't bring myself to care. | could stay in this moment, kissing Evelyn,
forever.
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Running my hands down her ribs, | allowed myself to feel her the way I'd thought
about. | hooked my fingers into her belt loops on either side the way she'd done to
me, thumbs brushing up and feeling skin.

Evelyn gasped and pulled away from the kiss.
Fuck.
Too far, too fast.

“I’'m sorry,” | said, dropping my hands away from her body and placing them on the
wall. “I"'m sorry.”

She looked a me, lips swollen from our kiss and eyes dtill glassy with it.
Determination entered her gaze, and she pulled me back down to her, kissing me
again, harder thistime.

| didn't deserve this woman who'd been fighting demons for years and did it even
while she kissed me. When 1'd told her that she was one of the bravest people I'd
ever met, | hadn’t been lying.

Evelyn moaned, which broke any control | had over my body. | wanted her. More
than wanted. There was an ache in my chest that only she was the answer to.

My phone rang in my pocket, and | let out a curse. Evelyn laughed against my lips.
“Ignoreit.”



| checked the screen and cursed again. “I can't. It's the police chief. | left him a
message to get back to me so | could tell him about what happened.”

Her eyes went dark. “Y eah.”

“I'm sorry,” | said again. “Not exactly what | wanted to mention while kissing you.”

“To make up for it, you could keep kissing me.” She bit her lip, and | think | lost all
the blood in my body asit ran south.

One more press of my lips against hers, and | pulled myself away. “I swear to you,
Evelyn, there’s more where that came from, any time you want it.”

She blushed at my words, and | memorized the color on her skin, hoping | would see
it again.

Walking away from her was the hardest thing I’ d done in along time.

Chapter 17

Evelyn

It was nearly aday later, and | was still thinking about the kiss.

After I’d brought Aspen and his things back to the Bitterroot House, I’ d taken a nap.
Aspen had joined me, and it was the best thing I'd ever experienced. | slept so much
easier with him there, and | hadn’'t noticed I’d needed that. Who knew you could be

tense while sleeping? But there was a knot between my shoulders that had loosened.

Nathan was still athreat, avery real black cloud on the horizon, but for the first time |
had people who had my back. And it felt like afucking miracle.



But that kiss—my whole body still tingled. It was the absolute best kiss of my life.
Aspen hadn't minded the interruption, just sticking to my side as soon as Lucas
stepped away to take the call.

| hadn’t seen him again yesterday. Not really. Five minutes in the evening to tell me
that he had filled in the police chief and that the chief had agreed to keep it quiet.
L ucas apologized about walking away from the kiss and kissed me again before he
had to leave for aweekly meeting. Even that little kiss had left me buzzing again.

It was fine, because yesterday was one of the best days I'd had in along time. And
today was giving it arun for its money. I'd slept in later than | had in recent memory
with Aspen curled against my side. Then I’d taken a long and luxurious shower
before heading out into the afternoon for awalk with him.

The weather was mild and perfect, with a breeze carrying that scent that | couldn’t get
enough of. Aspen didn’'t need a leash. He stuck to my side like glue. If he left to
investigate something, he was back within a minute. The smile on my face never
seemed to dlip away.

| sat by the lake and watched the clouds for a long while before going back and
playing with the other dogs again. It was wonderful to just exist. To do what | wanted
and not be consumed by the things that kept me hanging on to the cliff by my
fingernails.

Lucas texted me in the afternoon. He'd left to pick up a horse on another ranch a
couple of hours away, but he was back now. | was hoping to see him again tonight,
because | wasn’t done with the way he'd kissed me. | could tell that he was still
holding himself back, and | didn’t want that anymore.

| wanted all of Lucas. He'd shown me that | could live again, and now | was done
with merely surviving. Maybe I'd head over to the lodge and see if he was busy later.



Nerves bubbled in my gut at the thought. It felt vulnerable to be that forward, but it
was a step | needed to take.

Aspen trotted alongside me as | walked up the lane to the Bitterroot House, panting
happily. Something snagged the corner of my eye, and | nearly missed a step up onto
the porch. A black rose petal lay on the faded wood. Taking a breath, | willed my
heart to stop the pounding that had started. | was just startled. | wasfine. A petal had
gotten stuck to my clothes when 1I'd come home from Dega Brew and | hadn't
noticed.

But it was the door that made me truly freeze. It was open a fraction, and I'd closed
and locked it behind me. | know that | had, because | did it every time | left, no
matter how short atime.
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| pushed the door open—and fell into ice-cold water. | couldn’t breathe. Iron fists
jammed themselves around my lungs and tried to suffocate me. Black petals were
everywhere, ripped off stems that had been left on the floor and scattered through the
entire living room. The petals disappeared into the kitchen. No surface was
untouched. It looked like ash or charcoal—the remnants of my life burned into ruins.

My feet were glued to the floor. Was he here? How had he gotten in here? The ranch
was secure. | knew the ranch was secure because Lucas made sure of it. All my
safety, the pool of cool water that it had been, was evaporating in front of my eyes.
Was Nathan still on the property?

Movement snapped me back into the moment. Aspen was at my side, staring into the
house. I'd not seen any aggression in him, but he was bracing himself like he was
about to charge, alow growl filling the air.

The sound released me. | turned and sprinted toward the lodge. If Nathan was till
inside, speed might be the only advantage | had. Aspen was keeping pace with me,
not leaving me alone for a second. Everything seemed too sharp and too bright. My
heart raced and my breathing felt tight. | was shaking—I hadn’'t run like this in
years—but | couldn’t stop. | would not stop.

| wasn’t going to let him take me when | finally had thingsto live for.
There. The lodge was in focus. A beacon. “Lucas.” My voice came out as nothing but

a breath. That wasn't going to work. | dug deep and found everything that | had.
“Lucas!” | shouted his name at the top of my lungs. And again. A third time.



He came barreling out of the door, eyes wild, and caught me on the stairs as | nearly
collapsed. “My house,” | managed. “He was in my house.”

Lucas didn’t wait, setting me on the stairs and running toward where I’ d just left. The
breath burned in my lungs as | tried to recover from the sprint. | didn’t want Lucas
over there. If Nathan was in the house waiting for me, he was dangerous. Not for one
second did | want Nathan and Lucas in the same room.

But then again, Lucas was dangerous too. A Navy SEAL and big as hell. If | had a
choice, | would bet on Lucas any day of the week.

| knew | should get inside, but my limbs shook with the aftermath of adrenaline. My
stomach swam, and | felt sick. He was here. He'd gotten here. Past everything that
was supposed to keep him out. If he could touch me here, what did that mean?

Aspen put his head on my lap, and | held him close. Thank goodness for him. He'd
been the one to snap me out of the frozen fear that had held me.

L ucas came back, striding down the road with purpose. His face held the anger of an
avenging angel. The fury in his eyes knew no bounds, but it wasn't directed at me.
Never at me. His arms were gentle when he picked me up off the stairs and carried
me inside. The chair he tucked me into was the same one I'd sat in when I’d come
here looking for work.

That was a nice kind of symmetry.
Lucas had his phone out and was speaking too quickly. Snapping orders. | couldn’t
focus on the words because my head was still spinning. If I'd stayed home this

afternoon instead of going out for awalk, would Nathan have killed me?

A chill ran down my spine.



Aspen jumped into my lap, though he was too big for it. It didn’t matter, it was
exactly what | needed. The comforting weight and warmth of his body helped the
world slow down enough that | could breathe.

He whined, laying his head against my chest.

“Hey, boy,” | whispered. “ Thank you.”

“Doit,” Lucas said into the phone with enough force to shake the building. “Now.”

Lucas came to stand in front of me, and it took him a second to snap out of mission
mode. That was okay. | wanted him to be prepared.

“1 don’t know how they got in, but I’'m going to find out, Evelyn. If it was Nathan or
someone working for him, it doesn’t matter. We're going to find them.” He crouched
down and put his hand over mine where it rested on Aspen’s body. “I can’t let you
stay in that house anymore. But you can stay with me. | live here on the property, and
my house is afortress. | have aguest room. Will that be all right?’

Cool relief poured down over my head. It was something | hadn’t known | needed.
Staying near him? Near the only person that still felt like safety? “Y es. Please.”

“Okay.” He whistled and Aspen scooted off my lap. “We're going there now. I'm
taking you out the back door to a car, and you'll duck down in the back seat. | know
it seems like a lot, but | don’t want to take any chances while we don’t have things
secured.”

| shook my head. “No crazier than the things I’ ve done to run.”

His mouth quirked into a smile for a moment. “You'll have to tell me about them
sometime.”



Lucas extended his hand, and | took it. Then we were moving. | was glad he had a
plan, because | didn’'t, and letting someone else do this part of it was a relief.
Exhaustion hit me like awave.

Tired.

| was so tired of running.

The car waited outside the back door of the lodge—where 1I'd never been. It was
already running, Harlan sitting in the driver’s seat. When he saw us, he got out and
opened the back door in one fluid movement. Aspen jumped into the back, and |

followed.

“Stay down,” Lucas said.
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| did. | held on to Aspen and made myself as small as possible as Lucas pulled away.
We weren’'t speeding though. That was something | was familiar with. You didn’t
make anything look out of the ordinary if you could help it. Especially if you didn’t
know who was watching or where they were watching from.

Even going a normal speed, it was only a few minutes before we pulled to a stop in
the shadow of another building. Lucas helped me out of the back seat and walked me
through the door Liam held open. The door slammed shut behind us, and Lucas
flipped locks that looked like they belonged on a bank vault. He keyed in the code on
an alarm panel next to the door. A chirp confirmed the activation.

And then his hands were on me.
L ucas kissed me, hauling me against him like | was the last thing he was going to feel
on this earth. This was not a safe kiss. It was hot and desperate. There was more

behind this kiss than I’ d ever imagined.

This. This was Lucas when he wasn't holding back. Full of desperate passion and
heat. | wanted him exactly like this. Unafraid, and mine.

| kissed him back.
Aspen was still pressed against my leg, but it didn’t matter. | was already |ost.
Lucas lifted me off my feet, holding me off the ground while he kissed me deeper. |

was so small compared to him, it was nothing. One of his hands sank into my hair,
and | shivered.



The stirrings of something deep rose in my gut. Feelings that 1'd thought I'd left
behind forever. They drew me closer to Lucas. | clung to him like he was an anchor
in a storm. But he was the storm too. That anger was directed outward, keeping usin
itseye.

“1 promise you, Ev,” he whispered against my lips. “I swear that I’'m going to keep
you safe and that this is going to end for you. I’m not going to stop until you're free
of it.”

My feet touched the ground, but | didn’t let him pull away. “I believe you.”

“I’m so sorry.”

| shook my head. “It’s not you. It’s him. | should have known. He won't stop.”

L ucas placed afinger under my chin and raised my gaze to his. “You are not his. You
don’t belong to anyone.”

“l just—"' | took a breath. “I don’t want to run anymore.”

“I’m going to make sure that you don’'t have to. The other owners are meeting me
here to talk about what happened and what can be done. You're welcome to listen, if
you want.”

That kiss had sizzled my nerves, and | was still alittle numb. | nodded.

“Your story is yours, Ev, but | need to tell them something. Which details can |
share?’

| swallowed. “You can tell them that he scarred me and claimed me. That he’'s been
stalking me for years. How many identities I’ ve had. That the cops made it worse.”



“That’salot,” Lucas said, eyebrows raised.

“Now that I’ve said all of it out loud, it's easier. Half the reason that | didn’t show
anyone my scars was the pity. Or the assumption that | was some kind of fool for not
seeing it.” | searched for that resistance that 1'd always found before when
considering revealing the truth—and found nothing. “I’m done hiding.”

Maybe Nathan had finally broken me and | didn’t care anymore. But | was done. |
didn’t want this. People deserved to know the kind of monster he was, and | knew
that no one at Resting Warrior would ever ook at me with pity or disgust.

“Thank you,” said Lucas.

“All my things are still in the house.”

He pulled me deeper into the house, up a set of stairs into a gorgeous and comfy
living room. “I sent Harlan to get your things. He'll be here soon.”

“Okay.” The sun had barely started to set, but | wanted pgjamas. Comfort.

“I’ll make you sometea.”

The kitchen branched off the living room, and | could hear him moving around, but
my eyes wouldn’t stay still. Thiswas Lucas. His home. Where he spent time when he
was alone.

It was sparse but comfortable. Warm woods and leather. A large fireplace dominated
the space, and | had a vision of both of us curled up on the couch under a blanket. |

blushed at the very idea of it. That image meant a future.

Was | envisioning afuture with Lucas?



Page 50

Source Creation Date: July 22, 2025, 5:45 am

Those same stirrings rose in my gut again, and | pushed them down. | couldn’t think
about the future until we'd dealt with the danger that was in the present. Until Nathan
was gone, the future was blank. Because he’d made it that way.

Lucas returned from the kitchen with a large mug, a tea bag steeping in it. As he
handed it to me, a knock came from behind me. | jumped. The front door.

“It's Harlan,” Lucas said softly. But he still checked through the peephole before
unlocking the door.

Harlan stepped in quickly so Lucas could shut and lock the door again. They were a
well-oiled machine, these men. But Harlan didn’t have anything with him, and his
face was grave. He spoke softly to Lucas, low enough that | couldn’t hear him. But
Lucas scrubbed his hands over his face. “Okay. Thanks. Wait here for the others,
okay?’

L ucas took the mug from my hands and put it on the coffee table. “Come with me.”
He took my hand, and we went up another set of stairs. The whole top floor was a
bedroom. Lucas's, obviously. But it felt strange to be here. Why? “What’ s wrong?’

He paused at the top of the stairs, and shook his head, eyes closed. The words came
out like they were being yanked out of him. “All your clothes were shredded in the
drawers. There was nothing left. The bracelets and ring are gone too. I’ m so sorry.”

The emotions hit me in the chest. They were just clothes. I’ d lost more to Nathan than
this. But after everything—tears flooded my eyes.



“I’ll take care of it in the morning,” Lucas said. A drawer scraped. He pulled a pair of
flannel pants and a T-shirt out of his dresser. “Y ou can wear these. | know it’s not the
same.”

“Thank you.”
He pulled me close and pressed one kiss to my lips. Just long enough to ground me.
Remind me that | was here with him. | could survive the loss of clothes. “I'll be

downstairs.”

It didn’'t take me long to change. | was practically swimming in the clothes, but they
smelled like Lucas, and that was pure comfort. Gentle pine and clean mountain air.

Like Lucas had pulled it out of my head, he had started a fire and held a blanket for
me when | returned to the living room. | burrowed underneath it into the armchair,

Aspen resting his head on my knee. And | had the mug of tea again.

| liked the heat from the fire, but | also knew that | couldn’t be any closer to it than |
was. Not right now.

“You know how to treat agirl,” | said softly.

Lucas's eyes were filled with pain. “I know how to care for someone with trauma.
Because I’ ve been where you are. Nothing helps, but little things matter.”

There was a knock on the door, and he kissed my forehead. “We'll be over here. If
i’ stoo much, the guest room is directly behind you.”

13 Okay-”

But I didn't want to move. Exhaustion crept up on me. | wanted to hear what they



were planning, but | couldn’t keep my eyes open. Setting the tea on the table beside
me, | stroked Aspen’s head, watching as each of Lucas's friends arrived. When the
last one came in and the door was locked again, Lucas called the meeting to order.

Chapter 18

Lucas

My body vibrated with poorly contained energy. | was keeping a hold on it. But
barely. The devastation on Evelyn’s face was enough to turn me into an animal. She
was curled up on achair in the corner with Aspen. Looking in our direction but not at
us. Into space. Like every last bit of life had been drained from her eyes.

If I ever put my hands on Nathan West, it would be a struggle not to kill him.

Around the table, my six friends looked at me. A couple of them weren't remotely
informed about this. I'd tried to keep Evelyn and her story as private as | could. But
now this man had violated our property and her safety. It could not—would
not—stand, and | knew they would agree with me.

But as | stood here, | was torn between my desire to fix and to protect and the desire
to carry Evelyn upstairs to my bedroom and lock the door behind us.

“What’s going on?” Grant asked.

| swallowed and focused on the group in front of me. “There’'s been a breach of the
property. We don't know who, but it was either a dangerous stalker or someone
working on his behalf. They got through the gates and broke into the Bitterroot House
with the intent to at least terrify Evelyn, if not worse. We're lucky she was out of the
house when they were there.”



Harlan looked at me, understanding just how much of my fury | was holding back.
“What can you tell us?’

“I’ll tell you what Evelyn has given me permission to, starting with the fact that this
man is Nathan West.”

A low curse came out of Jude. “You're serious?’

13 YeS_”
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Grant shrugged. “What am | missing?’

| took a shaky breath. “Nathan West is the son of billionaire Patrick West, CEO of
West Technologies.”

“Ah,” Grant said, looking gray. “| see.”

“Evelyn and Nathan West were engaged. Then he revealed his true colors. Evelyn has
permanent scarring from his actions, and he's declared that she’'s his. Permanently.
The cops only made it worse, and she suffered more damage at his hands.”

Not one of the men at the table spoke, their faces reflecting varying degrees of nausea
and rage.

“She’s been running from him for years and has run through multiple false identities
trying to hide from him. And the... significant fact that she’s chosen to let us help her
instead of running is not lost on me.” | looked over to where she was, eyes now
closed in what | hoped was sleep. “She'll be staying here with me for an extra layer
of security, since the Bitterroot House is a mess.”

Liam grinned at me. A shit-eating grin that grated on my skin. Really? Right now? |
leveled a stare at him until the smile faded and he looked properly chastised.

“Areyou al right?” Harlan asked quietly.

“1’m not the person you should be asking that question.”



He fixed me with a stare. “But | am asking. Are you okay? To do this? To help her?’

“No, I'm not fucking all right,” | said, low and dark. “He’s terrified her for years,
Harlan. Years. And he came into our home to do it again. | want to tear his throat out
with my bare hands.”

Jude flashed a grim smile. “I’m sure that could be arranged.”

Harlan was still assessing me with deadly quiet. Daniel was too. “What do you want
to do?’

“First and foremost, we need to make sure that things are secure, and secondly, we
need information. Jude, | drove the perimeter the other day and everything looked
normal. No spikes in the control room, but that’s your speciaty. Check everything,
lock it down. If you have any extra measures to put into place, now’s the time.”

He stretched, ailmost looking eager. “I can do that.”

“We need to know if Nathan is here in Garnet Bend or if he's hiring people. He has
nearly limitless resources, so we can’'t discount anything. | know we all have our own
contacts, and | don’t particularly care about redundancy. Reach out to whoever you
can—and more importantly, who you can trust with discretion. Figure out how
Nathan discovered that she was here, and what he knows about us.”

All around the table their faces were grave. But | didn’'t doubt them. | could trust
every one of these men with my life. And more importantly, Evelyn’slife. None of us
took this kind of job anymore. But just because we'd |eft a life of steath and covert
operations behind didn’t mean that we' d forgotten any of the lessons we'd learned in
that life. Or what had been burned into us.

| winced at my own thoughts. Evelyn had actually been burned. “After that,” |



admitted, “| don’t have a plan. We don’t have enough information to make one.”

“You're right,” Harlan said. “We don’t know enough. But we're with you. No one
attacks us here. No one.”

Soft sounds of agreement from around the table.
“Don’'t hold back,” Daniel said, addressing everyone. “Whatever contacts you need,
wherever you need to go, do it. I'll move anything we need to around in our schedule
here. This takes precedence over anything else.”

| nodded my thanks at him.

“1 think my first priority isto get eyeson him,” | said. “I’ ve never been so sick to my
stomach that we don’t have cameras in the grounds.”

It was a decision that we'd made early on—to only have cameras watching the fence
and the gate to protect our clients' privacy. Given al the things that we' d experienced
and the vulnerable moments that we'd had to go through in our own recoveries...
having private moments recorded—even accidentally—would have felt like a
violation.

“I’ll check every frame we have of the fences. There has to be something,” Jude said.

“Make sure you check for manipulation. Tampering. We have to remember who
we're dealing with.”

He nodded.

“Thank you for helping me with this. | know it’s not our normal mode of operation.”



Noah cleared histhroat. He' d said nothing so far. “Y ou don’'t need to thank us, L ucas.
Y ou' d do the same for any of us.”

| would. “Find out what you can in the next day. We'll meet again tomorrow night.
Anything important before then, you know where to find me.”
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The meeting broke up. At this point, we were so comfortable with each other that we
didn’t really stand on ceremony. | walked them to the door, went out with them, and
stood on the porch in the darkness. It seemed like Evelyn was asleep, but | didn’t
want to freak her out if she was still listening.

“1 want extra security,” | said. “At the gates and around the house until we catch this
fucker.”

“No arguments from me,” Harlan said. “I don’t like the idea of someone being able to
do this without us noticing.”

“Meeither,” Jude rumbled. “I’ll take care of it.”

The rest of them faded away until it was just me, Harlan, and Daniel.
“So much for not getting in too deep,” Daniel said with a chuckle.

“1 won't apologize for it.”

He held up ahand. “I’m not asking you to. | need to ask how deep you are now. How
far are you willing to go for this woman?’

There wasn't any judgment in the question. He was asking so that he could know and
move accordingly. But still, the answer felt like stripping myself bare. For Evelyn, |

would do anything. “All the way.”

Daniel and Harlan nodded. “All right,” Daniel said. “Then we'll catch the fucker.”



“1 need to let Grace know about this.” Harlan sighed. “She's close enough. He could
have crossed her land.”

| raised an eyebrow. “1 imagine that’ll go well.”

He smirked. “About aswell as last time.”

“ She ended up giving you aride home?’

Daniel choked on alaugh. “I'd say she did.”

Harlan glared, but didn’t disagree.

“1 got an eyeful of this one kissing her, until she took the opportunity to slap him so
hard his neck almost snapped.” Daniel was clearly trying to hold back his mirth.

“1t was a misunderstanding,” Harlan said.

| shook my head. “What the hell happened between the two of you?’

His face hardened. “A story for adifferent time.”

| nodded. “I’ll see you both tomorrow.”

“I"ll grab Liam, and we'll take the first watch.”

“Thanks.” Once inside, | locked the door behind me and activated the alarm system.
We were as protected as we could make ourselves right now. The only thing that

could be done was to wait until we found Nathan. Hopefully, that would be sooner
rather than later.



Evelyn was well and truly asleep by the fire, Aspen curled up on her feet. | reached
down to pet the dog. “Good boy,” | whispered. He licked my hand once in response.

| didn’t want her to spend the night in a chair. | eased the blanket aside and lifted her
into my arms. Like this, she felt so small. So light. Delicate. Something that needed
protection.

But she was strong. Stronger than | was. She'd survived everything this monster had
thrown at her so far, and | was going to make sure that she succeeded.

The guest room wasn't far. | carried her into the dark space, lit faintly from the lights
in the living room. Evelyn jerked awake as | went to put her on the bed. She struggled
for a moment before she realized that it was me. And the way that she relaxed when
she did wasn’t something | would take for granted.

She looked around. Her voice was laced with sleep. “Thisisn’t your room.”

Breath stilled in my chest. “I would never assume that, Evelyn. Staying with me
doesn’t have to mean anything that you don’t want it to.”

She twisted in my arms, lifting herself up to kiss me. “Please.” Her voice was soft.
“Please assume. Don’'t leave me aone.” Another gentle press of her lips. “Please.”
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| captured her mouth with mine. It was something that | hadn’t let myself truly hope
for, this time with her. She clung to my neck, fingers digging into my shirt,
desperation leaking through her fingers. | turned and carried her up the stairs to my
bedroom.

Chapter 19
Evelyn

For the second time today, | was in Lucas's bedroom. But this was different. This
time, soft darkness wrapped around us, and | could feel Lucas's heart pounding as
hard as mine was. He let me dlide to my feet before we reached the bed, but his hands
didn’t leave me.

Light still poured up from the stairs and through the windows from the floodlights
outside. Enough light that | could see him, and enough darkness to make me feel
bold.

“Evelyn,” he said, “whatever happens, it needs to be what you want.”

| touched him, reaching out and drawing my fingers up his chest, and he stilled. “This
afternoon, before | found the house,” | managed to say. “I was thinking about you.
About the way you’ d kissed me, and how | wanted more.”

| was glad the semidarkness kept him from seeing my blush. “I was going to try to
find you and see if you were busy. | had hoped—" My voice cut off. “I don’t know
what | hoped. But it’s not because of what happened today. I’m not... I'm not using



you.

Lucas's gentle hands drew up my arms and curled around my neck. His thumbs tilted
my jaw up so | looked at him. “The thought didn’t cross my mind. But I’'m glad you
told me.”

| released a shuddering breath. Just because it was something | wanted didn’t mean it
was all going to be easy. “I don’t know how to do this anymore. But | do want you.”

Slowly, Lucas leaned down and pressed his forehead against mine. “I don’t care what
we're doing. If you need to stop, we stop.”

| loved him for that. But as he kissed me, heat building under my skin, | couldn’t
imagine this man doing anything that would make me want to stop. Lucas was
different. My soul recognized it. Reveled in it. This man would never hurt me.

He lifted me into his arms again, this time laying me down on the bed. The kiss was
familiar, bordering on the edges of what we'd already touched. He was holding back.
Going slow. For me.

| opened my mouth to him and invited him in. Traced his tongue with mine in a way
that sent heat shivering down my limbs. I’d pulled away when he touched my skin
before, but | was ready now. Still, | broke our kiss apart when his fingers crept under
my borrowed shirt. “Lucas, you need to know that what you're going to see isn't
pretty.”

Nathan had left scars. Patterns that, like the man, had no rhyme nor reason. | never
looked in the mirror without clothes anymore. | didn't want to see what he'd

destroyed. Ruined.

Lucas lifted the T-shirt away from my skin, working it up and over my head before



tossing it aside. His expression didn’'t change as he slipped the straps of my bra down
my arms—slipped his hands underneath me to unhook it. That ended up on the floor
too. And then he was looking at me.

| don’t think I'd ever been looked at like that before. He was seeing me. Like | hadn’t
been seen since this happened. But the scars...

Lucas's face was troubled as he drew afinger across some of the marks on my skin. |
couldn’t look at him, shame and fear rising up to swallow me. It burned in my chest,
a ball of hot metal. Nathan had gotten what he wanted. | was untouchable to
everyone. Because of him.

Emotion welled up, pain blooming in my chest. | closed my eyes, bracing myself for
the moment when Lucas gave me back the clothes and sent me away.

“Evelyn,” he said. | shook my head. “Evelyn, look a me.”

There were tearsin my eyeswhen | did. | couldn’t make them stop.

Lucas' s eyes were fierce in the near dark. No fear or hesitation on his face. Only utter
belief in what he said next. “Thereis no part of you that’s not beautiful to me.” He set
his lips to my skin over a line of scars. “These make you who you are, and are a
reminder that you survived him. You're dive.”

He continued to kiss those scars, moving his mouth over them until he reached the
one at the peak of my breast. His tongue traced over it, lips curling around it, letting it
harden under his lips until it nearly ached.

The gentle, lazy teasing poured pure heat through me. It had been so long, that the
simple contact made me wet—made me want more.



“Your scars,” he said, lifting his mouth from my skin for a moment, “are not
something you should be ashamed of.” His voice was soft, a whisper not meant to
break the moment. “And | will spend as many hours as | can in this bed proving it, if
that’ s what you need.”

| reached for him, running my fingers through his hair. “I just need you.”

“You have me.”

My whole body shuddered. Lucas touched me with a tenderness that reached all the
way to my soul. He took his time, brushing his lips over my skin and taking care to
touch each line of scars. His hands stroked down my arms. Across my ribs. Slow and

soothing until my body relaxed under his hands.

| hadn’t realized the tension that had crept in. But now that it was gone, | took a deep
breath. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”’
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L ucas returned to me, big body looming in the darkness, face close to mine. He was
everywhere. Surrounding me. And that was good. | was safe here. “Y ou never have to
apologize to me for this.” His voice was gentle, breath brushing my ear. “That you're
letting me touch you at all is afucking honor.”

| realized then that | hadn’t really touched him. He' d touched me—I was letting him
touch me. But | wanted that too. Reaching out, | pressed my palm to his cheek, ran
my fingers through his hair. “1 want to see you.”

Lucas shifted away, pulling his shirt over his head and revealing... everything. The
body I'd found so overwhelming when I'd first seen him was even more
overwhelming now. His entire torso was packed with muscle, built with a lifetime of
military service and now work on the ranch.

He was beautiful.

L ooking down at me, he searched my face. “ Are you okay?’

“Yeah.” | was a little breathless, being so close to him. He was raising feelings that
had been dormant forever. | wanted.

A hand cupped my face. “If you need to stop, anytime, | will.” Another reassurance. |
nodded, but he didn’t let go. “I have only one request.”

| raised my eyesto hisin question.



“Let me take care of you, Evelyn. Let it just be the two of us in here. Right now,
nothing exists outside of thisroom.”

He was right. | needed that. My scars were a part of me, and him seeing them...
accepting them. That was everything. Enough of my life had been taken by the man
that had given them to me. Tonight | would not even think his name.

“Just you and me,” | breathed.

Lucas' s mouth dropped to my skin once more, resuming the path that he'd started to
draw. Goose bumps formed under his hands. His lips. Pleasure and heat, twisting and
yearning. Need that rose to meet his touch. My eyes closed, enjoying the feel of him
memorizing me.

That’s what it felt like he was doing—memorizing every inch of me with tongue and
fingers until he'd drawn an entire map. When he reached the waistband of his too-big
sweatpants, | hesitated. The scars below the belt weren't any different, but | till
cringed at the idea of him seeing them.

He hesitated too, and | knew he was waiting for meto tell him no.

| didn’t.

Big, strong hands slid down my hips, taking the fabric with it. My underwear.
Everything was gone, and | shivered. Lucas's hands moved back up my legs. | loved
the warmth of his hands, the way he was taking me in. There was no hesitation or
judgment—just a hunger on his face that made my breath short.

“1 know it’sonly thetwo of us,” | said. “I just—"

He pressed a kiss to my stomach. Slow. Drifting deliberately lower.



“You'rethefirst one since... everything happened.”

“Thank you,” he whispered. “For trusting me with that.”

He dlipped between my legs, and that was the last thought | had about anything else
other than the man touching me and his tongue. Slow. Luxurious. Pure pleasure. The
shock that he would do that at all kept me from crying out—

| slammed the thought to a stop. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t liked doing that or that
he'd only done it when I'd begged. All that mattered was that Lucas groaned as he
licked into me, hands gathering me closer to him like | was afeast.

Words were on the tip of my tongue, but | didn’t know what words. | just needed to
speak. “Are you sure?’ The words were less than a breath and barely a question.

Lucas lifted his head for a moment. “I tried not to think of you like this. With
everything you’' d gone through, it felt like too much. Too far and not fair to you. But
there were times | couldn’t stop.” A long, slow stroke of his tongue accompanied the
words, and my whole body shuddered. “If you're asking if I'm sure that | want to do
this,” another slow caress, “then yes. | am very, very sure.”

Anything | might have said in response evaporated into mist. He memorized me with
his tongue and his lips, savoring every part of me. He made small sounds of
encouragement when | shook and arched, repeating those movements over and over
until pleasure unfurled inside me, rising in awave.

It was a bright star of sensation—a nova. A flare. It flashed through me like an
explosion and vanished as quickly, leaving me breathless.



| had not thought about having an orgasm in a long time. There were... times that |
had tried. And each of those times I’d been overcome with fear and shame and the

feeling of invisible eyes stalking me. Eventually, I'd given up.

“l wasworried,” | breathed. “That | couldn’t anymore.”
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Lucas smiled against me, not bothering to speak. | expected him to pull away. To
release his lips from my skin and move on to other things.

Hedidn't.

| reached for him out of instinct, fingers finding his hair. Holding on. Wordlessly
asking for more of that pleasure that he offered. Lucas obliged. He dlid his tongue
along my entrance. Slipped it inside me until | couldn’t hold back my voice.

He broke through my hesitation and my shame and the parts of me that questioned
this. He sealed his mouth over me. Long, sure strokes took me higher, built on the
pleasure I’d already received and expanded it. It ran through my body like electricity,
stunning me. It took my control away and shivered through every cell of my body
until 1 was panting and spent. Pleasure broke over me like awave as L ucas kept using
his tongue.

| was shaking when he pulled away. Breathless. He crawled back up my body until
his eyes were level with mine, and | gripped his arms. After that pleasure, it felt
different between us. We were closer.

“How do you feel?’

My whole body flushed in the dark. “Y ou want to talk about it?’

Lucas brushed his lips along my jaw. Down my neck and across my shoulder. “We

don’t have to. But | want to know what you like. What you don’t like. What you're
holding back.”



“Why?' It came out as a strangled whisper. This aready seemed... impossible.
Beautiful. And |—

| didn’t feel like | deserved it.
The guilt that clung to my insides shriveled under my attention. This wasn't
something that | needed to feel guilty about. Being with Lucas was my choice. |

wanted him. And he wanted me.

Taking a shaky breath, | reached out and looped my arms around his neck. “I liked
that. A lot.”

He made a low sound in his throat before his lips moved to my ear. “Good. Because
now that I’ ve tasted you, I’m going to want to do that more often.”

My whole body shivered, nipples hardening, my thighs pressing together in response.

L ucas laughed softly. “Do you want to stop?”’

“No.” Theword flew from my lips.

He grinned. “Then I’ [l be right back.”

| watched him as he got off the bed, shedding his pants and retrieving a condom from
his bedside table. | couldn’t stop staring at him. Lucas was big. Bigger than...

Bigger than anyone I’d been with. He saw the look on my face when he returned to
the bed and smiled. “I don’t think you know how beautiful you are.”

| blushed, though hopefully he couldn’'t see it in the dim light. “That’s not what |
thought you were going to say.”



He smirked, eyes dancing. “1 know what you thought | was going to say, and we'll go

slow.

Lucastook histime, stroking his hands up and down my body, warming my skin until
| relaxed again. | lost my breath when he settled between my legs, pressed himself
against me. Thiswasreal.

| lost myself in his kiss, distracted, overwhelmed, and ready. He pushed in and |
gasped. Closed my eyes. He felt so good, my body gripping him like it would never
let him go. Lucas paused, but | grasped his shoulders. There were scars under my
fingers not so different than mine. “Don’t stop,” | breathed. “Don’t stop.”

He didn’t. All the way in, inch by inch. Until he was seated so deeply within me that
I’d never felt so full. Until | never wanted to feel anything less than this.

L ucas kissed me, long and slow and deep. This was real. We were both still, holding
our breath. He was waiting until my body eased—got used to his sheer size. Tiny
movements of his hips brushed me, gliding, shooting sparks under my skin and
foreshadowing what was about to happen.

I’d never felt anything like this. This was more than pleasure; it was closeness. The
way Lucas was aware of every movement—the way he was focused more on me than

he was on himsealf.

| didn’'t dare think about the depth of the emotion in every movement of his lips. Of
his fingers. Or the mirroring emotion that lurked under my skin not ready for words.

“You'reall right?" He moved his hips harder, and | gasped.

“Yes. |—yes”



He started slow, rolling his hips as | adjusted to him. That elusive feeling curled up
and through me, stretching inside me like it was waking up. All of this was familiar,
and also brand new. Embers flickered under my skin with every smooth movement.
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“Lucas,” | breathed. He slowed to a stop, but | reached up and took his face in my
hands. “I want all of you. Don’t hold back.”

For a breath, he studied my face, and then his mouth came down on mine. Hard. The
careful control he’ d shown cracked, and everything was unleashed. He matched every
driving thrust with a brush of hislips. His tongue.

Each time he drove into me, that shining spark of light got a little brighter. Sharper.
Pleasure built until | gasped for breath. We both were.

Lucas pulled my legs up, wrapping them around his hips so he could plunge deeper.
Harder. He buried himself inside me again and again, fractured light shining behind

my eyes.

| panted for breath, hanging on to that shining flame of pleasure, holding it back and
making it last.

“Don’t you dare hold back either,” he said with a groan.

But | did. The building pleasure was a golden light painting my skin, and | wanted to
batheinit. Drown init. | never wanted this moment to end.

| held back until the last possible moment, kissing Lucas as hard as | dared, wrapping
myself around him until | wasn’t sure where we began or ended. Harder. Faster. And
when | couldn’t hold back for one more second, pleasure shattered through me like
thunder.



My voice was lost in his kiss, ripped out of me by sheer force. Nothing but silvery
ecstasy traced down my limbs, a sharp edge plunging deep because he didn’t stop. |
was carried on the wave of bliss, wave after wave of light shining behind my eyes.

Lucas drove into me, rhythm going erratic as he plunged deep again. And again. And
athird time, burying himself to the hilt and holding himself there, shuddering with his
own pleasure.

We hung in the moment together. For the moment, there really was nothing else but
him and me, together. | would always remember these seconds and how long they
seemed to last.

Our breaths were ragged in the dark, shared between us as we came to stillness. Peace
and exhaustion seeped through me, and | laughed.

Lucas smirked. “You know most men might be worried if a woman laughed after
that.”

| shook my head. “No, it'sjust that... | feel peaceful. Calm. And after that, it seemed
funny.”

He laughed too. A dark caress that whispered over my skin. “Don’t go anywhere,” he
murmured, pulling away and stepping into the adjoining bathroom. In moments he
was with me again, easing us both under the blankets and pulling me into his chest. |
was wrapped up in his warmth.

My eyes closed, pleasant darkness sweeping in. | would be asleep soon, but | didn’t
want to be. If | dept, we would have to go back to the real world. It wouldn't just be

the two of usin thisroom, and | wanted the refuge that we' d created here.

Lucas pressed a kiss to my hair, lifted it off my neck so he could kiss me there too.



His hands, where they wrapped around me, stroked down my back. Where the worst
of the scarswere. | could feel the ridges under hisfingers. | pressed my head closer to
his chest, not wanting to think about it.

“You're okay,” he breathed to me. “You're okay.”

“l am, | just—" | sighed. “I don’t want to always think about it.”

He rolled onto his back and took me with him so | was draped over his chest. His
heart beat steadily under my ear. “You won’t always.”

“How do you know?’

A dlow stroke of his hand down the marred skin again. “Because it’s the first time
you'’ ve let anyone touch them. It will fade more when you're used to it.”

“Maybe.”

“I"'m sure of it,” he whispered. “And I'll gladly volunteer to be the person that helps
you get used to that.”

“Y ou want to spend time touching my scars?’

He chuckled. “I want to spend time touching you. In any way and every way
possible.”

My cheeks heated.

Sleep was rising quickly, and | tried to hold on to the moment, burning the settled
feeling—the peace—into my brain. “Lucas,” | whispered.
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“Thank you.”
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| fell asleep with a smile on my face.
Chapter 20
Evelyn

The large windows in Lucas s room let the light in early. From the pale shade of the
sky, | knew that the sun was barely peeking over the horizon. | could close my eyes
and fade back to sleep, but | didn’t want to. This feeling—I hadn’t felt like this for
longer than | could remember.

| felt peaceful. The same peace that had found me last night. Like | was in my own
skin for the first time in years. Lucas was... absolutely amazing. There were no
regrets or doubts lingering in my head. Just cloudy, dazed happiness.

Lucas's arm was slung over my waist, his full warmth pressed up behind me. The
sleep had been as amazing as the sex. Like the way I'd slept with Aspen at my side,
but more complete. How long had it been since I’ d been fully rested?

| took a huge, full breath, turning to face him. My aim was to watch him sleep the
way | had that time he’ d been on my couch, but closer. Except that like the night he'd
slept over, Lucas's eyes had opened the moment | faced him.

“How do you do that?’

“What?’



| shook my head. “Manage to be awake the second | move.”

He chuckled. “A lot of time spent in places where needing to be awake quickly was a
necessity.”

“Oh.” Not exactly afun answer.

Lucas leaned in. “Good morning.”

“Morning,” | managed before he kissed me. And this wasn't a hesitant, delicate kiss.
This was a kiss of new intimacy. Deeper, harder. Just like what | could feel against

my leg.

He shifted, rolling over so he could look down at me, only a little of his weight on
me. | traced the lines of his face, down his nose and across the strong lines of hisjaw,
now covered in stubble. Hislips.

Lucas's brown eyes were filled with warmth. The color of summer woods and
chocolate syrup. Like roasting chestnuts and flickering fire. So many shades of color
up close. | could stare into them forever and get |ost.

His mouth tugged up into asmile. “How are you feeling?’

He wasn't asking how I'd slept, but about him. About us. “I feel good.” | couldn’t
keep the mirroring smile off my face. “I’m nervous, of course, but it was good. Being
with you. The sex was better than good.”

Another short laugh. “Glad to hear it. No regrets?’

“None.”



“Thank God,” he said before he kissed me again, his hand slipping down my naked
body under the blanket. Now that | knew what he felt like—what he could make me
feel—it was a purely chemical reaction. My back arched into his hand and a moan
dlipped from my throat. | knew right then that | would stay all day in this bed with
him if he asked me.

But there were questions | had. Things | hadn’t been ready to ask, but now... | could
ask him anything. Or | hoped | could. | broke away from the kiss and looked up at
him.

“What isit?

“Can | ask you something?’

Lucas nodded. “ Of course.”

“When you were trying to convince me to stay, you told me that—" | swallowed.
“That you knew what it was like to look over your shoulder. What does that mean?’

His eyes shuttered, and he closed his eyes. “My father was an asshole,” he said
quietly. “Fucking abusive prick. He beat my mother regularly. | only escaped the
worst of it because | was a boy and my mother tried to shield me. But in her... | saw
al the things that | saw in you that first day. The way your eyes looked. The
fidgeting. All of it.

“When | got old enough to stand up to him, | took more of his anger, and he learned
that he had to surprise mein order for it to work.”

Oh. That’swhy he knew what it felt like. Why he saw far too much too soon. “Is that
why you wanted to help me?’



“Partly.”
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“What' s the other part?’

Lucas blinked again, eyes going distant. He wasn’t fully here anymore, dragged into a
memory that affected him more deeply than his childhood. | knew in my gut that this
was the harder story to share. The words came slower, every one laced with long-
buried emotion. His fingers tightened on my hip, and he leaned down to press his
forehead to my shoulder—and to kiss the place where it met my neck.

“l lost someone. A teammate. We were pinned down, and he was wounded. He'd
been shot in an ambush we'd walked right into. We should have known. | should
have—" His words broke off. He finally pulled back enough for me to see, and his
gaze was full of misery. “I carried him. We were so deep in shit where we shouldn’t
have been, but | carried him. They shot me too. Not enough to keep me from walking
and fighting like hell to get us both out. But when we made it back...”

He trailed off, and | guessed the rest, though | waited for him to say it. Reaching up, |
smoothed my hands over his shoulders, feeling the scars 1’ d felt last night.

Lucas looked at me and nodded. That's what these were from. That day, when he'd
carried hisfriend.

“When we reached our base, he was dead. | wastoo late.” He closed his eyes.
“You didn't kill him,” | said softly.

“1 know. I’ve... had along time to go over everything. Processit. | know it wasn't my
fault, but | know it will never feel that way. | was too late to save him. And—"



He kissed me hard, covering my body with his own. Our fingers tangled together, and
| savored the feeling of his skin on mine. It was a luxury I'd never imagined having
again. | couldn’t identify the emotions on his face when he broke away. “I didn't
want to be too late to save you.”

A tiny gasp caught in my throat. My chest ached for him, for what he’ d been through.
| recognized the haunting in his eyes. It was the same haunted gaze that | saw in the
mirror every day.

| slid my hand back down, laid it over his heart. “You aren’t. You weren't. You did
save me.”

Lucas' s eyes went dark. “Not yet.”

“No,” | said, holding on to him. He had to know. “You pulled me out when | was
drowning when | didn’t think I'd ever come back up.” My voice dropped to a
whisper. “When | wasn’t sure that | wanted to.”

His mouth on mine was the only answer he gave. It was the only one that | needed.
Therewereno liesin what I'd said.

| lost myself in him for a while, and he in me. We were a tangle of limbs and hands,
shuddering breaths and desperate moans as the sun brightened the sky.

Clever fingers moved lower, and lower still, stroking into me, moving until he found
a spot that drew cries from my lips. And then he didn’t hold back, using that spot to
bring me to pleasure, watching my face every moment. Like he was studying me for
every reaction, every shudder and writhing movement.

“1 love watching you,” he whispered.



| flushed what had to be a deep shade of red to bring that smile to his eyes. “Why?’

Instead of a verbal answer, he spoke with his hand once more. Pleasure spiraed
straight out from it until 1 was writhing, shuddering on his fingers, breathing yes and
more.

“Because | like making you feel good,” he finaly said. “And because watching you
come is so fucking hot that | can’'t breathe.”

The haze of the orgasm still clouded my mind, but | felt him, hard and pressed against
my hip. But when | reached for him, he pulled dlightly away. “You won't let me
return the favor?’ | asked.

“Not today.”

“Why?" For a second, worry barged into my mind. Was there something wrong? Had
| done something?

He stopped the thought in its tracks. “Nothing is wrong. You have no fucking idea
how much I'd like your hands on me.”

“Then why?’

“Because.” He smiled. “Not everything is an even exchange. It doesn’'t have to be.
And you never, ever owe me for pleasure that | choose to give you.”

| blushed again. That hadn’t been my conscious thought, but now that he'd said it,
that had been in my head. An apology was on my lips, but | pulled it back. He

wouldn’t want that. “ Okay.”

He settled beside me, gathering me close. It was still early, and it was niceto relax in



his arms. But it was day now, and it couldn’t just be the two of us anymore. Not with
what was waiting for us outside these walls.

“What do we do now?’
“Everyone is reaching out for information. We have contacts, sources that civilians

might not have access to. We're going to get eyes on Nathan, figure out where he is
exactly, and move from there. It’s a battle of information first.”
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“Anything | can do?’

He kissed my temple. “Is there anything that you haven't told me about Nathan,
anything you think might be useful? Whether it relates directly to your relationship or
not—it al could help.”

“l don’'t know. Other than the fact that he's a genius. Not only that, but he's
determined. When he wants something, he gets it. Either he buys what he wants, or

he finds away to make it happen. Please don’t underestimate him.”

“I won't.” Lucas's voice was dark. “I’'m as stubborn as he is, and | have far better
motivation than he does.”

“Oh?’
His whisper shivered down my spine. “Not fucking losing you.”
| curled closer to his chest.

“I’m not going to let him near you, Ev. Security is going to be high. | will be with
you as much as | can. You won't be aone until thisis over.”

| nodded. “Yeah, | know. Thank you.”

Nerves still swam in my gut. It was hard to believe that after al the times Nathan had
chased me that this time would be different, even with allies. But | had to try.



“Do you trust me?’ Lucas asked.

“l do.” The answer came immediately and without question. | did trust Lucas, and |
knew that he would do whatever he had to do to keep me safe, even if that meant
throwing his own body between Nathan and me.

“Good.”

| sat up, blinking as light from the windows hit my eyes, and | realized that | still had
no clothes. Lucas realized the sametime | did. “I'll call Lena,” he said, opening some
drawers and pulling out fresh clothes for him and a new pair of too-big clothes for
me. “We'll stay here until she can bring you some things.”

“What about everyone else? Don’t you have to go find out what’ s happening?’

Lucas came back to the bed. | was very aware that | was still naked, the sheets
pooling around my hips. He was naked too, and in the morning light his body was a
masterpiece. A living sculpture of muscle. Light and shadow painted him beautifully.

He leaned down and kissed me. “You are priority number one right now. Everyone
on this ranch is focused on finding that asshole and making sure you never have to
think his name again. If we need to talk to them, they can cometo us.”

After so many years trying to hide—never drawing attention to myself, never
stepping out of the shadows—being the center of focus was overwhelming. But even
with the nerves swirling in my stomach, | felt calm. There wasn't irrational panic or
dread or phantom iron fists crushing my lungs.

| nodded, embracing the steadiness that Lucas was giving me. Okay. | put on the
temporary clothes, and together we went downstairs to take the lay of the land.



Chapter 21

Lucas

Three days, and things were fine.

And at the same time, they were very much not fine.

Each morning, a bouquet of black roses had appeared somewhere aong the perimeter
fence, and each morning, there was a brute force attack on our security that altered
the security footage. It was skilled and fast, and so dlick that the things Jude kept

putting in place weren’t enough to stop it.

Evelyn knew about the flowers. She didn’t know about the attempt to take down the
electric fence that Jude had been able to stop. Barely.

The three nights, she'd slept in my bed. After the first time, it was like there wasn’t
even aquestion. | had asked if she wanted her own space, and her answer had been to
wrap her arms around me and tilt her mouth up to mine. And that was that.

The clothes that Lena and Grace brought for her were in my room along with the few
things that had survived Nathan’s destruction. Her toothbrush was on my sink, and
her towel hung next to mine. | couldn’t ignore the way she was already folded into
my life like she belonged there, that sense of rightness in my bones whenever |
walked up the stairs and saw her in my space. Our space.

I’d never realized how lonely the house felt until | was sharing it with someone.

There was no way | was about to lose that.

| scrubbed my hands over my face as | walked toward the main house. There wasn't



any direct evidence that Nathan was here in person. We had people walking the
perimeter, but we couldn’t be everywhere at once. With the attacks on the cameras,
we didn’t have proof.
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The florist in town—Maria, a sweet, charming woman who everyone loved—swore
that she hadn’t sold any black roses in months. She didn’'t keep them stocked right
now and only ordered them later in the summer, closer to Halloween.

Every contact that we' d tried, every favor that we'd called in, had mysteriously come
up with nothing. In front of Evelyn | was calm and hopeful. But inside | was getting
more and more frustrated. No one in the world was that clean. Especially someone
from a family like the Wests. It wasn't always true, but in my experience, the more
money someone had at their disposal, the more secrets they had to bury.

Which only left the conclusion that Nathan was paying a lot of money to cover his
tracks, or he was being protected by someone incredibly powerful. Maybe both.

| looked back toward the stable. This was the first time I’d been separated from
Evelyn since that first night together, and aready | felt an itch under my skin. She
was with Harlan and Jude, working with Penny.

That horse fucking loved her already. He was the happiest he’'d ever been when we
got there today, and that was fantastic. With her help, | was hoping we could turn him
into atherapy horse after all. But that also depended on Evelyn being safe enough to
continue working with him.

Harlan and Jude knew what was at stake. They would keep her safe. | knew that with
every bone in my body. It didn’t stop my instincts from screaming at me to turn
around and go back. To haul her into my arms, or just be in her proximity. To protect
what was mine.



| stopped in my tracks. Evelyn wasn't mine. No matter how much it felt that way. |
refused to think like that. | understood the impulse, but | was going to regject anything
that made me like him. Starting with the knowledge that Evelyn was her own person,
and the fact that she chose to be with me was a fucking gift. One she could walk
away from any time she felt like it.

One deep breath. And then another. The urge to turn around receded, and | kept
walking. It wasn’t only protective instincts; it was my past. Old wounds rearing their
head. If something happened to her and | wasn't there. If | was too late—

| cut the thought off.

No.

This wasn't the time for those thoughts. Dwelling on the possibility of something
going wrong would only distract me if something actually happened. I’d made a call
to Dr. Rayne with the intent of asking her to come over in case Ev decided she
wanted to talk. But that call had turned into me checking in with the psychiatrist
myself.

| wasn’t doing as well as | wanted to be. | would deal with it when this was through.
Rayne would nail my assto the wall if | didn’'t. Hell, any of the guys would. They’'d
been where | was, and they knew the signs. One way or another, | was going to have
to face my demons again.

Daniel was waiting in the security office for me, and I’d hoped he' d have good news
for me. But his face wasn’t promising. “Nothing?’

He shook his head. “Nathan West is a ghost. Spook level. The only time I’ ve ever
seen this lack of information is when they’re trying to make someone disappear
completely.”



“Fuck.” 1 shook my head. “Do you have any ideawho' s protecting him?’

Daniel shrugged. “His father is a billionaire and West Technologies holds more
government contracts than any other company out there. If | were a betting man, I'd
say he has more than one person protecting him. There are likely multiple interested
parties making sure that the West family appears squeaky clean, no matter what
they’ ve done.”

“Is there any way that could be changed?’

“I wish the answer was yes, but | doubt it. You know | don’'t mean it this way, but
when you’re comparing hundreds of millions in military technology contracts to the
life of one woman, you're not going to get very far.”

The insinuation burned under my skin, but he was right. Especially if we couldn’t
identify the people protecting him and figure out a way to put pressure on them. I'd
asked Daniel to look into a few things for me so that | could stay with Evelyn more.
That was only one of them.

“ Anything on the cops?’

He shrugged. “No. There’ s no record of any complaint. The hospital doesn’t have any
record of her admittance. Evelyn has just as few records as Nathan. All normal until
four years ago. Then nothing. Like she vanished.”

“Shedid.”

“Yeah,” he said with a nod.

| sat down in one of the chairs and leaned my elbows on my knees. “So what do we
do? He' s circling us. And neither we nor Evelyn can stay in limbo forever.”



The guys were willing to do whatever it took, but that still meant pulling long hours
and extrawork. It was fine for now, but we were al human, and it wouldn’t take long
for us al to be exhausted. That was a worst-case scenario. Exhaustion led to
mistakes, and that was something we couldn’t afford.

“You'renot going to likeit.”

“Probably not.”

Daniel crossed hisarms. “If we can’'t find him, we need to bring him to us.”

“You'reright,” | said. “I don’t like that.”

My friend chuckled. “I’ve got the basic outline of something. Maybe it’'ll work,
maybe it won't, but either way it might give us more information.”
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“Okay,” | leaned back, “hit me with it.”

“He destroyed her clothes—or whoever he has working for him destroyed them.
Aside from one hell of a statement, that could be his attempt to do the same thing.
Draw her out.”

“Could be.” | wasn't sure if that was Nathan's style, but given the erratic nature of
what he'd done over time, | wouldn’t put it past him.

“So,” Danidl said, “a simple trap. A phone call that’s lightly encrypted, so it's not
obvious that it's a trap, but easy enough for whoever's doing their hacking to
intercept and listen to.”

We'd been sticking to in-person conversations as much as possible, and Jude had
swept the entire ranch for bugsjust in case.

“We'll make it seem like she’'s going shopping for a replacement wardrobe in
Missoula. That she'll be accompanied, but that we're too nervous about whatever
he's going to do to leave the ranch unattended. Hopefully it will create the
appearance of vulnerability. With hislevel of obsession, it will be too good to resist.”

| hated it, but it was a good plan. “And where will Evelyn actually be during this?
She can’'t be anywhere near the trap, Daniel. It’ stoo dangerous for her.”

He was quiet, and | could practically hear his urge to ask me more, but he didn’t.
They al knew better. It would have to be Evelyn who shared any more intimate
details than what she’ d already surrendered. “Y ou can take her to the high woods.”



| hadn’t actually thought about that. The high woods was a property in the mountains
an hour to the north. We owned it outright and kept the perimeter as secure as we did
at the ranch. We' d have to do a sweep before we went, but it would certainly be out
of the way. We used it if we needed to get away and camp alone, or bone up on any
of the older training that we used to do.

And of course, we'd kept it off any official documents. Because we were that
paranoid. God, | was glad that we were. If Nathan knew about that property, then
there was absolutely nothing he didn’t know.

“And what’ s the ideain Missoula? See if he shows up?’

Daniel nodded. “Maybe we'll see if he's here in person or if he's using a proxy. At
the very least, that will be more than we know now.”

“How fast can we set it up?’

“Already working on it,” he said with a grim smile. “I sent Grant up to the high
woods this morning. He's making sure everything is good. Jude has the encryption
ready to go whenever. You have to ask Evelyn if she's okay playing bait, even
though she'll be nowhere near it.”

“Yeah,” | said. “I think she'll be fine with it, but I’'ll make sure.”

“As soon as you find out, let me know. The sooner we can do this, the better.”

| stood up and walked out, relief entering my body knowing that | was going back to
her. The idea that we were giving Nathan what he wanted—even though it was

fake—made meiill. | could imagine the sick glee he'd fedl thinking that he had a shot
at taking her back, and | felt cold in spite of the summer heat.



Never. He would not take her. Not while | was still breathing.

Evelyn’s laughter came from around the corner, and the smile that came couldn’t be
stopped. | wanted to hear that laughter every day. She deserved that.

Jude and Harlan were standing on opposite sides of the paddock. They were smiling,
but | knew them well enough to know that they were on alert and aware of everything
around them as well. Harlan met my eyes around the corner and nodded. In the
center, Evelyn was leading Penny around in circles, and the horse was actually trying
to catch her. He was a completely different creature in her presence.

| wished I’d been able to see her before all of this. She clearly had alove of animals
and was a natural from whatever experience she’ d had before her life had fallen apart.
What would her life have been like if she’d never met Nathan? Where would she be
now?

She turned and spotted me, eyes lighting up so brightly that it made my chest ache. |
didn’t deserve that kind of reaction, but no matter how long | knew her, | would not
takeit for granted nor forget that it was precious.

Evelyn led Penny over to the fence to meet me, and Penny saw me. He slowed and
resisted, but he still came. His skittishness wouldn’'t disappear overnight. “Hello,” |
said in the voice | used with animals. It was for both of them.

“Hello,” she said, climbing the first rung of the fence so she could lean over and kiss
me. For a second, | froze. It was unexpected, and in front of Harlan and Jude. And in
the next second | wrapped my hand behind her neck and pulled her closer.

| wasn’t going to waste a second with her, and if everyone didn’t already know, then |
didn’t care about the confirmation. Her cheeks were pink when she pulled away.
“Too much?’



11 Na/a..ﬂ

She bit her lip, but she was smiling. “How did it go?’

“About aswell asit could have, | suppose.”

Some of the light in her eyes died, and it killed me. “What happened?’

| sighed. “How do you feel about getting off the ranch for alittle while?’
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Chapter 22
Evelyn

| took a deep breath as we pulled out of the gate of the ranch. Anxiety burned in my
lungs. Not for me, but for the people who were springing this trap on my behalf.
Everyone had told me about a hundred times that there wasn’t any danger to them,
but I wasn't fully convinced. | didn't think they were lying, but any situation
involving Nathan in any way was more dangerous than they could anticipate.

Aspen’s head was in my lap where he sat between Lucas and me. He hadn’t left my
side. Whenever he could, he was next to me or lying on me. This dog understood
something wasn'’t right, and it made me feel better.

The only times Aspen hadn’'t been with me was when Lucas had stepped in. To
sweep me upstairs into his bedroom. Or into the shower. When he was loving me.

Like Aspen knew that | was safe with him.

L ucas reached across the cab and took my hand, weaving our fingers together without
taking his eyes off the road. “Y ou okay?”’

| blew out a breath. “Not really.”
“It will befine.”

Pressing my lips together, | said nothing. | wasn’'t going to declare that things would
be okay until | actually knew that they were. And we wouldn’t know until tomorrow.



“Did you know that this whole place was aglacier?’ he asked. “Huge. It's what made
the mountains what they are now. However, long ago this would have been all
underwater.”

“Really?’ It was interesting, and | looked out the window at the towering mountains
on our right. But my mind strayed a few hours south to the small city where our
friends were driving and setting up the bait.

Honestly, | wasn't sure that it was going to work. Nathan was smart enough to see a
trap like that coming. But then again, he seemed to be getting more desperate, and
they were right—if he was unhinged enough to want me by any means possible, this
would be perfect.

“They’ll be okay,” Lucas murmured.

“I know... | just—yeah.”

They’ d talked me through the plan a couple of times before having me call Lena and
make plans like we were actually going to Missoula. Then after, Jude had gone in
person to tell her why, not wanting to risk a secondary call to explain the trap no
matter how much he’ d beefed up the encryption.

Everybody was doing al of this for me, and they didn’t even know me. Why? We
couldn’t do this forever. Eventually we'd either have to find Nathan, or | would have
to leave. That was the end of the story. Because Resting Warrior’s family and friends
couldn’t become my bodyguards for the rest of my life.

Lucas' s thumb brushed across the back of my hand. “What’s going on in there?’

“Just thinking about how this can’t last.”



“What can't?’

| shrugged. “What you’ re all doing. Nathan can play cat and mouse with us aslong as
he wants, and all of you can’'t protect me forever.”

Lucas ssmileturned grim. “It won’'t come to that.”

“How do you know?’

“Because you're not playing on his terms anymore. For years he would chase you,
and you'd run. You were aone and there was nothing standing in his way. He was
circling you like prey. And now you’ re not doing that. Y ou have alies and barriers to
stop him from getting to you. That's going to drive him crazy. From everything
you'’ ve told me, he's a guy who wants things his way. The more he doesn’t get them?
The angrier he'll get. | know that doesn’t sound like a good thing for us, but it is.”

“Why?’

He squeezed my hand. “Because angry people make mistakes. Sometime soon, he's
going to make one. So even if he realizes that the phone call was a setup, it worked.
Because he'll realize that we're playing him. All we need for him to do is show his
hand.”

| chewed on my lip. But the anxiety | felt now was different from the outright terror
that | usually felt around anything regarding Nathan. That was an improvement, at
least.

Lucas took his eyes off the road for a second and looked at me. That look—I would
never get tired of it. Like he saw me for who | was, wholly and completely. His eyes
skimmed me before they looked back to the road, and his face was full of amusement.



“When | first saw you, | wondered if that was your natural color, but | didn’t know
that you’ re blonde.”

| startled for a second, then pulled down the mirror on the sun shield. Sure enough,
the barest hints of my roots were showing. | hadn’t dyed my hair in awhile. “Yeah, it
seemed like a good idea when | was first running because | was naive enough to think
that making myself look different would keep him from finding me. But | kept doing
it because | like it. It makes me fedl like a different person than the one who fell for
him. At least alittle bit.”

“It'snot naive. It was al you knew at the time.”
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My heart stilled in my chest for a moment. “Do you want me to change it back? Be
more natural ?’

| knew Lucas wasn’t Nathan. He was the furthest thing from it. But | couldn’t get the
echoes of Nathan's words out of my head. The more natural the better.

Lucas frowned, but | knew it wasn't directed at me. That was the kind of expression
he made when something occurred to him about my past. Slowly, he pulled over to
the side of the road. We were on a highway, and we hadn’t seen a car for miles. “I
want to look at you when | say this,” he said in explanation. “And I’d rather us not
crash when we're doing thisto save your life.”

| smiled at that, but my heart was still pounding. “ Okay?’

Putting the truck in park, he scooted closer to me—as close as Aspen would
allow—and reached out. He took my face in his hands. “I’ ve told you this before, but
it bears repeating. Ev, | think you are beautiful. All of you, even the parts that might
make you uncomfortable. And that has nothing to do with what color your hair is.
Y ou could dye your hair pumpkin orange, and you would still be beautiful.”

My gaze did away from him, this moment suddenly too real and too vulnerable. |
didn’t want to cry, but tears pricked my eyes anyway.

“1f | ever told you that you needed to dye your hair a certain color, or that you needed
to be ‘more natural,” the guys would take me out behind the lodge and kick my ass.
And they would be right to do it. All | care about is that you' re happy. If that means
being a brunette for the rest of your life? | would never stop that. You want to dye



your hair something different every week? Y ou can do that too.”

| took a shuddering breath. “ Okay.”

“And I'll tell you that you're beautiful as many times as you need to hear it.” He
leaned over Aspen’s body to brush my lips with his. “Because | know what it’s like
not to believe things.”

We pulled back onto the road, and my hand remained in his. “What didn’t you
believe?’

“That it wasn't my fault.” He was speaking about the teammate he’ d lost. “ Some days
| still don’t believeit. So | know that it takes time not to fall into thought patterns that
have been there for years. It s the way our minds work.”

There wasn't any judgment in his voice, just fact. He' d been through his own trauma
and lived. | wastrying. We were quite apair.

We spent the rest of the drive in comfortable silence as the mountains and trees
whirred by. Before long, we were off the main roads, driving on a nearly hidden road.
The only way that you' d know this was here was if you were already aware of it or if
you were combing the mountains for something like it.

“This property is something we keep for training if we take an outside job,” Lucas
said, “or if one of us has a need to get away, not unlike what we're doing. Grant came
up here yesterday to make sure that everything is secure. We keep the same kind of
perimeter up here as we do at the ranch, and it's not on any records connected to
Resting Warrior. We paid for it in cash.”

| nodded. He hadn’t told me where we were going before out of an abundance of
caution, but | understood why he was telling me now. “Nathan won't be able to find



it.”

“If he does, then,” Lucas shook his head, “I would be very surprised.”

And Lucas wasn’t a man who was surprised often.

We drove between two high walls of rock, so close it looked like the truck might not
fit before we slithered through. And certainly, it was a one-way trip.

The gate that met us wasn't unlike the one at the ranch. High, tall, imposing, and
obviously electrified. There wasn't enough room for us to get out to open the gate,
but we didn’t need to. Lucas pulled out his phone and opened an app | didn’t
recognize, and after he entered a long code, the gate rolled aside for us and shut as
soon as we were past.

And beyond the gate... it was like we were in another world. Pine woods stretched out
on either side in this little, hidden valley, and straight down the road in front of us
was a lake. It was perfectly smooth, reflecting the mountains back at me. We were
away from everyone and everything, and | loved it.

“Thisis beautiful.”

“Itis,” he said.

We pulled up to the lake, the trees falling away from the rocky shore, and Lucas
grinned. “I’'m going to get our tent all set up. But first—" He cut the engine and
jumped out of the cab, Aspen scrambling to follow. “I’m going for a swim.”

| didn't have a chance to get out the door before he was stripping off his shirt and

tossing it on the ground. His jeans hit the rocky shore and soon enough he was naked,
splashing into the clear water of the lake. Ripples moved outward from him, marring



the entire surface.

It was one hell of a view. Lucas was perfect. Sculpted muscle over more sculpted
muscle painted with water and afternoon sunlight. Aspen ran aong the shore, happy
and splashing. The fact that he wasn't still sitting beside me—he knew that it was
safe.

| made my way out of the truck and down to the shore. “How’ s the water?”

“Cold,” he admitted with a grin. “But refreshing. Want to join me?’

“Umm...” | hesitated. Part of me wanted to be in that water with him and just be free.
The other part of me was choking on the idea of my scars in daylight. | knew that
Lucas didn’'t care about them. That he saw past them. But having him see them in
intimate darkness or the shower was very different from under an open sky in the
middle of the day.

Lucas raised an eyebrow. “Do | need to carry you in here?’

“1 didn’t bring a bathing suit,” | said lamely. “I don’'t even have a bathing suit.”
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“Clearly,” he smirked, gesturing around us, “that’ s not a problem.”

1 ”

Lucas came out of the water to me, and | was spellbound. It was a bit like watching
one of those perfume commercials that played in black and white, the perfect man
walking out of the crashing sea while epic music played and close-ups cut in. There
was nothing that cut away from Lucas, and my breath was suddenly short. Not
because | was afraid, but because he took my breath away.

He stood before me, and Aspen wound around our feet, tail wagging crazily. “What's
going on?’

After everything he knew and what I'd told him, | couldn’t lie. And | aso knew that
he wouldn’t judge or care about my scars. “It’ s different. Out here.”

“What is?’

| wrapped my arms around myself, and his eyes fell on my long Seeves.
Understanding infused his gaze. He stepped in close to me. “Do you like it here?’

The mountains towered next to us in perfect crispness, the shadows aready
lengthening as it grew later in the afternoon. The air was cool and sweet, and flowers
dotted the ground under the shade of the pines. Across the lake were several giant
boulders | could imagine lying on after a swim to soak up the sun.

It was beautiful. It was paradise.



“Yes,” | said honestly.

“We're alone here like when we're in our bedroom. And | promise that when we
come here in the future—and we will—it will always just be you and me. Nothing
else is alowed here. No fear. Nothing from either of our pasts. Just us.” His hands
slid down my shoulders and over my arms.

“That doesn’'t make it go away.”

He nodded. “It doesn’t. But we can try for abit, right?’

That look again. The one that told me that | was everything. For that look, | could try.
“Okay.”

Lucas smiled. “Okay.”

He undressed me, tossing my clothes next to his on the shore, and when that was
done, he swept me up into his arms and carried me into the water.

“Oh my God, that’s cold,” | said, clinging to him harder.

“1 warned you.”

“1 wasn't imagining it quite like this.”

Lucas'slips warmed my temple. “It’ s refreshing.”

“Masochist,” | whispered under my breath.

With a laugh, he dropped my legs into the water and | squealed, the sound echoing
off the mountains. “Lucas!”



He wrapped his arms around me and turned me to face the mountains. His body
molded to my back—the part of me that made me sick and anxious. Now it was
pressed against him. He was the only one who knew, even though we were alone.

And nothing happened.

The mountains didn’t crumble down, and | didn’t fall apart. | took one breath, and
then another, the tension easing out of me until | could lean my head back onto his
chest and look at the sky.

Lucas kissed my shoulder. The simple gesture made my stomach drop. We were
alone. | felt that, and | didn’t doubt it. But all the same, | couldn’t stop the thoughts.
Not once when | had been with Nathan—before he'd shown me who he readly
was—not once would he have done something as simple as kiss my shoulder.

L ooking back on the things that | had thought were sweet and signs of love... weren't.
They were the bare bones of it interpreted by someone young and infatuated. | didn’t
blame the girl that 1'd been. | couldn’t take anything back. But now this feeling—I
would never mistake it again.

| wasn't ready for the thoughts that followed. | pushed them back, instead turning to
Lucas and exposing my scars to the air. | didn’t feel cold anymore. “We get to come

here again?’

“Of course,” he said. “I’'m going to make sure you're safe. And after we do, we can
come here as much asyou like.”

| smiled. “I like that idea.”



Page 65

Source Creation Date: July 22, 2025, 5:45 am

He carried me out of the water and followed up on his promise to pitch our tent. His
jeans were slung low on his hips, and he didn’t bother to put his shirt back on. Sitting
on the shore watching him, | wasn’'t complaining at all. It was a luxury to have the
space to breathe and watch him do this without fear.

Our tent. Just one for the two of us. | was equally aware that he had said our
bedroom. He considered us a unit. Together. | could never have imagined how much
I’d needed that.

“It'ssmaller than | imagined,” | said, looking at the tent.

Lucas grinned over his shoulder. “All part of the plan.”

“What plan?’

“The one where we have to use body heat to keep warm.”

| laughed, and Aspen came running back from where he was digging in the shallows,
panting, tail wagging, equally happy. This was what | wanted from my
life—effortless happiness.

Lucas spent the rest of the day distracting me, and | let him. He cooked us dinner
over the fire while | played with Aspen, throwing a stick into the water and down the

shore for him to run and fetch until he fell asleep, exhausted.

“Ohtobeadog,” | said, looking at him passed out near us as we finished dinner.



Lucas chuckled. “It does seem like a pretty good life.”

The fire was dying low now, and | licked the remnants of marshmallow from my
fingers. Lucas had thought of everything—including bringing supplies for s'mores. “I
honestly don’t think I’ ve had as'more since | was in the Girl Scouts.”

“That’s atragedy.”

“1 imagine they’ re probably abig thing here in Montana.”

L ucas shrugged. “No more than anywhere else | don’t think, but since we go camping
more often and have more campfires, we have more opportunities.”

“That’sfair.”

He set aside the stick he'd been using to roast his marshmallows, and the way his
gaze shifted, my stomach dropped. “Come here.”

The words were gentle, less of a command than a request, and | went. He was sitting
on a blanket, and I’d barely reached him when he caught me around the waist and
spread us both out on it. “Remember when | said that the mountains were the best
place for the stars?’

| nodded.
“We're still not as high as we could be, but thisis a pretty good place.”
With the fire so low, it was easy to see what he meant. The sky was filled with more

starsthan I’ d ever imagined existed. It was hard to think that anyone could come here
and see this and ever be content going back to a world without stars.



“What are you thinking?’ Lucas |eaned toward me, his lips teasing my neck.

| tilted my head so he had more skin to play with and smiled. “I’m thinking that it's
impossible to see something this beautiful and live anywhere else after.”

Lucas raised his head and looked at me. The low, flickering firelight showed me the
intensity and hope in his gaze. He wanted this to be my place. | knew that.

He undressed me, but thistime it wasn't like before when he’ d wanted to get me into
the water. This time it was with reverence, his attention focused on every piece of me
he reveal ed.

L ucas overwhelmed me with attention, and by the time | was naked underneath him, |
was aready writhing with need for him. He'd thought about this too, and he had
condoms. | smirked at the box that spilled out of his bag. “A whole box? That's a
little ambitious.”

“When it comesto you, it’snot.” He didn’'t look like he was remotely kidding.

| reached between us, stroking along his length. In the nights we'd shared, 1'd
explored him more, but | still wasn’'t over the wonder of his body. It never failed to
amaze me. Every time | laid eyes on him, | thought him handsome, and in the
firelight was no exception.

Sharp, dark shadows played across his features, drawing them out and making the
pure emotion in his gaze stand out. | started to wiggle down beneath him, so | could
taste him, and he stopped me.

“1 need to see you.”

“You'll be able to see me perfectly fine,” | said with agrin.
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A faint reflection of my own smile. “Y ou know what | mean.”

Lucas kissed me dowly, easing my legs apart and settling between them. There
wasn’'t any more teasing or denying, it was just... us. | gasped when he pushed into
me.

Because of the past few days, | wasn't a stranger to sex anymore. But this felt
different. Lucas pressed deep, and deeper, until we were one and the same. His face
was in silhouette above me against the canvas of infinite stars, and everything seemed
like more.

His lips met mine, and we were suspended in a moment that lasted forever. And |
knew, though | wasn't ready for it, that the moment was changing us. Like the first
time1I’d let him hold me, it was a moment we could not come back from.

But then again, knowing L ucas, there would never be any going back.
When we moved, we moved together.

Pleasure unfurled inside me like a wave. Like a rising tide. It moved through us
together, rising and cresting until the wave broke over us together, the only witnesses
the stars and mountains.

Lucas pressed his forehead to mine, our breaths mingling. There weren’'t any words
to say, and anything would break the spell we'd woven. Instead, Lucas pulled back,
lifted me from the blanket, and carried me into the tent he'd pitched—into warmth
and softness and more delicious pleasure.



In this moment, it was easy not to think about anything but him and me, and the idea
that we might always have something like this.

Chapter 23

Lucas

As we rode over ranchland, nothing was out of place, and the prickle of tension under
my skin eased. There was nothing, but it felt like there was always something lately.

Nathan hadn’t taken the bait.

Not only that, but there weren't any signs of him anywhere. They'd set the trap
perfectly in Missoula, but nothing suspicious had happened, or any response at all.
Perhaps Nathan hadn’t been able to get there in time. Perhaps he wasn't in the state
and had hired someone to do his dirty work.

The anonymous attacks on our security system continued, but the flower deliveries
had ceased. I'd tried to loosen things enough to make Evelyn feel like she was safe
and that she wasn't a prisoner while not dropping my guard. That was the only thing |
was sure of: Nathan had not given up.

He' d retreated.

The absence of his obvious presence was possibly more dangerous.

It had been ten days of nothing, and the more time passed, the more tense | became,
though | tried not to show it. I’d accompanied Evelyn to Deja Brew a couple days.

She' d wanted to see Lena and work, and she’ d understood why | wasn’t willing to let
her go aone.



Other than the impending threat, these past ten days had been... amazing. For obvious
reasons, Ev hadn’'t moved out of my house. Not only was there the danger to
consider, but | didn’t want her to leave.

| was falling for her. Hard.

Every moment with Evelyn was a revelation. | loved learning who she was and what
made her feel good. | loved watching her blossom into herself more—someone who
was less anxious and full of fear. | loved, too, seeing the moments when she was
afraid so that | could be there for her. She didn’t have to face anything alone.

Something had changed between us at the high woods. We didn’t talk about it, but it
sang between us with silent certainty. There was a steadiness to this force pulling us
together now, and | would thank the universe forever that | hadn't ignored my
instincts.

Evelyn had started helping us regularly with the animals, too, and was a natural. A
couple of days ago, she'd finaly opened that door, telling me that she’d intended to
go into a field with animas—training or veterinary science, she hadn’t
decided—before she’'d met Nathan. After, he'd convinced her that she didn’t need to
have a career because he had all the money in the world, and he would take care of
her.

Young and in love, she’'d believed him.

If she wanted to do that with her life, | wouldn’t stop her. | would help her any way
that | could.

“Hey,” Evelyn called. She brought Dove, one of the mares that we kept on the ranch,
to a stop and dismounted. Not a therapy animal, just a sweet horse. | was riding
Storm, a stallion we kept.



This was a part of the ranch that we rarely visited day to day. The large, open part
that we hadn’t done anything with. Yet. It was a beautiful green space with scattered
trees and afew lake-fed streams. Part of me wanted us to keep it like this, pristine and
untouched.

Dove drank from one of the streams, and Evelyn stood petting her neck.

“Hey,” | called back. We hadn’t spoken in awhile, just enjoying the day.

“You okay?' she asked as| swung off Storm’s back and walked over to her.
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| nodded. “Of course.” When she looked at me, | sighed. “No. I'm always on edge,
waiting for the next thing to happen.”

“Me too,” she admitted. “But at the very least, | don’t think there’'s much chance of
Nathan sneaking up on us out here.”

Evelyn was right about that. Out here we could see all around us, and there wasn’t
enough cover for anyone to surprise us. We'd kept it that way intentionally. The
woods had been much thicker when we' d bought the property. “ That’ s true.”

She looked at me with a small gleam in her eye. “It’s beautiful out here too. Like the
lake.”

| raised an eyebrow, and | couldn’t stop the smile that came to me. It would always
be one of my favorite memories, and | couldn’t wait to take Evelyn back there. But
we could recreate some of that magic here, if we wanted. “ The lake, huh?’

Her cheeks tinged pink, and she looked at the ground. | took Dove's reins along with
Storm’s and looped them over a nearby branch before | pulled her away. The tree that
| picked stood alone. | wasn't going to put her in danger.

But as | backed her up against the tree, | savored the fact that | could have these
moments with her. The longer | spent with Evelyn, the more she meant to me. She
was already smiling when | leaned down to kiss her.

That was one of my favorite parts of this, seeing her open up and learn that love and
pleasure didn’'t have to hurt.



Her lips parted under mine, and | took the time to run my hands along her ribs. She
was beautiful and strong, and | couldn’t get enough of her. Every moment we were
alone, | thought about doing this, and though it wasn't the primary reason | didn’t
want her to move out of my house, | would miss this if she left. And | couldn’t wait
for the day when we could do this freely, with nothing hanging over our heads.

But we were completely aone. So | let my hands creep up under her shirt, and |
pressed myself against her so that she could feel how hard | was. Evelyn gasped.
“Here?’

“Everywhere,” | whispered against her lips. “There’s nowhere that | wouldn’t take

you.

Her body arched into me in response, but her eyes flicked around us. Nervous.
Though we were safe, there wasn't an absolute guarantee that we were aone like
there had been at the lake.

“Too open?’

She bit her lip. “Isthat okay?”’

“Of courseitis,” | said, kissing her forehead. “1’ll have to remember to finish this the
next time we go back to the lake. There are plenty of trees out there that will do just
aswell. And in the meantime, our bed might be lonely.”

Her blush deepened as | pulled her back to the horses. | loved that reaction as long as
shewasn’'t truly embarrassed. Right now, she wasn't.

We rode back to the stables. Tonight was a community dinner that we both planned to
help with, and we needed to get stuff from the house first. Though we had enough
time to make our bed very not lonely. But when we approached the stable, Danidl,



Harlan, and Jude were all waiting for us. That wasn't good.
My stomach dropped, and my senses went wide, searching for anything that 1I'd
missed. The only reason | didn’t speed up to meet them was that | was keeping pace

with Ev, and | wasn’t about to leave her alone.

Their faces were grim. They weren’t meeting us out here to invite usto a party. | rode
up and dismounted. “What happened?’

Harlan nodded to Evelyn. “ Get her off the horse first.”
The words were quiet and firm. My eyebrows rose, but | nodded, helping her down
off Dove as she slowed to a stop. | felt her hesitation. She knew as well as | did that

this kind of welcoming party wasn’'t good.

Jude took the horses from us, his eyes roving over the both of us like he was making
sure we were whole before disappearing into the stables.

“What’ s going on?’

Daniel handed me two white envelopes. These weren't normal |etters, they were thick
stationery, like formal invitations for a wedding. My name was printed in calligraphy
on one, and Evelyn’s was printed on the other. No addresses. “They were delivered
today. By hand, asfar as| can tell.”

“You know what’sin them?’

Harlan nodded. “Everyone got them. The seven of us, Evelyn, Lena, Grace.”

Evelyn appeared a my side. “What isit?’



“1 don’'t know,” | admitted. She saw the envelope with her name and took it from me.
113 EV_H

But she was aready tearing it open. | rushed to get mine open too. My instinct was
right. It was like awedding invitation, but it wasn’t for a wedding.

White cardstock and curling black script matched the envelope.
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In memoriam
Y ou'reinvited to the celebration of life and interment of Evelyn Jessica Taylor.
The date was one week from today with atime and address.

My head whipped to Evelyn, and she was white as the card she was holding, back in
the shell she’'d been in when she’d arrived. This was an invitation to a funeral for her.
A death threat.

Not athreat. A promise.
“What's at this address?’ | asked.

Harlan shrugged. “Nothing. Or at least there’'s not supposed to be anything there. It's
the side of an old road outside of town. We were waiting for you before checking it

”

out.

“I’m going with you,” | said before approaching Evelyn. She didn’t move as | held
her. Stiff. Lifeless. She was trembling. “This will not happen,” | told her softly. “He
cannot have you. He does not own you. | will not let him take your life, do you
understand?’

She didn't move or speak, just leaned a little closer. The only acknowledgment that
she’d heard me.

“1 think you should stay here,” | said then. “Y ou won't be alone. But we don’t know



what might be there.”

1 No.”

“Evelyn.”

Her face snapped up to mine. “No. Nathan is coming after me. I’'m going to see what
the hell thisis.”

Every instinct in me screamed to hide her away. To keep her safe. To not expose her
to the danger. But she was right—this was her life, and she deserved to know. “Okay.
Will you let us sweep it first to make sure there’ s nothing waiting for you?”’

She nodded once.

My breath eased atiny bit at that. “All right,” | said then, looking at the others. “Let’s
go.”

We left Grant and Noah at the ranch to watch things, and the rest of us piled into cars.
The address wasn't far, less than twenty minutes from the ranch, but away from town.
Isolated. | couldn’t think of atime I'd been out on these particular roads in the past
couple of years.

| didn’t take my hands off Evelyn the entire time, and she didn’t bother to pull away.
She was practically in my lap, and | couldn’t stop moving my hands over her to
convince both her and myself that she was real and here and safe. Dangerous
emotions—panic, anger, and determination—compressed into something sharp: cold
asice and hard as stedl.

It was developing in my friends as well. This kind of onslaught was on a whole
different level, and though they didn’t know Evelyn as well as | did, they knew she



didn’'t deserve this. No one did. And this made it more than personal.

We pulled up to the address, and Harlan was correct. It was no more than a dirt drive
and some trees on the side of the road. Liam stayed with Evelyn and me while the
others went ahead. It was only minutes before they returned, but as soon as | saw
their faces and their body language, | knew it wasn’t good.

Harlan just looked at me as he opened the door for us, eyes hard, warning me.

| didn’t let go of Evelyn's hand as we walked past the cluster of pine trees that
blocked whatever they’ d found.

It was a graveyard, a wrought-iron fence surrounding a plot with neat rows of
identical gravestones. I’d never known there was a graveyard here, and | suppose this
was an apt place to send someone for afake funeral.

We walked closer to the stones, and the markers weren’t normal ones. They weren't
decorative at all, and they were al identical in style. Names, with a specific birth date
and death date. The first couple that we passed | noticed weren't far apart. Like
whoever was buried there was a child.

It took me a second to realize that Evelyn was no longer moving. She stood stock still
in front of that first marker, her hand nearly crushing mine. Her face was so pale and
stricken | worried that she was about to faint, and moved closer. “Evelyn?’

“No.” The word was so small and anguished, | didn’t understand.
Then she was moving too quickly. To the next stone and the next, her breathing

growing too fast, eyes wild with panic. What was | missing here? What did she see
that | didn’'t?



| looked around the small yard as she tore away from me, counting the stones. Three
neat rows of five, and two in the middle were empty. Thirteen graves. Thirteen. The
same number of false identities that Evelyn had been forced to make.

Fuck.

| looked at the first stone again. Four years ago was the birth, and not long after, the
death. It was an effort not to run over to the last one in the sequence, but | knew what
| would see. The death date was barely a month ago. Evelyn’s previous identity—the
one she had burned in order to come here.
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Thiswasn’t a graveyard that Nathan had found and repurposed. This was a graveyard
that he had created. The entire graveyard was made for her. Because of her. This was
what he'd been doing in this period of silence.

Joining Evelyn in the center of the graveyard, | took her into my arms. | needed to get
her out of here. Right now. “Let’sgo. You don’'t need to see this. Or be here.”

“Look,” she said quietly.

We were standing in front of the two empty graves, already dug. The first stone was a
single word. Thief.

And the second stone said Evelyn Taylor. With her real birthday, and a blank death
date. She was perfectly still in my arms and didn’t move when | tried to pull her
away. Nor did she react when | lifted her into my arms and carried her back to the
cars.

The guys were ready and waiting, and the door had barely closed behind us before |
barked at them to go. | would fill them in on the true meaning of those graves soon,
but an open grave with her name on it was enough for them to understand the
seriousness of the situation. And | had no doubt that they’d made the other important
connection—the open grave marked Thief? That was for me.

Nathan thought that Evelyn was his property. He' d told her as much. By touching her
and being with her, 1'd stolen her. | didn’t care. He could come for me all he liked. |
wasn't going to let him touch her.



They drove us back to my house, and Jude whispered that he was going to secure the
ranch. Full lockdown again. | nodded. Evelyn came first. Then a new plan. My
brothers-in-arms could handle the defenses while | made sure that the most important
personin my lifedidn’t fall apart.

She didn’t move until we got into the house. And it was arelief to see her come back.
Evelyn had retreated so deep inside herself that | hadn’'t been sure that she would
come back. But her eyes were filled with black misery when she looked at me. “I
haveto run, Lucas.”

| shook my head. “You don't.”

Suddenly her eyes were filled with tears. “| have to leave. He's going to kill both of
us if | stay. Maybe more than us. He's not going to stop, and | can't let you die—I
can't. | haveto go.”

She’d moved into the center of the room and in three steps she was back in my arms,
| made her look at me, guiding her gaze to mine. Fury vibrated under my skin at this
man who' d taken everything from her and was still taking more. “1 am not running,” |
said softly. | let her see every ounce of determination that was in me. “I am not afraid
of him.”

“l am,” she said, tears spilling over. “I don’t want to be, but | am, Lucas. | don’t want
todie. | don’'t want you or anyone else here to die because of me.”

“You're not going to die” In my voice, | could hear the rawness of those emotions
that were still hardening. “Y ou are not going to die.”

13 LLJ(:aS ”

| pulled her close and wrapped her up in my arms. “He can’'t have you. You are not



his.” Those words were ones |I'd said before. | made them a vow this time. “We are
going to end this. And you are going to have alife that is more than fear. | promised
you that, and it’s still true.”

Tears still ran down her cheeks, and | brushed them away. There was so much pain
and fear there, and | couldn’t take it away. If | could carry it al for her, | would. “Do
you believe me?”’

A small, broken sound. “I believe that you'll try.”

“That's al | can ask.” If our positions were reversed, | wouldn’t have much faith
either.

Like the first time that she’d been in this house, | lifted her into my arms and carried
her upstairs. This was our home now, for as long as she wanted to share it with me.
She didn’t resist, her strength gone. | stopped to remove our shoes before cradling her
in our bed and holding her.

We'd left Aspen here while we were riding, and he was already on the end of the bed.
| would thank God for the rest of my life for that dog’s intuitive nature. As soon as
Evelyn hit the covers, he curled next to her on her other side. We surrounded her, and
soon enough her breath smoothed out into long, even breaths, safe in the protection of

sleep.

| swallowed down my own emotions, shuddering with my own fear. | hadn’t lied to
her—I wasn't afraid of Nathan. If and when the time came to face him, | could handle
him. | feared losing her, and more, | feared not being there when she needed me the
most. History repeating itself. Being too late.

Right now she was safe, and in my arms. For the moment, that was all | had, and |
resolved not to waste a moment.



Chapter 24

Lucas

Evelyn rested in my arms, utterly asleep. | didn’t think that she’'d slept so soundly
since she'd started staying with me. Her mind was protecting itself from this new

reality: Nathan was dtill here and close enough to reach us. He was absolutely
determined to kill her.

And me, it seemed.

We hadn’t undressed to get into bed. Comforting her, making sure she felt safe had
been more important. So my phone was still in my pocket when it vibrated against
my hip.

A text from Harlan.

We need you here. Grant and Noah are on their way to guard the house.
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Everything in me bristled. | didn’t want to leave her alone, especially when she was
sleeping. But they were right. We had to move. Now.

Gently, | pulled away from her, making sure that Aspen was still curled up close. |
left a quick note explaining that | was at the lodge, and that both Grant and Liam
were outside the door if she needed them. And finally, | couldn’t resist leaning down
to press my lips against her temple.

Evelyn didn't stir. Good. Hopefully, she wouldn’'t know that 1I’d been gone by the
time | got back.

Noah stood on the porch when | came out. | locked the door behind me. “You all
right?’

He was a good guy and had been through more trauma than most people would ever
know. | could trust him with my life, and Evelyn’'s life. He would rather die than let
anyone through. More importantly, | knew that if he was asking me, that he really
wanted to know.

“I'mnot,” | said.

He nodded. “ Get over there, then.”

“1s me being over there going to make me feel better.”

“Probably not.” His eyes flashed. “But you'll feel more stable if you're doing
something.”



That was the truth. Being helpless was the worst feeling. Especially when the danger
was so real and so close. | waved to Noah as | jogged down the steps. It wasn't that
far to the lodge, but | jumped into my truck anyway.

Everyone was clustered around the monitors looking at security footage when |
walked in. Ours, and it looked like Jude had the town’s cameras patched into our
system now. “I’'m here.”

“Good,” Harlan said without turning around. “Police chief told us that he's seen
someone matching Nathan's description around town, but we haven’'t seen him on
any cameras anywhere. Also got reports of a cabin about forty miles out that's

abandoned, but people have seen lights.”

“He's not anywhere?’ | looked at the feeds, and Jude was looking too. Arms crossed
and frowning.

“No,” he said. “I’ve got facial recognition running, so if he does hit a camera, we'll
know it.”

“If they don’t alter the footage first,” Daniel muttered.
Jude swore under his breath. He wasn’t happy that they were able to do that, or about
hisinability to find the digital loophole that allowed them access to the cameras when

they were blocked from everyone else.

“He's dippery,” Jude finally said. “There aren’t enough cameras in town to actually
cover everything. He knows where they are and is avoiding them, if he’s here.”

“If he’shere,” | said, my frustration like sandpaper under my skin.

Liam paced along the back wall. “Everything he's done. He wants us to know that



he's here, but he hasn’'t shown himself. It's like he wants to be a very present ghost.
Why?’

| turned away from the monitors and leaned my hands on the table. Liam was right.
What was going on here? | was the only one in this room who knew everything, so it
was me who had to put the clues together.

Nathan was possessive. He considered Ev his because they’d been engaged. Hell,
he'd used her engagement ring to scar her. Then he'd made a promise about where
he'd bury her. | wasn't sure | was right, but it was worth a shot. “He's really caught
up in the idea of people not breaking their word. He still thinks of Evelyn as his
fiancée. Nathan made promises to her about what he’d do to her if she crossed him.
All this time, when she' s been alone, maybe he's been giving her chances, or what he
thinks are chances, to come back to him so he didn’t have to follow through. But now
she's here, and she's... with me.” | swallowed. “The final betrayal. Her actually being
with someone else. It's what started this in the first place, and so he's finished giving
her chances. Hence the deadline.”

“Could be,” Liam said. “Thisguy is a piece of work.”
“Tell me about it.” | aimost choked on the words. They didn't know the extent of
Evelyn’s scars or the fears that she carried. She thought she was going to die, or cause

someone else’ s death. | knew that weight, and it was a horrible way to live.

“Well,” Jude said, “one of the reasons we pulled you away from Evelyn was that
we' ve had a breakthrough.”

| turned to him. “Why wasn’t that the first thing you told me?’

He stared at me. Because when it came to Evelyn, they already knew | tended to goin
guns blazing, and they needed me in a calmer, more rational, more clinical state of



mind. Which | now was. “What isit?’

“One of my contacts. More like a last resort. He's deep enough that | can’t say shit
about him. But after way too much digging—West is definitely being protected—he
found this.” He handed me a sticky note with a phone number on it. “It’s older, so we
don’'t know if it’s still his phone. But if it is, we can track it.”

Fuck. Relief and anger flowed through me all at once. Like breaking through the
water’ s surface and getting that first sweet hit of oxygen. “We gonnacall it?’

Jude nodded and tossed me a phone that was connected to the security setup. “All
ready to track it. If it's him. He's going to have encryption, so you need to give me
time.”

| almost laughed. The old “keep them talking” thing that happened on moviesand TV
wasn't the way you tracked phones in the digital world. But he was being protected,
which meant we couldn’t just bounce his signal off the nearest satellite. Jude was
going to have to hack it, or try. “Got it.”
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For a moment, | centered myself. If this was him, | had to keep myself steady. |
couldn’t lose my temper. | couldn’t show him any emotion. He couldn’t know that he
was under my skin. | couldn’t give him any kind of advantage over me.

| dialed the number and switched the call to speaker before setting the phone on the
table. It didn’t ring afull cycle before it clicked on. “Nathan West.”

His voice sounded much like I'd imagined it would. Like someone who could be
charming, charismatic, and make you think the world of him. He sounded like a
person who'd never been told no. | glanced over at Jude, who was typing quickly.

“Hello?’ Nathan said. “Who isthis?”’

“The thief.” The atmosphere went taut. The call didn’t end though. | had to keep him
here. “I’m calling to ask you what you want.”

“You know what | want.” The words were soft and smooth. Not incriminating, a
simple confirmation.

We weretalking to him. It didn’t seem real, after him being a ghost for so long. | took
a deep breath and looked around at the others. They nodded. | took another breath
and focused on the phone and on keeping my voice level.

“Whatever you have planned, Nathan, it’s not going to happen.”

Silence.



“You need to get out of here,” | said evenly. “Leave Garnet Bend while you still
can.”

Another silence.
“I’m suggesting that for your own good, because if you touch Evelyn—if you touch
any one of us—all bets are off. Nothing will stop us from finding you, and we are not

people who go back on our word.”

| used that phrasing intentionally. If that was what was really important to him, then |
was speaking his language.

For long moments, there was nothing but the soft sound of Jude's typing. Then
Nathan spoke. And every word was dripping with delight. | could hear him smiling.
“Seevyou at the funeral.”

The line went dead, and | let out acurse. “Did you get it?’

“Not quite. General areaonly.”

| snatched the phone off the table and hit redial. Nothing. Not even a ring. The
number had been disconnected. “Fuck.”

“He's here,” Jude said. “Couldn’t pinpoint it, but the signal was close enough. He's
local.”

“1s there anything that will help us find him? If he's here, | want to go find him and
nail his assto the wall. We've sat here and waited long enough.”

A dangerous quiet blanketed the room. “Y ou’'re not going anywhere,” Daniel finaly
said. “Not when he’ s gunning for you as hard as Evelyn.”



| glared at my friend, but he stared me down. There wasn’'t going to be any changing
hismind, and | didn’t have to ask the others to know they agreed.

“Jude, Liam, go check out the cabin that Charlie told us about,” Daniel said. “Make
sure you're not seen if he’ sthere. If the signal is close, it may not be a coincidence.”

The police chief was doing us a solid, and | needed to thank him. But | wanted to go.
| needed to seeif he wasthere. “I’m going too.”

“No.” Harlan’ s voice brooked no argument. “ Sit down.”

Anger spiked. The seven of us were equals. We'd made that agreement when we
started this place. Each one of us had our roles and specialties, but no one had more
power than another, and when one of us was out of line, we were allowed to call them
out.

Jude and Liam left, and | was still standing. My own stubbornness wasn't going to
allow me to sit right now. | wasn’'t going to do what | was told. “If thisis going to be
another conversation asking me how deep in | am, you can saveit.”

“It'snot,” Daniel said. “But we need to know if you can handle this.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”’

Harlan's face was hard. I'd seen that face before. It was unyielding. | was going to
hear what he had to say whether | liked it or not. “We mean we want to know how
much of this is because you're terrified you'll fail to save another person and how

much is because you're in love with Evelyn.”

The breath went out of my lungs.
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In love with her.
Was| in love with her?

I’d already admitted to myself that | was falling, but it honestly hadn’t occurred to me
that | was aready there. But | was. Holy fuck, | was so in love with Evelyn. Hearing
the words out loud made it click like a key in a lock. But | wasn't ready to say it.
Because the other part of that question was real too. | was terrified. No matter how
much 1’d worked through my shit, | wasn’t sure that something like this would ever
lose its power. And if | said out loud that | was in love with her, it felt too much like
tempting fate.

A long time ago, I'd sworn that | would never fail someone like that again.

| scrubbed my hands over my face. “Both,” | said, voice raw. “It’s both.”

My ass hit the seat, all my arrogance and anger gone in a breath.

Daniel nodded. “Even if you weren’'t ass over head in love with her, we would help
her. You know that. No one deserves to live like that. But you know that your
emotions and your biases are dangerous. So if we're going to get ahead of him,
you' re going to need our help.”

They were right.

“No more letting him call the shots, right?’ Harlan was wearing a grim smile.



“Right.”

Daniel stood and stretched. “Then let’ s get the fucker.”

Chapter 25

Evelyn

My fingers wouldn’t stop fidgeting. It felt dangerous to be here. And indulgent. | was
gitting in Dr. Rayne's office in Garnet Bend, and I'd been here for the better part of
an hour. Lucas had told me that | could trust her, that she was one of the people who
had helped him through his own PTSD.

That alone made me want to give her a chance. And since we weren’'t running, and
we were taking the stance of not being afraid, | wanted to do this. It had been far too
long. And for the second time ever, | told someone everything. From the beginning
through to the end. | was actually shocked at the way everything poured out of me.

“I know it'salot.”

Rayne smiled gently. “It's your story. It's intense, and it feels more so because
you'’ ve kept it hidden for so long. Eventually, it won't be so heavy for you.”

“1 hope so,” | said, my fingers fidgeting again.
She noticed. There wasn’'t much she didn’t notice. “Maybe at our next appointment
we could meet outside? Or at the ranch with Penny, if you like. Often times meeting

outside of an office can help people with PTSD. It might make you feel less trapped.”

| swallowed. | did feel trapped, but it wasn't really the office that was doing that. It
was Nathan. He was the reason | was still cooped up and the reason that we couldn’t



meet outdoors. “Until the... situation is resolved, | don’t know that meeting outside
would be safe.”

“That’s afair assessment,” Rayne said with a sad smile.

Lucas was keeping watch outside of the office. It felt strange to have a
bodyguard—someone with me wherever | went. But a the same time, it was
comforting. For the first time, | wasn't doing this alone. | was still afraid, but | could
breathe, and that was better than nothing.

But | could see how tight Lucas was strung. The up and down, safety and not.
Adrenaline and then tenuous peace over and over. It was wearing on him. The tiny

whisper that | should leave was still in my mind.

“So that was the past,” Rayne said. “Let’s wrap up by talking about what’ s happening
right now.”

“There’' s alot happening right now.”

Rayne tilted her head and studied me. “What are you afraid of, sitting here in this
moment?”’

“Nathan.” The answer was immediate.

“More specifically?’

My hands flared outward and then curled into fists. “Him killing me. Or kidnapping
me and then killing me. Or worse, him taking me back and forcing me to live with

him forever. I'm afrad he'll kill Lucastoo.”

“Why is that?”
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The words bubbled up against my lips, and | paused. Rayne knew Lucas really well.
Was it okay to talk about him like this? Here?

“I won't share anything you say with Lucas, Evelyn. Just like | wouldn’'t share
anything that he’s said with you.”

| took a shaky breath. “I’m afraid of Nathan killing him because it would be my fault.
If | hadn’t come here, if | hadn’t... stayed, Nathan wouldn’t know that Lucas existed.”
More words came crashing out, things that must have been lurking underneath.
Things that I’ d been pushing down. “I’m also worried that my feelings for Lucas are
so strong only because he' sthe first man that I’ ve let in. After... everything.”

“But you do have feelings?’

There was no way to deny that. “I haven't felt anything like this since Nathan. And
that’ sterrifying. | know Lucasisn’t like him. | know that. But still.”

“It's easy to worry that history will repeat itself,” she said. “But you also deserve to
be happy. This isn't bound by confidentiality, so | can tell you that I’ ve never seen
Lucas look at someone the way he looks at you.”

That sent alittle breath into my lungs.

“And furthermore, you are your own person. You know who you are and what you
need. Trust that you're doing what’s best for you. You have a lot of people around
you now, myself included, that would tell you if things were headed in that direction.
Right now they are not.”



| took along, slow breath and listened to my heartbeat slow to a more normal rhythm.

“You covered a lot today,” she said gently. “And it's going to feel that way. You
might be alittle raw for the next few days. That’s okay. It’s expected when you bring
stuff like this to the surface. Thisis a process.”

| did fed lighter, and when we set our next appointment, something like hope lit up
my chest. Thisfelt like the first step toward letting everything go. | could never forget
it. Not completely. My scars would never let me do that. But maybe | could let it fade
into the past.

As soon as we caught Nathan.

We were closer. Yesterday there had been progress while I'd slept—though Lucas
had been wrapped around me again by the time | had woken. Some location where he
might be. Lucas had offered to tell me everything, and I’d said no. Only the basics. |
didn’t want to think about him out there lurking. He already haunted my dreams
enough.

Lucas was waiting outside. His eyes were everywhere, taking everything in. But his
phone was also to his ear when | stepped out of the door. “Okay,” he said. “She's
here now. We'll be back shortly.”

He ended the call then pulled me against his body, pressed me against the side of the
building, and kissed me hard. Harder than he probably should have given that we
were in plain sight, but the way his mouth opened mine, tongue teasing, | didn’t care.

“We got him,” he said, pulling back to press his forehead against mine.

The world tumbled from under my feet, and | was glad that | had him and the wall to
keep me upright. “What?’



“We found him. An abandoned cabin about an hour from here. We're going to get
him. Tonight. It's a done deal. All you have to do is stay at the house. Liam will be
there, and Noah too.

It didn't seem real. All | could do was stare at him. This was too easy, right? This
couldn’t be happening. “How do you know?’

“We traced his phone—not easy, given the amount of protection he has—and the
police chief had a few reports about lights. We checked him out last night and saw
him through the windows. That’s where he's holed up.”

My knees felt like water.

“You'refree,” he whispered in my ear. “Assoon as | get back, you're free.”

Lucas kissed me again, and | kissed him back. | couldn’t believe it—wouldn’t fully
believe it until he was back and safe and they had Nathan. But this kernel of light in
my chest was the start of something more hopeful than I'd felt in years. And that was
dangerous.

| couldn’t stop touching him as we drove back to the ranch, and Lucas seemed to feel
the same. He kept me curled against his side, driving with one hand on the wheel and
the other around my waist. | was jumpier than normal with all of my emotions at the
surface from speaking with Rayne and now the possibility of al thisending. Finally.

He knew. Lucas's fingers kept moving in slow and soothing circles. Neither of us
said much on the drive. He was focused on the task ahead, and just as I'd felt in
Rayne's office, | didn’t want to tempt fate by daring to speculate out loud more than
we had to.

Freedom.



That word was an impossible thing reserved for other people. Not for me. It couldn’t
bereal. | couldn’t afford to believe it until it was.

It was all happening so fast.

Liam was already outside of the house when we pulled up, and he waved with a grin.
“Ready for afun night of waiting?’

“You bet,” | said, though nerves were starting to grow in my gui.
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“Give me afew minutes,” Lucas said as we headed up the stairs. Aspen bounded over
to me as soon as we walked in, tail wagging, pressing against my side. | scratched
behind his ears.

“Noah will be around the grounds, and Liam will be in the house with you. But only
if you feel comfortable with that. He can stay outside if he needsto.”

| shook my head. “No, that's fine.” | wasn't afraid of Liam. | wasn't afraid of the
Resting Warrior men. A far cry from where I’d been when I'd first gotten here. But
I’ d seen their goodness and their dedication to helping me.

Lucas and | walked up to our bedroom hand in hand. Now | did think of it as our
bedroom. What 1'd talked about with Rayne ran through my head. | deserved to be
happy, and | needed to trust myself. These feelings were real. And that made me
afraid for him.

| turned to him at the top of the stairs. “Do you have to go?”’

“1 need to make sure that he' s taken care of. | can’t let my friends go and take care of
Nathan alone.”

“What about Liam? He doesn't feel the same? And Noah?’

He looked alittle sad. “For the same reasons that | need to go, they have reasons that
they want to stay.”

My fingers fidgeted again, this time flaring in and out, grasping onto his arms. “I



know that you know what you’ re doing. But I'm... terrified. For you.”

“Don’t be.”

“l am.” | pressed closer to him. “I can’t take anything for granted with Nathan. Please
be careful. Please.” | could hear emotion welling up in my voice, but | kept it
contained. He was going to do this, and | wouldn’t send him away worried about me.

Lucas kissed me slowly. If he weren’'t about to throw himself into danger, he would
have me on the bed in minutes. And | looked forward to doing that without this black
cloud over our heads. “I will be careful,” he said. “I promise.”

He pulled away from me and quickly threw on dark pants and a dark shirt. | sat on the
bed and watched him as he changed with ruthless efficiency. During the darkness of
night, he would be all but invisible. “I’ll call you as soon as it's done,” he said,
coming to me and pressing one final kissto my temple. “Keep your phone with you.”

“I will.”

| followed him to the front door and smiled as he stepped out and Liam stepped in.
Aspen pressed against the back of my legs like he knew | needed it. | wrapped my
arms around myself to keep from fidgeting. | tried to stop thinking about the fact that
L ucas was walking away from me and toward danger. For me.

Words pressed against my mouth, but they terrified me. Made my heart stutter. And |
locked my lips together to keep them in. | would tell him later when he was back and
we were safe and those words could be spoken in intimate darkness.

| watched him until he disappeared.

“He'll be okay,” Liam said. “They all will.”



“Yeah.” | forced asmile. “Do you want some food? | was going to make dinner.”

Liam shook his head. “ Thanks for the offer, but | ate. Just do whatever you need. I'll
be here in the living room.” He had a laptop with him, and he set it up on the table.
“Tapped into the cameras.”

“Lucas seemed to think that it's a done deal 7’

He shrugged. “It pretty much is. But we don’t take chances with stuff like this.”

| nodded. Nothing felt settled, and it wouldn’t until Lucas came back. So | turned and
nodded to Aspen. He came with me to the kitchen. | kept my phone tucked into my
bra despite knowing it would be hours until he called or came back. The place they
were going was about an hour away.

S0 at least two hours. | could fill two hours.

| fed Aspen and cooked myself some pasta. | took my time. Made the sauce from
scratch because | didn’t want to just sit with my thoughts. But still, by the time | was
finished and had eaten, it had only been an hour. My phone still rested against my
skin, dead and silent.

“Anything?’ | asked Liam.

“No, sorry.”

| closed my hands into fists and my toes curled. That was fine. It hadn’t been that
long. | steadied my breath and retreated to the kitchen again to make myself a cup of

tea

Now that | was here, and freedom was within my grasp, | needed to think about



things to actually... do. | didn’'t have any hobbies. For four years, my hobby had been
running and creating new identities. | hadn’t had time to do anything but survive. And
| doubted that creating identities for other people would be considered a good hobby.

If Lucas were here, | knew what we' d be doing. But even outside of that and the rush
of heat that accompanied those thoughts, | would need other things to do. | could read
abook, or anything really.
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| was paralyzed by all the possibilities.

Aspen followed me upstairs, and | busied myself by taking a shower. Washing my
face. Shaving my legs. Doing everything | could not to think about what was
happening. And finaly, | curled into bed with Aspen and willed myself to keep my
eyes closed and not keep waiting for the phone to ring.

The shrill tone ripped me from sleep, and | sat up, startled, Aspen suddenly alert. |
hadn’'t realized I'd dozed off. Fumbling with my camisole, | got the phone out and
answered without looking. “Lucas?’

“Sorry to disappoint,” Lena s amused voice says. “ Just me.”

“Oh my gosh.” | sagged back down onto bed. My entire body was thrumming with
adrenaline. “What timeisit?’

“Like one,” she said. “I’m really sorry for waking you up, though I’m curious why
you're waiting for Lucas to call like you’ re panicked.”

Sighing, | curled toward Aspen and cuddled him closer. “I'll tell you later. I'm
guessing it’s not asocia call at one in the morning.”

“No. Bessie quit on the road home. Inconvenient as fuck, | know. But | figured you
wouldn’t completely hate meif | asked you to come jump it?’

My heart stuttered. Her car had died? Tonight? It could be a coincidence. But if it
wasn't, we needed to get her out of there right the fuck now. | kept my voice even.



“You'rejust now going home? Girl, you need to get some sleep.”

She made a sound, no doubt rolling her eyes. “I got caught up in trying some new
recipes. You know how itis.”

“I don't, actually,” | said, laughing. “But | need to check and see if we can come get
you. I'll let you know in a couple minutes, okay?’

11 Okay-”
| changed out of my sleep shorts and camisole into sweatpants and a shirt with longer
sleeves. The others on the ranch hadn’t seen my scars, and this wasn’t the time to

have that conversation.

One in the morning, and nothing from Lucas. That was okay, right? Maybe they were
waiting to do something until they knew for sure that Nathan was asleep.

Aspen came with me down the stairs, nearly making me trip over my own feet.
“Liam?’

He looked over a me from his post. “Hey. | didn’t know you were still up.”

“1 wasn't, but Lena called me. Her car broke down again, and she needs ajump.”

“Jesus,” he said. “Talk about a bad time for that to happen.”

“Yeah,” | said. “But | don’t want to leave her out there aone. And with the timing, if
it's a coincidence—"

“Lucas will fucking kill meif | take you where there' s even the possibility of danger.
He will also murder mein my sleep if | leave you alone.”



“We can al go,” | said quickly. “Noah too. | wouldn't ask you to leave me alone, |
don’t want to be. It will be fast. But we can’'t leave her out there.”

Hisjaw flexed. “Let me call Noah.”

While he did, | got my shoes and a jacket. | wanted to be ready to go.

“He'll be here in three minutes,” Liam said. “We need to go fast. We're risking this
because of the coincidence, and the fact that Jude would make sure that they never
found my body if | left her out there to wait for atow truck.”

“1 know,” | said, following him. But | turned to Aspen. “ Stay.”

Aspen stayed obediently. | felt better, having him stay here. Quickly, | texted Lenato
let her know that we were on our way.

There was tension under my skin as we waited on the porch, and Noah pulled up with
acar. | tucked my phone back into my bra so that | could still fedl it the second it
rang. “The fact that | haven't heard from Lucas yet. That’s not bad, right?’

“No. They should be getting started right around now,” Liam said as | slipped into the
passenger seat of the car with him in the back.

It was only a five-minute drive to where Lena was, and she was leaning against her
car like a woman in a movie poster, the damsal in distress. But | could read
embarrassment in the way that she was standing.

We pulled around so our car was facing hers and could jump it. The hood of her car
was already up and waiting.
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“I"'mreally sorry,” she said as we got out of the car.
| laughed. “Not your fault. Though I think it might be time to give up on the car.”

“Never,” Lena said with a grin. “I love this car. Bessie is a good girl. | just need to
pour alittle more money into it to make sure she doesn’'t pull this shit on me.”

“And go home and get to dleep at a decent time so that she can pull this shit during
daylight hours,” | said with a smirk.

Liam already had the cables hooked between the cars, and Noah was standing by the
driver’s side door, looking around in slow circles. There was nothing to see. Just a
wooden fence and open fields next to the road. Ranchland, like so much out here.
There weren’t any lightsin sight.

“Okay,” Liam said to Noah. “ Start it.”
They swapped roles. Now Liam was the one on the lookout while Noah started the
car to charge Lena's battery. She pulled me a few steps to the side. “What the hell is

going on, and whereis Lucas?’

| pressed my lips together, toes flexing in my shoes. “They think they found Nathan.
They’re al out there right now trying to catch him.”

Her eyes went wide. “Holy shit.”

“Yeah.”



“Okay, Lena,” Noah called. “Go ahead and give it ago.”

She sat in her car and turned over the engine. It made a whining sound, but it didn’t
start. We waited a couple more minutes, and there still weren't any better sounds
from the engine. Liam frowned at it and ducked his head under her hood. The car
idled as Noah stepped out to keep watch.

“Nothing looks wrong,” he said. “Give it one more try.”

Lena did, and the same pitiful whine came from the engine. And then the engine
stopped making any sounds at all. “Damn it.” She sighed and leaned back against the
seat before she pulled out the keys and locked it behind her. “1 guess I’ll have to call
amechanic in the morning.”

“I"'m sorry.”

She sighed. “It’s not your fault. My love for this car may not be enough to keep her
alive, no matter how much | want it to.”

| slipped my arm around her shoulder. “I1t had a good life.”

“We'll see what the mechanic says. Anyway, can | get aride home?’

“Of course,” | said. “Like we would leave you out here in the middle of the night.”

There was a measure of relief that we were leaving and going back to a place with
walls. We were fine, everything was fine. But being out here like this was unnerving.

Liam unhooked the cables from Lena s engine and dropped the hood. It sounded with
aclang. At the same time there was an electric sound. Like her car suddenly let out a
zap of whatever energy had been put into it.



“What the hell was that?”

The words were barely out of my mouth before Liam was crumpling to the ground
with that same sound in the air, twitching as he dropped in front of the headlights.

My stomach plummeted, and | couldn’t hear anything. The world was roaring in my
ears as adark figure bent to meet Liam’ sfall with a needle to his neck.

It was already too late to run. Maybe it had always been too late to run. This hadn’t
been a coincidence.

Nathan stood and smiled at me—the smile that haunted my dreams. “Hello, Evelyn.”
Then he raised his hand and pointed a gun straight at me.

Chapter 26

Lucas

| was crouched in a bush, observing the cabin from as close as | dared. Lights blazed
from all the windows, and music poured out of the house. The bastard. He was here

enjoying himself while he terrorized Evelyn. Probably getting off on the fact that she
was afraid.
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She was safe. Hopefully asleep. And | couldn’t wait for the moment that | could call
her and tell her that it was done. Though the battle wouldn’t be over. With the kind of
protection that he had, keeping him in jail would be a struggle. But we had more than
enough evidence for him to stay there.

We would make sure that he did.

He passed by the window again, and | kept my rage at bay. The plan was to wait for
him to go to sleep for ease of entry, but it was getting late enough that we'd have to
move anyway.

Jude’ s voice sounded in my ear. “Any sign of him winding down?”
“No,” | whispered.

The five of us were spread around the cabin, in full misson mode. Our
reconnaissance had told us about the simple security. A few cameras which we
avoided, and some tripwires, which we also avoided. It was amost too easy. Was
Nathan that confident in his camouflage that he didn’t think he needed the security?

Something about it bothered me, tingling under my skin like we were missing
something. But | could see him. | had a scope, and he'd passed by the windows
enough to confirm his identity. The breach plan was solid. Three through the front
door, two through the back, subdue and clear.

The cabin itself was small. It wouldn’t take more than a few minutes to get control of
it. “He has music playing. You guys hear that?’ | asked.



“Yes,” Harlan said.

“1f he’s not winding down, we might as well go in when we have sound cover.”

A few feet away, Daniel shifted in his hiding spot. “ Probably a good idea.”

| breathed in the adrenaline that flooded me, the icy focus that only came when | was
on a mission. Everything came into sharp relief. The air felt cooler, the sounds of the
woods crisper. Every one of my muscles was ready to spring.

This was familiar territory. And even though | was glad missions weren't my life
anymore, part of me craved this. The easy teamwork and the singular collective goal.
It was so much simpler than everything else.

We were armed, but I’d already made up my mind not to use my gun unless | needed
to. The primal part of me wanted my hands on this man.

“On my count,” Daniel said, and | readied myself.

The numbers were soft in my ear. And then, as one, we moved. The team in the front
of the house breached first. | heard the shattering of wood as they broke through the
door, and Daniel and | were seconds later. The back door cracked under the force of

Daniel’s kick, and | blinked away the brightness of going from nighttime into
complete brilliance.

Music assaulted my ears, along with the shout of my friends as Harlan tackled him to
the ground, Jude and Daniel breaking off into the other roomsto clear them.

And that was it.

There was no one else here, and | shut off the stereo as they came back into the room



and confirmed that we were alone. My skin prickled. Something was wrong. Thiswas
too easy.

Harlan and Grant had him on the ground, the cuffs snapping over his wrists. My
stomach plummeted. “ Get him up.”

They hauled him onto his knees, and the world fell down around me. This man was
not Nathan West. He looked enough like him that he could be his twin, and at a
distance it had been nearly impossible to tell. Even through the fucking scope. This
man could have been histwin, but it wasn’t him.

“Thank you,” the man says. “1 don’t know who you are, but thank you.”

“Who are you?’ Daniel asked. | couldn’t speak. | was locked in place, mind racing.
This had been atrap.

“My name is Colin Harrington. I’ ve been here for weeks. Or around here. Please, he
has my family.”

The silence that surrounded us was so thick | couldn’t move through it. My voice was
deadly quiet. “Who has your family?’

“Nathan West,” the guy said desperately. “He has a tracker on me. He took my wife
and daughter. | have no ideawhere they are. If | don’t do as he says, they die.”

Fucking hell. This was the blond man that Charlie had seen around town. Probably
the man that Evelyn had seen across from Deja Brew that had triggered her.

“You' ve been leaving flowers?’

He shook his head. “No. Just walking around. Wait, once | left some flowers at the



coffee shop, but mostly I’ ve been here or walking where he tells me to.”

| took a step closer, but Harlan’ s voice cut through the red fog in my head. “Easy.”
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“Where ishe?” My own voice was unrecognizable.

The man shook his head. “1 don’t know. | swear | don’'t. He never tells me where he
goes, and he knowsif | leave. I’vetried.”

| broke away from the group, and as | dialed my phone, the others asked him for
more details. Where the tracker was on or in his body and any details about his
family.

Evelyn’'s was the first phone that | tried, and it rang out. No answer. Panic spiraled
inside me. She could be asleep. Next was Liam'’s phone. No answer there either. That
was a problem. Something had happened.

| already knew that it was true before | dialed Noah's number, but | did it anyway out
of sheer desperation. No answer. Fuck. Fuck.

Everything was spinning. Something had happened, and | wasn't there. I’ d fucked up.
Nathan had seen through us and what we wanted and set this up. | needed to get back
there. “We need to go.”

The others didn’t need to ask if I’d gotten an answer. They could read it on my face.
“Go,” Daniel said. “Grant and | will take care of things here.”

| didn’t wait, sprinting out the front door toward our concealed vehicles. They were

amost a mile away. We'd parked there and hiked so there was no chance we would
be seen. Once I’ d reached the vehicles, the drive back to the ranch was the better part



of an hour. It was a good thing that it was the middle of the night because there
wasn't a speed limit in the world that was going to hold me back.

Bewrong, | begged the universe. Please be wrong.

Maybe a cell tower had been knocked out or there had been a fire. Maybe there had
been an earthquake and they were too busy to answer their phones. My mind made up
increasingly ridiculous scenarios as | ran. | knew they weren't true, but | held on to
them anyway.

They were better than acknowledging the alternative.

That Nathan had played us and taken Evelyn. That once again, | hadn’t been there for
someone who needed me. And that there was every chance in the world | would once
again betoo late.

Chapter 27

Evelyn

My head pounded, and everything sounded underwater. Flickering sounds and maybe
avoice. Why did my head hurt?

| tried to move, but | couldn’t.

Memory dropped on me like a bomb. Nathan stepping out of the darkness with a gun.
Liam crumpling to the ground, and Lena screaming. He'd moved so fucking fast.
There was no chance. He' d hit me with the butt of hisgun, and I'd felt aneedle. | had

only been conscious long enough to hear Lenatry to run.

Lena



| forced my eyes open.

The room was dim but lit with something. | didn’t recognize it. The ceiling was
wooden and rough. A cabin, maybe? The cabin where they’ d gone to capture him? If
we were there, what had happened to Lucas and the others?

Panic spiraled up and choked me, and | forced it back. | had things to live for now,
and | wasn't going to let this break me. | was stronger than this.

| tried to move again, but my hands and ankles were bound.

Oh God. No.

My vision darkened. | was there again. He had me. Just like before. | wouldn’'t be
able to get away, and he would kill me. Tears flooded my eyes, and | blinked them
back.

Breathe.

The air shuddered in my lungs like it was afraid to be there.

| turned my head toward the rest of the room, the movement as small as possible so
that if Nathan was here, he wouldn’t know that | was awake. Lena was tied to a chair,
gagged, but conscious. She saw me looking, and her eyes went so wide | could see
the whites of them all the way across the room. But she didn't move. She only
glanced with her eyesto theright, and | followed her gaze.

Nathan sat in a chair next to the fireplace. In it was a roaring blaze, and it took
everything in me not to scream, or faint. Pure dread was a feeling | would never be
able to fully describe. It was like falling into solid ice, paralyzing and infinite. It was
pain and panic all wrapped up into one.



Something was leaning in the fire. Heating. | hadn’'t seen him heat the ring before,
and this was so much worse. | wasn’t naked, but enough of my clothes were gone that
he could—and would—damage me. | knew that.
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From his chair, he watched me with steady eyes. That was maybe the scariest thing
about Nathan. With the exception of that first burst of anger and screaming, he didn’t
act crazy. He was always rational, explaining everything. It didn't matter that his
conclusions were horrific.

| couldn’t breathe. | was dlipping away from everything while he looked at me. Going
back to that bed in Florida, unable to move or think because of the pain. The smell
and sound of my own flesh burning. I’d blocked all those things out—I hadn’t talked
about them to Lucas or Rayne—but those details were fresh, and now they were al |
could focus on.

Lucas would find me. Without a shadow of a doubt, | knew that he would tear down
the world to get to me. | just had to give him thetimeto do it. | couldn’t let myself go
black. | had to keep thinking. But my mind was a snarl of adrenaline and fear. | could
taste it.

“Most people,” Nathan said, “when you warn them about something repeatedly, take
the hint and change course. That doesn't seem to be the case with you, does it,

Evelyn?’

| didn’t say anything. It wouldn’t matter if | did either way. He wouldn't listen to me.
His mind was aready made up.

“What did | tell you the last time we had this conversation?’

Pressing my lipstogether, | only looked at him. No.



He stood, and in seconds, he was over me, staring down. His face was so close that |
could feel his breath. Cold anger radiated from his eyes. But | heard none of that in
his voice. The words were simple and matter-of-fact. “Before we continue, I’ m going
to hear you say it.”

What would keep him talking longer? Delay him the most? If he wanted to lecture
me, | could take it. Please, let Lucas have a clue where we were. | swallowed. “You
told methat | was yours.”

“That you were mine until you died. | made that very clear.” He turned away and
walked back to the fire. His enormous shadow on the wall loomed over me the way
he had.

Lena was breathing hard. Panicking. | shook my head. He didn’t want her. Only me.
She needed to stay invisible.

“1 thought that I'd given you a good enough lesson then.” Nathan ran his eyes over
me. “And | seethat it's held up well. But thistime, Evelyn, you will learn.”

All the breath went out of my lungs as he pulled the red-hot ring out of the fire. It
glowed like the fucking sun in the half light of the room, and every bit of strength I’d
thought | had evaporated. Panic choked me and | fought against my restraints. There
wasn't anything in me but sheer, black terror.

“I learned it,” | said, begging. “I promisethat | did. Y ou don’'t have to do this.”

“Clearly, | do. Maybe it will be enough to remind you that you're mine. End of
story.”

The metal handcuffs dug into my wrists and my ankles, as he brought the ring
towards me. | twisted away from him as far as | could get and already the sounds that



escaped me weren't human. They were base and instinctual. Survival sounds mixed
with pleading.

But the look on Nathan's face... He was as cold and beautiful as ever, and he was
utterly unmoved.

The second the ring touched the skin of my leg the world went white. | heard a
scream, but it wasn’'t mine. | was just trying to survive. It was Lena.

“Shut up,” Nathan growled at Lena. “Shut the hell up.”

She didn’t. Through a haze of pain | managed to see her. She was screaming to draw
his attention away from me.

But that wasn't going to work. He would only get angrier. Brand-new terror soaked
my mind. My life was aready spoken for. | wasn't going to let my friend die or walk
out of here with her own scars. “Let her go.”

Fear nearly closed my throat as| said the words. | wasn’t sure how | was managing to
speak, but | did. Buy more time. Get Lena out of harm’s way so that Lucas could find
me. Or if he couldn’t find me, then find Lena.

“I"ll stay with you,” | said. “I’m aready yours. Y ou can have me. Just let her go.”
Lena was still screaming. Nathan glared at me, and in two steps he'd crossed the
distance to Lena and hit her hard enough to stop her screaming. She slumped,
UNCONSCi OUS.

“Please,” | whispered.

Nathan rolled his eyes like we were having a normal conversation. “Y ou know | can’t



let her go. She's seen too much, and | need her now. Besides.” He pulled the ring out
of the fire again, freshly glowing. “Y ou think that you can wipe four years of the date
clean? Come back and live our life like nothing happened? That’s not the way this
works, Evelyn.”

He stalked closer. The grip he had on his control was thinning. It was ascloseas |'d
seen him to that first day with the screaming. His eyes promised my death, and
somehow that didn’'t scare me as much as I’d thought it would. Because this had
always been coming. He'd promised it. And there weren’'t a lot of paths that didn’t
end up with usin these exact positions.

Not that | didn't wish it were different. | did. | wished that | could stay here and be
happy. Live with Lucas and work with Lena. Train animals to help people. But that
future was evaporating like morning mist.

“l gave you plenty of chances to come back. Four years of chances. | would have
taken you back, and you would have been happy, Evelyn. Your entire life, | would
have given you everything. But you chose your path when you let someone else touch
you. When you gave yourself away like a whore, knowing that you already belonged
tome.”

He didn’'t wait for a response. The ring touched my other leg and everything was
pain. This time | screamed. He smiled through my sobs then did something that
scared me even more.
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He stopped.

He set the ring down on the table and picked up something else without a word. Then
smiled as he showed me the needle before he dlipped it into my arm.

“Wh-what? No...” The air around me became foggy.

There was still pain, but | was floating in it now. | wasn't sure that | had a body,
though Nathan was able to touch it. He got rid of the handcuffs. But | still couldn’t
move, trapped in this interior world looking out.

| watched everything through a pane of clouded glass. | was observing a film of the
last momentsin my life. Was thisthe way it always felt near the end?

| think | made sounds of pain when he moved me. Maybe | did. Maybe | only made
them in my mind.

When 1'd looked at the room before, | hadn’t seen the dress hanging on the wall. It
was slinky and black. The kind of dress that | might have worn had | stayed with
Nathan and been a part of the West dynasty. The kind of dress that cost a year's
saary.

Pain seared my legs—I had legs?—when he pulled on tights. | wasn’t anything more
than a doll for him to dress. Sheer black tights that brought friction against new

burns. New scars.

Next were shiny black high heels. | couldn’t remember the last time I’d worn high



hedls.

Nathan lifted me onto my feet, and | flopped against his body, unable to hold myself
upright. Even more than the blazing lines of pain, | didn’t want to touch him. | didn’t
want to feel this. He got the dress over my head and let it flutter to the floor.

It fit perfectly.

He brushed my hair and dusted my face with makeup. The finishing touch was the
still-hot engagement ring. It no longer glowed, but it still burned when he shoved it
onto my finger—his own hand protected with a glove—along with a wedding ring. It
added to the cloud of suffering | was already floating in.

Nathan leaned over me and smiled. It was the kind of smile that he used to give me
when we were in love and I’ d thought he was my whole world. He cupped my cheek.
“See, Evelyn? | would have taken care of you. But | keep my promises. Even if you
don’t deserve them.”

Distant horror clanged through me. He'd said that before, but here in this floating
world | couldn’t quite reach that memory. What had he promised me? What was he
doing?

Sitting me up, he leaned me against the end of the bed and pressed a pen into my
hand. Dragged my fingers across a piece of paper.

Oh my God. It was a marriage license, and now he had my fingerprints on it and the
pen. This was what he'd always wanted. And now he had it. Could this be legal?

Didn’'t | have to have asay in that?

| blinked. It was Nathan. He' d found away. Or bought away.



“Perfect,” he said.

He took Lenafirst, carrying her unconscious body out of the room.

| tried to move while he was gone. Every ounce of my will went into forcing motion
into my body, but nothing responded. | was powerless in my own skin. My mind
cleared alittle, and the panic began to rise. | was running out of time, and now he was
taking me somewhere else. How would L ucas find me? How would anyone find me?

They had to find me, right? | didn’t realize that I’ d been holding on to that hope. But
now that it was slipping away, | was unravelling.

Nathan strode back into the room and looked around. He doused the fire and tossed
the poker that he’ d used into the ashes.

Then he came for me, and | was blindfolded. Now there was truly nothing but pain as
he lifted me and carried me. Laid me down next to Lena—her breathing was even in
my ear. At least she was breathing. That was good.

Movement made me dizzy. | was in a car. Where were we going? | grasped at the
straws of my memory. They were aimost there. What had he promised me?

| lost all sense of time in the darkness, so | couldn’t say how long we drove. But | felt
the stop, and when he ripped the blindfold off my eyes, the first blush of dawn light
was painting the sky. And | knew the view. We were in the park in Garnet Bend. The
beautiful one where Lucas had first kissed me, and he' d asked me if this might be my
place. Even then I’ d known that he meant with him.

A place with flowers.

Oh, fuck.



Nathan’s voice rang out of memory, and | couldn’t believe that, even drifting in a
drugged sea, that I’ d ever forgotten those words.

| promise, Evelyn. | will bury you somewhere beautiful. In afield of flowers. Even if
you don’'t fucking deserve it.

He was going to bury me, and there wasn’t time. Lucas would never find me here. He
wouldn’t know where to look. | couldn’t stop the tears that flowed, grief aong with
icy terror pouring over me like awaterfall.
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“1 think we can both agree that this place is beautiful.”
He wasn’t wrong. It was.

Lena was still in the car. What was he going to do to her? Would he bury her too? |
should have run when | had the chance. She didn’t deserve this.

The prick of painin my elbow was the only warning | got before Nathan injected me
again. This didn't keep me still, this pulled me under. | had seconds, maybe, and |
fought it. | needed to stay awake. The longer | stayed awake, the more | would have a
chance.

Nathan laid me down, and all | could see was his silhouette against the lightening
dawn sky. Nathan knew that too. His smile dripped with the knowledge that his face
would be the last thing | ever saw.

“Goodbye, Evelyn.”

He closed me into darkness, and everything faded away.

Chapter 28

Lucas

The atmosphere in the truck was tense, and | was doing my best not to climb the

walls. We were ailmost to the ranch. Daniel and Grant had the Nathan stand-in and
were heading directly to the police station to secure him and get more help to find the



man’s family. But he was not necessarily off the hook because he was under duress.

And we were speeding. Not as much as we would be if | were driving, but Jude was
going easily twenty over, hisjaw agrim line as he monitored the rear view.

My mind was still spinning. Hoping that | was wrong, that cell service had gone
down around Garnet Bend at exactly the wrong time. That she was asleep in our bed
and that there was literally any other explanation than what | knew deep in my gui.

That | had failed. That once again, | wasn't there for the one person who needed me.

| kept calling her phone. Their phones, even though they never answered. The
repetitive motion kept me sane. Barely.

The gates came into view, and we were going so fast that the truck barely cleared the
edges. Dust flew up behind us. Everything looked perfect and normal. If it weren’t
for the thundering of my heart, it could have been any night in a hundred in this
beautiful place.

Jude slammed on the brakes and the truck dlid to the side, spinning to a stop sideways
in front of my house. | was out of the truck before it had come to a full stop.
“Evelyn!”

| shouted it. Right now | didn’'t give a shit. The door was locked, and | got it open
faster than | thought possible, and... nothing. Aspen was lying in the living room,
wagging his tail when he saw me. The laptop connected to the security system was
still on the table.

“Evelyn?’

| sprinted up the stairs, and my stomach plummeted. The bed was unmade, and it



looked like she’'d gotten up in a hurry, but she wasn’'t here. Pgjamas were tossed on
the bed, and she wasn’t in the bathroom either. My mind was blank with terror.

| got down the stairs and out the door, barely bothering to lock the door. Jude was
gtill in the truck. “Harlan ran to the Bitterroot House. Let’s check the main one.”

“She’ s not there,” | said.

Jude gunned the engine. “We have to be sure.”

It took all of thirty seconds to confirm that the building was empty, and we came out
to Harlan running up from the direction of the guest houses. He shook his head. “No.”

“The cemetery,” | said. There was no part of me that wanted to imagine her there. But
it was the next place that | could think of. The most obvious.

“Would he take her there before his countdown?’

“1 don’t know. | don’t fucking know anything.” My voice was raw. | shouldn’t snap
at them, but panic was wrapped around my chest and one breath was all it would take
to snap mein half.

We were halfway to the cemetery when we saw the cars. “Fuck. Fuck.”

“That’s Lend' s car,” Jude said. Now he sounded almost as raw as | did. Please, no.
Dread like ice crawled up my spine. Had he taken them both?

It was still dark, so it wasn’t until we slammed to a stop behind her car that we saw
the body on the ground.

Liam was crumpled. He'd been taken from behind, and the way he'd fallen looked



like he hadn’t fought. Or hadn’t had a chance to fight. | pressed my fingers to his
pulse, and atiny thread of relief ran through me. “He' s alive.”
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“Noah too,” Harlan said. “Get them into the car. I'll take them to the hospital while
you guys go to the cemetery.”

We were getting too split up. Five to three to two. If this was a trap, we were walking
right into it. And still | was going. So was Jude. Because it didn't matter if they
pretended there was nothing between them, there was no way in hell that Jude would

go in the opposite direction of Lena

Harlan and | lifted Noah into the front seat of the car. | pulled out my phone and
caled Daniel.

“What' s up?’

“We found Liam and Noah. Unconscious. Near Lena's car. Evelyn and Lena are
nowhere. Harlan is taking the guys to the hospital, but we' re going to need backup.”

“I"'m on my way,” he said. “Grant can handle things here.”
| nodded even though he couldn’t see me. “We're going to the cemetery.”
“Okay.”

Jude and | dlid into the truck, but we said nothing. | felt sick. Like my soul was
shredding itself with adrenaline and panic and dread. At least the cemetery was close.

Harlan’s words echoed in my mind. We want to know how much of this is because
you're terrified you'll fail to save another person and how much is because you'rein



love with Evelyn.

It had never been both more than in this moment. | couldn’t lose Evelyn. The truth
slammed into me like boulders coming down a mountain. | loved her.

| wasn't falling, | wasn’'t only in love with her. | loved her. And if she was gone
before | had the chance to actually tell her, | wouldn’t surviveit.

The trees blocking the view of the actual cemetery taunted me. We should have cut
them down that first day and installed cameras. The only sound | heard was the
rushing in my ears. Nothing else.

Jude was out of the truck as fast as | was. There was a part of me that knew | should
slow down. Nathan wanted me dead too, and | should make sure | wasn’'t walking
into danger. The sky was starting to lighten over the mountains, so everything was in
shadow.

| didn’t slow down.
Jude had hisgun out, and | didn’t stop. | ran straight for the fence and yanked the gate
open. “Evelyn.” Her name tore from my lips the second | saw the lump of a body on

the ground—right next to the open graves.

I’d never been a religious person, but | prayed to every God there was as | hit my
knees next to her.

Except it wasn't her.

All the breath went out of my lungs. Lena’s unconscious face looked up at me, and
like Liam, she was alive. But her heartbeat was sluggish. “Jude,” | called.



He held out the flashlight on his phone, and | saw how pale he was. Stricken.

“She’saive.”

“Look.” He pointed to her arm.

There were marks. Little bits of dried blood. Clear signs of injections on both arms at
the crease of her elbow. “We need to get her to the hospital.”

| didn’t know what was in her system, but it wasn’t good.

Jude lifted Lena out of my arms, carrying her toward the car. He held her tight, and |
was glad he was here for her.

But this cemetery was empty. Where the fuck was Evelyn?

The sun peeked over the horizon and my phone rang. Unknown number. “Hello?’

“Hello, Lucas.”

| went completely still. Aslong as| lived, | would never forget his voice. “Nathan.”

Jude whipped his head toward me.
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“You're not tracing my call this time, | imagine. | made sure, even if you werein a
position where you could.”

“We found your doppel ganger.”

| heard the smile in his voice and curled my free hand into afist. “Of course you did.
Y ou think that you found my first number or got alock on me without me knowing?
I’m fucking untouchable and you know it. And now you know what happens when
you try to steal from me. Did you learn the lesson?’

“Whereis she?’ | barely recognized my voice.

A soft laugh. “It’s already too late, Lucas. She's been laid to rest. Like | promised she
would be.”

Through the phone | heard a sound. What was that?

Bells. There were only a couple of churches in Garnet Bend, and only one had bells.
And it was a church with its own graveyard.

“But maybe you could get to me in time to save her. Part of me wantsto seeyou try.”
| ended the call. She was dlive, and | knew where Nathan was. That was enough.
“The Baptist church intown,” | said. “That’swhere heis.”

Jude turned the truck around without question. | dialed Daniél to tell him where to go



next. For thefirst timein hours, | had something to hold on to.

| was going to save her.

Chapter 29

Lucas

While Jude raced Lena to the hospital, Daniel and Harlan met me at the entrance to
the church’s graveyard and we strode through the gate.

He wasn’t trying to hide. He was relaxing against the wall of the church, perfectly at
ease. He could be smoking a cigarette and not facing down three pissed ex-SEALS.

Daniel had called Charlie on the way, and the police would be here in minutes. We
would have him. Finaly.

The face matched the voice. Of course I'd seen pictures, but it was always different
meeting someone in person and feeling their energy. | could see his charming side
that could make people love him. | didn’'t doubt it at all.

“Where is she, Nathan?’

“l said | wanted to see you try. Where would the fun be if | told you?’

Steel entered my spine. Now that | was here and | had him, this was familiar. He
wasn’'t some invisible enemy with infinite reach. No longer a ghost. He was only a
man, and | could put my hands on him. “I'll make sure you go away forever. For

murder. We aready have one body.”

| lied about Lena. It was an instinct, and neither Daniel nor Harlan contradicted me.



The prick just smiled. “Y ou know? Money can get you almost anything you want.”

He pulled an envelope out of his back pocket and held it out to me. My friends
stiffened. But | took the envelope. Nathan was playing a game. He wasn’t going to
kill me with powder in an envelope.

Inside were documents—not originals. | glanced through them. A death certificate
with Ev’'s name on it. Rehab admission papers for Lena. And the last document, a
marriage license with Evelyn’s scrawled signature.

“Money can get you documents that prove someone was terminally ill. It can provide
awill that shows your wife wanted to be buried in Montana. It can provide a history
of drug abuse and an easy overdose for the naive girl with the shitty car.” He smirked
at me. “No one is going to mourn a fucking drug addict, and no one is going to
convict me for burying my wife in the manner she wanted.”

| moved before | was conscious of doing so, and | had him up against the wall, my
arm across his throat. Harlan and Daniel shouted at me, but | wasn't listening to them.

“Tell mewhere sheis,” | said, my voice as|low and sharp as a blade. “ Right now.”

Nathan’s grin was that of a snake. A snake that knew it had already won. “You'll
never find her in time,” he whispered.

Daniel stepped up beside me and took over the hold on Nathan. “I have him. Check
the graveyard.”
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| didn’t want to let go of him. Right now Nathan was grounding me. If | was holding
on to him, there was a chance. But | let go. And | turned to the old patch of land. Not
even Nathan’s money could conceal afresh grave.

Harlan was on the phone, redirecting people to check the other cemeteries in town as
| jogged down the rows. | looked for any trace—fresh dirt or sod. Footprints or
leftover tools. She wasn't in this graveyard. Of course she wasn't. Nathan wasn't
stupid. He wouldn’t make this easy.

Sirens wailed through the air, and seconds later cop cars pulled up outside the fence. |
was calmer than | had been, the panic held back by the wall of steel and action that
was surrounding me.

| crossed back across the graves to where Daniel held Nathan, and where he was now
resisting arrest. “You can't arrest me. There' s no proof that I’ ve done anything, and
you can't arrest me for standing in a graveyard. You should arrest these two for
assault. They’re keeping me here against my will.” He pushed against Daniel’s hold
and failed utterly.

The police chief observed Daniel and me coolly and then looked back at Nathan.
“We'll see about that once our witness wakes up. Nathan West, you're under arrest
for the attempted murder of Lena Mitchell.”

For one second Nathan went still. His eyes flew to mine as he realized that 1'd lied.
There was plenty of evidence. Who knew what Lena had seen while she was with
him?



Then he started to fight. Like a wounded animal, he lashed out, and it took Daniel,
Charlie, and another officer wrestling him to the ground to get the cuffs on him.

My hands twitched. There was nothing | wanted more than to put my fist into
Nathan’s skull and render him unconscious. But he had a point. | couldn’t do shit for
Evelyn if Charlie was forced to arrest me for assault. It still took everything | had to
let them shove him into the cruiser.

Evelyn was still aive, but she didn't have long if what Nathan had said was true.
Harlan and Daniel were standing in front of me. “Did he give you any clues?’

| crouched down, needing to just think. Please. “He wants me to try to find her. That
must mean that she's able to be found. So she can’'t be far. On the phone he told me
that she's already been laid to rest like he promised—" My mind went blank with
realization.

“Lucas?’ Daniel asked.

Standing back up, | looked at them. “He made promises to her. He told her that he'd
bury her somewhere beautiful. Somewhere with flowers.”

There was only one place in Garnet Bend where there were flowers in public. The
same place that I'd kissed her for the first time. And it was only three blocks from

here. My friends had the same thought—I could seeit in their eyes.

And we ran. | wasn't going to be too late. Thiswasn’t going to be like Emmett. | was
going to makeitintime. | had to.

Chapter 30

Evelyn



| was floating on a dreamless sea.

What was this place? Everything was cam and dark. | felt peaceful in a way that |
hadn’t in years. It was a comforting, velvet black.

But why was there pain?

Pain shouldn’t exist in a place like this.

Sharp lines of fire rolled across me, even though | could barely sense my body. |
think | was below ground. There was something tugging at my brain. Why did | feel
like I was underneath the world?

My thoughts were growing clearer and the infinite darkness receding into a smaller
space. | was here, but | hadn’t chosen to be here. Where was |?

Reaching out, | brushed my hand against a ceiling a mere foot from my face. It was
soft. All the walls were soft. But the movement of my arm burned. Why?

| shifted my legs, and the fiery lance of feeling cleared more of the fog away. | knew
where | was. | wasin a coffin. In a coffin. Nathan had put me in here and drugged me
so | wouldn’t fight, but the drugs hadn’t lasted long. Otherwise, | would be dead. He
wanted me to panic. He wanted me to know exactly where | was and how | was dying
as | suffocated.

Hauling in abreath, | held it. Holy shit, he'd actually done it. He'd buried me. He was
killing me.

The urge to move and claw at the walls rose up and choked me. The panic of fight or
flight. But | couldn’t. | only had so much air down here, and | needed to hang on as
long as possible so that Lucas could find me.



He had to find me, right?

Moving as slowly as | could, | held a hand over my mouth to keep from screaming
and to try to control my breath. | was shaking with the effort to keep myself still and
not claw my way out of here. | wouldn’t succeed. Nathan was thorough. He hadn’t
left mein an open grave.

Everything in my body was burning from Nathan's attentions, and | wanted it gone. |
was wearing his rings and the clothes that he’d forced me into. And his scars. He'd
finaly gotten what he wanted.

| didn’t want to cry. | hated crying. But tears leaked out the side of my eyes, dripping
down into my hair. When Lucas had left, I'd wanted to tell him that | loved him and
I’d hesitated. Why? Because | was scared. And I’d thought it was too early to feel
something like that.
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But it didn't matter. | did feel that way. | was in love with Lucas. How could | have
not told him that? How could | have doubted that the feeling was real? And | wasn't
going to be able to say it now. Because it was over. Nathan had won.

| wished | could go back to that moment and tell him.

Hand muffling my breath, | breathed slowly for aslong as possible. Time didn’t exist
in perfect darkness. But | felt it passing. Stretching out and rushing back again.
Things were dlipping away. | felt thin. Like my connection to things was weakening.
Pain was fading away.

Lucas's hands on me. | could feel them, but they weren’t real. They were nothing
more than memories comforting me on my journey elsewhere. He whispered my
name. | loved the way he said it, like it was something precious to him.

Then he called me from far away, but that was impossible. My mind was playing
tricks on me. So this was what dying was like. Somehow 1'd thought I'd feel more...
anything. But everything was muted now, like the volume had been turned down on
my Senses.

My name again. Maybe there was someone waiting for me beyond. Maybe there was
an afterlife.

Time was running out. | knew that. My hands had fallen away from my mouth, and
each breath felt less full than the last. There were sounds that | didn’'t understand.
Scraping. And clanging. And my name. That sound was getting closer. But | wasn't. |
was retreating and fading. And it was fine. Peaceful. At least it was peaceful.



A sound like thunder cracked around me and everything moved. Light blinded me,
the world going white, and in the next moment there was sound and pain and air. Life
crashed back into me all at once, my body trying to take more air than it could at
once. | was coughing, choking, and my body was on fire because there were hands on
me.

“Evelyn.”

It was Lucas. He' d found me after all. | was lifted into the air and | felt the sun on my
skin and everything hurt. In the dark, I'd felt clear, but in the real world, | knew that
the drugs were still in me. | couldn’t move right. Not that | had the strength to.

His face was above me. “Evelyn.” Hands on my body. Gentle, but they still hurt. |
couldn’t take my eyes off him, and when he kissed me, it wasn’t real. Was this real?
Was this just another hallucination from the lack of air?

| couldn’t take the chance either way—I needed to tell him. “I love you.”

“What?’

Somehow | reached out and touched him. “I love you.”

And the world faded away again. | hoped | would come back.

* % %

The beeping reached me first. Slow and steady. | didn’t hurt as much, but my mind
was clearer. There was weight on my legs. My eyes were heavy, but | managed to
open them.

| was in a hospital. That was obvious. The beeping was my heart. | could feel the



wires attached to my skin. The windows showed me that it was night, and the room
itself was dim. But there was light pouring in from the hallway, and the sounds of the
hospital filtered through the open door.

Thiswasreal, and | was alive.

| was alive.

Sudden emotion flooded my eyes, and my breath came in a ragged sob. He'd found
me. Lucas was asleep, his head on my lap. But he was here. With me.

As | moved my legs, Lucas shifted with them, suddenly awake and looking at me. |
saw the moment that he realized that | was actually awake. His jaw went slack with
shock and then he was leaning up to me. “Evelyn.”

His lips pressed to mine, and he gripped my hand. There was such impossible
emotion in that kiss that it stole any remaining breath. He was here. | was here. This
was impossible.

“I'maive?

Worry and relief clouded hisface. “You're alive.”

| played back those hazy memories before I’d slipped into unconsciousness. I’d been
halfway gone. | held his hand alittle harder. “It was close, wasn't it?’

Not a question.

13 YeS_”

| shuddered. “Did they... did they tell you—"



“That he burned you again?’ Lucas's eyes were alight with a fire that could destroy
worlds. “They told me. He's in jail right now, and he won’'t be coming back out.
Ever. Not if | have anything to say about it.”
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That was a hard thing to believe. But the idea that they had him and he was finally
gone... My chest felt lighter.

“1 didn’t marry him,” | blurted out. “I couldn’t move. He signed it with my hand.”

Lucas shook his head. “You didn't marry him. It's illegal, and clearly not your
signature.”

Good. That was good. My thoughts were jumbled and another one sprang to me.
“Lena? Liam and Noah?”’

“She’sin aroom down the hall. Alive. He gave her an overdose of half a dozen drugs
meant to kill her. But she'll be okay. Liam and Noah had already been discharged and
are pissed as hell. They were drugged too, but nothing lethal. They’ I have some pain
from the stun gun, but nothing lasting.”

| nodded. “Good.” My breath hitched. “I need to tell you what happened. | want to
know everything that happened to you. I’m so sorry—"

Lucas cut me off with a squeeze of his hand. “We'll have time for you to tell me
everything, and I'll tell you as much as you want to know. But first, | need to tell

you.” He shifted to face me more fully. “I love you.”

Thewords hung inthe air, and | closed my eyes. | wanted to hear them again. Like he
was reading my mind, he spoke.

“l love you, and the entire time | was trying to find you, | knew that | should have



told you sooner. Because not getting the chance—" He had to stop and look away. “I
needed you to know that before anything else.”

“l loveyoutoo,” | said. “I said it, right?’

“Assoon as| had you out.”

| swallowed. “I had the same thoughts. Before you left to go get him, | wanted to tell
you, but | was scared. And then | thought that | wouldn’t have the chance.”

He stood up and leaned down, kissing me while holding himself back from my body.
He knew what had been done. | didn’'t have to hide it. And whatever was flowing into
me through the IV made the feelings bearable.

He was right, we had time, and al | wanted was him. “Will you hold me?’

Lucas kicked off his shoes and lifted me with infinite gentleness, settling me against
his chest so we lay together. “Y ou don’t have to run anymore,” he said. “And | hope,
like | asked you once, that this can be your place. | want you to come home with me,
Ev. | want my house to be your house, my bed to be your bed. | want to take you
back to the lake and finish making love to you against one of those trees. | want to do
everything with you, if you'll stay.”

| pressed my face against his chest, breathing in the rich, pine scent of him. “I don’t
want to go anywhere. Except with you. Garnet Bend isn't my place. You're my
place.”

Lucas kissed my hair, and his hand stroked down my back. Being here with him
wasn't something I'd ever thought I’d feel again, and now, | got to do it forever.
Tension so deep | hadn’t known it was there slipped away, and | melted into Lucas.
That relief brought a brand-new wave of exhaustion, and | fell asleep in hisarms.



Safe.

Finally.

Chapter 31

Lucas

| didn't dare close my eyes again. |I'd fallen asleep, and she’d woken. Now, | didn’'t
want to miss anything. Especially since she wasin my arms.

There was a part of me that wondered whether it was real. Whether I'd really found
her. If she was here.

Nathan hadn’t bothered to hide the grave in the flower bed. He'd thought that we
wouldn’t find her in time, and that with the documents he'd forged, it wouldn't
matter. He hadn’t bothered to move the tools that he’' d used to bury her.

Harlan, Daniel, and | had dug asfast as possible, and I’ d ended up using my hands for
the last bit because it was faster. And when I’ d opened the lid—

I’d thought she was gone. She'd been so pale and still that the world had crashed
down on me in a second, thinking that I’d been too late and she' d suffocated waiting
for me to find her. But then she’'d breathed, and | couldn’t get her out of there fast
enough.

She hadn’t stayed awake long enough for me to tell her that | loved her. I'd just been
glad to see her alive. Even when I'd seen the new angry red marks on her arms. And
her legs. Creeping beneath her clothes. The ring burned onto her finger. The
paramedics had put her into the ambulance, and it had taken both Daniel and Harlan
to keep me from going to the police station and killing Nathan right then.



My arms tightened around her sleeping form. She was here with me. And she was
going to stay. That's all that mattered. | didn't give a shit that she had new
scars—there wasn’t anything that would make her not beautiful to me. But Ev would
need to be shown that.

In the darkness and solitude, | finally let in the emotions I’d been pushing back. All
that panic and fear and rage. It shuddered through me, and | let it. | pressed my face
deeper into Evelyn’s hair. She smelled like sunlight and coconuts, despite everything.

When | was too tired to stay awake, | let myself drift. The others were keeping tabs
on things here at the hospital and the police station. They’d ordered me in here and to
not even think about anything else, and 1’d listened. But the feeling of needing to
watch our backs hadn’t quite faded. It never did right away.
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There was aways a period after missions when my senses were heightened, and it
took time for them to come back to normal. Given how personal this was, it might
take longer.

Evelyn moved in my arms, shifting closer, her fingers curling into the fabric of my
shirt. And together, we slept.

| surfaced again when the sun was shining. It was still morning, but late. I’d Slept
more deeply than I'd intended, and Evelyn was still passed out. She needed all the
rest she could get.

| eased myself from her and laid her on the pillows. | needed to check in with the
others, and my stomach was growling. | didn’t actually remember the last time I'd
eaten, and Evelyn must be the same. There was a vending machine down the hall. I'd
grab something for us while I made some calls.

“How is she?’ Daniel asked as he answered on the first ring.

“Sleeping. She woke up for alittle while last night.”

“Good. Listen, | waswaiting for you to call.”

| punched the numbers into the vending machine for a granola bar for myself, one for
Evelyn, and a chocolate bar. There wasn’t anything that chocolate didn’t make better.

Hopefully she'd like that when she woke up. “What’ s going on?’

“Don’'t panic,” he said, which made me freeze. “Everything is fine. But Nathan was



transferred to the custody of the state troopers.”

“What?’ He wasn't supposed to set foot outside of his cell. “Why?’

| looked in both directions down the hallway, my senses reaching out and searching
to make sure nothing was wrong. This machine was going too damn slowly.

“There was nothing we could do,” he said. “Believe me, we tried. | guess he used his
phone call wisely. In the middle of the night, an army of lawyers stormed the station.
They didn't want him in jail. And since Lena wasn't awake, there wasn’t enough
proof to hold him in a cell. Both the lawyers and the state troopers promised to take
him to a hotel and keep him close until Lena and Evelyn could be questioned.”

| swore. That wasn't any promise at all.

“We followed them. Grant has been on the hotel and Harlan has been circling it. No
movement that we' ve seen, but—"

“But don't leave her side,” | said. “Got it.”

The last thing fell from the vending machine and | snatched it out of the bottom
before walking back down the hall. The only reason | didn’'t run was that | didn’t
want to make the nurses panic for no reason. They were watching. We' d be okay.

But maybe there was areason my instincts hadn’t settled.

| spun around the corner and took in the nurse's station and her doorway. No one
suspicious. Good. And when | stepped into Ev’'s room, she was exactly as I’ d left her.

Perfectly and peacefully asleep.

Shutting the door behind me, | took a breath. It took me stepping into the room to see



the black rose lying on the foot of her bed.

The movement registered before I'd fully seen it, and | spun on instinct. Nathan was
there with a knife, already in motion. Thank fuck that SEAL training went deep. |
lunged out of the way of the knife barely in time to avoid having my guts spilled on
the floor and pushed his next thrust to the side.

My foot slipped on the granola bar that I’ d dropped, but | recovered enough to knock
aside the next blow. | was at a disadvantage here—I was no longer armed and was on
the defense.

It was clear that Nathan had training. This was more than an angry man with a knife.
He had skills. And knives were not my specialty.

He was screaming at me. There might have been words, but | didn’t hear them. | was
focused on the movement of his blade and circling away, trying to get an advantage
while also keeping him as far away from Evelyn as possible.

| was detached, observing him. It was the only way that | could be. If | let himin, |
would lose control. And keeping control was the only way that this wouldn't end in
Evelyn’'sdeath. | didn’t give a shit about mine.

The wall was too close behind me, and the slash that Nathan used grazed my forearm
as | put more open space between us. | hissed in pain, and Evelyn screamed. That was
all he needed. | looked over at Ev, and Nathan lunged.

He tackled me to the ground, knife coming straight at my face. | barely caught itinin
time. On any given day, | was easily stronger than Nathan. But if my life experience
had taught me anything, it was that there was no comparison to the strength of
madness.



“She will never be yours,” he hissed. His eyes were close and mad, arms shaking with
the force he was pushing down on me.

Evelyn screamed again. “Nathan, stop.”
But he wouldn’'t. We both knew that. | could see it in his eyes. He was going to die,
or | was going to. And it didn’t matter if | won and sent him away, he would never

stop. Ever.

Out of the corner of my eye, | saw Evelyn move. She was out of the bed and | didn’t
dare look at her or tell her to stop because | wanted his attention to stay on me.
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“She doesn’'t belong to anyone,” | said, air hissing through my teeth.
The glint in his eyes sharpened, and | dlipped an inch. He was groaning with the
effort of pushing that knife toward my heart, and there was only so much | could do.

Any move | made that took away from my concentration would cost me my life. And
then Evelyn’'s.

Evelyn yelled, and the sound of glass shattering made me close my eyes. Nathan went
limp, and | didn’t hesitate. We rolled together as | flipped the knife, and it dlid into
his body far too easily. He stared at me for a moment and blinked. The madness died,
and in the moment before he was gone, | saw who he might have been.

Then he was gone.

The door crashed open, followed by a screaming nurse.

Ev was swaying on her feet, and | moved to catch her. “Watch out.” | lifted her off
the floor. Her feet were bare and the shards of the lamp she’'d broken over Nathan's
head were everywhere. “Areyou al right?’

She looked up at me, eyes glassy with tears. “Am | al right? He almost killed you.”

“But he didn’'t,” | said. She was still in my arms and for the time being, that was
where she was going to stay. “Y ou saved me.”

“He—" She swallowed. “He’s gone?’



11 Y%.”

Evelyn melted into tears. In the time I’d known her, I'd never seen her cry. Not truly.
She'd teared up, but nothing like this. These sobs came from somewhere deep. Relief,
because the nightmare was finally, truly over. Nathan was dead. He couldn’t hurt her
anymore.

| held her close until her crying slowed. Nurses and the police came while she cried,
and | waved them away. They went. Nathan’s body wasn’'t going anywhere.

Finally, when her breath had evened out, | tilted her face up to mine and kissed her.
“It’ sreally over now. He can’t hurt you anymore.”

She shuddered, and | reached over to the bedside table to get a tissue and helped her
dry her eyes.

“The police are here,” | said gently. “They’re going to want to talk to you.”

She nodded. “ Just about this though, right? I’'m not ready for the rest of it.”

“He's dead. You don’'t have to press charges to keep him in jail. As far as I'm
concerned, you don’'t have to tell anyone what happened. Ever.”

With al the pain and anguish that Nathan had caused, it felt like he would have gone
less quietly. But from where | sat, | could see the blood pooling on the floor, and |
wished that | could feel the dlightest dliver of guilt for killing him. | didn’t. Neither
Evelyn nor | would have to look over our shoulders again, wondering if he was out
there.

When Charlie came back to the door, | nodded. | didn’'t let go of Evelyn as they took
the body away, and she hid her face in my shirt as the gurney was wheeled out.



The statements were short and ssmple. Knowing what he did about Nathan, Charlie
believed me when | told him that he’'d come at me with the knife. And the broken
ceramic all over the floor proved that Ev had thrown the lamp.

Nathan’s biggest asset had been money. The kind of money that could pay off
lawyers and cops to get him out of jail or buy fifteen custom gravestones and
protection so tight that no one could find him. But even money couldn’t fight death,
and his death was clear-cut self-defense. He'd known that Ev and Lena would send
him to jail, so he’'d taken one final chance and lost.

The cops left soon after, and we moved to a different room, away from the blood and
the carnage, leaving the final black rose behind.

“Evelyn!” Lena burst through the door in a gown and still hooked up to an 1V, a
harried Grace running in after her.

I’d finally put Ev down, and Lena practically tackled her friend. Though she was
mindful of her wounds. “You're okay. You’'re okay.” The bakery owner was crying,
and Evelyn was too. There was something different about Lena. Even at her most
vibrant, she hadn’t sounded like this. Words poured out of her. “I’m so sorry. | tried
to do something. | tried so hard, but | couldn’t move.”

Nausea filled my gut as | realized that Lena had been forced to watch Evelyn be
tortured. If I'd seen that...

“There’ s nothing you could have done,” Ev said. “And you' re okay?’

“I'm high as fuck right now,” Lena said. “And I'll be honest, | probably won't
remember any of this. But I’m okay.”

Ev looked at Grace, who was smiling. “She'll be all right,” the redhead confirmed.



“She’s going to stay with me for afew days.”

Harlan stepped into the room, and the second he did, Grace's eyes were on him. |
didn’t fail to notice the way she looked him up and down like she was making sure

that he was okay. “ Grace.”

“You'rein one piece, | see.” Her tone was sarcastic, but | heard relief too.
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“We dl are. Thankfully.”
“It was close,” | admitted.

Harlan scanned me head to toe. “Y eah, from what | hear, | need to start kicking your
assin some knife drills.”

“I’m hoping | won't need them.” | reached down to take Ev’ s hand. “Any word?’

He nodded. “We found the family. Nathan was keeping them under guard near their
homein Texas.”

Texas. Holy fuck.

“They’re letting the guy go. He really was forced.”

Now that Nathan was gone, | didn't care. The man he'd kidnapped would be
traumatized, given what he'd been a part of, and that his family’s lives had been at
stake. No doubt Nathan hadn’t been bluffing.

“1 can actually come back to work,” Evelyn said. “If you want me.”

“Hell yes, | want you.” Lena s voice was way too loud. “But not before you’ re ready.
But when you are, we're going to tear down this town with new recipes!”

| looked at Grace, and she nodded. She came over and put a hand on Lena's back.
“Speaking of that, let’slet Evelyn rest.”



“Okay.” Lenahugged Ev one more time, and as she turned away Grace stepped down
and hugged her too.

“I’m so glad you're alive. When you're ready, | still owe you dinner at Ruby Round.”

“For sure,” Evelyn said with asmile.

Grace guided Lena out of the room, and Harlan’s eyes never left her. He stared after
the two of them long after they’ d disappeared.

“Everything else okay?’

His gaze snapped to mine. “Y eah. And I'm the envoy.”

| raised an eyebrow, but he looked at Ev. “We didn’t want to overwhelm you with all
seven of usin here. But all of us wanted to tell you that we're glad you're al right,
and we' re happy that you'll be staying as a part of the family.”

Ev’s hand tightened on mine. “ Thank you.”

Harlan nodded to me and left. They were right not to overwhelm her. She was aready
reaching her limit. So when the doctor knocked on the door apologetically, | gave her
hand a comforting squeeze.

“Quite a lot of excitement,” the doctor said, flipping through the chart and checking
the nurse's notes. She didn’t look alarmed at all, so that was comforting. It was the
same doctor I’ d seen last night, and she’'d been leery of letting me stay. But given the
unique circumstances, she' d relented.

“Yeah.” EV’svoice was weak.



“1 know it’s going to be a complicated answer, but how are you feeling?’

Evelyn laughed, her voice hoarse. “Everything hurts.”

“We can help with that.”

“Is there anything that you're going to do here that | can't do at home?’ Her voice
shook alittle, and | knew that she was scared to ask. “| really just want to go home.”

The doctor looked at her for along moment. “I’d like to keep you for a couple more
days, but you're in good shape, and | know where you're going. If you'll come back
once a day to make sure that the burns are healing well, and follow the instructions
that | giveyou to the letter, I'll let you go home.”

“I"ll make sure,” | said.

The doctor smiled. “I’m sure you will. I’ll give the nurse my discharge instructions
and order some prescriptions that you can pick up on the way home, then we'll get
you out of here. But | wanted to mention something.” She put the chart at the end of
the bed and leaned against the end of it. “One of the best plastic surgeons in the
country lives over in Bozeman. | don’t know why he’s holed up in Montana when he
could be making a shit ton of money in a bigger city, but he's here. And one of his
specializationsis burns.”

Evelyn let out atiny gasp.
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“I’m not saying it’s necessary,” the doctor said. “Y our scars will heal well. But if you
ever want to explore that as an option, I' [l be happy to refer you.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.
The doctor smiled. “Hang tight, and we'll get you out of here, okay?’
She disappeared, and | sat on the bed with Ev. “Y ou okay?’

She leaned back against me, and even in pain, she was more relaxed than I’d ever felt
her. “1 am.”

“Good.” | dipped my arm around her and hugged her close. “I love you.”
“I loveyou.” Her voice was a smaller echo of mine, but no less fervent.

| breathed in the freedom of holding her without anything over our heads. We were
going home. Together.

Epilogue
Evelyn
Six Months L ater

I’d given up on ever seeing Florida again. First, | hadn’t thought I’ d ever get to return
because of Nathan, and then after he was gone, because | wasn't ready.



After everything, | didn't know how seeing all my old places would affect me. But
when it was time, | knew.

Dr. Rayne and | had been meeting regularly since everything had happened.
Sometimes in her office, sometimes outside, and sometimes with Lucas too. Now that
we had shared trauma, it was good to process it together.

The past six months had been... amazing. I’ d gone back to work at Dgja Brew, helped
Lucas with the animals, and lived. He did take me back to the lake—and very
thoroughly kept his promise of using a tree. He'd encouraged me to apply to vet
studies programs, and even though | wasn't ready for that, | was thinking about it.

My birthday had happened. I'd amost forgotten about it. After so long not
celebrating, and not knowing if | would be alive to celebrate another one, it had snuck
up on me. That celebration had been private, just the two of us, and | was grateful for
that.

I’d even had consultations with the plastic surgeon about my scars. | wasn't ashamed
of them. Not anymore. Not when Lucas took the time to make sure | knew how brave
| was to have them and how beautiful | was anyway. There wasn't a second where
he' d flinched or looked at me as anything but perfect. And he would never know how
much that meant to me. It would be along and slow process, and not every scar could
go. But some of them... it would be good.

Most of all, | settled into a life. One that had normalcy and friendships and no more
fear. So after our first Christmas together with all of our friends, and after we were
buried in snow, when Lucas asked if | finally wanted to go to Florida, | said yes.

Now | was standing on the beach in the warm air. Winter wasn’'t hot in Florida, but it
was a hell of a lot warmer than Montana was. The tang of humidity brought
memories both good and bad.



Honestly, I'd thought I’d miss it more. Yet now that I'd experienced the clear
Montana air, there was no comparison. But | felt lighter being here.

Lucas had arranged everything, and this afternoon I’ d seen my sister, Melanie, for the
first timein years. I’d cried. Hard. Now that | had the freedom to, | cried more often
than | felt like I should. But it had been amazing to see her, and we were going to see
her again tomorrow.

| wasn't ready to see the rest of my family after what they’d done and believed.
Maybe I'd never be ready. But Melanie was the one who'd saved me, and we were
already making plans for her to come visit the ranch in the spring.

Arms snaked around me from behind and a kiss warmed my neck. “Hey.”

“Hi,” | said. The sun was setting now, and | was enjoying the wind blowing on my
skin. That was one of my favorite parts of the beach, and probably the one that I'd
miss the most.

“You ready?’

“For what?’

“For asurprise.” He smiled, curling himself further around me. Lucas was still so big,
and I’d gotten so used to it that | sometimes forgot. But when he curled around me
like this, | remembered and felt small. Protected. Loved.

“Thisis aready amazing. Y ou don’t need to surprise me.”

He laughed, the soft sound rolling across my skin and making me hope that the
surprise involved going back to our hotel room. “Too late.”



L ucas pulled me down the beach in the direction of our hotel, but not all the way. We
drifted toward one of the many restaurants that dotted the area behind the beach, and
onein particular seemed to be his goal.
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| found out why.

A whole section of the restaurant that was open to a view of the beach was covered in
candles. It was set for two people. Us. “You did this?’

“I did.”
The candles were far enough away from the table that | wouldn’'t be nervous. I'd
gotten better with fire, and | loved our fireplace back home. But open flames still

made me anxious. He' d thought of that. He thought of everything.

But we didn’t go up to the table. Lucas sat down on the sand and tugged me down in
front of him so | was bracketed by his legs. “We have some time to finish the sunset.”

“Okay.” | snuggled back into him.

No matter how many times he held me, | would never get tired of it. Every timeit felt
like safety and comfort. It felt cliche to say that it was my happy place, but it was.

“Are you happy that we came?’ he asked.

“Yes. It wastime. And Melanie will love Montana. Watch her ditch Florida once she
seesit. She’'salways hated it here.”

L ucas chuckled. “WEell, we do have guest houses if she wants to get on her feet.”

| laid my hands over his where they rested on my stomach. If he hadn’t done that,



given me that chance, | probably wouldn’t be here. We wouldn’t be here.

“1 want to ask you something,” he said.

“Mm?’ The sunset was a blaze of orange and pink in front of us, and | was so relaxed
| could just fall asleep.

“Will you marry me?’ he whispered.

My whole body went still. “What?”

“1 know that it might be difficult for you to say yes, given what happened the last
time someone asked you that question.”

| scrambled out of his hold and turned around. He wasn't joking. There wasn't a
shred of humor on his face.

“And if that's the case, then I'll wait. Even if it's something you can never do, | want
you to know that I'min thisforever. It's you and me, for aslong as you want me.”

“Y ou want to marry me?”’

Lucas dlipped a hand around the back of my neck and wove his fingers into my hair.
“Evelyn, I’ve wanted to marry you for as long as I've loved you. And | loved you a
lot sooner than you realize. But no matter what you answer, I’ m still yours.”

| crushed myself against him with a kiss that could have melted the whole beach to
glass. Lucas's other arm came around me, and his hand sank deeper into my hair. |

wanted to breathe him in and never let go. “ Of course I'll marry you.”

He smiled against my lips. “Redly?’



“Really.”

Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a square of black fabric. My heart stilled. Not
ajewelry box. He' d thought of that too. “ Given everything, | didn’t want to get you a
ring. And | know you' d say that it was fine, but there are no rules. And we don’t have

to force ourselves to go by tradition when it’ s going to make it that much harder.”

He unfolded the velvet. Nestled inside was a necklace. A ssmple, beautiful chain with
ateardrop diamond that sparkled in the fading light of the sun. It was beautiful.

He was right. | would have worn a ring for him. But my finger was scarred, and it
would have kept the memories lurking.

“It’s perfect.”

As he lifted the chain, it seemed to go on forever. “It's long so you can wear it
beneath your clothes if you want. Or shorten it too.”

| ducked my head as he looped it around my neck. The length placed the diamond
near my heart, and | put a hand to my chest. | didn't have to say it out loud. He
already knew. “I love you,” | told him anyway. There wasn’'t anything truer that |
could say.

“1 love you more.”

“Doubtful,” | said with alaugh.

L ucas spun me down onto the sand so he was hovering over me and kissed me again.
Hard. “I guesswe'll just have to see who wins.”

“Kind of hard to do that if we're together forever.”



Lucas smiled. “That’ s exactly the point.”

The sun blazed bright in its final moments before it disappeared, and L ucas wrapped
me up in him. Thefirst and only place that | never wanted to leave.



