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G rayson Montana was good and buzzed. Wasn't that the goal of spring break? A
pretty girl in abikini passed, and he turned, walking backward as his gaze locked on
her cute ass. “That’s what 1I'm talking about.” He was in South Florida for the sun,
the surf, the weed, the beer and the girls. So far, he'd crossed off everything on his
list but the girls. That was okay, there was plenty of time for a hook up.

He' d be eighteen in two months, and he meant to go home not avirgin. It was hisfirst
time in Fort Lauderdale, and for a pampered boy from South Carolina who'd never
been let loose on his own before, he was wide-eyed and lit.

His father—who owned eleven luxury car deal erships throughout the Southeast—had
asked what he wanted as a graduation gift. Grayson was sure his dad had been
expecting to hear that a Porsche or Dodge Charger muscle car was on his son’s
bucket list. Nope. Grayson wanted to go to spring break in Florida. Besides, he
already knew he was getting the Charger as a graduation gift.

The reason he'd asked for the trip was simple. His friends were going to Fort
Lauderdale for spring break. He turned in a circle. Where were his friends? They’'d
been with him only minutes ago, but he’'d lost sight of them on the crowded beach.
“Dudes, where are you?’ he yelled.

“What dudes?’

Grayson narrowed his eyes at the guy staring back at him. “My friends. | lost them.”

“Lost mine, too.” The guy gave him a drunken grin as he lifted ared Solo cup. “And
they have the beer. Not cool. I'm Cooper.”



“Grayson. | got some weed.”

“Even better.” Cooper glanced around. “Let’s go up there.” He pointed to a nearby
parking lot. “More private.”

As they walked across the hot sand, Grayson wondered why he'd shared that he had
weed. He didn’t know Cooper, so why should he share? He only had the one joint on
him, and he should have saved it for himself, especially if he couldn’t find his friends.
“Where you from?’ Cooper asked.

“Myrtle Beach. You?’

“Hotlanta.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Home of the best baseball team in the world.
I’m gonna play for the Braves one day.”

Grayson laughed. “L ofty goal there.”

“1t’ s gonna happen. I’'m good. Got a full-ride scholarship to college.”
“That’simpressive. What position?’

“Pitcher. Y ou play sports?’

Grayson couldn’t resist messing with his new friend. “Yeah, I’'m my school’s top-
ranked badminton player.” He snorted when Cooper sputtered, trying to find
something to say.

“Ah, realy?’ Cooper finally managed.

“No, man. Just messing with you. Track and field’s my thing.”



“Grayson...” Cooper studied him. “What’ s your last name?’

“Montana.” Grayson grinned when Cooper’s eyes widened.

“Damn, dude. Y ou set new records in the sprints at Nationals.”

“Yep.” His father was counting on him going to work at the dealerships, someday
taking over. Grayson was torn. He didn’t want to disappoint his dad, and he did love
cars, but...his secret wish was to become a teacher and coach. He was damn good at
track and field events, one of the country’s best. He dreamed of teaching kids how to
be as good.

He considered it a blessing that even though his dad would be disappointed if
Grayson didn't go to work at his dealerships, he would still support his son's
decision. His future could wait until he got home, though. For the next three days, he
was going to have fun and not think about tomorrow.

Cooper pointed to the far end of the parking lot. “Let’s go over there.”

They stopped behind a pickup truck, and Grayson lit the joint. He took a deep drag
and managed not to embarrass himself by coughing. He handed it to Cooper.

“You ever do any hard stuff?’

Grayson shook his head. “Nah, man. | work too hard to keep my body in shape to
mess around with stuff like that. Truth, | don’t even smoke weed at home. | gave
myself permission to enjoy my week of freedom. Smoke some pot, drink too much

beer, meet some hot girls. You?’

“Same. My body’s my temple and all that shit.”



Grayson laughed so hard that he plopped down on the truck’s bumper. Was that even
funny? He stared at the half- smoked joint Cooper handed back to him. He was
buzzing good now, that was for sure. “I’m thirsty.”

“I"m hungry.” Cooper looked around. “Wonder what’ s to eat around here.”

“There's a taco truck down the street.” Grayson took another drag before passing the
joint to Cooper. “I want abeer.” He took the fake ID from his pocket and waved it in
front of Cooper. “Let’s find us some beer, then we'll load up on tacos.” He also
needed to find hisfriends...or not. He was doing fine without them.

“A manwith aplan. | likeit.”

Cooper handed the joint back, and Grayson pinched off the end, then stuck what was
left in his pocket. They were walking toward the street when a white van turned into
the lot and came to a stop next to them. Expecting to be asked directions to
someplace, Grayson was surprised when the side door slid open and two masked men
pointing guns at them appeared.

“Get in,” one of the men commanded.

“No way!” He was faster than most people on earth, and he wasn’'t going to stick
around for whatever the men had planned for them. “Run,” he shouted at Cooper.

“Y ou take one more step, Mr. Montana, and I'll shoot you in the back. Then I'll blow
your friend’ s brains out.”

Grayson froze. Terror dithered down his spine. They knew his name? He turned, and
his stomach lurched at seeing the gun held to Cooper’s head. Fear shimmered in
Cooper’s eyes, but he didn't beg Grayson to stay, even though it was apparent that
Grayson was their target. What was going on?



“Get in the fucking van, Mr. Montana,” the man said.

Since the second man had his gun pointed at him, Grayson didn’'t feel he had a
choice. Both men’s eyes were cold and menacing, and if he tried to run, he didn’t
doubt they’d shoot him and then Cooper. He got in the van.

As soon as he was inside, they pulled Cooper in, then slanmed the sliding door
closed. There weren't seats in the back, and before Grayson could decide if he should
try to fight back, he and Cooper were handcuffed. Knit hats were put on their heads
and pulled down over their eyes. Grayson had never been so scared in hislife.

“What’ s going on? How do you know my name?”’

One of the men kicked his hip hard. “ Shut up.”

He shut up. Hands patted him down, and they took his phone, wallet and hotel room
key. And the joint. He should have smoked the rest of it. He almost laughed at the
absurdity of regretting not finishing a joint when he was being kidnapped by men
with guns.

“Cooper Devlin, from Atlanta,” one of the men said.

They must be going through Cooper’ s wallet.

“You rich, too, boy?’

Rich? Was that what this was, a kidnapping for ransom?

“Hey, I’'mtalking to you, Devlin.”

“Oomph,” Cooper said, his body jerking against Grayson'’s.



Grayson winced. They must have kicked Cooper.

“1"m nobody,” Cooper said.

“We'll find out how valuable you are soon enough.”

Grayson was beginning to hate that cruel voice. He tried to get a sense of the
direction they were going, but the driver was making a lot of turns, and he had no
idea how far they’d traveled from the beach.

If this was for ransom, which it sounded like it might be, then that was good, right?
They just wanted money and wouldn’t kill him and Cooper. His father could pay
whatever they demanded, but could Cooper’s? He wished there was a way to ask his
father to save Cooper, too. It wasn't his new friend's fault that he was in the wrong
place a the wrong time with the wrong person. He wanted to tell Cooper he was
sorry, but he didn’t want another kick to his body.

He had no idea how long they’d been driving when the van came to a stop. Rough
hands dragged him out and pushed him into a house. The sound of the door
ominously closing behind him put the horror movies he and his friends liked to watch
in mind. The monsters aways won. He prayed that he and Cooper wouldn’t die by a
monster’ s hand.
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Ten years later

| t was the anniversary of their rescue, a date the three of them were celebrating at a
Myrtle Beach bar. Cooper Devlin and Liam O’ Rourke sat across the table from
Grayson. They were also celebrating Cooper finally coming onboard The Phoenix
Three, the security company they’d founded that specialized in rescuing missing and
kidnapped children.

Grayson settled back in the booth as the waitress set three shot glasses each in front
of them. He and Liam had opted out of the military a year ago, but Cooper had stayed
with his Army ranger team until recently.

“Here’s to those assholes rotting in prison,” Liam said. He poured the contents of the
first shot glass down his throat.

“Fucking A.” Grayson downed his.

When he and Cooper had been locked in a room with another boy who'd been
kidnapped a few days before, the three of them had bonded during the time they’'d
been held prisoner. Turned out the kidnappers had only planned to snatch him and
Liam for ransom. As for Cooper, he didn’t come from a wealthy family, so Grayson
didn’t even want to think of what would have happened to him if they hadn’'t been
rescued.

And rescued they were. Instead of the millions the kidnappers had demanded, they’d
gotten along prison sentence.



“Here' sto your father,” Cooper said, raising his second shot glass toward Grayson.

It had been Grayson’s father who'd hired the men who'’ d rescued them. Both his and
Liam’s fathers had immediately agreed to pay the ransom, but when the kidnappers
had decided that had been too easy, they’d demanded more. Daniel Montana, a
former SEAL, decided he wasn't going to mess around with his son’s life and had
called in some favors. In sending a team to rescue his son, Liam and Cooper had
benefited, the team also getting them out of that house.

“May he rest in peace,” Grayson quietly said, then downed the contents of the shot
glass. It was still hard to believe his father, a man who' d always been larger than life
to Grayson, was gone.

“Amen,” Liam and Cooper said in unison.

“Here' sto finally having Cooper join us,” Liam said.

Grayson pointed his empty shot glass at Cooper. “’ Bout time.” When one was kept in
a dirty room with two other boys—barely fed, a bucket for a bathroom, and not
knowing if they were going to live or die—it was no surprise that alifelong bond was

formed. They weren't blood brothers, but they were brothers all the same.

“1 know.” Cooper twirled his shot glass in a circle. “Things weren’'t good with my
team, and | couldn’t just walk away.”

“Well, you're here now. The Phoenix Three are finally together. Oorah,” Liam said,
giving the US Marines battle cry.

“Hooah.” The Army’s battle cry from Cooper.

Grayson gave the Navy’s. “Hooyah.” He glanced at the two best men he knew. “Did



you really think when we were still just boys and made a pact after we were back in
our cushy livesthat we' d actually make The Phoenix Three happen?”’

The name had been Liam’s idea. He'd said they’d risen from the ashes. They’d kept
in touch after being rescued, and for each of them, settling back into their privileged
lives no longer fit. On a group text one night, Grayson had asked the question that
had changed their futures.

Do you think there are other kids out there who need rescuing but don’'t have parents
with the money to ransom them, or the connections to bring in badass men to save
them? Kids like Cooper would have been if not for having been abducted with two
rich boys.

Cooper: Maybe we should save them.

How? That from Liam.

Almost instantly, the answer appeared in Grayson's mind, and his heart had
raced—in a good way—as the whole picture was laid out in front of him. Grayson
had aways been fascinated by his dad’'s stories from his SEAL days. That was
probably why he could see the answer so clearly. His fingers flew over the keys as he
texted hisvision.

We learn how to plan missions, how to stage rescues, how to fight. Then we come
back together and start a company that saves children who don’t have the kind of
families we do or the money to rescue them.

Liam: Again, how do we do that?

Cooper: Wejoin the military.



Grayson grinned at how fast Cooper saw the same answer. Exactly .

And that’s what they did. Grayson joined the Navy, becoming a SEAL. Liam enlisted
in the Marines, becoming a Marine Raider, an elite Special Forces unit. Cooper
became an Army ranger. As afraid and hungry as Grayson had been during those
weeks in that room, it had brought these two men into his life and a mission that gave
him immense satisfaction. They’d made an impossible dream come true, and he
wouldn’t change a thing.

“To The Phoenix Three,” Cooper said, holding up his third shot glass.

Liam held up his. “To the children we'll save.”

“Especialy the children,” Grayson said.

The next afternoon, Grayson was in The Phoenix Three office by himself. Cooper
was taking a few days to get settled in the apartment he’'d rented, and Liam was
tracking down afifteen-year-old runaway.

He glanced out the window, and as it always did when taking in the view, his gaze
settled on the ocean, visible over the rooftops. Back when he'd told his father their
plans, as expected, his dad had been disappointed that his son wasn’t coming to work
at the dealerships, but that hadn’'t stopped Daniel Montana from giving his support.
Cooper had thought Atlanta would be the best place to base The Phoenix Three,
especially since it was close to a major airport. Liam hadn’t cared where they settled
on aslong as it wasn't in Kansas and anywhere near the father who' d disowned him.

Grayson'’s father, however, meant to keep his son close and had made them an offer
they couldn’t refuse. He' d buy a building in Myrtle Beach and charge them a hundred



amonth. And there was a perfectly good airport in Myrtle Beach.

The ocean was Grayson's happy place, and he' d been relieved when both his partners
agreed to base their company in Myrtle Beach. His father had bought a building three
blocks from the beach. The Phoenix Three offices were on the top floor, giving
Grayson a view of his beloved ocean. The bottom three floors were rented out to
other businesses.

They owned the building now thanks to his father. Grayson had inherited his father’s
dealerships, and in his will, Daniel Montana had gifted the building equally to the
three of them. Grayson was happy that his father had gotten to know Cooper and
Liam, had come to love his two best friends. Damn, he missed his dad.

He walked to the window and stared out. Since he was ayear old, it had just been him
and his dad. The loss of his father was still fresh, and his throat closed and his eyes
burned as he lifted his gaze to the sky. “Hey, old man. Y ou better be happy up there.
I”’m counting on you getting reprimanded by God for flirting with the pretty angels.”

A soft bell sounded, indicating that someone had pushed the elevator button for the
fourth floor. The early warning that someone was coming up to their floor was one of
the first security measures they’d installed.

His appointment was on her way up. Over the phone, Harlow Pressley had sounded
meek as a mouse with her soft voice that he'd had to strain to hear as she reluctantly
answered his preliminary questions. He'd tried to form a picture of her, but al he
could see in his mind was...well, alittle brown mouse trying to hide in the shadows.
She’'d sounded desperate, though. Something to do with her son, and he’'d agreed to
see her.

They hadn’t hired a receptionist yet, so he walked out to the lobby to meet her. A
minute later, the elevator door opened, and she froze at seeing him. He hadn’t meant



to scare her. Realizing the door was closing, he put his hand out to stop it.

“Miss Pressley?’ She'd said she needed help with her son but had refused to say over
the phone what that help was, and she'd only said her name was Harlow Pressley. He
didn’t know if she was married or single, so he went with the Miss.

She nodded.

“I’'m Grayson Montana.” Along with softening his voice, he smiled, hoping it would
put her at ease. “You'reright on time.” He stepped back to give her plenty of room to
walk past without touching him.

As for hisimage of a shy mouse, he'd nailed it. She scurried by him, then seemingly
at aloss as to where to go, she stilled. Her back was to him, and his gaze took in her
hair in a tight bun, the brown print dress that looked at least a size too large that
covered her from her neck to an inch below her knees, the beige knit sweater and the
brown soft-soled shoes. From the brief glimpse he'd had of her face, he guessed her
to bein her mid to late twenties. Why would she dress like that?

He moved around her. “My office is down the hall.” She didn't respond, just
followed him in those quiet old-lady shoes. He walked behind his desk, then waved
his hand at one of the chairs facing him. “Have a seat. Would you like something to
drink? Water, coffee, a soda?’

“No thank you.” She sat, fussed with the hem of her dress, making sure that it
covered her knees, and then pulled her sweater tight around her chest.

He took the opportunity to study her while she was getting settled. She didn’t wear
any makeup, not even lipstick, and her skin was pale, asif she never let the sun touch
her face. Her hair was honey blond, and he imagined it was pretty when not coiled in
atight ball. It was her eyes that had him blinking in surprise. They were the bluest



eyes he'd ever seen. They put him in mind of the sea around the Virgin Islands.
Almost turquoise. They were beautiful and unique.

With her dress and sweater fixed to her liking, she stared down at her hands where
they were clasped tightly on her lap. Instinctively, he knew he was going to have to
treat her with kid gloves. She was pretty, would maybe be beautiful if she wasn't
trying so hard to fade into the woodwork. He couldn’t imagine that she' d always been
like this, and he wanted to have a word with whoever had turned her into a scared
little mouse.

“Before we start, | need some basic information. Full legal name, address, home and
cell phone numbers, and your email address.”

“Why do you need all that?’

“Because you're asking for our help, so | need to know all the ways | can contact
you. I’m not going to show up on your doorstep unannounced, if that’s what you're
worried about.”

“I"'m sorry,” she said to her knees. Then, still not looking at him, she rattled off al her
information.

“Thank you.” From the way she meekly apologized, he guessed she was used to
being sorry for something. That didn’t set right with him. He picked up one of his
business cards and, after writing on the back, dlid it across the desk to her. “I know
you have the office number, but my cell phone number’s on the back. You can reach
me anytime of the day or night. Now, you mentioned that you needed help with your
son,” he said, still keeping his voice soft. “Let’s start with his name.”

“Tyler.” Shetucked the card into her purse.



As he had on the phone when she' d called to make an appointment, he had to strain to
hear her. He rested his elbows on his desk and leaned toward her. “How old is
Tyler?

“Five.”

They were going to be here al afternoon if she was only going to give him one-word
answers. “What isit you need from The Phoenix Three?’

For the first time, her eyes met his, and there was a fierceness in them that surprised
him. “1 need you to help me get custody of him, Mr. Montana.”

“Grayson.” Getting her to use his first name was one way to get her to start trusting
him. “Where is your son now?’

“Hisfather has full custody.”

Oh, boy. The last thing he wanted was to get in the middle of a custody battle. The
Phoenix Three specialized in finding children who'd been kidnapped or abducted or
were runaways. They did not get involved in family disputes. “Miss Pressley, | think
you need agood lawyer.”

“No! You don’t understand, Mr. Montana. | had agood lawyer. It didn’t help.”

“Grayson.” Had she been declared an unfit mother? If so, there was nothing he could
do to change that. He should send her on her way, but the desperation in those pretty
blue eyes was impossible to turn his back on. He' d talk to her for alittle, maybe give

her some advice before apologizing for not being able to help her.

“Why don’t you explain your situation.” Ah, hell. There were tearsin her eyes now.
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R efusing to let this stranger see her cry, Harlow willed her tears away. She wasn’'t
sure how she even had any left. She hadn't seen or touched her little boy since
Anthony had been given full custody seven months ago. Her ex-husband couldn’t
care less for his son now. He only saw Tyler as ameans to an end. Thefirst, to punish
her for daring to leave him, and the second was to keep Tyler under his control and,
when he was a few years older, to train her sweet little boy to step into the Pressley
shoes. God forbid.

“Miss Pressley?’

She startled. What must he think of her, that she could get lost in her head and forget
there was someone else in the room? She hadn’t been herself for years, and she didn’t
know how to explain it to this man with the soft voice and pity-filled eyes. She hated
that his pity was directed at her.

There’' d been a time when she was a confident woman, happy in her own skin. Then
aong came Anthony, and... No, she wasn't going there. Not with this man's
intelligent eyes on her, no doubt thinking she was a doormat. The sad thing, that was
exactly what she’ d become under Anthony’ s thumb.

“l... I'm sorry, what was the question?’ Anthony’s voice filled her head. How is it
possible for one woman to be so stupid? There was a time when she didn’'t believe
she was stupid, but she wasn't sure about that anymore.

“You were going to explain your situation. | gather your relationship with your ex-
husband isn’t a good one?’



She snorted, then wanted to crawl in a hole. Ladies don’t snort, Harlow, Anthony said
in her head. She blew out a breath. “Um, | don’t know where to start.”

“ At the beginning is aways good.”

“Do we have a limited amount of time?’ Like did she need to condense everything
into a half-hour time slot?

“Y ou have as much time as you need, Miss Pressley.”

“Harlow.” If her son didn’t bear the last name of Pressley, she would have taken her
maiden name back after the divorce.

He smiled. “Harlow. Pretty name.”

“Thank you.” She liked how her name sounded when he said it in his soft voice. “My
greatest wish is to have nothing to do with the Presseys. Unfortunately,
Anthony...that’s my ex-husband, uses Tyler to punish me.” And to try to still control
her even though they were divorced.

“He also livesin Faberville?’

“Yes. The Pressleys own the town. If you ever go there, it's best to just keep going.”
At his raised brows, she said, “Everyone in Faberville knows of the Pressleys, and
everyone with any sense tries to stay under their radar.” Well, she knew that now.
“ After graduating high school, | went to Clemson.”

“Go Tigers.”

Before she realized she was doing it, she smiled. There was something about this man
that put her at ease in a way she hadn’t been since marrying Anthony. “That time in



my life was some of my happiest. Anyway, | returned home after graduating. |
thought | got really lucky when | landed a job as the manager of marketing and events
at the Pressley Resort and Golf Club. That was where | met Anthony.” If there was
one thing she could do over, she would have never taken that job.

She glanced out the window. “You have a beautiful view.” Yes, she was stalling. It
was embarrassing to have to tell this man how gullible she'd been. “1 wish | lived
closer to the ocean. There' s something soothing about the sound of the waves.”

“Would you like to take awalk on the beach?”’

Surprised by the offer, she wasn’t sure what to say.

As if sensing her hesitation, he smiled. “The beach is my happy place. I'm aways
able to relax even if I'm just walking along the shore. If you pull one more thread,
your sweater’s going to fall apart. Just thought awalk along the beach might help you
the way it does me. We can talk while we get our feet wet.” He shrugged. “Up to

you.
She dtilled her hands and glanced down at the long thread wrapped around her
fingers. He was too observant. There was something about the way he looked at her
that made her feel exposed, asif he could see through al her walls and defenses.

“The beach?’ he said.

“I think I'd like that.” And if they were walking side by side while she told her story,
she wouldn’t have to see the pity in his eyes.

“Great. It's only three blocks, but we can take my Jeep. | have no way to lock it, so
we' |l need to leave our shoes and your purse here. I’'ll lock your purse in my drawer.”



This was a strange meeting, she thought, as they rode the elevator down, both of them
barefoot. He kept surprising her, but in a good way. It had been a long time since
she'd been interested in much of anything except getting her son back. It wasn't that
she was interested in Grayson as a man she'd like to date, or hook up with, or
whatever man-woman label applied. She didn’t like men. Didn’t trust them. She used
to, but Anthony had cured her of that idiocy.

According to the article she'd read about him, Grayson had been a SEAL. Knowing
that, she wasn’'t surprised that he wore his blond hair military short. After his smile,
his brown eyes were his best feature. Except they weren't the more common dark
brown. His were the color of her favorite candy...caramel. If she'd met him before
Anthony, she would have definitely been interested in him. But she wasn’t that girl
anymore.

“Wait here,” he said when they stepped out of the building. “The pavement’s hot. I'll
bring the Jeep around.”

She grinned when he tiptoe-hopped across the parking lot. He jumped into a Jeep that
had no top and no doors, which explained why he’'d said he couldn’t lock their things
up. This day was turning out to be nothing like what she’ d expected.

When he stopped the Jeep with the passenger side closest to her, she managed to
climb in without losing too much of her dignity. Minutes later, he turned into a
driveway of a house on stilts right on the beach.

“Um, isit okay if we park here?’

Amusement flashed in his eyes as he glanced at her. “I know the owner.”

“That roof is awesome.” It was atin roof that was a copper-and-green patina.



He glanced up. “Yeah, it's pretty cool. Hang tight for a minute.”

Already, sweat dripped down her back from the heat. After a moment of hesitation,
she dlipped off her sweater. Her sweaters—a shield even in the summer—were so
much a part of her now that she felt naked without it. She amost put it back on, but it
would be ridiculous to walk on the beach bundled up asif it were winter.

He reached into the back, bringing out a pair of flip-flops. “These will be big on you,
but they’ll keep your feet from burning until we get down to the water.”

“What about you?’

“1"m used to walking on hot sand.”

“Thanks.” She dlipped them on, and they were definitely big. As they headed to the
shoreline, she chuckled.

He glanced at her with raised brows. “What?’

“1 feel like I'm walking in clown shoes. How big are your feet, anyway?’ As soon as
she asked the question, she cringed. Would he think she was making fun of him?
Conditioned to expect criticism or a sarcastic reprimand when she said something
inappropriate, she hurried to say, “I’m sorry. That was rude of me.”

He frowned at that. “1t was?”’

“Yes. | shouldn’'t have made fun of your feet.” Sometimes she hated herself. Things
that shouldn’t be voiced came out of her mouth before she thought better of it. Then
when she did, she loathed that she instantly turned into a doormat. A kicked puppy.
That was what she was. Afraid of being kicked again. Her gaze snapped up to his
when he chuckled.



“My feet are pretty big.” He wiggled his toesin the sand. “ Size thirteen, by the way.”

“Oh, okay.” He must think she was a ninny.

“You can leave the flip-flops here,” he said as he rolled up his pants legs when they
were afew feet from the water. “We'll pick them up on the way back.”

“What if someone steals them?”

“They won't, but if Bigfoot strolls by and decides he wants them, I'll buy another

pair.”

She laughed. He was silly. After she dlipped them off, they walked along the water in
silence for a few minutes. The ocean was cool on her feet, and the sea breeze swirled
the hem of her dress around her legs. An odd sense of calm that she hadn’t felt in a

long time washed over her. She should make the hour drive to the beach at least once
aweek.

“S0,” he said, breaking the silence. “Tell me your story.”

How much did she need to tell him to get him to help her?
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T he ideato take her out of the office where she was uncomfortable had been a spur-
of-the-moment decision, made when she took in the view from the window with
longing in her eyes. Grayson likened handling Harlow Pressley to that of gentling an
abused animal.

He still wasn't sure he was willing to put The Phoenix Three in the middle of a
custody dispute, but he was coming around to the idea that hers wasn't a typical he
said/she said case. From her wary eyes and the way she'd flinched a few times, she’'d
been the victim of her husband’ s abuse. That was his impression at this point, but he
could be jumping to conclusions and she was just a good actress. If he was right, he
was going to love teaching her ex athing or two.

“S0,” he said after they’d walked along the shore for a few minutes. “Tell me your
story.” Her steps faltered, and she lowered her gaze to the water. If he was reading
her right, she was debating what and how much to tell him. “Y ou need to not only be
honest with me but to tell me everything. | can’t help you if you don’t.”

“l know. It's just that I'm embarrassed by what | let him turn me into. It's hard to
admit that | didn’t leave when | should have. The me you see here now isn’t the me |
once was.”

“Would it be easier if | just asked you questions | need answers to?’

“Yes, | think it would be.”

“How long were you married?’



“Six and a half years. Six years longer than | wanted to be.” She kicked at the water
asif shewere angry at it.

“1 assume you stayed because of your son?’

“Yes. | found out | was pregnant when we’ d been married for six months. | was going
to leave him and file for divorce, but that changed everything.” She sighed. “The
thing | want you to understand is that | loved my husband. Well, | loved the man he
pretended to be when we were dating and for the first month of our marriage. He was
al that a woman wanted in a man. Kind, thoughtful, loving. Then a few weeks after
our wedding, the real Anthony began to make an appearance. Suddenly, | couldn’t do
anything right. | dressed to entice other men’s attention. | said stupid things that
embarrassed him. | wasn't attentive enough to him. It started as mild criticisms
disguised as loving suggestions on how | could be a better wife. He had a way of
making me believe | wasin the wrong and I’ d apologize. Over and over.”

“And you tried to be that better wife, I’m guessing.”

“1 tried so hard, but in doing so, | lost me.”

One of his cousins had been involved with a man who'd been controlling and
mentally abusive. He'd watched the light fade in Leah Ann’s eyes during the year
she' d been with the asshole. Fortunately, she wised up before marrying the man. He'd
never understood why she stayed as long as she had, and he’d asked her that very
guestion after she left him.

“You have to understand,” she'd said. “With a master manipulator like that, it starts
with little things. And you think, | love him, and | want to please him, so you try to
be what he wants. As the digs and criticisms grow harsher, you begin to believe that
he's right, that you' re the problem, so you try even harder. Somewhere in there, you
lose yourself, which was his goal all aong. You can’t leave him because he has you



believing that you’ re not strong enough to make it on your own.”

“But you did, and | thank God for it. Did you just wake up one day and realize you
couldn’t go on like that anymore?’ he asked.

“Pretty much. One morning, | looked in the mirror and wondered who that sad,
beaten-down woman looking back at me was. That was the moment | knew | had to
leave. Honestly, it would have been easier, and | would have left sooner if he'd
physically abused me. | never would have put up with that. But his mental abuse was
subtle, and men like that have the ability to make you believe it’ s you, not them.”

Grayson thought about that conversation with his cousin before asking Harlow his
next question. “What finally motivated you to leave him?’

“The day | walked in on him kissing Tyler’s nanny. Tyler was sitting on the floor at
their feet, playing with his toys while they were sucking face. | fired her on the spot,
and they looked at each other and laughed. He said, ‘ This is what happens when my
wife is a cold fish.” He was right about the cold fish part. By that time in our
marriage, | couldn’t stand for him to touch me.”

“Good God.” The man wasn't just a manipulator, he was downright cruel. “Whether
you were or weren't, there is no excuse for him to carry on an affair in your home,
and especialy no excuse for kissing another woman in front of his son. Or kissing
another woman anywhere while he’'s married. Tell me that’s when you left.”

“Not that minute. | waited until he left that night to go see his mistress.” She
chuckled, but it sounded off, like a sarcastic chuckle. “Yeah, he's had severa
mistresses over the years. After he left to go see her, | packed up some things for
myself and Tyler. | checked us into a hotel. The next day, | saw a lawyer to file for
divorce.”



“How did your ex-husband come to have full custody?’

“Because his family owns the town.”

“Explain.”

“The judge, the police chief, literally anyone Anthony can use to his benefit isin his
back pocket.”

If that was true, things were going to get interesting. “| have to ask. Is it so bad that
your ex has custody? You get visitation, right?’ Just because Pressley was a bad
husband didn’t mean he was a bad father.

“Anthony couldn’t care less about Tyler at the age he is now. He never spends time
with him. The only reason he hired a nanny was because he didn’t like me giving
attention to Tyler and not him. He sees Tyler as a nuisance until he's old enough to
begin his training as the heir. He'll teach our son to be just like him, and | can’t allow
that.” She lifted pleading eyesto his. “| just can’t. Please help me.”

As much as he wanted to promise he would, he couldn’t. Not yet. “That’s all the
questions | have for now. Before | can agree to take this further, | have to do some
background research.” She was emotionally exhausted. He had more questions, but
they could wait.

“But you'll help me?’

“If everything you've told me checks out, yes. You should know that I'll not only
investigate your ex and the Pressley family, I’ll look into you, too.”

“Okay. | have nothing to hide.”



He hoped not. “If you can without being obvious, record your conversations with
him.”

“That’s agood idea.”

“1 have them occasionally.” He smiled, and as he' d intended, she smiled back.

Later that evening, he was still in the office when Cooper came in. “Thought you'd
be out surfing.”

Grayson rolled his eyes. “Dude, it' s dark out there. Can't see the sharks.”

“Since when is a big, bad SEAL afraid of a fishy?" Cooper dropped into the chair
across from Grayson’s desk.

“Since that fishy has big, bad teeth. Y ou never saw Jaws, did you?”’

“That one scared the shi—"

“Did | miss the memo that we had a meeting tonight?’ Liam said, walking in, then
lowering himself onto the chair next to Cooper’s.

Grayson leaned back and grinned at his not-by-blood brothers. “Nah, Cooper’s just
trying to give me ahard time.”

“About what?’ Liam elbowed Cooper. “Tell meso | canjoinin.”

“Grayson’s afraid of sharks.”



“Didn’'t you see Jaws , man?’ Liam said. “ Sharks are about as badass as it gets. I'm
with Gray on this one.”

“Yes, but we aren't scary SEALs. Aren't you dudes supposed to be afraid of
nothing?’

“I’m afraid of being amidnight shark snack,” Grayson said. “There, | said it.”

His brothers laughed. “Good to know you're human,” Liam said. “You had an
appointment today, right? How'd it go?’

“Not like | expected.” He told them about Harlow. “1’ve been looking into the family.
No one is that perfect. It's almost like no one dares to say a bad word about the
Pressleys.”

“Maybe they are perfect,” Cooper said.

“l don't think so. | found an archived newspaper article from several years back, an
interview with awoman, Etta Jankowski, claiming the Pressleys stole her house.”

Liam frowned. “How do you steal a house?’

“She swore to the reporter that she paid her property taxes, but according to the tax
records, she didn’t. Jankowski also claims the same thing was done to one of her
neighbors. The reporter didn't name the individual because he's been unable to
contact the person to verify Jankowski’s claim. The article did say that two liens were
sold in a private sale to Pressley LLC, so we can do a search for the name. Here' s the
thing, though. That the tax collector held a private sale is questionable.” He air
quoted the word private .

“There should have been a public announcement that there would be a sale but there



wasn't. Also, the homeowner should have been notified and given a chance to pay the
tax. Apparently, that didn’t happen. And guess what?’

“1’m on the edge of my seat here.” Liam glanced at Cooper. “Right?’

“Just missing the popcorn to go with this story.”

“Both of you are clowns. Here's the interesting part. The next day, there was a
retraction in the paper.”

Liam shrugged. “ So? They made a mistake.”

“My gut tells me they didn’'t. The two plots of land were the last pieces the Pressleys
needed to build a shopping center on, so a dirty tax collector? | need to find Miss
Jankowski and the other homeowner.”

“I’'m settled into my apartment, and I’ ve got nothing going on,” Cooper said. “Why
don’t you let me do that?’

“That’'d be great.”

Liam raised his hand. “What about me? | found the kid and he' s back with his family,
so I’'m available. Anything | can do to help?’

“Not that | can think of.” Unless... “Actualy, there is something right up your alley.
How would you feel about nosing around Faberville for a few days? See what intel
you can pick up on the Pressey family.” Liam had a talent for blending in or
impersonating anyone from abum to a billionaire.

Liam grinned. “I do love sneaking around. I'll head over there tomorrow.” He gazed
up at the celling for a few seconds. “Is there a golf course in Faberville, do you



know?’

“Yep. It'saresort owned by the Pressleys.”

“Perfect. I'll check in, horn in on some golf games. You'd be surprised at what you
can learn playing a few rounds with the locals.”

Grayson didn’t doubt it.

“Now that we have our assignments, let’s grab some dinner,” Cooper said. “Know of
abeach bar that has good beer and burgers?’

“| sure do.”

Later that night, after a shower, Grayson got in bed with his laptop. It didn’t take long
to find the engagement announcement of Harlow Grainger to Anthony Pressley. He'd
assumed that she hadn’'t dressed like someone’ s great-grandmother back then, but he
was stunned at seeing her photo.

“Wow,” he murmured. Her honey-blond hair was shoulder length, the soft curls
framing her face. And what a face. Smoky eye shadow highlighted her distinctive
turquoise- blue eyes, drawing attention to them. Creamy skin, high cheekbones and
full pink lips made for a beautiful woman. In the photo, she wore an off-the-shoulder
pale blue dress that fit her perfectly and showed off her figure.

He studied Anthony Pressley. He was what women called tall, dark and handsome.
He wore an expensive suit, and a pale blue handkerchief that matched Harlow’ s dress
was tucked into the pocket. It was the man’s eyes that Grayson was most interested
in. Where love was shining from Harlow’ s eyes as she looked up at her fianceé with a
soft smile on her face, Grayson didn’t see the same from Pressley.



“You got yourself a trophy wife, didn't you?’ he said to the photo. There was
something cold and calculated about the man, and Grayson doubted that Pressley had
the capability to love any woman.

The next photo he found was of their wedding, and again, Harlow was stunning. Her
gown was simple and classy, a strapless, maybe satin body-hugging dress. There
were no beads or crystals on it, no fancy ribbons or other adornments. It took a back
seat to the woman wearing it, and Grayson smiled, knowing that was exactly what
she'd intended.

As in her engagement photo, she was all soft smiles and hearts in her eyes for her
new husband. Grayson wished he could tell that girl to run away as fast as she could.
He'd downloaded the security footage from their building's inside camera, and he
found the feed of her riding up in the elevator. Seeing the difference in her from then
and now was heartbreaking.

He saved the engagement and wedding photos to the file he' d created, then continued
his search. There were pictures of the couple at humerous galas and charity events.
The most noticeable thing as he progressed through the years of their life together
was the change taking place in Harlow. The light in her eyes dimmed and the smiles
faded. He was able to follow the change in her appearance from that of a stunning,
well-dressed woman to that of a woman who was using clothes and no makeup to
hide from the world. It was one of the saddest things he' d ever seen.

As he sent her an email, he crushed the thought that he was looking forward to seeing
her again, granny dress and all.
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W hen Harlow turned into the parking lot of her apartment complex, Anthony’s
BMW XM was parked in her assigned space. She gritted her teeth as she drove
severa buildings down to the visitor parking. She' d asked him repeatedly not to park
in her space, but did he care about what she wanted?

It wasn't good that he was here, and she considered driving right out of the complex
and going somewhere. Anywhere he wasn't. But that would only delay dealing with
him. Remembering Grayson’s advice to record her conversations with Anthony, she
set her phone to Record, then held it in her hand, the face hidden against her palm.
She walked as slowly as possible, but she still ended up next to his car sooner than
she was ready.

His car windows were down, and he was texting someone...probably his mistress.
Not that she cared, she just wanted him to say why he was bothering her and then be
on his way. He knew she was waiting because he'd glanced at her, but he continued
to ignore her as he kept his attention on his phone. She knew him well, and knew his
Intention was to teach her alesson.

She wanted to walk away, go inside her apartment and lock the door against him.
He' d just follow her, though, and demand that she let him in. Not happening. A few
more minutes passed, and heat burned her neck as her blood pressure rose. She was
tired of his games, so very tired.

Screw it. She wasn't standing here a second longer. Asif he realized he’ d pushed her
to her limit, he set his phone on the dash, then stepped out of the car. There'd been a
time when she’ d thought he was the handsomest man she’ d ever seen, but all she saw
now was a spoiled, selfish man who thought he was entitled to take whatever he



wanted no matter who it hurt.

There were things she hadn’t told Grayson. Things that could ruin the Pressley
family. It wasn’'t what she wanted to do, but Anthony was going to push her into
doing just that. They were dangerous secrets, and she didn’t know quite what to do
with them. One reason she’ d turned to The Phoenix Three.

“1"ve been waiting for an hour,” Anthony said. “Where were you?’

None of your business. But if she said that, he’'d make it his business to find out
where she was. And there was no way he'd sat for an hour waiting for her, not
Anthony. “I had some errands to run. What do you want, Anthony?’

“Y ou need to come back to work.”

That meant Sherri, whom he’ d promoted to director of events because she was young
and pretty, never mind that she wasn't qualified, was messing things up. Harlow
could have told him that would happen, not that she’'d felt like bothering. She'd
resigned via email the day after catching him kissing the nanny, so what happened at
Pressley Resort and Golf Club was of no concern to her.

“I’ll come back if you promote me to vice president of marketing, retail merchandise
and events.” Had she missed anything she could attach to that title? She couldn’t
think of anything, so she named her acceptable salary. “At four hundred thousand a
year.”

There was no way they’d give her that title or pay her that much, and even if they did,
she was not now or ever coming back to work for the Pressley family. And look at

her! She’' d never stood up to him before. It felt freaking good.

He sneered. “Have you lost your mind?’



“I did once. When | married you.” Done with this conversation, she turned to leave.

He grabbed her arm, digging his fingers into her skin. “We're not done here.”

“Saysyou, but | don’'t agree. Get your hand off me.”

“1 should have never agreed to the divorce. | only did to teach you a lesson, but
you' ve had your little spat. It’ s time to come home where you belong.”

“Let go of me. I’'m not coming back.” The only reason he'd agreed to the divorce was
because she' d threatened to tell anyone who would listen that he’d had a mistress the
entire time they’ d been married and that she’d caught him kissing their son’s nanny.
The Pressleys cared greatly about their image. Her threats had worked at the time,
mainly because he was sure that by taking Tyler away from her and isolating her that
she’ d come crawling back. Never going to happen.

“Your son misses you. You're his mother, yet you don’t seem to care that he cries,
wanting to know when you’ re coming home.”

It was a low blow, and he knew it. Tears burned her eyes thinking of her little boy
missing her, but she refused to let them fall. She would not give him the satisfaction
of knowing how much she huirt.

“1 want to see him. Please.” She hated begging, but she would for Tyler. What she
would not do was return to that house that was a prison.

“You can see him when you come home.” He leaned his face close to hers. “You
belong to me, Harlow. That’s afact you need to remember.”

The smell of his cologne—a scent she used to love—made her want to gag. She
jerked her arm free. “Go to hell.” She walked away, leaving him seething with rage.



As soon as she stepped inside her apartment, the tears she’d managed to hold back
streamed down her face. The thing she could never let Anthony know was that she'd
amost gone back severa times just so she could be with Tyler, where she could
touch him and hug him. She could put up with all the abuse in the world for her baby.

What always stopped her was her fear that he'd learn to be cruel to women, to use
them the way his father did. If he grew up watching his own mother being treated like
dirt under his father’'s shoe, he would never learn to respect women. She couldn’t
bear to think of him growing up to be another Anthony, so she stood strong, refusing
to let her longing to be with her son be the reason she went back.

Instead, she would do everything in her power to take Anthony down. If The Phoenix
Three wouldn’t help her, she’'d find another way. In the far reaches of her mind, she
had a desperate plan. If all else failed, she would run away with her son. She prayed it
wouldn’t come to that.

“Miaow,” Einstein grumbled—that particular sound meant feed me this second or I'll
starve and die—as he made circle eights around her legs.

The first week after she'd moved into her apartment, she'd been so lonely and sad
from missing Tyler that she’d thought she’d lose her mind. It had been too quiet, no
little- boy giggles and chatter. No questions wanting to know why the sky was blue or
where bugs came from.

Impulsively, she'd gone to the local shelter intending to adopt a kitten, something she
could talk to even if it didn’t talk back. And they’d had so many cute ones. But it was
the nine-year-old gray-and-white longhair cat quietly observing her that caught her
eye as she gushed over the babies. Her first impression as he watched with intelligent
green eyes was that he had too much dignity to beg for attention like the little ones.
Instead of a playful kitten, she’d ended up with a talkative, opinionated cat that woke
her up at six in the morning by standing on her chest and loudly demanding his



breakfast.

When she was home, he followed her around like a puppy, talking to her about the
birds outside the window, his empty stomach and the best napping spots in the house.
That he was a chatterbox had surprised her since he' d been so quiet at the shelter. She
found herself talking back, telling him about her day, her worries and her hopes. He
knew all about Tyler and how much her heart ached from missing him. Sometimes
she was sure that Einstein understood her.

“One day you're going to trip me, and I’'m going to fall on you and smash you,” she
said as he wound around her legs on the way to the kitchen.

After she gave him fresh water and a few treats to tide him over until his dinner, she
went to her bedroom and changed into leggings and a T-shirt. Since walking away
from her job, she had managed to build a little business designing and maintaining
websites, writing advertising copy and handling social media for authors.

Just recently, she had contracted with three indie authors to run ads on Amazon and
Meta for their books and tweak or write their book blurbs. She hoped that they would
like her work and refer her to other authors. She was in negotiations with a well-
known baseball player to handle his social media. If she could make that happen and
he was pleased, he’'d hopefully talk her up to his friends. It would be another avenue
to pursue.

She got her laptop and her phone, taking them to the sofa. Between the money she'd
saved over the years—which Anthony didn’t know about—and her little business, she
was doing fine. The rent got paid on time, there was food in her pantry and, aslong as
what The Phoenix Three would charge to help her was reasonable, she was okay
financialy.

That she was gave her a great sense of satisfaction considering that Anthony had told



her when she’'d left him that she couldn’t make it without him and would come
crawling back before a month was out. Ha! She'd shown him.

“You ready to get some work done?’ she asked Einstein when he jumped on the sofa
and curled up next to her. Along with being a chatterer, his grumbling purrs were so
loud that his body vibrated with them. She smiled as she scratched him behind his
ears, which always revved up his motor.

When she removed her hand to log in to her Iaptop, he put his paw on her arm and
tried to pull her hand back to him. “Gotta get some work done, sweet boy.” Having
said that so many times since bringing him home, he understood his ear massages
would have to wait for later. He gave a wide yawn, then pushed his nose against her
leg and went to sleep.

She opened her email and the first thing she saw was one from The Phoenix Three.
Her breath caught, and she hovered her finger over the key, amost afraid to open it.
“Please,” she whispered. “ Say you're going to help me.”

As she clicked on the email, her heart pounded in her chest. It was from Grayson
telling her to call him. She blew out the breath she’ d been holding. Was that good or
bad? Was the call to let her down personally?

Einstein stirred next to her. His eyes opened and, as if sensing her anxiety, he
meowed softly. “What do you think, Einstein?” Apparently, Einstein for once didn’t
have an opinion since he yawned again, closed his eyes and went back to sleep.

WEell, she wouldn’t be able to get her work done until she knew what Grayson's
answer was. She appreciated that he'd included his phone number in the email, and
she didn’t have to disturb Einstein to get her purse. After another little prayer that she
was going to get the answer she wanted, she picked up her phone and called him.



“Grayson Montana speaking.”

“It'sHarlow.” She crossed her fingers.

“Thought you' d like to know we' re going to help you.”

Y es! She made afist pump. “ Thank you so much. You said we 7’

“1 did. You get the three of us. I’'ll explain everything to you. When are you available
to meet again?’

“As soon as possible.” The sooner they started, the sooner she’'d have her son back.
And yes, she was going to 100 percent believe that was going to happen.

“Tomorrow morning, then? To keep you from driving all the way back here, Conway
Is halfway between us. There's a diner that serves a great breakfast. That work for
you?’

“Sounds perfect.”

He gave her the diner’s address, and they agreed to meet at eight. For the first time
since Anthony had taken Tyler from her, she had hope. It was a wonderful feeling. If
Anthony managed to find out she’'d hired The Phoenix Three, he would make her life
miserable...more miserable than it already was. She'd just have to make sure he
didn’t find out.

She got up and went to the room she had ready for her son. When he saw it, he was
going to love it. Tyler loved three things. picture books, robots and dinosaurs. Her
gaze scanned the room. She’'d painted three of the walls a pale blue, and the fourth
wall was a chalkboard. The bedspread was cute cartoon dinosaurs. There was a
bookcase filled with picture books, and shelves with robots and dinosaurs waiting for



him to play with.

“Soon, baby. Soon.”

* % %

Without thought as to what to wear, Harlow dressed for her meeting with Grayson.
She stuck the last pin into her bun, and then she froze as she stared at the woman in
the mirror. How had she become so...dowdy? Well, she knew how, but why was she
gtill dressing like someone's great-grandmother? She no longer had to bear
Anthony’ s jealous rages.

Anthony had, without reason, accused her of dressing to catch the attention of other
men so many times that she’'d started to dress more conservatively. Over time, when
his jealousy continued, she' d gone to the extreme, becoming the woman in the mirror.
That her frumpy appearance embarrassed him secretly pleased her. He couldn’t have
it both ways.

Even his contemptuous criticisms hadn’t swayed her to give up her too-big dresses
and hair buns. It was the one thing she’'d stood fast on because she found she liked
embarrassing him. It had the added benefit that he stopped requiring her presence at
many of his functions.

She searched her closet for something that didn’t look as if she’ d escaped from a cullt.
She changed into black pants and a white blouse she found in the back of her closet.
Definitely better. She added a black-and-silver belt she couldn’t remember owning,
but it helped bring her ouitfit into the modern world.

She needed to go shopping.

Even though she was five minutes early, Grayson was already seated at a booth in the



rear. He had his back to the wall, giving him a view of the diner’s interior and
entrance. She did enjoy her romance books, and she especially liked military ones.
Harlow smiled to herself that those books had taught her that these alpha men wanted
their backs to the wall where they could watch for danger.

His gaze tracked her from the moment she’d walked in. She dlid onto the seat across
from him. “Good morning.”

“Morning, Harlow.” He raised a hand and a waitress scurried over as if she’d been
just waiting to serve him.

Although he hadn’t commented on how she looked, Harlow thought she saw approval
in his eyes, making her glad she'd decided to stop hiding herself. She took the
opportunity to study him while the waitress filled their coffee cups. Of course, she'd
noted he was one heck of a good-looking man when she'd met with him yesterday,
but she’' d been too nervous and sick at heart to really notice how seriously hot he was.
How well built he was. Wowzal

Not that she was eyeing him as a potential anything, but there was nothing wrong
with appreciating such a fine specimen of a man. In the here and now, though, she
only had one goal. Get her son away from Anthony.

“l want to thank—" The waitress handed them menus, and Harlow peered over the
top of hers. “To thank you for agreeing to help me. Y ou have no idea how much this
means to me.”

“No thanks necessary. It's what we do. Let's have some breakfast, then we'll get
down to business.”

She was too nervous to eat anything heavy, so she only ordered toast and scrambled
eggs. When he ordered the hungry man special, she found it on the menu. Three eggs,



bacon, sausage, toast or biscuits and grits or hash browns. She lifted wide eyesto his.
“That’s alot of food.” Why couldn’t she keep her mouth shut? He was going to think
she was making fun of him.

He laughed. “Growing boy and al that.”
Okay, she hadn’'t offended him. He wasn’t Anthony. She relaxed and smiled. “If | ate
half of what you ordered, you'd have to roll me out in a wheelbarrow.” Look at her

not being afraid to tease him.

That she could joke with a man without fearing a verbal lashing made her want to
giggle. Somehow, she managed not to.
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“l don’'t normally eat like this,” Grayson said as he pushed his empty plate aside. “It’s
usually a protein shake to start my morning.” He nodded for arefill when the waitress
came by with the coffeepot.

“My eggs and toast were good. | think they make their own jams.”

“Probably.” He leaned forward and rested his forearms on the table. “Ready for some
serious talk?’

The first thing he' d noticed when she' d entered the restaurant was the change in her.
Her black pants and white blouse were a vast improvement from yesterday’s clothes.
Instead of the tight bun, her hair was in a low ponytail. Another improvement. He
wanted to compliment her but was afraid it would make her uncomfortable.

What he liked most, though, was that her eyes were brighter today. She didn’t look
quite as defeated, and that made him want to do whatever he could to keep the light in
those pretty eyes.

“Before we go any further, | need to make sure | can afford you. Do you have an
estimate of what it will cost to hire you?”’

“1t depends on how long this takes, of course. How about we agree on aretainer, and
then we can evaluate as we go. I’'m hoping to be able to give you enough ammunition
to get the custody arrangement overturned, or at least get a more equitable agreement,
in no longer than two weeks. Let’s start with two thousand. That work for you?’ It
actually should be more, but apparently, he was a softie. He'd do it on the side and
for freeif he had to because he was going to make sure she got her son back.



“Yes. | actually thought it would be more than that.”

“It might be in the end, but that’ s good enough to get started.”

“Thank you. I'm ready for your questions.”

“My first question. | asked you about visitation yesterday, but we got sidetracked and
you didn’t answer. What are your visitation rights?’

“I'm allowed supervised visits at Anthony’s discretion, which he hasn’'t seen fit to
allow unless | move back in with him.” Tears filled her eyes. “| haven’'t seen my son
since the divorce was final. Haven't been able to touch him, to hug him. It’s killing

me.
“S0, he'susing Tyler to try and force you to do something you don’t want to.” What
kind of man used a child as a weapon? Grayson’'s loathing for Anthony Pressley was
growing with each of her revelations.

“Isthere areason he' strying so hard to get you back other than that he loves you?’

She made an unladylike snort. “Anthony doesn’t love anyone but himself. He sees me
as his property, nothing more than that.”

“Has he ever physically abused you?’

“No. When he's really angry, he'll grab my arm hard enough to leave bruises, but
he’s never hit me.”

“Did you take pictures of the bruises?” Any time a man left bruises on a woman it
was abuse. It would help to have proof.



“1 never thought to, but | will if he does it again. He was waiting for me when | got
home from meeting with you yesterday. It's like he somehow knows I’'m doing
something he doesn’t like.”

“Does that happen often?’

“Yes. It'salittle spooky, redly. Like he has some kind of radar. | know he has people
who report my whereabouts to him if they see me somewhere, so | guess that’s why.”

Or he was sneakier than she suspected. “Unlock your phone and let me see it.” She
handed it over, and it only took a minute to find the tracking app. “How long have
you had this phone?’

“This one, ayear. He gave me my first phone when we got engaged. Said he put it on
the family plan so | wouldn’'t have to keep paying for the one | had. He replaces it
every time a new model comes out.”

“Thisisn't going to make you happy. There's a tracking app in here, and dollars to
doughnuts he' s put one on every phone he gave you from that first one.”

“Therat bastard.” She slapped her hand on the table. “ Take the app off.”

“1 have a better idea. Be right back.” He went to his car and got the burner he kept in
his middle console.

When he dlid back into the booth, she was staring daggers at her cell phone. He
pushed it back to her. “Here's what | want you to do. If you’'re going to the grocery
store, your hairdresser, someplace mundane like that, take your phone.” He entered
his cell phone number to the contacts, then handed her the burner. “This is a burner.
Y ou know what that is?’



She nodded.

“Good. Keep it with you at all times. When you’ re going someplace you don’'t want
him to know about, especialy when you’re meeting me, leave your phone at home.
Let him think that’s where you are. If you need to make a call during those times, use

the burner. Always useit if you need to talk to me.”

“This is so cool. | feel like I'm in a spy movie.” Amusement danced in her eyes.
“Maybe we need secret code names.”

He grinned. “Sure. What' s yours?’ He was more curious than he should be as to what
she’d come up with.

“Let’ssee.” Shetapped her lips with her index finger. “Cat Mamal”

“How about we shorten it to Cat?’ He liked playing a part in her having fun.

“Okay. What’ s yours?’

He shrugged. “You tell me.” Her finger tapped her lips again, drawing his attention to
her mouth. It was a kissable mouth. Don’t go there, Montana. She wasn't a woman
you played with and then moved on.

“Got it,” she said. “ Snoopy.”

“Snoopy?’ He snorted. “Seriously? | thought you'd give me something fierce or
savage. Like Cougar or Viper. Cobrawould be good.”

“Nope. Snoopy. That way I’'m a cat and you're a dog. Plus, you' re snooping, so that
fits.”



“Snoopy it is.” Why did that man at the counter keep glancing at them? “Y ou have a
mirror and lipstick in your purse?’

“Um, | have amirror and ChapStick. Why?’

“Listen, don’t turn around. A man just came in and he glanced around until his gaze
landed on you, then he took a seat at the counter where he can see you. He seems to
be paying us more than casual attention. Take out your mirror and put on the
ChapStick. While you're doing that, you can use the mirror to see if you recognize
him. His head is shaved, and he has on adark blue Henley.”

“Why don’t | just go to the restroom? | can look at him as | walk by.”

“If you do that, he'll know you're checking him out. You're a spy, and you need to
identify the villain. Use the tricks you learned in spy school.”

“Oh, thisisfun.” A smiletugged at the corner of her lips. “Sneaky’s the word.”

He managed not to drop his gaze to her mouth as she applied the ChapStick. He
epically failled at not thinking about those kissable lips. Would they be soft when
pressed against his? Would they... He gave his head a mental slap and his brain a
warning. Stop it. That was easier said than done, but he was a highly trained warrior,
and discipline was his middle name. He would not think of her in any way other than
aclient who needed his help.

Her face paled. “That's Don Delgado, Anthony’s... | guessyou'd call him Anthony’s
right-hand man. He followed me here?’

“Appears so. What will you say if your ex questions you about being with me?’

“That it's none of his business. And although that’s true, he won't rest until he finds



out who you are.”

“Tell him I’'m your new client.” In his research on her, he'd learned that she was
freelancing, doing an assortment of things for people, one of them being designing
websites. That would work for a reason to give her ex if he asked. “The Phoenix
Three needs a decent website. Cooper slapped one up for us, but it’s not great.”

“Okay, that’s believable since that’swhat | do.”

“Actually, I’'m serious about you doing that for us. We need it, and we can do some
trade, which will cut down on what thisis going to cost you.” He was telling the truth
about needing a professional website, and by the relief in her eyes, he was glad he'd
impulsively made the offer.

“Thank you. I'll do whatever it takes to get my son away from that family.”

“Did you not get any alimony?’

“No, and | didn't ask for any. That would have just been another thing Anthony
would have fought me over, and he would have won.”

The Pressleys were worth millions. It didn’'t sit right with him that the man who
supposedly cared enough about her to want her back didn’t care enough to make sure
the mother of his child was able to pay her rent and buy groceries. The man was a
manipulating bastard, and if Grayson had anything to say about it, Anthony Pressley
was going down.

“1 should probably go,” she said, gathering up her purse. “What’ s the next step?’

“Keep the burner on you. I'll call and text you on it.” It occurred to him that if
Pressley was tracking her, he might be spying on her in other ways. He needed to



figure out how to get into her apartment without Pressley knowing and check for
cameras or listening devices.

Their waitress appeared with the check and Grayson handed her his credit card.
Delgado, at seeing Grayson was paying the bill, stood, and walked out.

“Thank you, Grayson. | feel alittle lesslost now.”

“I"'m glad. | know it’s hard to be patient but hang in there. I’ m going to do everything
in my power to reunite you with your son.”

The trembling smile on her face had him wanting to wrap her in his arms and be the
man who gave her any thing she asked for. He didn’t know why, but she called to
something in him. He wanted to be the hero in her story.

Enough of that, Montana. All he needed to want was a thank-you after this was over.
He signed the credit card receipt when the waitress returned it to him. “I’ll walk you
out.” He wanted to make sure the man didn’t bother her.

She nodded as she dlid out of the booth. As she walked ahead of him, he tried and
failed to keep his eyes from roaming over her, from the long ponytail swaying with
her steps, down to the curve of her waist and then the flair of her hips, on down over
her mighty fine ass. He mentally slapped his head. Again. Maybe he should have
Cooper or Liam take over, remove himself from temptation.

He should, but he wasn’t going to.
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W hy wasn’t she surprised when she arrived home to find Anthony’s car in her space
again? It made sense, though, now that she knew he was tracking her. Not up to
dealing with him, she drove right back out of the complex. She needed to go grocery

shopping anyway.

At the grocery store, she groaned when Anthony stopped his car behind hers,
blocking her in. Guess she wasn't going to be able to avoid him after all. She reached
for her phone and set it on Record. As she had before, she kept it in her hand with the
face against her palm.

Dread settled like a rock in her belly as she stepped out of her car. She refused to
walk to him, so she stood next to the door. She didn’t speak or smile, just waited.
Two days ago, she would have cowered under the rage in his eyes, but she was done
with that. She straightened her shoulders and stood tall. It was time to stop letting him
intimidate her.

“Who was that man you were with?’

“Hello, Anthony. How are you today? | have no idea what you're talking about.
Goodbye.” The urge to scream at him for sending Don to spy on her was so great that
she bit down on her cheek to keep from revealing they were onto him. She moved to
step around him but wasn’t surprised when he blocked her.

He stepped into her personal space. “Who was he, Harlow?”’

That was his command voice, the one he used when he expected to be obeyed. She
hated that voice. She could keep acting clueless, but then he'd never leave, not until



he got an answer. “Not that it's any of your business, but he’s a client I'm building a
website for.”

“That better be al heis. If | ever catch you with another man, you won't like the
conseguences.”

“Do you not understand what a divorce means? | don’t answer to you, and you have
no say so over who | talk to, see or slegp with.” Did she really just say al that? She
amost cringed at the rage in his eyes. But she wasn't that girl anymore, and she
refused to cringe.

“Your smart mouth isn't attractive. | taught you better than that.” Suddenly, he
smiled. He brushed her cheek with the back of his fingers. “We were good together,
babe. We can be again. Let me take you to dinner, spend some time with each other.”

“No thanks.” She didn’t trust that smile, not at all. Asfor his eyes, they were as cold
as ever. Jekyll and Hyde. One minute a monster, the next charming. This time when
she stepped around him, he let her go. Not that she believed she’'d gotten through to
him or that he’ d leave her alone.

She managed to hold it together as she shopped, but inside, she was shaking with
anger. Why couldn’'t he leave her alone? What kind of man punished his son by
keeping his mother from him out of spite? She hadn’t lied when she'd told Grayson
that Anthony didn’t love her. That wasn't the reason he wanted her back. She was
just another piece of property that he owned...or believed he did. And Anthony
always kept what was his,

Back at her apartment, she stared at the bunch of ba nanas she pulled out of one of the
bags. She didn’t like bananas, but Tyler did. She didn’t remember putting them in her
cart. In another bag, she found ajar of cherries she didn’t remember buying.



Tyler loved cherries, and she' d aways kept ajar on hand. Was Tyler’ s nanny making
sure there were cherries for him, or was she too busy sucking face with Anthony to
care about seeing that smile on Tyler’ s face when he got to have a cherry?

“Damn you, Anthony. Damn you to hell,” she screamed as she threw the jar across
the kitchen. The jar broke, and red syrup dripped down the wall, looking like a
freaking crime scene.

She collapsed onto the floor and buried her face into her hands. How had her life
turned into this mess? She couldn’t even shop for groceries without Anthony showing

up.

Einstein wandered into the kitchen, and she grabbed him before he could walk
through the broken glass and cherry syrup. “I made a mess, didn't 1?7’ She got his
container of treats out, put more than he usually got in the corner, then set him down.
“You stay over here.”

After she got her mess cleaned up, she finished putting the groceries away. Once that
was done, she decided to dust. Then she cleaned the bathrooms. Next was
vacuuming. Three hours later, she'd run out of things to clean. Her sheets were
washed and put back on the bed, the towels washed and her clothes were clean,
folded and put away.

If nothing else, her meltdown had resulted in a sparkling apartment smelling of lemon
oil. She got her laptop and tried to work for a while, but she couldn’t concentrate. It
was too quiet, so she turned on the TV. After fifteen minutes of scrolling through the
channels and finding nothing she wanted to watch, she turned it off. She needed to
hear a human voice. A kind one. Someone who wouldn’t talk down to her. Someone
like Grayson. She chewed on her bottom lip. Should she?

Grayson would want to know that Anthony was waiting for her when she returned



home, that he’' d asked who Grayson was, that he' d followed her to the grocery store.
Before she could talk herself out of it, she went to the kitchen counter where she'd
dropped her purse. As she was reaching for it, she noticed the bruises on her arm
from Anthony digging his fingers into the skin. She used her phone to take a picture
of her arm before she called Grayson. Then she took the burner phone to the sofa.
“Isit okay to call him?’ she asked Einstein when he joined her.

“Mrruhn.”

“That’syesin cat talk, right?’ If Einstein thought it was all right, then it must be. He
continued to chatter while she made the call.

“Hello, Harlow.”

She frowned. “How’d you know it was me? | thought burner phones were
untraceable.”

He chuckled. “They still have a number assigned to them, and | know the number to
thisone.”

“Oh. Isit okay that I’m calling you?’

“Absolutely. | told you that you could. Is everything all right?’

“Yeah...no, not really. Anthony was waiting for me when | got home today.”

“What did he say?’

“He threatened me. | recorded it.”



“Good job on remembering to record it.”

Jeez, she was really needy if his mild praise filled her with warmth. “Well, you're
probably busy, so I'll let you go. Just wanted to tell you about Anthony showing up.”

“I’m not busy. In fact, | was going to call you later.”

“Oh. | guess | should have waited to hear from you.”

“Harlow, never hesitate to call if you need to tell me something.” He paused. “Or if
you just need to talk.”

“Thank you.” He had no clue what that meant to her.

“What' s that noise?”

She glanced around, wondering what he was hearing. The only sound was Einstein’s
chatter. “ That's Einstein, my cat. He' s atalker.”

“He got anything interesting to say?’

She smiled at the amusement in his voice. “He thinks so. Right now, he's grumbling
because I'm not giving him enough attention. You said you were going to cal me
later?’

“1"d like to check out your apartment. Make sure there aren’t any cameras or listening
devices.”

“You think there might be,” she whispered, afraid now that Anthony might be
hearing every word she said. Her gaze bounced around the room, looking for... Well,
she had no idea what to look for.



“1 hope he hasn’'t gone that far, but I’ d feel better knowing for sure.”

“Believe me, so would I. How do | check?”

“Will you be home in the morning?’

“Yes.” She was pretty much home all the time. How much more boring could she be?

“At ten, a plumber will show up to clear up your stopped-up drain.”

“l don’t have a...oh.” Sherolled her eyes at herself. “Right.”

“Don’'t say anything else until we know for sure that no one is listening to your
conversations. For now, we'll assume the worst. Write this number down.”

She grabbed her Iaptop and opened Notes. “ Go.”

After he gave it to her, he said, “In thirty minutes, call that number using your own
phone and request a plumber to unstop your drain.”

“On it, Snoopy.”

He chuckled. “I think it best that we hang up now, Cat.”

“Okay.” But it wasn't. She wanted to stay on the phone with him. Talk all night. She
forgot to be lonely when talking to him. When the thirty minutes were up, she called
the number he’' d given her.

“Acme Plumbing. Thisis Wile speaking. How may we assist you today?’

She laughed, then slapped a hand over her mouth. It was Grayson speaking with a



British accent. Wile didn’t speak with a British accent, did he? “Yes, Mr. Wile, |
seem to have a stopped-up drain.”

“Oh, dear girl. That is dreadful. Would tomorrow morning at ten be convenient for us
to take care of your drainage problem?’

“That would be perfect.” She gave him her name and address when he asked for her
information, and then, she reluctantly disconnected. Grayson would be in her

apartment in the morning, and she couldn’t stop grinning.

Later that night, she went to sleep with a smile on her face.
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G rayson put his feet on the railing and tipped his chair back. The night was balmy,
only a dliver of a moon, so stars glittered in a black velvet sky. A storm was brewing
in the distance, stirring up the ocean. What he loved most was the sound of the waves
crashing on the sand.

As soon as he' d opted out of the military and returned home, he’ d gone house hunting
for a place on the beach. The minute he’'d seen the two-story, pale green-and-white
house on stilts with a copper-and-green tin roof, he’d fallen in love with the outside.
The landscape was natural to the beaches of South Carolina...sand, a dozen palm
trees scattered on the lot, sea oats and swamp sunflowers. It was a low-maintenance
landscape, just what he wanted.

He' d been disappointed at the inside, which was outdated, but no problem. A great
contractor who got his vision for the interior, eight weeks and a few bucks...and
voilal He had his dream beach house.

“Thisisthe life,” he murmured as he took a sip of his beer. Except he was sitting on
his deck by himself. He bet Harlow would love it here. Maybe he'd invite her over
one day. The impression he had was that she didn’t have much of alife. Did she have
any close friends or family?

He' d had a date tonight that he'd canceled. Wasn't in the mood. Not just that, but it
wasn't fair to take one woman out when his mind was on another. He sighed as he
lifted the bottle to his mouth.

Why her? His type of woman was outgoing, ready to have some fun and no more
interested in having a relationship than he was. Yet, here he was, unable to stop



thinking of awoman who was as timid as a mouse, delicate, maybe a little needy and
carried awhole lot of baggage.

If she knew the things he'd seen, the things he' d done, she wouldn’t look at him with
those soft, innocent eyes again. He didn’t like the idea of her being afraid of him, and
she would be if she knew what he was capable of. The faster he got her reunited with
her son, the faster she could move on with her life, and he with his.

His phone buzzed, Cooper’ s name coming up on the screen. “Yo.”

“You home?’

“I am.”

“Great. I'll betherein five.”

“I’m around back.” After disconnecting, he went inside and got two beers and alarge
can of mixed nuts. He was kicked back in his chair when Cooper came around the
corner of the house.

“Honey, I'm home.” He jogged up the steps.

“All isright in my world now,” Grayson muttered.

Cooper eyed the table next to the chair he plopped onto. “Knew | could count on you,
sweets, to have a beer and snack ready for me.” He let out a contented sigh. “Can |
live on your deck?’

“No, you cannot, sweets . It would be like having a puppy I’ d have to feed and pet.”

Cooper laughed. “Well, at least I'm house trained.”



“Still ano. Tired of your apartment already?’

“Not so much the apartment but there are people.”

“There are people? How very odd.” But he understood. After the life they’'d led,
having people in your face was the last thing you wanted.

“Hardy-har. | took the month-to-month rental thinking it would be okay for a while,
until 1 was ready to find ahouse. | didn’t think I’d be ready the first week | moved in.
There's an elderly woman on my floor who wants to set me up with her
granddaughter. The dude next door wants to be buddies. | went down to the pool the
other day, and before | could blink, three bikini-clad women were competing for my
attention.”

“Oh, the horror.”

“Right?” Cooper dug his hand into the can of nuts and grabbed a fistful. “I didn’t
think 1'd want to live on the beach. There's sand, and it gets into everything. But
sitting here, listening to the waves, and with the breeze cooling my face, | think |
could overlook alittle sand. Want to help me find a house?’

“Sure. | have agreat Realtor I'll set you up with.”

“Cool. So, | found Miss Etta Jankowski, and we had an interesting talk.”

“I'mall ears.”

“We bonded over tea, and | was given permission to call her Miss Etta. | hate hot
tea.”

“Your sacrifice is noted. What did Miss Etta have to say?’



“She was born in that house eighty-seven years ago and still sharp as a tack. Her
children grew up in that house, her husband died in his sleep in that house, and all she
wanted was to live out the rest of her life where all her memories were. She got out a
Bible, put her hand on it and swore that she mailed her property taxes the year the tax
office said she didn’t. | believe her.”

“Me, too, and that’ s just wrong.”

“She told me the name of her neighbor who she swears had the same thing happen to
him. George Pickens. She said they were both taken advantage of because they’re
seniors and neither have families to look out of them.”

“We need to find Pickens.”

“l plan to. After that newspaper article, Miss Etta received anonymous letters warning
her to shut up about her house being stolen from her or else. She told me that it was
dangerous for her to be talking to me about all this, but that they could just take their
‘or else’ and shove it where the sun don’t shine. | redlly like her. She's got spirit.”

“Where' s she living now?’

“In an efficiency apartment in a not-so-great part of town. It's al she can afford, and
even that’s a stretch. The sad thing is, her house was paid for, and the property taxes
on it were minimal. Because the house was seized, she didn’t get anything for it. |
sneaked a peek in her fridge when she went to get her Bible, and, Gray, it was about
empty.”

“What can we do to help her?’ Even though they hadn’t cheated her out of her home,
they couldn’t stand by and not do anything.

“l was thinking about that on the way over. What if we buy a small condo in



Faberville in a better part of town as an investment and convince her we need a
caretaker?’

“Funny thing, I’m in need of an investment.”

“Even funnier, soam |, and | bet Liam s, too.”

“No doubt. How about you find a place that actualy is a good investment, then
convince her to moveinto it?’

“On it. | also want to look into the tax office, see what | can dig up. Someone there
made their checks disappear, and | want to know who.”

“I"d like to know that, too,” Grayson said. “If we can prove it and connect them to the
Pressleys, we can go to the state’ s attorney or maybe the FBI.”

“On behalf of Miss Etta, I’d love nothing more than to see that happen. What's the
latest with your client?’

“ Disturbing is the best word | can think of. Her ex has a tracking app on her phone,
and he shows up at her apartment whenever she goes somewhere he finds suspicious.
Which is any place outside of the grocery store or... | don't know. Probably
anywhere else.” He was getting angry again just thinking about Pressley showing up
and getting in her face.

“That’s called stalking.”

“Yep. I’'m going to her apartment in the morning disguised as a plumber to check for
cameras or listening devices.”

“Why don’t you take me along as your assistant. It would be a good idea for her to



meet me so if she sees me around somewhere, she'll know I’'m from Phoenix Three.”
It was a good idea, and his disappointment that he wouldn’t be alone with her was a
warning that the last thing he needed was to be alone with her. “Okay. I’m borrowing
avan from the dealership. We're from Acme Plumbing. I'm Wile, and you' re—"
“Elmer.”

Grayson snorted. “I was thinking Sylvester, but fine, let’s go with EImer.”

“I love EImer. He'sahoot.”

“Let’sjust hope you're not as clumsy with your gun as Elmer.”

Cooper slapped his hand over his heart. “Dude, you wound me.”

Of the three of them, Cooper was the best shot, but Grayson wasn’t about to admit
that. “We'll leave at nine.”

* % %

Grayson parked the borrowed van in a visitor’s space at Harlow’s complex. He and
Cooper both wore ball caps pulled low and sunglasses, but since Pressley’s man had
seen him, Grayson had also added a fake mustache to his disguise. While picking up
the van at his Myrtle Beach dealership, he' d also borrowed uniforms from two of his
mechanics who were close in size to him and Cooper.

“We look like the real deal,” he said as they waked toward her apartment with
toolboxes, also borrowed.

Cooper eyed him. “You look like a cartoon villain with that mustache.”



“1 think debonair is the word you’ re wanting.”

“If you say so, Wile.”

They both scanned the area around them as they ambled aong, two workers in no
hurry to work. He didn’t see anything suspicious. When they reached her door, he
knocked, and apparently, Harlow was standing on the other side, as it immediately
opened.

“1 understand you have a blocked drain, ma’am,” he said, then winked.

Her eyes widened as her gaze did over him, and a little giggle escaped before she
pressed her lips together.

“You're from Acme Plumbing?’

“Yes, maam. I'm Wile, and this is my apprentice, EImer.” They were standing
outside her door, so he wasn’t worried they could be overheard if she was bugged.

There was that little giggle again as her eyes shifted to Cooper.

“Elmer at your service,” Cooper said with a bow.

“Nice to meet you.” Her gaze returned to him. “Please tell me you have a Sylvester
working at Acme.”

“Sure do, but he's the boss' s son and as lazy as a cat. We don’t allow him on ajob.”
It was the silliest conversation he’'d ever had, but if it made her laugh and kept that

light in her eyes, he'd be silly all day long. “May we come in?’

“Of course.” She stepped back.



As he walked past her, he caught her scent, which was interesting. Before today, she
hadn’t had a scent, but now she smelled like vanilla and lavender. He wanted to bury
his nose against her neck and breathe her in.

From what he'd learned and observed, he bet she'd stopped wearing any kind of
perfume or scented lotions around the time she started hiding herself. This morning,
shewore apair of skinny jeans—which happened to be his favorite style of jeanson a
woman—and a turquoise T-shirt that made her eyes pop, and her hair was in a high
ponytail. She'd said she lost herself, and it seemed to him that she was beginning to
find herself again. That made him happy.

“What drain is blocked?”

“Um...the bathroom drain?”’

“Elmer, how about you check that out.”

“Onit.”

Grayson leaned his mouth next to her ear. “We're going to check for cameras and
bugs.”

“Okay, I'll bein theliving room.”

Not liking the idea of Cooper being in her bedroom, he went there first. “Mistake,” he
muttered at seeing her bed and imagining her in it. What did she wear to sleep in? If
he'd asked him that question the same day he met her, he would have guessed a
granny nightgown, one of those flowery cotton ones. Now though? Maybe something
cute like those boy shorts women liked and a camisole. He shook his head to clear it
from thinking of her in bed.



Her room was as opposite from what he would have guessed as could be. Three of the
walls were painted a cheery yellow. The one behind her bed was a deep, matte red.
He never would have put the colors together, but it worked.

The bedspread made him think of an abstract painting, a hodgepodge of yellows,
reds, greens and black. On one wall was a photograph—enlarged to take up half the
wall—of a woman with long honey blond hair holding the hand of a little boy, their
backs to the camera as they looked out at acres of sunflowers. The woman had on a
red-and-yellow sundress, and the boy wore red shorts and a yellow shirt.

Grayson tore his eyes from the photo to take in the rest of the room. She'd taken the
colors from the picture of the woman and boy to decorate her room. On the opposite
wall were dozens of framed black-and-white pictures, and he walked over to them.
They were all photos of Tyler from when he was a baby up to maybe four or five.
The kid was cute.

He was here to work, not pry into her life, so he turned away from the photos. It only
took a few minutes to scan the room with his bug detector. It was a good thing for her
ex that there wasn't a camera or a bug in her bedroom. If there had been, Grayson
would have been paying the man avisit tonight. Her bathroom was bug free, too, and
he forced himself to not spend any extratime in there thinking of her in the shower.

The apartment was a three-bedroom, and he poked his head into the one closest to
Harlow’s. Cooper was in there, running his bug detector over the furniture. Grayson
marveled at the room she’ d obviously decorated for her son.

“1 want aroom like this,” Cooper said.

Grayson chuckled. “Of course you do. I'll get you a dinosaur bedspread for
Christmas. Y ou get the other room yet?’



“Yeah. It's her office, and | scanned everything twice to make sure it was clean. Got
the guest bath, too.”

“Good. You take the kitchen, and I'll get the living room.” He hoped the rest of the
house was clean so he didn’t have to tell her that Pressley had been spying on her.

“Who's your friend?” Cooper said, glancing down at the cat chattering away as he
rubbed his face against Grayson’s leg.

“Pretty sure thisis Einstein. He's been curious about the goings-on in his house this
morning.” Curious and talkative. Like nonstop.

“He seems to have a lot to say.” Cooper bent over and tilted his head as if listening.
“What's that? No, sorry, | don't have any catnip on me.” He stood and widened his

eyes. “I think I’ ve just been cussed out by acat.”

Grayson hid his amusement as he shook his head. “Go finish up. We need to leave
before we're here so long that it looks suspicious.”

“Roger Dodger.”

“1 seem to have picked up a familiar,” Grayson said on returning to the living room
with the talking cat shadowing him.

“Aw, helikesyou.”
She was sitting on the sofa with her legs curled under her and her laptop resting on
her upper legs. When she smiled at him, his heart skipped a beat. That was not good.

“We're aimost finished.” He circled the room with the bug detector.

“Find anything?’
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“Me, either,” Cooper said, coming into the room. “Y ou ask her yet?’

“Ask mewhat?’

Grayson moved to the sofa and perched on the edge of it. “Would you be okay if we
put in a camera that was only pointed at your door? We can hide it in the A/C vent.
I’d be more comfortable if we could monitor your entrance. It will be connected to
my phone, but | won't be able to hear anything, and all I'll be able to see is anyone
coming or going.” He glanced at Cooper. “ Show her how much space will be in view
of the camera.”

Cooper walked to the door, opened it and stepped into the apartment’s hallway.
“From here, to...” He came about three feet inside. “...to here. That's all.”

“You really think Anthony might break in?’

“1 hope not,” Grayson said. “But the more | learn about him, the more | wouldn’t put
anything past him.” He needed to ask her about Miss Etta, if she knew anything about
that, but they’d aready been in her apartment too long. If anyone was watching,
they’ d be getting suspicious about now.

“You're right to not trust him.” She sighed. “Yes, put the camerain. I'd feel safer
with you watching my door.”

He was relieved he didn’t have to push her to let them install a camera. It didn’t take
long to install a Ring camera, and as they were leaving, he said, “I have something

else | want to talk to you about. I’ll call you tonight if that’s okay.”

“Of course.”



Unable to resist, he went to her, reached for her hand and gently squeezed it.
“Everything’'s going to be okay, Harlow. | promise.”

She peered up at him with those beautiful blue eyes. “I trust you.”

A lot of people had put thelir trust in him. His dad, his SEAL team, his Phoenix Three
partners, his employees at the deaerships, but hearing her saying it, well, that was
something else entirely. It was asif her trust in him was something sacred and fragile
that he needed to protect at all costs.

He leaned in closer, his gaze locked on hers as he cupped her face and brushed his
thumb over the soft skin of her cheek. When a throat cleared behind him, he dropped
his hand and stepped away from her. Eff him. He'd aimost kissed her, and he was
sure she would have let him.

“Tak to you later,” he said, then strode out of the apartment without looking back.

“You didn’'t tell me how pretty she was,” Cooper said as they drove away.

“Don’t be getting any ideas, Elmer.” If Coop dared to touch her, he’'d have to kill his
friend.

“You’'ve got the hots for her.”

“Do not, so how about shutting up.”

Cooper just chuckled.
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H arlow stared at the door that Grayson had hightailed it out of as if he couldn’t get
away fast enough. What was that about? For a moment there, she'd thought he was
going to kiss her. And she’' d wanted him to, and that was a surprise.

She'd thought Anthony had ruined her for wanting to ever kiss another man.
Apparently not, because Grayson stirred something inside her that she hadn’t felt in
years. She admonished herself. She couldn’t be thinking of Grayson and kisses. The
timing was all wrong. She had one mission, and that was to get her son back.

Einstein jumped on the sofa, his ever-present chatter filling the silence. That was one
reason she loved him. When the silence without her boy threatened to lay her low,
Einstein was there to demand her attention. He never allowed her to wallow in her
misery. How could she when he parked himself on her |ap and told her about his day?
She was pretty sure this conversation was all about Grayson. He' d seemed fascinated
by the man, and she couldn’t blame him.

“l know you're a guy and you probably don't notice these things, but Grayson's
pretty hot. Even more appealing, he' sreally nice.”

Einstein meowed in agreement.

Of course, she'd thought Anthony was nice at one time, and look how that had turned
out. Her judgment couldn’t be trusted and her confidence in herself was shot. Before
she even considered letting another man into her life, she had to finish what she'd

started...finding herself again.

Grayson and his partner had been fun with their Wile and EImer names and their



jokes. The apartment seemed empty without them in it in a way it had never felt
before. Thankfully, they hadn’t found any bugs or cameras. That would have really
creeped her out.

She wished she had a friend to talk to, someone she trusted enough to share what was
going on in her life. Maybe talk about Grayson a little, but Anthony had cut her off
from her girlfriends. Why had she let that happen?

So, fix it. Were her old friendships fixable, especially with Lena, who' d been her best
friend since fifth grade? They’ d been similar enough in appearance—with their blond
hair and, although Lena's were darker, they both had blue eyes—that people
sometimes asked if they were sisters.

Call her. Where were those thoughts coming from? She'd have to think about calling
Lena. For one, she was embarrassed that she’'d shut Lena out without any kind of
explanation. How did you explain to your best friend that you'd let your husband
bully you into cutting all ties with anyone he didn’t approve of, which was everyone
from her life before him?

For another, would Lena even be happy to hear from her after years of silence? Only
one way to find out. Maybe she would. Later. After she thought of what to say to the
woman who'’ d been her best friend. But first, lunch. You're delaying. Y es, she was. It
was a positive step to even be thinking about repairing old friendships, so... “Give
me a break, voice in my head.”

“Meowooow.”
“Don’'t get your knickers in awad.” She tapped Einstein’s nose. “| wasn't talking to

you. How about some lunch?’ She chuckled. The old boy could move fast when one
of hisfavorite words was uttered.



After lunch, she actually managed to get some work done. Her baseball player had
emailed with some questions, and after responding, she’'d created and scheduled ads
for several of her authors. That done, she worked for a while on the website she was
designing for an up-and-coming country singer out of Nashville. Designing websites
was one of her favorite things to do, and she got lost for awhile in the work.

Her stomach growled, and when she glanced up, she blinked at realizing the sun was
setting. She set her laptop aside and stretched. What did she want for dinner? She
ended up making one of her favorite easy meals. slices of assorted cheeses, artisan
crackers, a few feta cheese-filled olives, grapes and some walnuts. She took the plate
and a glass of pinot grigio out to her balcony. She set them on the table, then went
back inside and got both phones and her Kindle.

One of the things that helped keep her mind off missing her son and sinking into a
depression was reading, so when she wasn’t working, she read alot. She took a sip of
wine as she scanned the lake for the swan couple. She'd picked this apartment
because it looked out on Lake Painted Turtle, named for the resident painted turtles.
Then when she'd walked out on the balcony when first viewing the apartment and
seen the swans floating in the lake, she’'d thought of how much Tyler would love
watching them.

It would happen. She had to believe that she’ d have her little boy back. Believing was
the only thing keeping her going. She'd been close to despairing that he'd never be
with her again when she'd seen the newspaper article. It was a story about The
Phoenix Three and the twelve-year-old girl who’d been kidnapped by a pedophile on
her way home from school. Grayson had been the one who'd found her and returned
her to her parents.

Although the article had named the three men of The Phoenix Three, along with their



photos, she’ d wanted the man who hadn’t given up on finding that young girl. Maybe
it wasn't fair to him that she was putting all her hopes on him, but she didn’t know
what else to do.

It also wasn't fair that she hadn’t told him the secret that could put Anthony in prison.
It was a dangerous secret, and she had to know that she could trust Grayson before
she shared it. She didn’t know that yet.

She'd just finished the last of her grapes when Homer and Marge floated by, and as
she always did when she saw them, she sighed. Even though they were swans, she
liked to think they were proof that love existed.

The burner phone buzzed, and she smiled. Grayson had said he'd call tonight, but she
hadn’'t expected him to. She shouldn’t compare him to Anthony, though, who never
did anything he said he was going to.

“Hello.”

“1t's Grayson. Did | catch you at a good time?’

He could catch her anytime he wanted. Okay, that was a wild thought out of nowhere.
“Um, yeah, now’ s good. I’'m just sitting on my balcony watching Homer and Marge.”

“You like that show?’

“Never watched it. Homer and Marge are the swans that live on my lake. Right now,
they’re facing each other with their foreheads touching. So sweet.” She doubted he
was interested in her swans. “You said you had something you wanted to talk to me

about.”

“Y es, do the names Etta Jankowski or George Pickens mean anything to you?”’



“I don’t think so. Why?’

“It appears that the real estate side of the Pressley business cheated them out of their
home.”

“That’s terrible. How did they do that?’ As he told her the story, something she'd
overheard back when she and Anthony were dating nagged at her mind. What was it?

“We're working on finding out who in the tax office helped the Pressleys.”

“Dale Jenkins would be my guess. He heads up the tax office. Anthony’s had him
over to the house on occasion. Do you think they’ ve done this to anyone else?’

“We' ve only learned about these two, but it’s always a possibility.”

True, especialy knowing what she did about the family. She was going to have to tell
Grayson soon. It was just that if the secret wasn’'t handled right, Anthony would
suspect it came from her, and revenge was one of his favorite words. He excelled at
retaliation.

“Homer and Marge still sucking face?’

She laughed. “No, they floated away. What are you doing?’ Was that okay to ask?
Shereally liked talking to him and didn’t want to hang up.

“Sitting on my deck. You'd love it here tonight. There’'s a storm in the distance, and
the waves are crashing on shore. The sky above me is still clear, so there are
thousands of stars.”

“1 love the beach when it’s storming. | just have my little lake, so I'm jealous of your
ocean.”



“Y ou should come over sometime.”

Was he asking her out on a date?

“We need to talk some more about the Pressleys and how to proceed, and thisis as
good a place as any to do that.”

Not a date, then. There was no reason to feel disappointed, yet she did. Even if he did
ask, she'd politely decline... She was pretty sure she would. The last thing she
needed in her life right now was a man. “Okay. When’'s good?’

“Up to you.”

“The sooner we get things rolling, the better,” she said. “Does tomorrow night
work?’

“Sure. I’'m going to pick you up.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I"d prefer it. | want to make sure we're not followed.”

“Oh.” She shouldn’t have to worry about being stalked.

“l want you to leave by the rear of your building. Carry a bag of trash to the
dumpster. I'll pick you up there at four. That'll give us time to get back to the beach
and have adrink before dinner.”

“Okay.” She hated this cloak-and-dagger stuff, and it rankled that she had to be

secretive even though she was free to go wherever she wished with whomever she
wished. She wanted it over.



“Do you like seafood?’

“Loveit, why?’

“Ill throw some shrimp on the barbie,” he said with an Australian accent.

He needed to stop making her smile.
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G rayson was relieved they hadn't been followed from Harlow’s apartment to his
place. Interestingly, she hadn’t commented on the Jaguar he was driving. It was a
demo, the latest model, and he' d wanted to check it out.

The only vehicle he actually owned was his Jeep Wrangler. Why spend money on a
fancy car when he had luxury cars at his fingertips? Not once had he considered
selling the dealerships. They were his father’s pride and joy, his sweat and tears
during the hard years. But Grayson didn’t want to take over, so he’d promoted Sam
Cohen to CEO of the company, and left the day-to-day running of the dealerships in
Sam’ s capable hands. Sam had worked for his father from the day the first dealership
opened. He' d been a SEAL teammate of Daniel Montana's, and Grayson trusted Sam
with the business. Hell, he’d trust the man with hislife.

“Are we going to your friend's house?’ she said when he came to a stop in his
driveway.

Why would she think that? “No, thisis...” Right, he'd told her he knew the owner the
last time he’ d parked here with her. “Thisis my house.”

“Oh. | guess you really do know the owner, then.” She grinned as she opened the car
door. “I want the VIP tour.”

She bounced up the steps to his porch ahead of him. Tonight, she wore a blue-and-
white-striped sundress and white flip-flops with crystals on the straps. Through
photos, he'd seen her go from a beautiful, happy woman to a wary mouse who hid
herself in ugly clothes. In front of his eyes, she was shedding her mouse skin and
transforming back into the beautiful, vibrant woman in the pictures of her.



He followed her up the porch stairs, doing his best not to notice the sway of her hips.
His eyes refused to obey. She was taller than the average woman, maybe five-eight or
so0. He told himself he would not imagine those long legs wrapped around his but
imagine he did. He sighed in defeat. He was attracted to her, more than he'd ever
been attracted to any other woman.

It was what it was. What he was going to do about it was the question. She was still
fragile, and he didn’t think she was ready for a man like him. It was up to her whether
she ever wanted another man in her life, but if and when she did, he was beginning to
think he wanted it to be him.

He opened the door after unlocking it and stepped aside to allow her to walk past
him. What would she think of his house? He loved it and normally didn’'t care if
anyone else did, but he found himself wanting her to loveit.

“Oh, wow,” she said as she turned in a circle in the middle of hisliving room. “This
Isamazing.”

A warm feeling settled in his chest. His gaze followed hers as she took in the great
room. The ocean side was all floor-to-ceiling windows and French doors. A bitch to
keep the salt off on the outside but worth it. A massive white stone wall featured a
long and narrow fireplace with the biggest TV available above it. Facing the TV and
fireplace was an oversize, off-white leather sectional. Blue-and-white-striped pillows
in assorted shapes and sizes added color to the sofa. On the wall behind the sectional
was alarge painting of a sailboat on the ocean on an azure-sky day.

“I love thisroom,” she said.

“Yeah, I’'m happy with how it turned out.” The shiplap ceiling was painted white, and
the floor on thislevel was the palest gray ceramic tile that he could find.



“Ooooh.” She headed for the kitchen. “I covet your kitchen.”

It was a great kitchen.

“Do you cook?’ she asked as she stared at the six-burner range with a built-in grill.

“l do. It was just me and my dad growing up, and cooking dinner together was
something we enjoyed. He was better than me, but | can hold my own.”

“That's really cool. | aways thought it would be romantic for a couple to cook
together, but Anthony...” She shook her head. “Nope, not talking about him until |
have to. Show me the rest of your amazing home.”

“There’'s a powder room here if you need one,” he said, opening the door to the right
of the sectional. “There are three bedrooms and an office upstairs.” He led her to the
second floor. His bedroom was on the ocean side with a balcony off it. Where he'd
used off-white and pale blues downstairs, he' d gone with gray carpets and a dark blue
and gray color scheme for his room.

“1 love that you have afireplace in your bedroom.” She peeked into his bathroom and
squealed. “You have a claw-foot tub and a shower you could throw a party in. I'm
just going to move into your bathroom.”

He chuckled. “No problem. | won't even charge you rent.” He'd commissioned a
claw-foot tub that was half the size larger than a normal one, plenty big enough for
the two of them. He might climb into it with her if shewasliving in his bathroom.

“You think I'm kidding?’ She trailed her fingertips over the edge of the tub.

His eyes followed her fingers as she caressed his damn tub. “Uh, the sun’s setting in a
few minutes. Let's go out to the deck.” Before he pushed his way between those



fingers and his tub. And before she noticed his pants were tenting.

By the time they reached his kitchen, he had control of himself again...barely. If
you'd told him the little mouse who'd walked into The Phoenix Three would have
him reacting to her like a randy teenager, he would have laughed. “Not laughing
now,” he muttered.

“Pardon?”’

“Would you like a glass of wine?’ She stood too close to him, and her vanilla scent
wafted to him. He was toast.

“That would be nice.”

He' d uncorked a bottle earlier, and he poured them each a glass. “That’'s a pretty
dress,” he said as he handed her one. He wanted to tell her she made him think of a
beautiful butterfly emerging from its cocoon. That was a little much, so he settled for
complimenting her dress.

“Thank you. | went shopping today.”

Hopefully, she bought a whole new wardrobe. “Let’s go out to the deck before we
miss the sunset.” This wasn't a date, but it felt like one. He'd spent the afternoon
prepping dinner, and he might have gone a little overboard, but she deserved
something special.

The sun was low over the ocean, painting the sky in shades of pink and orange. They
settled into the cushioned chairs, sipping their wine, and watching the sky turn dark.

They didn’t talk while enjoying nature’ s display, and it wasn’t uncomfortable.

“I hope you don’t mind, but | invited my partners to dinner.” He'd done that because



the purpose of her being here was to discuss her case, and she needed to be
comfortable with Cooper and Liam since they were working for her, too. Now, he
wished he hadn’t. He didn’t want to share her.

She leaned her head against the back of her chair and tilted her face toward him. “Tell
me about them.”

“Y ou met Cooper.”

“Elmer?”’

“Yes. He grew up in Atlanta. Liam’'s from Kansas City. | met them both when we
were in high school.”

“How did you meet two boys from different parts of the country?’

That was a question he wasn’t prepared to answer, not the full truth. “Spring break in
Fort Lauderdale. We connected, kept in touch and decided to start The Phoenix Three
together.”

“Just like that?’

Not even close to just like that . “It's a complicated story for another time. I'm
curious. Why us, The Phoenix Three?’

“l saw the article in the newspaper after you found and rescued that girl from that
pedophile. Her parents said that you refused to give up on finding her. I mentioned
the article to my great-aunt, and that | was thinking of hiring you. Ester told me she'd
babysat your father. It seemed like asign.”

He smiled. “It’s hard to think of my father as little enough to need a babysitter. In my



eyes, he was larger than life.”

“You speak of him with fondness.”

“He was the best man | know...” He cleared his throat. “Knew.” It was still hard to
believe he was gone, a heart attack five months ago while standing on the floor of his
Myrtle Beach dealership. He was gone before the first responders arrived.

“1 had dinner with him the night before he...before we lost him.” He still couldn’t say
died when speaking of his dad. “Dad owned luxury car dealerships throughout the
Southeast. Although he was disappointed | didn’t come to work for him, he told me
that night how proud of me he was.” He would always treasure those words, and he' d
forever be thankful that his father hadn’t reacted like Liam’ s and disowned him.

“What about your mother, if you don’t mind me asking.”

“She died when | was a baby. Breast cancer. She was too young to worry about
getting mammograms. By the time they caught it, it was too late to save her. | don't
remember her, but Dad said she was an amazing mother. | have pictures of her
holding me, and she always looks so happy in them.” It was hard to miss someone
you couldn’t remember. He did wish he had memories of her.

“It sounds like you were close to your father.”

He smiled. “Very much so. Enough about me. What about your parents?’

“Single mother. Never met my father. He split when she told him she was pregnant.
Said he was too young to be responsible for a baby.”

“What an ass. How old was your mom when she had you?’



“Sixteen. She’'s amazing, but sometimes a bit much. Finished high school, then got
her degree in sociology, and now works for the Welfare Department. Volunteers all
her spare time to her cause of the month. I’'m a bit of a disappointment in that I'm not
a vegetarian, not on a crusade for socia justice or whatever. I’'m also not into yoga,
which might be my worst sin, along with eating meat.”

Sherolled her eyes, making him laugh. “ She sounds...uh, very busy.”

“You don't know the half of it. But she loves me in her own way. | decided at an
early age, about the time | was sneaking fast-food burgers on the way home from
school, that | didn’t want to be like her.”

“Good for you. How does she feel about your ex?”’

“She said she has more third-world problems to worry about than the mess I’ ve made
of my life, that there are people going hungry or being homeless that need her help.
She doesn’'t understand why | left a good thing, that | wasn’t homeless and hungry,
and that Anthony didn’t abandon me when | got pregnant like my father did her.”

He didn’t know what to say to that.

“Left you speechless, hmm?”’

“I’ve always heard that if you can't say something nice about someone, then don’t
say anything at al. | think I’ll leave it at that.” She’d grown up without a father, and
he’ d grown up without a mother. Same but different. The real difference was that his
staunchest supporter, the most important person in his life, had been his parent. Even
more significant, he' d been the most important person in his father’s life. As for her
parent, he definitely had opinions he' d keep to himself.

He was curious, though. “What about her grandson? Is she closeto Tyler?’



“No. She’s nice enough to him, but she' s not the grandmotherly type.”

She shrugged as if it didn’t matter, but he could see that it did. That she didn’'t have
the kind of love and support from the one person in the world who should be there for
her only made him more determined to reunite her with her son.

The flash of lights shined along the side of the house into the back as a car pulled into
his driveway. “The guys are here. We'll eat, then get down to business.” He stood
and picked up her empty glass and his. “Want to sit here or come inside and talk to
me while | finish the final dinner prep?’

“Ill comeinside.”

He was hoping she' d say that.
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H arlow blinked at seeing all the food Grayson took out of his refrigerator. There was
a tray piled high with skewered jumbo shrimp and sliced pineapples. There were
asparagus spears, red potatoes, a large bowl of Greek salad and along loaf of French
bread.

“You've got quite afeast there,” she said from where she sat at the kitchen island.
“Trust me, the guys will think thisisjust an appetizer.”

“What can | do to help?’

“Dinner ready?’ amale voice said before Grayson could answer.

She glanced behind her to see two men coming in through the deck’s French doors.
Cooper, the one she'd met, came in first, followed by a man she assumed was Liam.
“Hello, EImer,” she said, smiling at him. Where Grayson was clean-shaven, Cooper
had scruff on his cheeks and chin, giving him a bad-boy look. With his handsome
face, light brown hair and eyes the color of dark coffee, he was a man whom women
would sigh over as he walked past.

“Harlow, it's great to see you again.” He gave her shoulder a friendly pat as he
walked past, straight to the refrigerator. He grabbed two bottles of beer, twisted the
caps off with his bare hand, then handed one to the other man, who'’ d stopped next to
her.

“ThisisLiam O’ Rourke,” Grayson said.



Liam smiled. “Nice to finally meet you, Harlow.” He glanced to where Grayson and
Cooper stood side by side. “Who's Elmer?’

While Grayson explained why Cooper was Elmer, she took the opportunity to study
Liam. He had dark blue eyes and jet-black hair, and like the other two men, he was
tall and broad shouldered. She was surrounded by male hotness. Lucky her.

Grayson glanced at her and winked, and there was a little flutter in her stomach, as if
one tiny butterfly had awoken from its long slumber and stretched its wings.
Although both Cooper and Liam were as lip-licking yummy as Grayson, it was
Grayson who made her stomach feel funny.

She had mixed feelings about that. The part of her that had been crushed into
submission and thought she' d never be interested in a man again rejoiced that maybe
Anthony hadn’t permanently killed her libido. If her sole focus wasn't on getting
back her son, she would definitely like to see where this attraction to Grayson could

go.

“Get your fingers out of there,” Grayson said, slapping Cooper’s hand away from the
salad bowl.

Cooper snatched an olive and popped it in his mouth as he moved next to Liam. “If
you' d feed us, brother, | wouldn’t have to be stealing food.”

“He has a bottomless pit for a stomach,” Liam said.
Cooper bumped Liam with his shoulder, Liam gave Cooper a noogie and Grayson
sighed. “See what | have to put up with? They're six-year-olds walking around in

big-men bodies.”

She laughed. There was affection in his voice that told her these men cared for each



other. Fascinated by the dynamics of their friendship, she wondered how the three of
them had come together. Grayson had been evasive when she' d asked, but maybe one
day, he'd tell her their story.

Cooper grinned at her. “Run away with me, love. We'll leave these losers behind.”

“Like she wants your ugly mug anywhere near her,” Liam said, stepping to her side.
“It's me you want to run away with, yeah?’

Grayson came around the island and bumped Liam away from her. “ Clowns, the both
of them.” He clapped his hands. “Children, let’s get dinner started.”

“Aw, Dad, you' re always messing with our fun,” Cooper said.

As entertaining as Cooper and Liam were, she liked Grayson's steady cam,
something she’'d noticed about him. As everyone picked up a dish to take outside, it
hit her that it had been years since she'd enjoyed an evening out with people she
liked.

Their meal was delicious, the playful insults between the men flew, accompanied by
much laughter, and al too soon, dinner was over, and it was time to talk. She wished
she didn’t have to end such an enjoyable evening talking about Anthony.

“We wanted to bring you up to date on where things stand,” Grayson said. “Y ou met
Cooper, and | wanted you to meet Liam, too, because you might see both around
Faberville. Liam’'s spending a few days at the Pressley resort, picking up some golf
games with the locals.”

“You'd be surprised at the gossip you can pick up on a golf course, especialy in the
clubhouse over a few beers after a game.” Liam grinned as mischief danced in his
eyes. “Did you know the mayor’ s having an affair with Alderman Rice' swife?’



Harlow did not know that. “Seriously? She's so holier-than-thou. Wow, you just
never know about people, do you?’

“Truth,” Grayson said. “Anyway, if you see either of these clowns around town,
pretend you don't know them. Cooper's looking into Dale Jenkins and his
relationship to Pressley. If they’ ve done to anyone else what they did to Miss Ettaand
George Pickens—"

“Oh, that reminds me. After you asked about them and then Dale Jenkins, | put the
names together. George Pickens's name wasn't mentioned, but | remembered
Anthony asking Dale if Etta Jankowski was going to cause them trouble. This was
before we were engaged, when we had just started dating. We were at some event or
another when that conversation happened.”

“Do you remember Jenkins's answer?”’

She shook her head, hating to disappoint Grayson. “I’m sorry, | don't. We were at a
fancy gala, and | was a bit overwhelmed. I’d never been to an event where everyone
was so important and beautiful. My attention was more on what was going on around
me than on what | probably thought then was a boring conversation.”

They’d dined outside on the deck, sitting at a round table with Grayson next to her.
He put his hand on hers and squeezed. “That’s okay. It's good to have it confirmed
that Pressley and Jenkins were involved in stealing Miss Etta’ s home.”

“1 feel so awful about that. Do you know what happened to her?” After he told her
how they’d found Miss Etta and what they were doing for her, she was blown away
by these men. Because of Anthony and the kind of people he surrounded himself
with, she' d forgotten there were good people in this world.

“1 haven't been able to locate George Pickens yet,” Cooper said. “Miss Etta said he



moved away. She thinks to somewhere around Charlotte. I’'m going through the tax
records now, searching for anyone else they might have pulled this stunt on.”

“And I'm playing golf and collecting gossip on your ex, Harlow. So far, he's not
coming across as an angel from the things I’ m hearing,” Liam said.

Cooper mock scowled. “Why does he get to play golf, and I’'m stuck in a dusty
records room?’

“Because |I'm prettier than you,” Liam said. “You know it's true, so stop your
sulking.”

Cooper snorted. “1 don't sulk.”

“You sulked when the team ate those cookies you thought you'd hidden,” Grayson
said. He put his hand on her arm. “Word of warning. Never mess with Cooper’s
food.”

“Noted.” His hand on hers sent heat traveling along her arm, and she glanced up at
him. His eyes were on hers, and in them was something she couldn’t quite place, but
it seemed important to know. For a moment she got lost in those eyes and forgot they
weren’'t alone.

When he took his hand away, she had a sudden longing that she couldn’t explain.
Anthony’s hands had been cruel on her, often leaving bruises on her arms from
gripping her so hard. He'd enjoyed humiliating her with his words. Because of her
husband, she’d gone years without wanting the touch of another man. Now she was
hungry for it. And not with just any man, but this one. Grayson.

It was the worst possible timing for her girlie parts to be waking up. Maybe Anthony
was right, and she was a hussy. She dlid her chair back. “1 should go home.” She'd go



home and have a good talk with herself. Get her head straight.

Grayson put his hand on the arm of her chair. “We'll go in afew minutes. | want to
hear the conversations you recorded with Pressley.” He lifted his chin toward his
friends. “Be gone with you.”

Cooper stood. “Up, O’ Rourke. We have placesto go.”

“Wedo?' Liam sad.

Cooper rolled hiseyes. “Dude’ s clueless.”

“l have a clue.” Liam shot her a mischievous grin. “Let’s head to Faberville and see
what trouble we can stir up.”

“Sounds like aplan,” Cooper said.

After they were gone, and she was aone with the man who was stirring up the
stomach butterflies that were supposed to be dormant, she dared not look at him or
those lips she'd probably dream about kissing. She got the burner phone from her
purse, found the recordings she'd air-dropped from her personal phone, handed it to
him and then walked down the stairs of his deck, going far enough away so that she
didn’t hear Anthony’ s voice again.

She didn’'t need to be wanting Grayson’s mouth on hers, but as she walked along the
edge of the ocean, that was all she could think about.

Some minutes later, Grayson caught up with her. He slipped his hand around hers and
pulled her to a stop. He looked down at her with eyes that gleamed with emotion. “I
was a SEAL. I’ve done things in the name of my country that | never want to tell you
about. | never enjoyed what | had to do.” He brushed back the strands of hair that the



wind was blowing across her face. “But, Harlow, | saw the photo of the bruises on
your arm, and after listening to those recordings, | think I might enjoy putting a hurt
on your ex. If that disturbs you, I’m sorry.”

“1 wouldn’t be sorry,” she whispered, unable to tear her gaze away from his.

“Would you be sorry if | kissed you?’

“l don’'t think so.” Truthfully, she couldn’t think at al, not with the way he was
looking at her, as if nothing existed for him but her. She wanted to know how it
would feel to be kissed by a kind, honorable man. One kiss couldn’t possibly hurt,
right?

He lowered his face until his mouth was an inch from hers. “Y ou can tell me to stop.”

She didn’t, and he closed the distance until his lips were on his. It was a soft, gentle
kiss at first, but as the seconds ticked by, it became more passionate. His hands found
their way to her waist, pulling her closer to him, and lost in the moment, she wrapped
her arms around his neck. The rational part of her brain screamed a warning that this
wasn't a good idea, but...just a few seconds more, and she would have the memory
of the best kiss she'd ever had. Then she'd stop, and this could never happen again.

Time got lost, and she didn’t know how much elapsed between thinking she needed
to stop and when he lifted his head. It could have been hours for all she knew. He
took a step back, taking the heat of his body with him. Even though it was a warm
night, she was chilled without the warmth of his skin against hers.

He gave her one of his soft smiles. “I won't apologize and say I’'m sorry because it
would be alie. | can’t bring myself to regret that kiss. But | know you're thinking it
can't happen again, so it won't.” His smile grew. “Unless you ask me to kiss you.”
He took her hand. “Come on. Let’s get you home.”



She wished he wasn’'t a mind reader and would kiss her again without her asking.
Because she wouldn't allow herself to ask.
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G rayson hadn’t planned to kiss her, but he hadn’t lied. He didn’t regret it. How could
he? She' d tasted sweet, like the berries and spice from the wine she' d been drinking.
And her lips had been soft and warm against his. She'd stilled when their mouths
touched, but then when she'd responded... Well, it had taken all his discipline not to
scoop her up in his arms and take her to his bedroom.

She’'d been silent on the ride back to her apartment, and he'd left her to her thoughts
because he had his own rumbling around in his head. The most voca one was, when
could he kiss her again? He' d told her she’'d have to ask, and he'd hold to that, but he
wished he hadn’'t said it. No, it was the right decision, even if it was the last thing he
wanted to do.

Harlow Pressley had buried her sexuality because of a man who had mentally and
physically abused her. She might deny he physically abused her, but those bruises on
her arms said otherwise, and he didn’'t doubt Pressley had left bruises on her skin
throughout their marriage. Now she was emerging from the safety of her cocoon, and
he had the honor of witnessing the first tentative steps of what promised to be arare
and beautiful butterfly.

Heinwardly rolled his eyes. Getting a bit fancy there, dude. Y eah, but it was true.
“What if Anthony’sthere when we arrive?’ she said.

They were only a few minutes from her apartment complex. “He won't be. Liam’s
there, and he would've called if Pressley was hanging around.” Before he’'d walked

down to the beach to join her, he'd called Liam and told him to go to her place and
make sure Pressley or his spy wasn't around. Liam would stay until he saw that



Harlow was safely in her apartment, locked up for the night.

“If he does show up, what should | say when he asks where | was, because he will.”
He glanced at her. “You say it’s none of his business.”

“That will just make him angry.”

Although she was taking those tentative steps in finding herself again, she was still
cowered by the man, and that made Grayson mad. Not at her, but at Pressley. “Y ou
left your regular phone at home, right?’ When she nodded, he said, “Then if you feel
you have to give him an answer, tell him you were home and didn’t feel like talking
to him tonight.”

“Since my car is still parked there, that should work.”

“Have you thought of getting arestraining order against him?’

“1f 1 did that, he'd never let me see Tyler.”

He wasn't letting her see her son now, so what difference did it make? But Grayson
got her reluctance to stir the pot. “I think you should demand to see your boy, even if
Pressley insists on being there when you do.” The Phoenix Three team could set up
surveillance for the meet to make sure she stayed safe. Pressley would never know

they were there.

“1’ve begged him to let me spend time with Tyler, but he says | can only see him if |
go back.”

He wanted to wrap her in his arms and give her everything she wished for. “Instead
of begging, demand to see him. Threaten to cause trouble if he doesn’t agree.”



“What kind of trouble could | cause? Everything is to his benefit, and everyone is on
hisside.”

Grayson pulled to a stop behind her car. “Is there anything about him you know that
would embarrass him? You said he has a mistress. Use that. Threaten to tell anyone
who'll listen if he doesn’t agree to give you time with your son.”

She gazed out the window. “1 know worse than that.”

He tilted his head, her voice so soft—almost a whisper—that he strained to hear her.
“Such as?’

“It's...” A shudder traveled through her. “It’s bad.”

“Harlow, look at me.” He waited for her to face to him. “If I’'m going to help you,
you need to tell me everything you know about him.”

“1 was waiting until | was sure | could trust you.”

“But you still don’t?” That hurt. Yet, she hadn’t known him long, and if this secret
was the reason for the fear in her eyes, he couldn’t make it personal.

“I think | do. | want to.”

They needed to have a serious talk, and she needed to spill Pressley’s secrets. All of
them. He reached over and squeezed her hand. “Go inside. I'll come to you shortly,
and we'll talk.”

She stared down at the hand he had over hers, then she nodded as she opened her
door and slid out without looking at him. Why was that disappointing? He watched
until the door closed behind her, then he moved the car to an empty space.



Liam jogged out of the shadows and joined him. “Nice car. Y ou should let me borrow
it, impress my new golfing buddies.”

“Sure. Come pick it up tomorrow. No one was hanging around when you got here?’

“All clear. | didn't want to say anything in front of Harlow, but Pressley has a
longtime mistress. Heard that one over lunch at the club.”

“She knows. She thinks along with his regular mistress that he's had numerous
affairs. Seeif you can get some names.”

“I'monit.”

“There’' s something she wants to tell me about him that according to her isreally bad.
I’m going to move the car to a visitor’s space and dlip up to her apartment to talk to

her.

“Want meto stick around, make sure Pressley doesn’t come back?’

“No, nothing you can do even if he does.”

“’Kay. Hope you meant it about this Jag, ' cause I’m coming to get it tomorrow.”

Grayson tossed him the key. “Take it now. I'll drive your car home.”

“Cool.” Liam removed the key to his SUV from his key ring and handed it over.
“Mine s parked a few spaces over.”

“Yeah, | saw it.” Grayson left Liam drooling over the Jag and went to Harlow’'s
apartment.



She must have been standing at the door because she opened it as soon as he
knocked. She’ d changed into shorts and aloose top that fell off one shoulder. He tried
not to drop his gaze to her long legs and bare feet, but his eyeballs apparently weren't
SO great at obeying. He'd never had trouble before keeping his eyes where they
belonged when with a woman, but this woman was playing havoc with his mind. And
his eyeballs.

She locked the door behind them. “Would you like something to drink? | have wine,
water, tea, or | could make coffee.”

“Coffee would be great.”

He followed her to her kitchen. She twirled a pod carousel that was on the counter
next to a coffee maker. “What flavor?” She shrugged. “I’'m a coffee snob.”

“What flavors you got there?’ He scanned the labels. “Will you think less of meiif |
told you I’ ve never had flavored coffee?’

She laughed, a sound he found himself wanting to hear more of. “No, | won’t think
less of you. Here, try the hazelnut. That’s agood one to start with.” She put the pod in
the machine and pressed a button, then selected one for herself. “I think I’'ll have this
one.”

“Chocolate raspberry lava?’ he said, reading the label. He gave an exaggerated
shudder, making her grin. “That’s just wrong.”

“Don’'t knock it till you try it,” she said, playfully nudging him with her elbow.
Her eyes were bright and filled with amusement. She took a sip of her coffee,

humming a noise that he was sure she didn’t intend to sound sexy but was. “Try it,”
she said, holding out the cup. “It’s so good.”



Although he had no desire to try chocolate raspberry coffee, he took the cup from her.
He could see from her expression that she wanted him to like it. He didn’t like the
thought of disappointing her, so he was glad that it wasn’t as awful as he'd expected.
“Okay, not bad, but a little too sweet for me.” He handed the cup back, then picked
up hisown and tried it. “Thisis more to my liking. Actually, it’s pretty good.”

She smiled, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “1 thought you' d like the hazelnut.”

Thrown off-balance from feeling a strange sense of connection to this woman he
barely knew, he just nodded. He couldn’t explain it, but he was drawn to her. Maybe
it was the way she laughed, or the way she loved weird coffee. Maybe it was
something else entirely.

“Come,” shesaid. “I’ll show you my favorite place to drink coffee.”

She led him through the living room and out to a balcony. Two chairs were in the
small space, and he frowned, wondering if she'd ever brought a date out here. Had
she even had a date since leaving her ex? Although, based on the way she dressed and
how timid she'd been when he'd first met her, there was no way she' d dated since
leaving Pressley.

Something eased inside him... He didn’'t do jealousy, so that hadn’t been the cause of
the tightness in his chest. It was probably just that he worried about some douchebag
taking advantage of her.

After they were seated, he took in the view and imagined that like the beach was his,
this was her happy place. The lake shimmered under the three-quarter moon, and
white ribbons of light danced over the water’s surface. It wasn't his ocean, but it was
peaceful here.

“Where are Homer and Marge?’ he asked. He needed to know what secrets she held,



but he wasn't in a hurry to spoil this moment. He' d like to know a more about her.

“I’ve never seen them at night, so | imagine they’ re sleeping.”

He sipped on the hazelnut coffee, which was growing on him. What could he ask her
that didn’t seem like prying? He settled on, “If you could only live on one food for
the rest of your life, what would it be?’ It was the kind of question someone on his
team would ask when they were on a mission and bored while hunkered down,
waiting for orders to move.

His team had been the best. He'd put them up against anyone and anything. What-if
guestions had become a game between them, and the more outrageous the question
and the answer, the better. There d been that one time when the question was, if you
could only keep one extremity, which one would it be? Sometimes they got morbid,
because who knew, you might be the one blown to bits the next day, so they
embraced black humor to diffuse tension and stress.

Stetson—ak.a. Tex—had said in his Texan twang, “My hand, ’'cause | sure ain't
gonna wanna use my foot to rub one out.” They’d always been able to count on Tex
for laughs when they needed them the most.

“Lobster drenched in butter. What about you?”’

It took a second to remember what they’d been talking about. “Depends on the
season. When | was sitting under a blistering sun with seventy pounds or more of
gear on my body and sweating buckets, I'd imagine eating a big bowl of salted
caramel ice cream. In the winter when temperatures would drop to zero-buitt freezing,
I’d try to convince my brain that my MRE was really a piping hot bowl of spicy chili.
| could serioudly live onice cream and chili.”

“What'san MRE?’



“Medsready to eat.” He shuddered. “Nasty stuff.”

“What wasit like being a SEAL?

“It was some of the best days of my life and some of the worst.” He glanced over at
her and smiled. “I missitand | don’t.”

“That’ s an interesting answer.”

“I’m an interesting guy.” He grinned to let her know he was teasing. He' d intended to
get to know her, but she was turning the questions on him. Maybe that meant she
wanted to get to know him, too. But it was getting late, and they still needed to talk
about the secret she knew.

As much as he didn’t want to spoil the enjoyment of the night and talking to her, it
was time to get down to business. “Tell me about this bad secret.”
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H arlow had been enjoying herself so much that she’d forgotten the reason Grayson
was here. However bad he thought the secret was, it was worse than he could
possibly imagine. Just thinking of what she knew sent fear snaking down her spine.

If Anthony ever learned that she’d found out, much less told someone else, they'd
never find her body. She'd withheld telling Grayson, wanting to be sure she trusted
him first. Did she, though? Maybe it would be a mistake to tell him. She was mostly
confident that he could get enough on Anthony to get her boy back without the risk of
telling Grayson what she knew.

“Harlow?”

“Ah... It's nothing important.” Unless you considered a secret that could send
Anthony to prison important.

“I think it is.” He pulled his chair around to face her. “Whatever it is, it's making you
nervous and, | think, scared. What are you afraid of 7’

“Readlly, it’s nothing.” He was too good at reading her.
“Isit something that will help us get you custody of your son?’

Was it ever. “I just...” She didn't know how to explain her fear without telling him
the reason for it.

“Do you trust me?’



“1 want to.”

“Would it help if | told you a secret about me? Something no one else knows. If |
trusted you with that, would you be able to put your faith in me?’

“Maybe.” What could he tell her that could possibly equal what she knew?

“Maybe isn’t good enough, Harlow. Full trust is atwo-way street.”

It had been along time since she' d trusted anyone. Was she ready to give full trust to
him? As she stared into his eyes, looking for answers, al she saw was his truth. The
man sitting in front of her and looking back at her with patience and understanding

would fight on her behalf. He would keep her safe. She believed that.

He put his hand over hers, something he seemed to like doing. “I can leave now if
that’s what you want.”

“No.” She shook her head. “That’s not what | want. | want to put my faith in you.”
And oh, his smile when she said that. It was like the sun coming out after a storm,
and apparently, his sunshine was all it took for a thousand butterflies to convene a
butterfly convention in her stomach.

“Okay. Good.” He lowered his gaze to the floor. “ So, my secret. I'm a Swiftie.”

“A what?" He'd mumbled and spoken so fast that the words ran together.

“You know, a Taylor Swift fan.” He shrugged. “A big one.”

“Serioudly?” This big bad former SEAL was a Swiftie? And a blushing one at that.
Just priceless. She tried not to laugh. Shereally did.



“1 knew you'd laugh,” he said asif offended.

“Sorry. But serioudly...” She pressed her lips together to crush the mirth bubbling up
again.

“Go ahead. Get it out of your system.”
If she hadn’t heard the amusement in his voice, she would have worried that she'd
insulted him, or worse, hurt his feelings. But she had heard it, and his lips were

twitching. He was trying as hard as her not to laugh.

“One thing, Harlow. Y ou can be amused all you want, but you have to promise never
to tell Liam or Cooper. Swear it.”

“Why can’t they know?’
“You' ve met those two. They’d never let me hear the end of it if they knew.”

She grinned. “Although tempting, | promise not to share your Swiftieness with your
friends.”

He laugh-snorted. “Much appreciated.”

“Well, | guess it’'s time for mine.” Her amusement died a sudden death now that it
was time to tell him. It was strange, but his confession and that he’d made her laugh
eased her apprehension.

“I’m thinking it’ s important, so yes.”

“Okay. Um... There's evidence in Anthony’s safe of a murder.” His mouth opened,
then closed. Well, he wasn't expecting that, was he? She waited to see what he'd say.



If thiswasn’t so serious, she would have enjoyed that she' d surprised him. But it was,
and there was no enjoyment to be had.

“You better start at the beginning,” he said as he leaned back in his chair.

“1 overheard Anthony and his father talking one day. | was angry that Tyler’s nanny
wouldn’t let me into his room because it wasn't my scheduled time. Like what the
hell?” She glared at Grayson even though he’ d had nothing to do with that edict. But
he was a man, and men seemed to think they could make the rules. “Why do men
think they can run roughshod over women?’

He threw up his hands, asif warding off her accusation. “Y ou’ re right. Men suck.”

“Well, most of them do, but maybe not you.” She wasn't ready to put too much
thought into that little gem. “Anyway, | marched myself downstairs to Anthony’s
study to have it out with him. This was two or three months before | told him |
wanted a divorce, and during that time, | was angry a lot. About everything, but
especially about how Anthony was punishing both me and Tyler for reasons known

only to him.”

“Before you throat punch me for being a man, and | totally understand why you
might want to, can | just say that your ex needsto befirst in line?’

“Yes, you can definitely say that.”

“Splendid, and sorry for interrupting.”

Thiswas it. If she told him, she would put him in danger just for knowing what she
did. “Thisis a secret that’ s unsafe for anyone who knows. Maybe it’s better—"

“Harlow, believe me when | tell you I'm not afraid of Anthony Pressley. I've come



up against much worse than he can ever hope to be, and I’ m still breathing.” He took
her hand. “Tell me.”

His hand was big and strong, and just the weight of it over hers made her feel safe. “|
didn’t realize Anthony’s father was in the study with him, but when | heard Arthur’s
raised voice, | hesitated to go in. I've never liked Arthur. He' s always treated me like
I’m not good enough to have the name Pressley .

“Anyway, | was in the hallway, and they didn't know | was there. | turned to leave
when Arthur said, ‘You didn’t have to kill her. There were other ways to shut her up.’
WEeéll, whoa. That got my attention. Then Anthony said, ‘I didn't kill her, Delgado
did.’ I’ve never been sure exactly what Don’s job is other than cleaning up Anthony’s
messes. Arthur told Anthony he was stupid if he thought just because Don killed her
that he wouldn’'t be charged for murder, too, if Don got caught. Then Anthony said
that wasn't going to happen because they... | assume he meant him and Don, that
they dumped the body out in the ocean.”

“Do you know who the woman was and why she was killed?’

“There's a blackmail letter in Anthony’s safe from a Veronica Dunbar, so that’s
probably who. Neither Anthony nor his father mentioned a name. Veronica was one
of Anthony’s hookups, and | guess she learned some of his secrets and saw dollar
signs.”

“And no one suspects Pressley had anything to do with her missing?’

It amused her that he refused to refer to Anthony by his first name. “No. Anthony’s
good at keeping his affairs secret from the public, so I'm not even sure if there's
anyone who knew he was seeing her. But in the letter, she was angry that he ended
things with her. | wish I’d thought to take a picture of it, but | was afraid of getting
caught. | should have gone to the police, but by then, | was afraid of my husband, and



then there was the fact that he had the police chief in his back pocket. Now | redlize |
should have gone to the FBI or something, but | didn’t even think of doing that. | was
just trying to survive.”

“$S0, you did read the letter?”

“Yes. Anthony kept my jewelry in his safe, only letting me have what pieces | needed
when we were dressing up for an event.” She shrugged. “Maybe he thought I'd sell
the jewelry and run away. Which is what | planned to do. After he left the night |
caught him kissing the nanny, | went to the safe to get my jewelry and when | saw the
letter, | read it. | was shaking by the time | finished reading it. Anthony wasn’t aware
that | knew the combination, and if | took the jewelry, he’ d be suspiciousthat | saw it.
| didn’t want to think about what he'd do to me, so | left the jewelry, closed the safe,
grabbed Tyler and ran.”

“You did the right thing. What did the |etter say?’

“She didn’'t say exactly what she was blackmailing him with, just that she knew what
he' d done and if he wanted to stay out of prison, he'd pay her amillion dollars.”

“We need to find out what she knew.”

“1"ve thought about it, and it has to be something really bad. If he killed once without
losing sleep, he could have done it before. There's also a gun in the safe. What if it
could betied to a murder?’

“1 need to get into that safe.”

“That's too dangerous. Anthony always has people around, and they’re not of the
nice variety.”



“Don’'t mistake me for the nice variety either, Harlow.”

Gone was the gentle, kind-eyed man she was growing to like...a lot. In that man’s
place was a hard-eyed warrior, and definitely not a gentle or kind one. She’d never
thought a muscled-soldier type of guy would appeal to her. Apparently, she’ d thought
wrong. The raw power he'd kept hidden until now was... Well, swoon-worthy came
to mind.

That just made her want to know more about him, especially how he, Liam and
Cooper had connected. She suspected there was a story there, and she wanted to
know it. Maybe with the secrets they’ d shared, he would be more open to telling her.

“You said someday you'd tell me how the three of you came to start The Phoenix
Three.”

“| said that?’

“Yes.” Well, she couldn’t remember his exact words, but he'd said something along
those lines.

“If you want to know, sure. The three of us were kidnapped during spring break in
Fort Lauderdale and held for ransom when we were seniorsin high school.”

She gasped. “Dear God. But obviously, you are al okay.”

“Now we are. The two men who did it are in prison, but they held us captive under
deplorable conditions. At the time, Liam lived in Kansas City, and they grabbed him
on the way home from school. They brought him with them to Florida where they
knew I'd be for spring break. Our fathers were wealthy, so they figured they could
get money from both of them.”



“How did they know about boys living so far apart?’

“One of them had worked as a mechanic at my dad's Charleston dealership, and the
other had worked as aline cook at Liam’s father’s Charleston pub. Liam’s family has
Irish pubs all over the world. Asluck would have it, our abductors ended up in prison
together, one for armed robbery and the other for a carjacking. The two started
dreaming up schemes to get rich when they got out and came up with the idea of
kidnapping me and Liam. Unfortunately for Cooper, he was in the wrong place at the
wrong time with the wrong person...me. When they grabbed me, they took him, too.”

“Your families paid the ransom?’ She couldn't imagine getting a cal from
kidnappers that they had Tyler. She'd pay anything they asked to get him safely back,
even if she had to rob a bank.

“No. The first demand was a million for each of us, which mine and Liam’s families
agreed to. The kidnappers thought that was too easy, so they demanded an additional
million each. My dad was aformer SEAL and decided he wasn’t going to play games
with them. He called in some favors, and a team of former SEALs found us and
rescued us.”

“That’s an amazing story and thank God you all were rescued. | can’t even imagine
what it must have been like. | hope they got along sentence.”

“They did. Because of their previous records and then the kidnapping, they’ll grow
old behind bars.”

“The kidnapping, that’s why y’all started The Phoenix Three.” It wasn’'t a question,
she knew it was true. They’d gone from being victims of a terrible crime to being
heroes dedicated to saving children. Not that they saw themselves as heroes, but they
damn sure were.



“Yeah.” He shrugged asiif it was no big deal. “It was to make something good out of
the worst time of our lives.”

He wasn't just a survivor. He was a man who had taken his pain and turned it into
something that could help others.

And she was blessed to have found him, to have him helping her.
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M urder? Grayson had expected Pressley to be involved in any number of shady
things, but murder hadn’t been on hislist. That Harlow had been married to the man,
had dept in the same bed with him, had been touched by him made Grayson want to
put his fist through the wall, or preferably, Pressley’s face. And even though he'd
been a SEAL, and he'd had to do things he couldn’t and wouldn’t ever talk about, he
wasn't aviolent man at heart. He was feeling damn violent right now, though.

What that said about his feelings where Harlow was concerned and what he wanted,
he'd think about later. First order of business was getting Pressley out of her life and
bringing her son home to her. After that mission was successfully completed, he'd
circle back around to examining these Harlow feelings going on that he wasn't sure
he wanted.

He needed a plan to get into that safe, but it was getting late and time to go. “I'm
going to take off.” When he stood, she did, too. She looked up at him, and their gazes
locked. He didn't even think to resist the physical pull—almost a tangible

thing—Dbetween them as his mouth sought hers.

His brain kicked into gear as his lips hovered over hers. “I said | wouldn't kiss you
again unless you asked me to. Ask me, Harlow.”

Her sea blue eyes met his. “It’s not a good idea.”
The disappointment was heavy, but he understood.

“But | don't care. Kiss me, Grayson. Please.”



“Since you said please.” The kiss was electrifying. He wrapped his arms around her,
bringing her body flush against his as their lips moved in perfect harmony, as if they
were meant to be doing this. He tasted her sweetness, and it was like nothing he had
ever known before. It was as if every part of his soul was coming alive for the first
timeinyears.

They broke the kiss, both gasping for air. Harlow’ s eyes were wide with surprise, but
desire burned in their depths. “Wow,” she whispered.

“Yeah, wow. | better go before | forget that’s the right thing to do.” He dropped his
arms away, letting go of her.

“Will | see you tomorrow?”’

“I"'m not sure, but we'll definitely talk on the phone if not in person.” The cat sitting
on the other side of the sliding door caught his attention. Although the glass kept
them from hearing Einstein, he could see the cat was talking a mile aminute. “1 don’t
think Einstein’s happy we shut him in and has afew choice words to say about that.”

“He loves sitting out on the balcony, so yeah, he's not happy.”

She opened the door, and he rushed out. From the tone of his chattering, he was cat-
cursing them. Grayson sguatted and said, “I’m thinking we need to wash your mouth
out with soap, Einstein.” The cat narrowed his eyes and let fly what Grayson was sure
were more choice words. “Y ep, you have a dirty mouth, buddy.”

“He' s never been shy about expressing hisfeelings,” Harlow said.

Grayson stood. “I’ve never been cursed out by a cat before.” He grinned. “I feel
special.”



She laughed. “Bet that wasn’t on your bingo card.”

“Not even close. Lock up behind me.”

“I will.”

He left before the temptation to kiss her again became too strong to resist. He waited
to hear the click of the door lock before going to his car, except it wasn't until he
couldn’t find the Jag that he remembered he' d traded with Liam. Grayson had |earned
early on in histime on a SEAL team to trust his instincts, and instead of leaving, he
moved the car to an empty space where he could see the stairs leading up to Harlow’s
apartment.

While he sat, keeping an eye on the apartment, he thought about Harlow and that kiss,
how her lips felt against his. How soft and warm and responsive her mouth was. How
he wanted to kiss her again and more. So much more.

He' d never had along-term relationship, actually any relationship to speak of. Before
he'd gone to spring break, like most teenage boys, he'd been girl crazy. After his
kidnapping and before he joined the military, he’'d been too traumatized to think of
girls and wanting one in hislife.

As for relationships, he' d seen his SEAL friends try and fail to make a go of having a
girlfriend or wife. It rarely lasted. His life and that of his teammates meant that they
could be and were deployed at a moment’ s notice, unable to even tell their significant
others where they were going or for how long. Much of the time, they couldn’t even
call home to let their loved ones know they were still alive. He'd decided early on
that he wouldn’t put a woman through that kind of stress and, invariably, hurt.

Lately though...



Lately a certain woman was in his thoughts a lot. Although he' d always wanted a
family someday, he’'d decided when he became a SEAL that he wouldn’'t pursue a
relationship until he was out of the military. Well, he was out now, and Harlow
definitely had his attention.

A car turned into the complex and caught his attention as it lowly came toward him.
It stopped behind Harlow’s car for a moment, and then moved on, parking in a
visitor's space. The driver got out and tossed a cigar to the ground as he walked
toward Harlow’ s building. When he walked under the streetlight, Grayson recognized
the man from the diner, Don Delgado.

Grayson dslid down in his seat until his face was mostly hidden by the dash. Delgado
went to the back of her car and looked around. Then he took something from his
pocket, squatted and pressed the object inside the wheel well.

So, Pressley wanted to be able to track her car. The question was, why? He had a
tracking app on her phone. Was he suspicious that she’d figured that out and was
leaving her phone behind when she left her apartment?

Grayson was tempted to remove the tracker after Delgado left, but that would only
alert Pressley to the fact that Harlow had someone watching out for her. What he
needed to do was end this, and to do that, he needed to get into that safe. Deciding
that nothing else was going to happen tonight, he went home.

Later, as sleep eluded him, and he stared at the turning blades of his ceiling fan, he
made alist in his head of possible ways to get into Pressley’s safe. He needed to talk
to Harlow, learn all he could about Pressley, his house, his employees and his
schedule.

When he exhausted all the possibilities he could think of, his thoughts turned to the
woman herself. He finally fell asleep imagining his mouth on hers again as his hands



learned her body and what she liked. That was probably why he had the most erotic
dream he' d ever had with Harlow in the starring role.
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H arlow chewed on her bottom lip as she listened to the ringtone. She half hoped
Lena would answer and half hoped she wouldn’t. It was silly to be so nervous about
calling someone who used to be her best friend.

“Hello?”

She answered! Harlow squeezed her eyes shut at hearing Lena's voice for the first
time in what? Four years? Oh, how she' d missed her best friend.

“Hello? Who is this?’

Right, she needed to speak. “It's Harlow.”

“Harlow? It' sreally you?’

“Yeah. Hi. Long time, huh?’ Lena had married and moved to Savannah, her
husband’s hometown, so there hadn’'t been any chance of running into her around
town. That had been five years ago, and they’ d kept in touch with weekly phone calls
until Anthony managed to isolate her from her friends. Why had she | et that happen?
“Too long. Thelast timel tried to call you, it said your phone was disconnected.”
Because Anthony had terminated that phone’ s account and given her a new one with
anew number. To keep peace with him, she hadn’t given any of her friends that num

ber. Never again, she vowed for what had to be the hundredth time.

“I"'m sorry,” she said. There was too much to explain for a phone conversation, but



there was one thing she wanted Lenato know. “So, I'm divorced.”

“Good. | never liked Anthony. | know he's the reason we lost touch. Damn, I've
missed you, girl.”

“Same. So much. | wish you weren’'t so far away. I'd love to have one of our girl
nights.” Girl nights for them had been wine, popcorn and staying up late talking and

watching romantic movies.

“l have an idea. J.D. has to go to Boston next week for afew days. Why don’t | come
see you then?’

“Really? That would be so awesome.”

“How about | get there Tuesday and stay until Thursday. J.D. comes home Friday
morning and 1’1l need to pick him up at the airport.”

“Perfect.”

“I’m so excited. | can’'t wait to see Tyler. Gosh, he was only afew months old the last
time | saw him.”

“He' s the cutest little boy now. Y ou have my number. It'sthe onel called you on. I'll
text you my address.” She’d wait until Lena was here to explain about Tyler.

She disconnected and smiled. A feeling that had been missing from her life grew
inside her. It was happiness. She was becoming herself again. She’ d reconnected with
her best friend. A sexy man, one she liked a lot, had kissed her, and she hoped he
would do it again.

That happiness dulled an hour later when Grayson called to tell her that Anthony’s



man had placed a tracker on her car. The conversation was brief, and he made no
mention of when he would see her again. She'd ended her earlier call to Lenawith a
tremendous surge of happiness. Thistime it was with disappointment.

He'd kissed her twice now, and last night's kiss was amazing, but maybe not so
specia for him? She replayed it in her mind, every detail, every sensation. The way
his lips felt against hers, the way his hands held her so gently yet so firmly. The way
he pressed his body against hers, the taste of him, the heat of him, the spicy scent of
him. Never had she been kissed as if nothing else mattered but her, as if the man
kissing her was consumed by her and only her.

As much as she wanted more, she needed to focus on getting her son back, and when
she did, 100 percent of her time would be on Tyler. She hadn’'t seen him for months,
didn’t know what his state of mind would be. Had Anthony turned him against her?
She suspected so, and her heart ached at the thought that her little boy would hate her.

Before she sank into a deep depression and crawled into bed, pulling the covers over
her, and crying from the bone-deep hurt of missing her son, Harlow decided she had
to get out of the apartment. Do something. Maybe she' d take a ride to the beach and
walk in the sand. She'd liked strolling through the shallow water that day with
Grayson. It had been calming, and she needed calm.

She changed into a new pair of white shorts and a pink T-shirt. A quick check in the
mirror brought a smile to her face. She sure looked a lot different from her last walk
on the beach. “Much better,” she told her reflection.

Because there was a tracker on her car, she'd take her phone, let Anthony think she
didn’t know he was spying on her. She had a right to go wherever she wanted, and

she wanted her toes in the sand and her feet in the water.

An hour later, as she drove down Ocean Boulevard in North Myrtle Beach, ooking



for a place to park, she passed Grayson's home. She hadn’t intentionally found her
way to his house, but when she saw him walking up the stairs to his front door, she
shrugged. Why not? This was the new her...or was it the old her coming back to life?
Whichever it was, she was here, he was there, and there wasn’t any reason to sneak
around. With another shrug, she pulled into his driveway.

He turned and a smile ticked up his lips as she came to a stop. With that smile, her
concern that he wouldn’t welcome her vanished. She shut down the engine, and as
she stepped out, he jogged back down the stairs.

“1 didn’t set out to land on your doorstep,” she said when he stopped in front of her.
The dark sunglasses hid his eyes, and the lowered bill of his ball cap shadowed his
face as he looked down at her.

He reached up and removed the glasses. “Yet here you are.” He gave her another
heart-dropping smile before his gaze focused behind her. “Y ou weren’t followed?’

Where the devil was her brain? It had been an impulsive decision to stop at his house,
awrong one. Rattled, she backed away from him. “I wasn’t thinking. | need to go.” If

she' d brought Anthony’ s attention to him, she'd never forgive herself.

“Public parking is four blocks down on your right. Go there, then walk back here
along the beach.”

“1 should just go home.”
“No, dowhat | said. It'll be all right.”
She was furious with hersalf. Sure, she was aware of the trackers on her car and

phone, but she'd... Well, she just hadn’t thought. Her bad, but never again. She was
well aware of what Anthony was capable of. She needed to be smarter than him, and



from this moment on, she would be.

Grayson wrapped his fingers around her elbow. “Get in your car and go to the public
parking, and then walk thisway.” He opened her car door. “Go.”

She went.

After she parked where Grayson had told her to, she walked up the beach to his
house, and her eyes widened at the sight in front of her. Somehow, he'd timed it so
that he was walking past her wearing board shorts, no shirt and with a surfboard
tucked under hisarm.

Holy hotness! Her feet tripped over themselves when her eyes locked on that
naked—and so amazing—chest. “Huh...” she said. Her ability to use words had
apparently taken off with the wind blowing past her.

“Keep walking,” he said quietly as she neared him. Acting as if he didn’t know her,
he continued down to the water with his surfboard.

She kept walking.

Just how long was she supposed to walk, though? She guessed she'd passed him
fifteen minutes ago. Did he realy know how to surf? It had been a real effort not to
turn and watch him. And dear heaven, she wanted to slide her fingers over that chest,
and after testing the firmness of those muscles, she’'d lick them. Never in her life had
she had such a thought, and it made her giggle like a schoolgirl giddy with her first
crush. And look, there was that very chest walking toward her.

How’d he do that? She glanced back, scrunching her eyebrows at seeing how far
she'd traveled. It was impossible that he was ahead of her, but unless she was
hallucinating, he somehow was. “How—"



“Go back to my house and go inside. It's the one with the red surfboard propped up
next to the stairs.” He kept going.

Okaaaay. This cloak-and-dagger stuff wasn't for her. Next time she had the bright
ideato come to the beach, she was going to have Einstein hide her car keys. Ahead of
her, Grayson broke into a jog, and as they had with the front of him, her eyes locked
on his back and what a sight to behold. Even wearing clothes, it was obvious that he
was built mighty fine, but wearing nothing but board shorts... Someone slap an
oxygen mask over her face because he really was breath stealing.

She wanted her hands on that broad chest, the trim waist and...she fanned her face
when her gaze reached his butt. That she wanted to see naked. She wanted those long
legs wrapped around hers while his body covered hers. She just bet that Grayson
Montana knew how to make a woman’ s body sing, and she wanted her body to sing if
only just once.

What if she let hersalf have one time with him? She had faith that he would find a
way to bring her little boy back to her, but until then, what if...

The what-ifs bounced around in her head as she walked back down the beach. She
was a single woman and hadn’t been with another man but Anthony since meeting
him. She' d never cheated on him, not even during the last few years of their marriage
when she' d been so miserable. Why shouldn’t she enjoy the company of a man if that
was what she wanted? As soon as she had her boy back, he would be her sole focus
for who knew how long.

It could be years before she felt she could bring another man into her and Tyler’s life.
It al depended on the damage Anthony had done to their son. The time from now

until he came home would be her only chance to have alittle something for herself.

A thought nagged at her, though. Would that mean she was using Grayson for her



own personal pleasure? Would that be a selfish thing to do on her part? How would
he react if she was up-front with him, if she told him what she wanted? She' d be clear
that as soon as she was reunited with Tyler that the affair would be over. She snorted.
In only afew minutes, she’ d gone from considering just one night with him to maybe
having a short affair.

When he reached his house, instead of going inside, he veered off to the water. She
didn’t let herself watch him dlip away. She didn’t think anyone was following her, but
if s0, she didn’t want to tip them off that she had any interest in him.

“Who are you, and what have you done with Harlow?’ she murmured, chuckling. It
wasn't that long ago that she’d been hiding inside her ugly dresses and tight buns.
Now her hair was blowing in the breeze, and she was wearing shorts as she dug her
bare toes in the sand while considering having a fling with a man who made her heart
flutter. It was wonderful. She jogged up the stairs and went in Grayson’s house.

He came in aminute later. “Back in asec.”

She blinked as the man starring in her brand-new fantasies walked past without
stopping, still wearing nothing but board shorts. If he was going to put on a shirt, she
wished he wouldn’'t. She'd really like some more chest-looking time. Although, she'd
probably embarrass herself by drooling, or God forbid, actually licking him, so a shirt
was probably a good idea.

When he returned, he was dressed in soft, well-worn jeans and a dark blue T-shirt not
tucked in. He was barefoot, and why was that just downright sexy? Jeez, was she so
sex-starved that she was now adding a man’ s feet to her fantasies?

“You okay?' hesaid.

“Huh?’ Heat burned her cheeks as she dragged her gaze from his feet to his face. “I



mean, sorry? What did you say?’

Amusement along with an awareness of where her mind was filled his eyes. He
leaned a hip against the island, his gaze never leaving hers. “Not that I’'m not happy
to see you, but is there a reason for this surprise visit?” When she hesitated, he said,
“I mean it, Harlow, you're welcome here anytime, but is everything okay? Has
something happened?’

“No. | just got antsy this morning and had to get out of my apartment, and a walk on
the beach sounded like a good idea. | didn’'t mean to come to your house.” She

shrugged as she gave him asmile.

He smiled back. “Well, it's a nice surprise. As far as | could tell, you weren't
followed.”

“Oh, good. | wasn't thinking when | came here, but that won’t happen again.”

“1 hope you mean that you' Il think next time, not that you’ll never come here again. |
like having you here.”

Oh, silly heart, stop that fluttering thing you're doing. “I have to ask. How in the
world did you get ahead of me on the beach?’

“1 swam.”

11 NO Ww.”

“Way.” He smirked. “You forget | was a SEAL. Swimming's kind of our thing. One
of our many things.”

“Many things?’



His gaze raked over her as he stepped closer, his eyes locking on hers. “Do you really
want to know?’

They weren't talking about his SEAL skills anymore, and a delicious shiver trailed
down her spine. “I think so. Yes.”

He leaned in, his lips brushing against her ear. “I'm good at a lot of things,” he
whispered before trailing kisses down her neck. When he reached her collarbone, he
took his mouth away and stepped back. “I need a hard yes, Harlow. When you can
give me that and not just athink so, I'll be more than eager to show you what those
things are.”

She wanted to snatch his mouth back. While she’'d walked back to his house, she'd
decided she wanted a fling, and she wanted it with him. It seemed he was open to
something happening between them, and she appreciated that he wasn't willing to
take advantage of her. That gave her even more assurance that she could be honest
with him.

“What’ s going through that pretty head of yours?’ He tapped her forehead.

“l...” Shewas so out of practice with telling a man what she wanted. She should have
practiced what she wanted to say, written it down even.

Asif understanding, he took her hand. “ Come with me.”

He led her up the stairs, through his bedroom and out to a balcony. “No one down on
the beach can see us up here,” he said as he put his hand on the back of a cushiony
chair. “Sit here.” There were two chairs, two small rattan ottomans in front of them, a
table between them and off to the side a minifridge. “Water, beer or wine? That’s all |
have up here.”



“It’ s barely lunchtime, but a beer at the beach sounds perfect.”

He grinned. “My kind of woman.” He took out two bottles. “Y ou probably prefer a
light beer, but all | have up here are dark ones.” He handed her one of the bottles.
“This is a craft beer, a porter with notes of chocolate and coffee. | think you might
likeit.”

“Thanks.” He was right, the few times she drank a beer, she preferred something
light, but she was on an adventure, so why not try something new?

“To new beginnings.” He clinked his bottle against hers.

She smiled, liking that toast. “Oh, that’s pretty good,” she said after taking a tentative
sip of the dark beer. She took another drink. “I can really taste a little chocolate and
coffee.” She eyed the label, wanting to know what to buy because she was going to
get herself some.

Look at her, sitting on a balcony at the beach in her shorts with the hottest man she'd
ever known, drinking a dark beer for the first time and thinking about having a fling
with him. If anyone had told her a month ago this would be her life, she would've
thought they’d lost their mind.

For a few minutes, they drank their beers in comfortable silence, and as seconds
passed, a soothing tranquility settled over her. The waves weren’'t big enough for
surfers, but there were windsurfers gliding by on their boards and hang gliders towed
by boats were floating by under their colorful parachutes. Below them, a laughing
woman was watching a man unsuccessfully try to get his dragon kite in the air.

She darted a glance at Grayson to find that he was watching her. When he caught her
looking at him, one side of his mouth quirked up in alazy half smile. Then his gaze
left hers and traveled along her body in a slow perusal, and everywhere his eyes



landed goose bumps rose as if they had a direct connection to those amber brown
eyes that she thought she might be able to stare into for eternity.

Get a grip, girl. She hated that inner voice. Maybe she didn't want to get a grip.
Maybe she wanted him looking at her asif he'd like to devour her.

“You ready to tell me what’s going on in that head of yours?’ he said, his voice
husky asif he already knew what her answer would be.

Okay, then, this was the new her, right? He asked, so she was going to put it out
there. “I want to have sex with you.”
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G rayson managed to swallow his beer without choking. He' d suspected something
like that was going on in Harlow’s mind. He just hadn’t expected her to say it so
bluntly, but he liked that she had.

“But | have a condition,” she said before he could think how to respond. “That is, if
you're interested.”

Oh, he was. “And that would be?’ Pink tinged her cheeks, and he wanted to tell her
that she was adorable, but he doubted she'd appreciate his noticing she was
embarrassed. They needed to talk about her ex so he could learn everything about the
man, but that could wait. She’ d put sex on the table, and that was far more interesting.

“It has to be a short-term fling. As soon as | have my son back, it ends.”

“1 can live with that.” He was pretty sure he could, but something told him this might
be awoman he’ d have a hard time giving up.

“He'll have to be my sole focus when that happens, so | can’t—"
“l get it, Harlow. Of course, Tyler iswhat’simportant. But | have a condition, too.”
“What would that be?’

He grinned. This was going to be fun. He set his empty bottle on the table, then patted
hisleg. “That you come over here, sit on my lap and kiss me.”

“Now?’ she squeaked.



“Yes, right now.” They weren't going to have sex tonight. Her question had come out
of the blue, and he couldn’t be certain she’'d actually thought it through. Before they
took it that far, he needed her to be sure she wouldn’t regret it. He sure wouldn't, but
he didn’t want any remorse on her part on his conscience.

That didn’t mean they couldn’t fool around a little with the added benefit of easing
her into being intimate with him. She stared at him as if she was trying to read his
mind. Or maybe she was having second thoughts. He hoped not.

With the speed of a dloth, she rose, took atentative step toward him and stopped.

“You don't have to do this,” he said. “You can walk away right now, and we'll still
be friends.”

“1 want to,” she whispered.

He held out his hand. “ Then come to me.” When she placed her hand in his, his damn
heart thumped in his chest. That was afirst. He'd never in his life had such a strong
reaction to awoman. Y eah, it was going to be hard to walk away when she decided it
was time.

Something to think about later, but for now, he pulled her onto his lap. Even though
she’ d been the one to start this, she was as skittish as afera kitten. “Hey, look at me,”
he said when she stared at the floor. He put his finger under her chin and lifted her
face. “You'rein control here. Y ou have all the power. You can just sit here, and we'll
talk if that’s what you want.”

“1 want to kiss you.”

“Then do it. My mouth is yours.” She’'d been so bold when she’d propositioned him,
but now his kitten had lost some of her confidence. He wanted ten minutes alonein a



room with Pressley for mentally beating this beautiful woman down until she took to
hiding herself. He decided right then that he was going to do everything in his power
to give that back to her. He'd help her find that woman again.

Her gaze dipped to hislips, and he breathed in her scent as she leaned closer. Did her
skin taste like vanilla? He'd like to know. “Are you going to kiss me or not?’

1 Y%.H

And then she did, tentatively at first, just a brush of her lips over his. Her eyes were
open and staring into his as if gauging his reaction. Then she pressed her mouth
harder against his as her eyes dlid closed. When her hands traveled over his shoulders
and then to the back of his neck, he amost growled his approval.

He tapped her leg with hisfingers. “ Straddle me.”

“Much better,” she said with alittle giggle after she'd straddled him. She lowered her
mouth to his again, this time with more urgency, any hesitation on her part gone. Her
hands fisted his T-shirt, asif she needed the material to anchor her to him.

It was in his nature to be in control, but he’'d told her she had the power, and he was
curious to see how far she'd go. So, he lightly rested his hands on her hips and didn’t
explore her body like he wanted to.

He let her have her way with his mouth, and they made out like teenagers. He
couldn’t remember when he'd last spent this much time kissing a woman without the
intention of taking her to bed. Not today anyway.

She made a little noise like a kitten’s growl, and it was the sexiest sound he'd ever
heard. A minute later, he made his own sound, a hiss when she wiggled her bottom
over his lap. She had to feel how aroused he was, and when she squirmed again, he



tightened his hands on her waist to still her.

“Easy there, kitten. I’'m holding on to my control by athread, but you’ re testing me.”
“What if | want to break that thread?’

“There’ s nothing | want more, but not today.”

She put her hands on his chest and pushed away. “1’m sorry.”

“For?”’

Her gaze skittered away from him. “| practically attacked you.”

“1 think we just did a lot of kissing, no attacks involved.” He wasn't going to allow
her to fade back into her shell thinking she’d done something wrong. He brushed a
lock of hair away from her face. “God, you're beautiful.” Especially now with her
cheeks flushed, her lips swollen and damp, and with desire burning in her eyes.

“But you don’t want me. That’s okay.”

When she tried to get off him, he clamped his hands down on her legs. “Make no
mistake, Harlow. | want you.” He lifted enough to press his erection against her,
letting her feel the truth of that. “Just not today. | want you to take some time and be
real surethisiswhat you want.”

“1 wouldn’t be sitting on your lap if | wasn't sure.”

“You tell me that the next time we're together, and I’'ll have you naked so fast you'll

think I’'m amagician.” She might think she was sure, but he wasn’t going to risk any
morning-after regrets on her part.



“A magician, huh?’

“Y es, with magic hands and other parts of me.” He rocked his hips again.

“When?’

“Soon.” Hetrailed his fingers down her legs then back up that silky skin, and a groan
lodged in his throat when she shivered. He was a saint for managing to keep his
hands from dlipping under her T-shirt and filling them with breasts that he was sure
would be a perfect fit. It was time to end this little session before that thin thread did
break. “But right now...” He stood and let her feet fall to the floor. “Let's go
downstairs.”

As he followed her down the stairs, his gaze slid down to her long legs, legs he now
knew felt like silk under his fingertips. And that perfect ass. He wanted his hands on
those round globes, too. He shook his head as he squeezed his eyes closed. If he
wasn't looking at her, maybe he could get his raging lust under control. And... He
missed a step and stumbled down the stairs, taking her with him.

Somehow, he managed to keep them both upright as they bounced their way to the
living room floor. When they came to a stop, he was wrapped around her, his front to
her back. And... Damn it, their position did absolutely nothing to fix his problem as

his erection was happily aligned with the crevice of her bottom.

“Well, that was fun,” she said as she glanced over her shoulder at him with a grin on
her face.

“Areyou okay?’

“I am. Really.”



You can let go of her now, Montana. He reluctantly dropped his arms and stepped
back. “Sorry about that. | guess | tripped.” More like his brain was too busy
imagining how his hands would feel on her to worry about messaging his feet on the
mechanics of walking down the stairs.

He put his hand on her lower back. “Come sit at theisland while | fix us some lunch.”
“1 can help.”

“Thanks, but | got it. We'll talk while | make us a grilled cheese sandwich.” He
wanted to take care of her, to feed her, to make her laugh, to show her that not every
man was like her ex. “What would you like to drink?’ He pulled a stool away from
theisland for her.

She did onto the seat. “Water’'sfine.”

“Told you we timed it just right,” Cooper said, as he and Liam walked in from the
deck and saw Grayson at the stove.

Grayson pointed a spatula at them. “I do have a front door that comes with a
doorbell.”

“Where's the fun in that?’ Cooper glanced at Harlow and winked. “You'd never
guess it, but he loves us.”

“Truethat.” Liam settled on the stool next to her.

Grayson sighed as he gathered up more bread and cheeses. “Y ou both only love me
because | feed you.”

“Alsotrue,” Liam said. “Not our fault you're so good at it.”



“Isthere areason y'all are here besides to eat my food?’

Cooper nodded. “Yup.”

“Okay, but let's eat first, then we'll talk.” He didn’t want to ruin Harlow’s lunch.
When he glanced at her, she softly smiled. He smiled back.

“Oh, boy,” Liam muttered. He and Cooper shared a look.

Y eah, oh, boy was right. He was falling for her, and his two best friends saw it clear
as day.
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H arlow decided that a heavy make-out session seriously enhanced the appetite.
Either that or Grayson's grilled cheese sandwiches were so good that she couldn’t
resist a second one when he offered. He'd made them on sourdough bread, and inside
were three different gourmet cheeses, crisp bacon and a sliced tomato. She never
would have thought to put a tomato on a grilled cheese sandwich, but right then and
there, she decided that was the only way she was going to eat them from now on.

She nibbled on the kettle chips he'd added to the plates while the guys ate their third
sandwich. “Where are you people putting that?’ Liam still sat next to her, and
Grayson and Cooper were on the other side of the island, standing up to eat.
“Growing boy here,” Cooper said, patting his stomach.

She loved the banter and all-in-fun insults they slung at each other. It was obvious
that there was love and respect among them. She envied their friendship. She'd had
close friends once, and seeing these guys together made her regret even more that

she'd alowed Anthony to cut her off from her friends.

Cooper pulled the bread apart on the last half of his sand wich and eyed the cheese.
“What do you call cheese that isn’'t yours?’

Grayson groaned. “Not the dad jokes. | beg you.”
“Nacho cheese,” Liam said.

Cooper poked his arm. “Hey, stop horning in on my punch lines. Just for that, | get to
tell another one.”



Her gaze dlid to Grayson, who rolled his eyes, but she caught the twitch of hislips as
he tried to hide his amusement.

“What do you call two ducks and a cow? Quackers and milk,” Cooper said without
giving anyone time to answer.

She laughed.

Grayson reached across the counter and tapped her hand. “Don’t encourage him.”
“Sorry. Couldn’t help it.”

Cooper winked at her. “ At least someone around here appreciates me.”

While they joked around, Grayson stacked the dishwasher and cleaned the counters.
“Time to talk,” he said as he leaned back against the sink. His eyes met hers. “1 need
to ask you some things about Pressley.”

Must they? She sighed. “Okay.”

“Can you give me alist of the people who work for him, what their jobs are, who the
ones closest to him are, what his typical day is like and the layout of his house? The

most important information is who comes and goesin his house and when.”

“That’s alot, and it might take me a day or two. Also, | don’t know what’s changed
sincel left.”

“No problem. Just be as thorough as you can. Y ou said you know the combination to
his safe?’

“Yes, unless he's changed it.”



“Let’ s hope not. Include that and any other information you think would be helpful.”

“What' s your plan to get in the safe? If it’s going to be dangerous for you, I... | don't
want you to do it. I'll think of some other way to get Tyler back.” She didn’'t know
how, but she couldn’t live with something happening to him—to any of them—on her
conscience.

“You let usworry about that, okay?’

Liam leaned toward her, bumping his arm against hers. “We're like ninjas. Sneaky,
invisible and badass. No need to be worrying about us.”

But she would.

* % %

Why today? Harlow groaned. As much as she wished otherwise, that was Anthony’s
car in her space when she arrived home. She'd had a wonderful morning with
Grayson, and she resented that her ex was going to ruin the rest of her day. What she
wanted to do was sit out on her balcony and think about kissing Grayson, how her
lips felt against his, how every nervein her body had hummed in pleasure.

He' d told her to think about what she wanted before they went any further. She didn’t
need to think about it, she wanted more, but that he needed her to be sure only proved
how honorable he was.

Unlike the man leaning against his car as she approached. Anthony couldn’t care less
about her feelings. The man she had at one time thought handsome until she’d seen
the ugliness inside him watched her like a predator stalking its prey. And that was
what she' d always been to him. Prey to be devoured until she forgot who she was.



But she was remembering.

“You've been gone all morning,” he said as if she’d com mitted a crime. His gaze
traveled over her, pausing on her bare legs, and his lips thinned.

She stopped on the sidewalk, keeping her distance from him. “What’s it to you?’

“1 was going to let you spend time with Tyler, but that window has closed.”

Liar! There was no way he was going to let her see her boy. “I’'m so tired of your
games, Anthony.” She took a step closer and let him see her hate for him in her eyes.
“1’m done playing them.”

A smirk played over his lips. “I don’t think so.” He moved until there were only a
few inches between them, then he gripped her chin, his fingers squeezing so hard that
tears stung her eyes. “I own you, Harlow. Don’'t ever forget that. | can do with you as
| please.”

With that said, he returned to his car. At the door, he gave her a grin so sinister that
chills snaked down her spine. “And | do please.”

It took every ounce of her strength to remain standing, not to sink down on legs that
felt like over cooked noodles.

He backed out of her parking space, then the car stopped and he rolled down the
window. “I don’t know where you’ ve been al morning dressed like that, but if I find
out you're cheating on me, whoever he is, they’ll never find his body. You can
believe me on that.”

Oh, God. Somehow, she managed to stay upright until his car disappeared from sight.
The moment she couldn’t see it anymore, her legs decided they were done pretending



to be brave. He'd said to believe him, and she did. She had to fire Grayson and The
Phoenix Three.

Until she'd met Grayson, kissed him, wanted more with him, nothing had mattered
but getting her son back. But she knew him now, and she couldn’t be the reason he
got hurt or worse. Anthony had atracker on her car and phone.

What if he knew she’d spent the morning with Grayson? They’d been careful. When
she’'d left, he'd sent Liam via the road to where she'd parked, to keep an eye out for
anyone watching her. Cooper had walked ahead of her aong the beach until she'd
reached the parking lot. If any of Anthony’s men had been around, they would have
noticed.

So what if he'd tracked her to the beach? He couldn’t know where she was or whom
she’' d been with. Her phone! As she sat on the sidewalk, it hit her that she’d forgotten
to record her conversation with Anthony, his most threatening one now. If she’d gone
for a spy career, she would have been fired her first day.
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“She doesn’'t have atail on her,” Cooper said after returning from seeing Harlow off.
“At least from the beach.”

Grayson put his feet on the deck’s railing and pushed his chair up on its back legs.
“Y eah, with the tracker on her car, someone could be waiting along the road for her
to head back home.”

Pressley was used to her hiding in her apartment since the divorce, but the more
independence she showed, the more he was trying to control her life. “We need to
bring thingsto aclose. | don’t trust Pressley not to pull some kind of stunt.”

Liam grabbed a handful of pretzels from the bowl that Grayson set on the table.
“Wouldn't put it past him.”

“l wasn't sure if you wanted Harlow to know, but | found Veronica Dunbar's
mother,” Cooper said.

“Good. Have you spoken to her?” He'd learned that Veronica's mother had filed a
missing person report with the police, and he very much wanted to talk to her.

“No, | didn’'t know if you wanted to be the one to talk to her. Her name's Madeline
Osorio. She lived in Portugal with her second husband until he died last year. She
moved back to Fayetteville, where she's originally from and where Veronica grew

up.

“Let’s take a ride in the morning and go see her.” It was about a two-hour drive to
Fayetteville, so the trip would tie up haf their day, but talking to her might be



Important.

“You want meto call and tell her we'd like to talk to her?” Cooper asked.

“No, we don’t know what her relationship with her daughter was or what she thinks
of Pressley. | don’'t want to give her time to come up with a story if she’s not inclined
to talk about Veronica. Let’s plan on getting there around nine.”

“Great, and I’'m calling dibs on the Jag tomorrow. It's my turn to driveit.”

“I was hoping Gray would forget | had it,” Liam said.

“Not likely.” He held up afinger. “Coop gets it for one day, and then | have to get it
back to the dealership. It is for sale, you know, and | might know someone who can
get you agreat deal.”

He' d gotten them both vehicles at his cost on what they drove now; Liam a metallic
gray BMW SUV, and Cooper a black badass Ford 150. Even though Liam’s father
was worth millions, he'd cut Liam off and disowned him when Liam enlisted in the
military instead of joining the family business.

Cooper—unlike him and Liam—qgrew up dirt-poor. His mother had overdosed and
died when he was twelve, and his father couldn’t hold down a job to save his life or
keep his son and daughter fed and healthy. Even as young as he' d been, Cooper had
done whatever necessary to put food on the table for his baby sister.

Personally, Grayson suspected that was the reason Cooper was always hungry even
though life was good for him now. It was a learned behavior from never having

enough to eat growing up.

“And give up my truck?’ Cooper said. “Not gonna happen.”



“The Jag was fun to drive for a day, but it's not me,” Liam said. “| do have some
news, too. | have three names of women who had an affair with Pressley while he
was married to Harlow.”

Cooper frowned. “What a sorry excuse for aman.”

“And even that’ s too nice to say about him.” The knowledge that Pressley cheated so
blatantly on Harlow made Grayson see red. Pressley had those affairs and who knew
how many more while having a mistress on the side for all the years he was married.

“1 have a date with one of them tomorrow night, Alisha Austin,” Liam said.

Grayson set the chair back down on al four legs. “Think she can give us any ammo
on Pressley?”’

“Maybe,” Liam said. “From the gossip floating around, she’'s been vocal about how
Pressley lied to her and strung her along, promising he was going to divorce his wife.
Then when he actually was divorced, he ghosted her.”

“Woman scorned,” Cooper said. “ She should be a good source of info.”

Grayson nodded. “Hope so. The man’s a piece of work.” Pressley deserved what was
coming to him, and to do that, he needed to get into that safe. “| have a plan.”

“1 haveto fireyou.”
Grayson pulled his cell phone away from his ear and stared at the screen. He' d been

happy to see Harlow’s name light up but getting fired wasn’'t what he expected. He
put the phone back to his ear. “What happened?’ Because something did between the



time she left his house to now.

“Anthony was waiting for me when | got home. He said that if he found out | was
cheating on him, whoever it was, they’d never find his body.”

Grayson laughed.

“It's not funny. He' s killed before and gotten away with it. We know that.”

“Honey, your ex doesn’'t have a clue who has your six. You've got three highly
skilled men behind you.”

“1 know that means you have my back, but—"

“It's more than just that. A normal person would say they have your back, meaning
they’ll stand up for you. When we say it, it means we'll give our life for yours.” At
hearing her gasp, he wanted to slap his forehead. It did mean exactly that, but he
shouldn’t have said it. That was what she was worried about, why she wanted to fire
them.

“No, Grayson. Just no. | can’t let you and your friends risk your lives.”

This was a conversation they needed to have in person. “Listen, I’m about to go into a
meeting. I'll call you tonight and we'll talk this out.” Except it would be face-to-face.

“Come out to your balcony.” Grayson disconnected the phone before Harlow could
respond. The sun had disappeared over the horizon, but it was still the twilight hour.
He glanced out at her lake and there were her swans gracefully gliding across the
water. He liked that they’d made an appearance, that he'd gotten to see something



that gave her so much enjoyment.

The dliding door opened, and she peeked her head out. “ Grayson?’

He bowed. “My lady, would you care to join me on this beautiful summer eve?’ As
he' d hoped, that got a smile, albeit aquick little one. It was a start, and he' d take it.

“What are you doing here?’ She stepped out, and Ein stein scurried past her, going
straight to Grayson. She glanced over therailing. “How did you get up here?’

“1 think Einstein’s asking the same questions.” The cat was chattering up a storm.
“Sit, and I'll give you both answers.” He grinned. “I’'m asking you to sit, not
Einstein.” Another little smile.

She dlipped onto the chair closest to her. “Really, how did you get up here?’

“This way.” He picked up the hook and rope he'd used. “Easy-peasy.” Settling into
the other seat, he reached next to him and grabbed the small cooler, taking out two
beers. “You liked this one,” he said, handing her the craft beer she'd had earlier
today. Was that only today? Seemed like more than a few hours ago. He'd missed
her.

“Thank you.” She eyed therope. “Y ou really shimmed up that?’

“Yep. | didn't want to risk Pressley or any of his spies seeing me at your front door.”

“I’m impressed, but you shouldn’t be here.”

“There's nowhere else I'd rather be. Tell me what Pressley said to you. Did you
record it?’



“No, and I’'m so mad at myself for forgetting to do that. It was what | told you over
the phone, that if | was cheating on him, they’ d never find the body.”

“What else did he say?’

“That he owned me, that he could do with me as he pleased. He also claimed he was
going to let me see Tyler but because | was gone all morning that window had closed.
That was alie. He has no intention of letting me see Tyler unless | go back.”

“You're not going back.” He fisted his hands. Five minutes in a closed room with the
man was al he wanted. The threats were escalating, and Grayson feared Pressley
would end up hurting her. This needed to end, and soon.

“No, I’'m not, but you're still fired.”

He tilted his face toward her and waited until she met his gaze. “Nope, gonna keep on
having your six.”
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H arlow had to make him understand. Anthony was mean and as sneaky as a snake.
He' d strike when least expected. She should know.
“Trust me, Harlow.” He softly said as he skimmed his fingers over her cheek.

“It'snot that | don’t. | do. It's Anthony | don’t trust. He plays dirty.”

“Believe me, | can get down in the dirt with the best of them. As can Liam and
Cooper.”

Maybe so, but he wasn’t getting just how ruthless and vengeful Anthony could be. It
wasn't arisk she was willing to take. She'd just need to figure out how to get her son
and disappear without leaving artrail.

“What' s going through that mind of yours?’

She hoped she didn’t have a guilty look on her face because she feared that he could
see into her mind. That he read her every thought and knew the drastic measure she
was considering.

She shrugged and tried for an innocent face. His piercing gaze made her uneasy and
she feared she wasn't doing such a good job of shielding her thoughts. When she
averted her gaze, he put his hand on her chin and gently turned her to meet his eyes.

“Talk to me.” He let go of her chin and tapped her forehead with a finger. “You're
planning something.”



How could he possibly know that?

“If you're thinking your only choice is to go back to him out of some altruistic idea
you need to protect me and my team, just forget it.”

“No! No, | could never go back to him.” Relief poured though her that he hadn’t
guessed her plan. What would he think if he knew what she was considering? If
anyone could help her disappear, it would be him. Did she dare test the water? The
trick would be to make it sound like a stray thought, not her plan B.

“l don't know. Maybe | should just disappear with Tyler. Go somewhere Anthony
would never find us.” Uh-oh, he didn’'t look happy.

He stood and braced his hands on the arms of her chair, boxing her in. “Listen to me
right now. Get that idea out of your head.”

“It was just a thought.” She could see the warrior in him, in the determined and hard
eyes, in the sharply spoken words that said she’'d be afool to challenge him.

“But not a good one.” His expression softened dightly. “A life on the run with your
little boy isn’t the answer.” He stepped back and leaned against the railing. “Do you
want to spend the rest of your life looking over your shoulder? And if you' re caught,
which you probably will be, you'd be charged with parental kidnapping and most
likely get a prison sentence. You'd lose any chance of getting custody of your son. Is
that what you want?’

“No.” Because she didn’t plan on getting caught, but if she was...he was right, she'd
lose Tyler forever. The thought of a life without her son was unbearable. She pressed
her trembling lips together. Over her years with Anthony, she'd learned to hide her
tears because he liked making her cry. Fed off her misery.



He held out hisarms. “Come here.”

The invitation to be held by gentle arms was too much to resist, and she walked into
them. “1I’'m sorry,” she said when a sob escaped. “Men hate it when women cry.”

“Hush. It gives me no pleasure to see you cry because you' re hurting, but sometimes
it's good to just let it out. You're safe with me. You don’'t have to be strong right

now.
The understanding he gave her, his kindness, and trusting that she was safe with him,
she let her tears fall. She buried her face against his chest, and as she cried, he stroked
her hair, then down her back, the touch of his hands soft and gentle. “I just miss him
so much.”

“1 promise you, we'll bring your boy home to you.” When she looked up at him, he
smiled as he swiped his thumbs over her cheeks, wiping away her tears. “And,
Harlow, | don’t make promises| can’t keep.”

“Thank you. Thank you so much.”

“No more talk about firing me or taking off on your own, yeah?’

“l trust you, so I’'m not going anywhere.” How had she gotten lucky enough to find
this man to help her?

“Good. Now, why don’t we go inside, and let me take care of you.”

“Okay.” She hoped that “taking care of her” meant what she thought it did.

Apparently not. But, as she sat in the bubble bath with a glass of wine in her hand,
she decided the man did know how to treat a lady. He'd even run the bath for her.



And what was he doing while she was rguvenating in a soothing lavender-scented
bath? He was in her kitchen, cooking her dinner. She let out a contented smile. She'd
never been pampered like this, and as she leaned her head back against the tub, she
thought of the gentle way he' d touched her as he’ d wiped away her tears.

It would be so easy to fal for this man, but she couldn’t allow that to happen. A fling
was the most there could ever be between them until the day she had her son back,
then they would go their separate ways. All she would take with her of this time were
her memories of the kindest, smartest and sexist man she'd ever known. He' d aready
proved that he could kiss... Boy, could he ever. That had to mean that he would be a
good lover.

The bathwater was getting chilly, and she pulled the plug. After drying off and
dathering lotion on her arms and legs, she dipped on the denim shorts that she'd
never wear outside because they were so short and a white tank top. Although she put
on panties, she decided on no bra. The top was soft and thin, making it obvious she
wasn’'t wearing one. Let him think of that what he would. Barefoot, she followed the
tantalizing aromato the kitchen.

“Whatever you're making smells delicious.” His back was to her as he stirred
something on the stove.

He turned and went silent as his gaze traveled over her body, down to her bare toes,
then he made a slow perusal back up to her face.

She smiled, feeling both shy and desirable. Now that she was standing in front of
him, she wasn’t sure what to do. Should she step close to him? Touch him? Tell him
she was sure she did want him?

While she hesitated, he removed the pan from the burner. With his eyes locked on
hers, he took the decision out of her hands and closed the distance between them. He



placed his warm palms on her cheeks. “I’m going to kiss you. If you don’t want me
to, tell me now.”

“1 want you to.” He asked for permission, and she loved that about him.

“Thank you.” His mouth slowly lowered to hers.

His lips were soft yet urgent as they met hers, and she surrendered to this thing that
was building between them. His hands skimmed down her arms, trailing goose bumps
in their wake before they wrapped around her waist, pulling her body close to his.
She could feel his heat, and her body responded with a shiver of desire. She parted
her lips, alowing him to deepen the kiss, and he took full advantage of the invitation,

kissing her deeply.

When they finally broke apart, she was breathing hard and standing on weak legs. He
held her steady, his gaze never leaving hers. “Tell me what you want.”

That was easy. “Y ou.”

“Okay, then.”

She yelped when he scooped her up. “Wasn't expecting that,” she said with a chuckle
as she wrapped her arms around his neck. Lord, he smelled good.

“1 like surprising you. Unless you tell me no, I'm taking you to your bedroom, where
I’ll have my wicked way with you.”

“| like the sound of that.”

As he carried her down the hallway, it surprised her that she wasn't nervous.
Although she knew why. It was because of him. She nuzzled his neck, smiling



against his skin when he grunted. She’ d have to remember that he liked that.

When they reached her bed, he lowered her to the mattress, then sat on the edge and
removed his socks and shoes. That was a good start, but she wanted his shirt off. He
glanced at her and smiled, making her heart beat faster and her belly flutter.

He put his hand on her ankle. “No regrets in the morning?’

“Not aone.”

“Good.” Hetrailed hisfingers up her leg, stopping at her knee.

She sguirmed, wanting his hand to start moving again, and when he knowingly
chuckled, she glared at him. That brought abig grin to his face. Why was he torturing
her?

“Want something?’ he teased.

She shrugged, pretending to be indifferent to his teasing, but his playfulness made her
happy. She’'d never had fun in the bedroom before, and she liked it. She could play,
too. “You told me you had magic hands. Maybe you should prove it.” She lifted her

brows in what she hoped was a doubting expression.

“Feisty. | like it.” He moved his hand up her thigh a few inches before stopping
again. “I did promise you magic, didn't 1?7’

“You sure did, but I’'m not sure you can live up to your own hype.”

He laughed. “Hmm, a challenge. | better get busy.”

“Busy would be good.” With his humor and playfulness, he'd made her want him



even more than before he brought her to her bedroom.

His hand left her leg, and she wanted to snatch it back...well, until she realized he
needed it to remove his T-shirt. Her mouth dried up at the sight of his bare chest. Yes,
she’d seen him without a shirt at the beach and had appreciated how cut he was, but
he hadn’t been in her bedroom on her bed about to make love to her. Now, staring at
his chest and broad shoulders, and knowing what was about to happen, an involuntary
sigh escaped. She was going to get to have her hands on that amazing body.

Give me. Give me, she wanted to say as she wiggled her fingers at him.

After tossing his shirt to the floor, he put his hand along the side of her head, |eaned
over and lowered his face to within an inch of hers. “You can’'t begin to know how
much | wanted this,” he said before brushing his lips over hers.

Electric! That was what his touch did, sent sparks of electricity through all her nerve
endings. All thoughts of fun and games vanished when his tongue invaded her mouth.
She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him closer. He kissed her until she
was breathless,

He pulled away and stared down at her with an intensity that made her heart pound.
“What are you doing to me?’

Before she could answer, Einstein ambled in, chattering away.

“Nope, no talking cats alowed.” He picked Einstein up, deposited him in the
hallway, then shut the door in hisface. “Now, where were we?’
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G rayson returned to the bed, to the woman who was shyly smiling at him. “You're
beautiful.” She really was, both inside and out.

“Thank you.”

He liked that she didn’'t try to blow off his compliment by denying it. A week ago,
she would have. He put his hand on her knee. “Do you want to be in control ?’

“What do you mean?’

“You get to say how this goes, what we do here tonight.” He didn’t know what her
sex life had been like with Pressley, but he guessed the man hadn’t much cared what
she wanted or liked. He was going to show her that what pleased her mattered.

“So, if | tell you to do something, you will?’

“Tonight, here in your bedroom, yes.” A grin appeared on her face, and he was alittle
worried about the mischief in her eyes.

“Take off your jeans.”

“Yes, ma am.” He stood, removed his wallet and set it on the night table. Deciding to
give her a show, he slowly lowered the zipper. Just as slowly, he pushed the jeans
down over his hips all while keeping his eyes locked on hers. Damn if she didn’t lick
her lips after he kicked his jeans aside and stood there in his boxer briefs...his very
tented ones.



“Now therest,” she said, her voice now alittle husky.

He'd half expected the little mouse who'd first walked into The Phoenix Three to
make an appearance, that she would revert to being shy and not sure of herself and
what was about to happen between them. He was happy to be wrong.

When he stood in al his naked glory, she licked her lips again as she stared at his
erection. While her gaze traveled over him, he stayed silent, waiting for her next
command. He couldn’t remember being as hot for a woman as he was her, and his
endurance was closing in on being nonexistent.

“1 don’t know what to do now,” she said, lifting her eyesto his.

“What do you want to do?’ he gritted out. She really needed to stop teasing her
tongue over her bottom lip if she didn’t want him to fall on her like a starving man
seeing a delicious meal for the first time. A bit dramatic there, Montana. Maybe so,
but it was her fault he felt like a barbarian wanting to ravish the beautiful woman in
front of him. She hadn’t even taken her clothes off yet, and he was ready to blow.

“I"'m royally screwed,” he muttered. He hadn’t been looking for the one , and maybe
she wasn't that, but by the way his heart was pounding against his chest, he wasn’t
sure of anything where she was concerned.

“Sorry. What?’

He wasn't going to repeat what he hadn’t meant to say out loud, so he said instead,
“Tell me what you want, Harlow.”

“1 want to touch you.”

Every single part of him liked that idea. His feet reacted first by taking him to her. He



sat on the bed near her legs. “I’'m yours to touch.” She happily smiled, and he wanted
to say a prayer of thanks to whoever brought her to him. He was pretty sure he
wanted to keep her.

She tucked her feet under her legs, leaned forward and pressed her hands against his
chest. “You’'re harder than | thought you' d be.”

He snorted. “Y ou have no idea, kitten.”

“Why do you call me that?’

“When | first met you, you reminded me of a shy kitten that was unsure of her place
in the world.” He wasn’t about to tell her he' d actually thought of her as a shy mouse.
“Then you grew into yourself, and my kitten got claws.”

“Your kitten?’

He hadn’t meant to claim her...yet. “Only if you want to be.”

“That would mean you're my what?’

“I’ll be whatever you want me to be.” He could happily fall into those sea blue eyes
looking at him with desire in them and never care about finding his way back. “Why

do you still have clothes on?’

She laughed, and it was such a beautiful sound. “Because you haven't taken them
off.”

“We need to rectify that. Right now.” She lifted her arms, and he pulled her top up
and over her head. He blew out a breath. She didn’t have a clue what she was doing
to him.



Her skin was soft and warm under his fingertips as he traced the curve of her breast.
He leaned in, pressing his lips to hers, and when she opened up to him, he deepened
the kiss. He dlid his hand down to her waist, his fingers trailing along the edge of her
shorts.

With their mouths still fused together, he deftly unbuttoned her shorts and dlid the
zipper down. He broke away so he could remove them. “Up.” She lifted enough for
him to tug them down, revealing white bikini panties. “Killing me,” he murmured.

“Aren’'t you going to take off my panties?’ she said when he stretched out next to her.

“Not yet. I’'m not done looking at you in them.” From her soft smile, that pleased her.

He lifted onto his elbow, leaned over her and brushed his lips over hers. From there,
he trailed kisses down her neck and across her collarbone. She moaned and arched
her back when he twirled his tongue around a nipple. He inwardly smiled when she
clutched his hair, urging him on. He moved to her other breast, and while he lavished
attention on that one, he slid his hand down her stomach to her sex.

Even though he was dying to be inside her, he locked his need down. Her pleasure
came first. He eased his hand under her panties and a finger inside her. The scent of
her arousal was in the air, and he inhaled her essence deep into his lungs. Sweetest
smell in the world.

He' d barely touched her wet heat when her body tensed, and he knew she was on the
edge of faling. “Let go,” he whispered, then took her mouth again as a shudder
tsunamied through her body. She was so damn responsive.

“Grayson! Oh God,” she said through gasps to catch her breath.

When her eyes—amazement in them—Ilatched onto his, he wanted to promise her



that he'd dedicate his life to hearing her rasp those words every night for the rest of
her life. He wanted her in his life. He wanted to sleep next to her every night. He
craved her in ways he' d never craved anyone before. He hadn’t been looking to fall in
love. Wasn't sure that was where he was headed, but he’ d never felt this way before.

He stayed with her until early morning, once making love to her hard and fast, later
making love to her slow and easy. Slept for a few hours with his body curled around
hers. Made love again. Wondered if he really was falling in love with her. Decided to
think about it later.

In the early morning, he slipped out of her bed, and after dressing, he cleaned up the
kitchen from the dinner they didn’'t eat. He left a note on the counter in front of the
coffeepot, and while it was still dark, he left the way he' d arrived.
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H arlow opened her eyes and smiled as she turned toward Grayson...who wasn’'t
there. Her smile dropped when she slid her hand over the sheets where he should be.
Cold. When had he left? As soon as she fell asleegp? Had he gotten what he wanted
and then been anxious to leave?

That’s what happens when you spread your legs like a slut, Anthony’s voice said in
her head. She slapped her hands over her face. “Shut up, Anthony!” Gah, now she
was screaming at an imaginary voice.

Angry at herself for the doubts tumbling around in her head, she headed straight for
the coffeepot to get some caffeine in her. She'd think better after a cup of coffee...or
six. A piece of paper was propped up against the coffee maker. She picked it up and
read it.

Good morning, kitten. I’m going to think about you all day. I'll call you tonight.

X0

Gray

Wow! Just wow. She fanned her face as she read his note for the second time. She
grinned. Then she laughed. He hadn’t bolted in the middle of the night with no inten
tion of seeing her again after getting what he wanted as Anthony’ s voice would have

her believe.

Even though she hadn’t gotten much Sleep thanks to Grayson—she wasn't
complaining, not at all—after reading his note, she made plans for her day with a



light heart and a smile on her face.

She had her assignment from Grayson to do, which she would do this afternoon.
First, she needed to prepare for Lena svisit. A trip to the grocery store was necessary,
so she wrote out a menu for the meals on the days her friend would be here.

Halfway to the store, she thought about what she'd wear when Lena visited. She
hadn’t bought much on her recent shopping trip. Just a sundress, some shorts, a pair
of jeans and a few T-shirts. She wanted some nice things to wear while Lena was
here, and on a spur-of-the-moment impul se, she turned the car for the mall.

Two hours later, and with several shopping bags hanging from her arms, she walked
by Victoria' s Secret. With new clothes, panties and bras, she returned to her car. That
had been fun, and she had some pretty new clothes and underwear she wouldn’'t be
embarrassed for Grayson to see...and soon, she hoped. The next stop was the grocery
store.

Back home, she put the groceries away, then took her new clothes to her bedroom.
How long had it been since she' d bought something really pretty? It was such a good
feeling to even want to shop again for pretty clothes.

“No, Einstein, no cat hairs on the panties.” She picked him up from the bed and set
him on the floor.

“Merghp,” he said in his annoyed you're-no-fun voice. He twitched his tail and
strutted out of the bedroom.

“Be that way,” she said to his retreating back. If she got a chance to wear the panties
for Grayson, she did not want him getting cat hair in his mouth. Should said mouth
end up there. She shook her head, amused with herself.



Only one thing kept her from being truly happy, and that was not having her son. But
that was finally going to happen. Grayson had promised he would get Tyler back for
her. She didn’t know how he planned to achieve that, but he’ d given her atask, so she
put her new clothes away and got to it.

It took most of the afternoon to complete the list of things in her assignment. When
she was done, she emailed everything to Grayson. She'd started on a new website for
The Phoenix Three, and she wanted to get back to it, but her brain needed a break.
Spending the afternoon recreating Anthony’ s life was not fun. She poured a half glass
of wine and took it out to her balcony. Apparently forgiven by Einstein, he followed
her out.

“Look. There's Homer and Marge.” The swans were lazily floating along. She sipped
her wine and let the peacefulness of the swans and the lake and Einstein’'s chatter
clear her mind.

Refreshed and ready to get back to work, she herded Einstein back inside. She had
just logged on to the new website she was building for the guys when her doorbell
rang. Was Grayson here? Her heart bounced in anticipation as she set her laptop
aside. Einstein loved doorbells because it meant someone was on the other side who
might give him attention, and he beat her to the door.

She put her eye to the peephole, and when she saw who was on the other side, she
stilled. If she stayed quiet, maybe Anthony would go away. She wanted to bang her
head on the door. Why couldn’t he leave her alone?

“1 know you’ re there, Harlow. Look out again.”

No, she wasn't going to let him order her around, and she wasn’t going to open the
door to him.



“Mama.”

She sgueezed her eyes closed. Tyler wasn't out there. This was just another of
Anthony’s cruel tricks. But, God, it hurt to hear her son’s voice, even if it was only a
recording. Her arms ached to hold him and inhale his little-boy scent. She couldn’t
remember what he smelled like, and that seemed like such a minor thing, but it
wasn’t. A mother should know her child’s scent.

“Look,” Anthony said again. “You'll want to see who's here.”

She didn’t believe him, but what if he had brought Tyler to see her? She put her eye
to the peephole again, and her breath caught in her throat. “Tyler,” she whispered. His
nanny was holding him, the same one Anthony had kissed in front of her. Elation at
seeing her son outweighed the rage that the woman was still in Tyler’s life every day
when she wasn't.

Only a dab of wood separated her from her boy, and she fumbled with the locks.
Once the door was finally open, she stepped into the hallway to get to her son. But he
wasn't there. “Where is he?’

Before she could run to the elevator, Anthony grabbed her arm and pulled her into her
apartment, slamming the door behind them. She stumbled as he dragged her into the
living room. “Let go of me,” she screamed. He was scaring her. She tried to pull
away, but his fingers were wrapped around her arm like a vise.

“When you calm down, I'll tell you how it’s going to be.”

“You're hurting me. The police will arrest you for domestic abuse when they see the
bruises on my arm.”

He laughed. “Y ou should know by now that will never happen.”



“Because you pay off the police.” Not a good idea to bait him, but the words had
dlipped out before she could think better of it.

His eyes turned cold. “You don’'t want to be spreading that rumor around, doll. It
won't be good for your health.”

“Where is my son?’ she demanded, her voice shaking with fear and anger. He'd just
threatened her life, and once again, she wasn't recording him.

“ Our son. If you want to see him, come home where you belong.”

He let go of her, and she backed up until she hit the entry wall. “Why, Anthony? Why
do you have to be so cruel? You don’'t love me, so why are you so insistent that |
come back?’

“Honestly?’

“Yes, for onceinyour life, tell me the truth.”

“l don't love you. Never have. Father chose you for me because you were beautiful
and compliant. He wants me to run for political office and you were good for my
image.”

“Thisisall about your image?’ His father chose her? What a gullible fool she’'d been.
It shouldn’t hurt by now that he'd never loved her because she hated him. But she had
loved him for a brief time, and hearing that he had never returned the feeling—not
even in the beginning when he’d made her believe that she was the love of his
life—hurt.

“More than ever. I’'m going to run for mayor, and | need you by my side.” He
grinned. “Think of the power we'll have. You will come home, Harlow, and you will



stand by my side and smile as | announce I'm running. You will attend dinners and
lunches and tell everyone you talk to what a wonderful mayor you know I’ll be.
People like you and will listen to you.”

“You've got to be kidding. Step into the current century, Anthony. Men can no longer
press their will on awoman.” And Anthony with that kind of power was frightening.

“No can do. Father wants you home. | want you back where you belong, so that’s
what’ s going to happen.”

“You both can go to hell.” Anger was taking over her good sense. She knew better
than to talk to him like that.

He pushed his body hard against hers, pinning her to the wall. “Y ou have one week,
Harlow. In seven days, if you aren’'t back, I'll drag you there myself.” He sammed
his mouth over hers.

Bile rose in her throat when he forced his tongue into her mouth. When she gagged,
he laughed, enjoying her reaction. He bit her bottom lip hard, and she tasted blood.
“Stop it.” She put her hands on his chest and tried to push him away.

“We're just getting started, doll. | was going to wait until you came home to take
what’s mine, but what the hell. Why wait?’ He glanced around, his gaze stopping on
the hallway. “Let’ stake this to the bedroom.”

She dug her feet into the floor and screamed, praying that a neighbor would hear and
call the police. Einstein raced out from under the sofa where he'd been hiding,
howling in a way she’d never heard from him before. He jumped on Anthony’s leg
and dug hisclawsin.

Anthony yelped and let go of her, and she raced toward the door. She glanced over



her shoulder to see Anthony pull Einstein off him and throw him against the wall. She
almost went back to get him, but he got his feet under him and took off for the
bedroom.

Okay. Okay. Einstein was safe and she needed to get the hell out of here because
Anthony was stalking toward her with murder in his eyes. Her hand was on the
doorknob when she was jerked back by her ponytail.

“Bitch,” he snarled. “You're lucky | don’t kill you right now.”

She clawed at his hand as she screamed again. Please, God, |et someone hear me. As
if her prayer was answered, someone banged on the door.

Anthony slapped his hand over her mouth. “One word, and I'll break your neck.”

The knocking came again. “Harlow? Hey, it’s your neighbor. | heard you scream. Are
you okay?’

Her relief that someone had heard her was so great that her legs buckled. Anthony let
go of her hair, and with her body shaking, she folded up on herself right there on the
floor.

“One word, Harlow. Just one word from you and you'll never see Tyler again. I'll
make sure of it.” He walked past her, opened the door. * Everything is fine here.”

Liar! She lifted her gaze to her neighbor, intending to tell him the truth, but the man
staring back at her, giving a slight shake of his head, wasn’'t her neighbor or the
police. He was Grayson’'s friend Cooper.
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“W hat’ sthat smile for?”

Grayson glanced at Cooper. “Was | smiling?’ He probably was since he'd been
thinking of Harlow. Had she found his note yet? He hadn’t wanted to leave her this
morning, but thistrip to talk to Veronica' s mother was important.

“Have you made contact with Pressley’s driver?’ he asked to change the subject. He
wasn't ready to share where he' d spent the night.

“He plays racquetball a few mornings a week at the club. I’'m going in the morning
and try to get a game with him. Start feeling him out.” Cooper turned the Jag onto
Mrs. Osorio’s street. “Y ou sure about this plan?’

“It's the best one | can come up with to get close to Pressley. It depends on the
driver.” He was working on a plan B should Pressley’s driver have scruples. They
came to a stop, and Grayson opened the door. “Let’s see what the lady hasto say.”

Madeline Osorio was an attractive woman, and even at nine in the morning and not
expecting visitors, she was dressed as if she'd expected company. Grayson estimated
her to be in her early fifties, and even though it didn’t appear that she had a lot of
money based on the sparse furnishings in her small apartment, she was stylishly
dressed in a blue silk blouse and black pants. Her brown hair with blond highlights
was cut short, and her makeup was flawless.

When she’d answered their knock at the door, as soon as they explained that they
were looking into the disappearance of her daughter on behalf of a client, she'd
invited them in. She seemed to welcome their company even though they were



strangers, and she' d insisted on serving them coffee.

Although Mrs. Osorio had reported Veronica missing, she had never been found.
Even though Grayson assumed Veronica had been killed and dumped in the ocean
based on what Harlow had overheard and what she'd seen in Pressley’s safe, he
wouldn’t tell her mother that. Not without definite proof.

Grayson took a sip of coffee, then set it on the coffee table. “Mrs. Osorio—"

“Madeline, please. Do you know where my daughter is?”’

“No, ma am, but we're searching for her and hope you can give us some insight into
her life before she went missing.”

“Why are you searching for her?’

On their drive here, he and Cooper had discussed possible questions Mrs. Osorio
might ask, and that had been one of them. They couldn’t tell her about Harlow. For
one thing, there was client privilege, but even if Harlow gave them permission to do
so, he wouldn’'t. He didn’t want her name floating around as a connection to
Veronica

“Her name came up in another investigation, but I'm sorry, | can’t tell you the reason
at thistime. What | do want you to know is that we're very interested in finding your
daughter. Look at it thisway. Y ou’re getting a skilled team of investigators at no cost
to you.”

Tearswelled in her eyes. “I tried to find her, even hired a private investigator. About
all he was good for was emptying out my small savings account. It was his opinion
that she didn’t want to be found. Asif my girl would just disappear like that knowing
what it would do to me. | told him she wouldn’t do such a thing, but he thought he



knew better.”

“We're very sorry to hear that,” Cooper said. “Would you be willing to give us his
contact information?’

“Yes. And you can tell him that he won't get any references from me.”

Grayson smiled. “We' d be happy to pass on that message.” Along with afew choice
words about taking a client’s life savings and not delivering any results. “Did
Veronica seem excited or depressed or different in some way before she went
missing?’

“Honestly, I’'m not sure. | was still living in Portugal at the time. My husband had
recently died, and | was both grieving and trying to tie things up so | could move
back here. Veronica was going to come and help me, and we were going to fly home
together. She never showed up and stopped answering my calls. | knew something
was wrong then.”

“But not before that?’

“Ever since she's been missing, I've tried to recall anything that might give me a
clue. My husband’s family owned the house we lived in, along with resortsin Lisbon
and Braga, and they’re rich. Benedito loved me, and we were happy together, but his
family never welcomed me because I'm American. They’d wanted him to marry a
nice Portuguese girl. When he died, they were glad to see me leave. I'm telling you
this because at the time, | was dealing with so much that it was hard to see past losing
my beloved husband and my home. If only I’ d paid more attention to Veronica.”

He was disappointed that she wasn’t going to be much help.

“She did buy the tickets for our flight home, and when | told her she didn’t have to do



that, that | had a little money saved, she said she had a big payday coming. Veronica
was a Realtor, and | assumed she was expecting a good commission on something
she’'d sold.”

They needed to talk to Veronica' s employer to verify that. He doubted that was what
Veronica was referring to. Based on the timeline, it fit with her expecting to get
blackmail money from Pressley.

Cooper turned one of his I'm-your-friend smiles on Madeline. “Who did your
daughter work for?’

They aready knew that, but Cooper was easing her toward the more difficult
guestions. Grayson sat back and let Cooper charm the woman. He tuned them out for
a few minutes while he thought about their next steps. The plan he’'d decided on
would be risky, but it was the best one he could think of to get close to Pressley.
“Was she seeing anyone?’ Cooper asked.

The question caught his attention, and he turned back to the conversation.

Madeline nodded. “She was, but she never told me his name. She did say he was
married but was getting a divorce. That was maybe four or five months before she
went missing. | didn’t like that she was seeing a man who was still married, even if
he was getting adivorce, and | told her so. She didn’t want to hear it.”

It had to be Pressley she was referring to.

“In her diary, sherefersto himasA.”

“Diary?’ Could they be so lucky as to have it all spelled out in Veronica’'s own
words? Maybe thiswasn’t a wasted trip after al.



“Yes. | had to sell her condo after she disappeared. | couldn't make the mortgage
payments, and instead of letting the bank take it, | sold it. | didn’'t spend any of the
money from the sale,” she was quick to assure them. “It's all in a bank account
waiting for her, and | put all her things except for the diary in storage.”

He didn't like that she felt guilty for being forced to do something she didn’t want to.
“You did the right thing, Madeline. Veronica s lucky to have you looking out for her.
Do you still have her diary?’ He wanted his hands on it.

“Yes. Do you want to read it?’

Did he ever. “Do you have it here?’

“Yes, I'll get it.”

When she disappeared down the hallway, he gave Cooper a thumbs-up. “We may
have hit pay dirt.”

“Let’ s hope.”

“Seeif you can use that Cooper charm of yoursto get her to let us borrow the diary.”
Cooper grinned. “I’'m on it.”

Madeline returned a few minutes later, holding a dark red leather-bound journal. She
sat back down and trailed her hand over the book, caressing it. She lifted her gaze to
Grayson. “I’m going to let you read it in the hope that there’s something in here that

will help you find her.”

Had she even considered that Veronica might no longer be of this earth? He took the
journal when she handed it to him. He opened it and fanned the pages. It wasfilled in



amost to the last page. It would take awhileto read it al.

“Madeline,” Cooper said, his voice gentle. “We' re going to do everything possible to
get you answers, and | hope you're right, that something in there will lead us in the
right direction. Would you allow us to borrow it? Y ou have our word that we'll return
it to you. I'll give you my personal cell phone number, and you can call me at any
timeif you have questions, or even if you just need to talk.”

“That’s very kind of you.” She shifted her gaze to the journal. “A part of me wants to
not let it out of my sight. If she comes home before you return it, she'll be furious that
| let you read it.” Tears filled her eyes. “I’'m trying not to let myself think it, but I'm
not sure she's ever going to come back to me. I’m going to trust you boys and let you
takeit.”

Cooper stood. “I think you need a hug. Come here.” She didn’t hesitate, and Cooper
wrapped his arms around her. “Thank you for trusting us.” He stepped back. “We'll
have it back to you in afew days, | promise.”

Only Cooper could walk into a stranger’ s house and have her accepting a comfort hug
within an hour. After a few more questions, and after promising to keep Madeline
informed as to what they learned, they took their leave.

“1 hate that she hopes her daughter is alive and that we'll find her when it’s likely that
Veronica s dead,” Cooper said as they drove away.

“I don't like it either.” He needed to get in that safe. Then hopefully, Madeline would
get closure. Although he'd read the diary from beginning to end when he got home,
while Cooper drove them back to Myrtle Beach, Grayson skimmed through it.

The first half seemed to be Veronica writing about normal days, nothing about
Pressley. She wrote about some dates she had with various men, nothing unusual for



ayoung, single woman. If she was intimate with any of them, she didn’t share that in
her diary.

Around six months before she disappeared, things got interesting. “Listen to this. ‘I
met a man tonight at Corks and Cocktails, and there was an instant connection. We
clicked in away that’s never happened with me before. A told me he wants to see me
but that he's in the middle of a nasty divorce. He said his wife's a bitch and out to
take everything he has so we have to keep our relationship a secret until the divorceis
final.”

“No doubt in my mind, A isfor Anthony,” Cooper said.

“Has to be.” He skipped farther ahead. It burned that Pressley painted a false picture
of Harlow. He read the page he' d stopped on. “Get this. Harlow and Veronica met.”

“That had to be awkward.”

“Not for Harlow. She didn’'t know who Veronica was.” He read the page to Cooper.
“‘I met A’s wife tonight at the Annual Christmas Ball. | saw her come in with A
when they arrived, and she wasn't at all what | expected. She was dressed like some
kind of cult member with her old-fashioned clothes, her hair in a bun and no makeup.
Weird. Not at all the kind of woman A would choose.”

“Why would she dresslike that?’

“That’s right, you never saw her when she first came to us for help. She was hiding
herself, but that’s neither here nor there right now. There’'s more. ‘We found
ourselvesin the ladies' room at the same time. Of course, she didn’t know who | was.
She was really nice and kind of shy. She asked me if | was enjoying myself, and |
wondered what she’'d think if she knew A had arranged for me to get an invite to the
ball. The plan for later was that he'd send her home with his driver, and he’'d come



home with me. For the first time since meeting A, | felt alittle guilty. And what about
her supposedly being abitch? | just didn’t seeit.’”

Cooper shook his head. “The man’s areal piece of work.”

“Yes, heis. And he's going to get his due.” He skimmed ahead some more, stopping
when he came to a passage of Veronica writing about having sex with Pressley.
Grayson closed the book. He wasn't ready for that. Besides, he wanted to start from
the beginning and read it through.

“You going to tell Harlow about the diary and what’sin it?’

“| don’t know.” Did she need to hear the sordid details of her ex-husband’s affair?
Would she even want to?

They were a few miles from Grayson's house when Cooper’s phone dinged. He
darted a glance at the screen. “That’s a man in Charlotte | have looking for George
Pickens.” He handed Grayson the phone. “Put it on speaker.”

Grayson did, then held up the phone toward Cooper.

“Mike,” Cooper said, “I’m with my partner Grayson Montana and you’ re on speaker.
Y ou got something for us on Pickens?’

“Yeah, and it’s not what you’ re going to want to hear. He was killed three years ago.”
“Damn,” Grayson said. “The police know who did it?’
“No, the case has gone cold. He was shot at close range, and the police have the

bullet, but no leads. They haven't been able to find anyone who held a grudge, and it
doesn’'t appear to be a robbery as nothing was taken from his home. Not that he



apparently had much to take.”

Grayson would bet his beach home that he knew who killed a defenseless elderly
man...or more like had him killed. He doubted Pressley did any of the dirty work
himself.

I’m coming for you, Anthony Pressley.

Grayson set Veronica's diary on the kitchen island when he got home. Thinking he
was going to need a stiff drink while he read it, he decided to check his emails and
messages first. There were afew from his dealerships general managers, and he dealt
with those easily enough. Fortunately, his father had had good people in place, and
Grayson rarely had to do much more than agree with the solutions they’d aready
come up with to any problems.

He deleted a few spam emails, then came to one from Harlow. When he saw what it
was, he was impressed with how detailed it was. Everything he' d asked for was there:
Pressley’s normal routine, a list of the people close to him—including things she
knew about them—a detailed layout of his house and the code to the safe. He'd call
her tonight to thank her for doing such agreat job.

Once the emails and messages were dealt with, he intended to get the diary and start
on it, but the ocean caught his attention, and he veered to the glass doors. The waves
were up today, and since it was too early to start drinking—which he intended to do
when reading the journal—he went surfing instead.

Two hours later, he returned to the house, showered, then poured a half glass of
whiskey. He'd only read a few pages when his phone aerted. The video from the
Ring camera appeared on the screen, and his blood froze. Harlow opened her door



and Pressley stood there. She said something as she tried to get around him. He
grabbed her arm, pulling her into the apartment, sslamming the door behind them. As
he dragged her by the arm, they disappeared from view.

Why would she open the door to him? What had she said, and why had she tried to
see around Pressley? They should have installed a camera that also recorded sound.
Grayson called Cooper.

“1 need you to go to Harlow ASAP. Pressley just pushed his way into her apartment.”
“I’m on the way.”

“How long?’

“Five minutes. Who should | be?’

Good question. “Play it by ear. I'm leaving now, but it'll take a good hour to get
there.” He would' ve sent Liam, too, but it was possible Pressley had seen him around
the country club.

“I’ll stay with her until you arrive.”

Why in God' s name had she opened the door to Pressley?
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O h, God. Anthony was going to rape her. Would have if not for Cooper showing up.
Cooper held his hand out and she took it, letting him pull her up from the floor. She
didn’t resist when he tucked her next to him. Even though she was safe now, her body
wouldn’t stop trembling. The only thing keeping her on her feet was the support of
his arm around her waist.

“You need to go,” Cooper said to Anthony.

Anthony glared at him. “My wife and | were having a little disagreement that doesn’t
concern you.”

“Sounded like more than alittle one to me.” Cooper lifted his brows as he glanced at
her. “Didn’t know you were married.”

“I'm not.” She willed her body to calm down, not to show Anthony how badly he'd
unnerved her. She didn’t want to, but she forced her eyes to meet his. “Unless you
want me to call the police, you need to leave.” She should call the police anyway, but
what good would it do? Nothing would come of it other than making Anthony
angrier.

“You need to listen to the lady and go,” Cooper said.

“And you need to mind your own damn business. You don’'t want to be on my bad
side.”

Cooper laughed. “Y ou' re funny, dude.”



Then at the blink of an eye, Cooper morphed into a man she would be afraid of if she
didn’t know him and know he was here for her.

His eyes went cold and deadly as he leaned toward Anthony. “I’m done with messing
with you.” He put his hand behind Anthony’s neck, did something that brought a

gurgling sound out of him and marched her ex out the door.

As soon as Anthony was in the hallway, Cooper closed and locked the door. “There.”
He grinned. “Took the trash out.”

“Thank you.” But now that Anthony was gone, how close she came to being raped hit
her. Shetried to hide her shaking hands, but apparently, Cooper was observant.

“Hey, you're safe now. You're lip’s bleeding. What did he do to you?’

She shook her head. “I want Grayson.” She could tell him what had almost happened.

“He' son the way. Why don’t you sit. I’ll stay until he gets here.”

“Okay.” She managed to walk to the sofa without deciding the floor was a good place
to land. Again. “Thank you, Cooper. How did you know to come here?’

“Grayson called. He saw it on the Ring camera.”

“1 forgot about that. Well, thank you for putting that in. If you hadn’t...” She couldn’t
go there. She’d never thought Anthony would physicaly hurt her, not the way he
almost had. That he'd used their son to get her to open the door was despicable. She

had to get Tyler away from him.

“Can | make you acup of tea? Maybe you' d like something stronger?’



“Teawould be lovely. | can makeit.”

“l got it.”

“Just fill a cup with water and stick it in the microwave for two minutes. Tea bags are
in the cabinet to the left of the sink. A chamomile would be nice.”

His phone rang as he headed for the kitchen. He pulled it out of a pocket, looked at
the screen, then returned to her. “It's Grayson. Why don’'t you talk to him while |
make your tea.”

She took the phone. “Grayson?’

“Hey. Are you okay?’

“Yes...no, not really. Cooper said you’ re on the way here?’

“I"'m a half hour out. Pressley’ s gone?’

“Yes, thanks to Cooper. I...” She didn’t know what she wanted to say. Only that she
needed him.

“We'll talk when | get there.”

“Okay.” Just hearing his voice camed her, and she didn’t want to hang up. But she
was being silly. Anthony was gone, and nothing had happened. Other than her ex-
husband scaring her to death. Cooper brought her the cup of tea, and she handed him
back his phone.

“Your lip's still bleeding.” He held out a wet paper towel. “Gray’s going to go
ballistic if he sees blood on you.”



Was it wrong to like the idea of Grayson going ballistic on her behalf? She took the
wadded-up paper towel and put it on her lip. It was cold from the water and soothed
the stinging from Anthony’ s bite.

Einstein peeked around the corner from the hallway. For once, he was silent. “Come
here, sweet boy. The bad man’s gone.” Was he hurt? He studied Cooper for a

moment and apparently decided he wasn’t a bad man and ran to her.

“Last time | saw him, he was talking my ear off.” Cooper settled in the chair across
from her.

“He's confused. He's never met a bad man before.” She ran her hands over him,
checking for any swelling. “Maybe | should take him to the vet.”

“Did something happen to him?”’

“He tried to be a hero and attacked Anthony. Anthony threw him against the wall.”
“Just another reason your ex needs to be taught alesson.”

“One of many.” Einstein hadn’t flinched or made a sound when she'd pressed her
fingers against him, and she hoped that meant he was okay. He made a tiny chirping

noise, then curled up on her lap and went to sleep.

“Gray told me that you’'re designing us a new website. We need one. | slapped up
something, but it’s not great.”

“It's not bad, but | can do better.” It seemed as if he understood she needed a break
from thinking about Anthony and what had amost happened. “Want to see what |
have so far?’



“I’ll wait until you' re finished and be impressed al at once.”

“Give me a few days, and I'll have it ready for you guys to see.” There was
something really sweet about Cooper, and she wondered if he had awife or girlfriend.
He wasn’'t wearing a wedding ring, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. He was
going to be agreat husband or boyfriend to some lucky woman.

A ding sounded from Cooper’s watch, and he glanced at it. “Your man is here, so I'll
take myself off.”

“Thank you for—"

“No thanks necessary.” He shook afinger at her. “No more opening your door to that
scuzzbag.”

“Good word for him.”

“1 have more, but they’ re not as nice as that one.”

She chuckled, surprised that she could find something amusing after what had almost
happened.

After looking through the peephole, Cooper opened the door. He and Grayson talked
for a minute, their voices too low to hear. As he spoke with Cooper, his gaze dlid to
her, and he winked. And whoa, her stomach had more butterflies fluttering their
wings than she had room for. Like thousands. Millions maybe.

She didn’t know what to do with the happiness his being here gave her. Wasit a good
thing or not? But she needed to remember that being with him was only a temporary
thing. That meant she had to guard her heart. Keep it tucked away where it wouldn’t
be vulnerable. Her time with Grayson was ssimply something she was selfishly taking



for herself while she had the freedom to do so.

Cooper gave her asmile, and then |eft.

The door closed behind Cooper, and silence fell between her and Grayson as they
stared at each other. Cooper must have told him what little he knew about Anthony
being here. There was fury in Grayson’'s eyes, and if she were the enemy, she’'d be
looking for an escape exit because the man standing in her foyer looked lethal.

She should be afraid of a man who by all appearances would be deadly to anyone
who got in his way, but she wasn’t. Not at all. This man would offer his body to
protect hers, and as cliché as it sounded, she knew in her heart that he would take a
bullet for her. That truth hit her with a force that took her breath away. There had
never been anyone in her life—including her mother, who'd often neglected the
needs of her daughter to march for her latest cause—who made her feel as safe and
secure as he did.

“Hey,” he said as he came to her, his gaze never wavering from hers as the eyes that
only seconds ago had been hard and filled with rage changed, the hardness in them
turning soft, the cold in them turning warm.

She lifted Einstein and set him on the floor. She didn’'t want anything between her
and Grayson. Of course, Einstein found his voice and let her know his feelings about
being dumped, but whatever.

“Hi,” she whispered when he stopped in front of her. When he dropped to a knee, she
gasped. “Uh...” He s not about to propose, silly girl. Right, she wasn’t going to have
to refuse an offer of marriage. She was still unsettled by what had almost happened
before Grayson arrived, and obviously, her brain wasn’t working so great.

“Uh,” she said again, proving that she really was a silly girl when Grayson was on a



knee in front of her because out of nowhere, an image of him actualy proposing
flashed through her mind. That wasn’t what unsettled her, it was hearing herself say
yes that flustered her.

A grinlit hisface. “Einstein steal your words?’

He had no clue.
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G rayson’s grin turned to a scowl when he saw the drop of blood on her mouth. He
touched his finger to her swollen lip. “Did he do this?” She nodded, and he fiercely
regretted that the man wasn’t still here when he'd arrived. Although, it was probably
for the best because he' d likely be in handcuffs and on hisway to jail.

“He bit me,” she said, her voice trembling.

Not wanting to scare her with hisrage, he took a deep breath to calm down. “Why did
you open the door to him?’ That question had been bugging him. He moved to sit
next to her and wrapped his hand around hers. “Start from the beginning and tell me
everything.”

“1 had no intention of opening the door, but then | heard Tyler's voice, and when |
looked through the peephole, there was my boy. Then | was angry that the woman I'd
caught kissing Anthony was holding him. | didn’t even think about it. Tyler was on
the other side, and | had to get to him. But by the time | got the door opened, Tyler
was gone. It was just Anthony in the hallway.”

The bastard had used their son to trick her. What kind of man used his child like that?

“He wants me back because he's going to run for mayor, and I'm good for his
image.”

“Going to be hard for him to run for mayor from prison.” The goal of this mission
had started as a ssimple one. Help her get her son back. That goal had changed. Now
he intended to see Pressley behind bars.



“All he had to do was agree to a reasonable custody arrangement, and | would have
been happy.”

“But he didn’t, although in the end, he's going to wish he had. What happened after
he got inside?” When she got to the part where Pressley was dragging her to her
bedroom, intending to rape her, he shot up, unable to remain still. What if they hadn’t
installed the Ring camera? What if Cooper hadn’t been close enough to arrive in time
to stop Pressley’ s assault?

“Grayson?’

He stopped his pacing and faced her. “What?’ After hearing her story, he wouldn’t
have cared if he'd landed in jail if it meant teaching that man a lesson for biting her,
for throwing Einstein against the wall, and he could barely bring himself to think
about her almost being raped.

“I’m okay.”

WEell, he wasn't. Not even close. He'd been on missions that had gone south in the
worst of ways, and he'd kept his calm. He'd been shot at so many times he'd lost
count, and he’'d kept his cam. He'd sweated off pounds in desert temperatures that
threatened to give him heatstroke, and he'd kept his calm. He' d barely avoided dying
from hypothermia when the thermometer dropped below zero and his SEAL team
was hunkered down in the middle of nowhere, and he’ d kept his calm.

Y et, standing here in her living room where no one was shooting at him and there
was no chance of the weather killing him, he was not calm. But he had to be...for her.
He took a deep breath and crushed the rage burning inside him.

The plan was going to be set in motion this week if Cooper could get Pressley’s
driver onboard, and Grayson was counting on that happening. He returned to the sofa.



Once he stepped into the role of driver, it would be risky for him to be seen coming
or going to her apartment. He could have the rest of the day and tonight with her
before he became Richie Kaplan, first cousin to Pressley’ sdriver.

“Come here.” He sat back and lifted her over his lap. The soft smile she gave him as
she straddled his legs stirred something deep inside him.

She trailed her fingers over his cheek. “I’ve never seen you with scruff before. It's
kind of sexy.”

“Maybe I'll keep it, then.” He preferred to be clean-shaven, but he was growing the
beard to help disguise his face since Pressley’ s man had seen him.

“Can you stay awhile? Maybe take thisto my bedroom?’

“Areyou sure...after what just happened?’ She was just attacked, her lip was cut, and
the last thing he wanted was to take her to a place she wasn't ready for.

“1 need you to hold me. | feel safe with you.” She pressed her forehead against his.
“Please.”

There she went, taking another piece of his heart. He stood with her legs wrapped
around his hips and carried her to the bedroom.

Einstein, chattering away like a magpie, was close on his heels, and Grayson kicked

the door closed before he could follow them in. Sorry, buddy, but you're not invited
to this party.

“Kitten, wake up.” He chuckled when she buried her face in her pillow. They'd



talked late into the night, shared childhood stories and played twenty questions. She'd
had her first kiss at fifteen, her favorite color was yellow be cause it was cheerful, her
favorite food was cheese and her dream was to take Tyler on a safari when he was
older.

He'd answered the same questions, and she now knew more about him than any
woman he'd ever been with. He couldn’t explain why she was different or why the
chemistry between them was off the charts. But the reason didn’t matter.

In the early morning hours, they’d made love. Every minute spent with her, every
touch, every word shared between them only reinforced the growing feeling that she
could be the one . He hadn’'t been looking for her but now that he'd found her, he

wanted to keep her.

He' d never been so motivated to successfully complete a mission, but he' d never had
areward as great as Harlow waiting at the finish line.

“Harlow.” He leaned down and kissed her. “1 need you to wake up.”

“Hmm?’ She blinked sleepy eyes at him. “What timeisit?’

“Early. | need to go, but | want to talk to you a minute.”

She pushed up and leaned back against the headboard, keeping the sheet pulled up
over her chest. He wanted nothing more than to pull the sheet down and worship her
body all day long.

Her gaze slid over him. “Why are you dressed?’

“Because | have to go.” He'd considered not telling her what he had planned, but he
didn’t want any secrets between them. And she had a right to know. “Unless it’s an



emergency, | can’'t see you again until we have the proof of what Pressley did and
he’ sin handcuffs.”

“Oh. Okay. | guessyou'll be too busy?’
The disappointment in her eyes twisted him up inside. “I’ll never be too busy for you.
What I’'m going to tell you, you can’t repeat to anyone, not even Einstein because that
boy can’'t keep a secret to save hislife.”

She chuckled, which was his goal. “True, but tell them what?”’

“I'm going undercover, and we can't have your ex find out that there's any
connection between us.”

“Undercover? Like going to work for Anthony?”’

13 Y$.11

“That’s too dangerous, Grayson. If Anthony even suspects you of spying on him...”
She shuddered.

“Hey, I'll be fine. | just need to know you're safe until thisis over. Cooper and Liam
will be watching over you, and you have their numbers. No matter how minor, if
anything happens, you call one of them. Promise you will.”

“l can't call you?’
“No. | can't take the chance of Pressley getting a hold of my personal phone, so |

won't have it on me. I'll be using a burner that will be set up to look like my personal
phone.”



“Thisisal so—"

“James Bondish?’

“l was going for scary . Don’'t ask me not to worry about you, because that | can’t
promise.”

“Everything's going to be fine.” He glanced out the window. The sky was turning
gray, and the sun would be up soon. “I need to go.”

“Please, be careful.”

“1 aways am. Come here.” He held out hisarms. “| need a kiss to hold me over until
| see you again.” She leaned toward him, and he cradled her cheeks with his hands
and lowered his mouth to hers, careful to gently kiss her because of her sore lip. She
sighed against his mouth, and he was tempted to crawl back into bed with her, but he
had along list of thingsto do to put the operation in motion.

When he finally broke away, they were both breathing hard. He smiled as he brushed
his thumb over her bottom lip, damp from their kiss. “I love this ook on you. Y our
sultry eyes and flushed cheeks.”

“Sultry, huh?’

“Oh, yeah.” He gave her a quick kiss before standing. “ Take care, kitten.”

“Bye.” She waved her fingers at him.

He forced a smile he didn’t feel as he walked away from her. In the back of his mind

lived a fear that once this was over and her son returned to her, she wouldn’'t want
him back in her life. But from this point on, he had to stay focused on the mission, so



he slammed a door on that fear.

Outside her apartment, he blended into the shadows. He'd texted Liam when getting
dressed, telling him to come and scout the parking lot to make sure Pressley or one of
his minions wasn’'t hanging around. That he had to be so secretive at seeing her
chafed. She was a single woman, entitled to have him spend the night with her if that
was what she wanted.

Liam texted back as Grayson stepped outside. All clear .

He typed another message. Meet me at that diner outside of town. Mel’s?

Y ep. Seeyathere.

Next, he texted Cooper to meet them at the diner. Liam was already seated at a booth
in the back when Grayson arrived. “Cooper will be herein afew.”

“l guess we' re getting close to go time?”’

“Hopefully thisweek. It all depends on Pressley’ s driver and if he's bribable.”

“Since he works for aman like Pressley, I’d say it's agood chance heis.”

“Let’shope.” Plan B was to break into Pressley’ s house, but he wasn’t keen on doing
that. It was too risky.

The server, a woman who looked to be in her sixties, came to their table. “Morning,
boys. I'm Ria. What can | get y’all?’

“There' s one more joining us in a few,” Grayson said. “We'll start with coffee and
order when our friend arrives.”



“You got it, sugar.” She left them with menus and returned a minute later with a
coffeepot.

Cooper arrived as Ria was filling the cups, and he dlid into the booth next to Liam.
He flashed her asmile. “Morning...” His gaze landed on her name tag. “Ria. How are
you this fine day?’

Ria seemed startled for a moment, then an ear-to-ear smile appeared. “Much better
now that you handsome boys showed up.”

She probably didn’t get asked often how she was, and not for the first time, Grayson
was amused by how Cooper could draw out a smile from anyone...man, woman or
child.

“Y'al ready to order?’ she said once their coffee cups were filled.

After they ordered and were aone, Grayson said, “Considering what Pressley pulled
yesterday and what he would have done if you—" he glanced at Cooper “—hadn’t
arrived in time to stop him, it’s go time. Y ou need to get his driver onboard.”

“1 did a deep dive into him, and he's got a sick wife and some big medical bills. Not
that | wish anyone to be sick, but that should work in our favor,” Cooper said. “How

much are we going to offer him to disappear for aweek or so?’

“Whatever it takes.” And he meant that literally. He'd pay however much it took to
make sure Harlow was safe. “Let’s start with a hundred thou, see if he bites.”

Cooper’s eyes widened as he sat back in the booth. “I doubt it will take that much. |
was thinking ten or twenty thousand.”

“1 don’t want to get in a drawn-out negotiation over his price. If he accepts the offer,



he'll feel more indebted than he would the lesser amount. Less likely to betray us.
Besides, he's going to be out of a job when we take down Pressley, and with a sick
wife, I'd fedl better if he had some money in the bank.” He' d barely notice the trifling
dent in his bank account.

“And if the hundred’ s not enough?’

“Everyone has a price. Find out what hisisand agreetoit.”

Ria returned with plates stacked up her arms, and as she sorted them out, Cooper
chatted with her. By the time they each had the right breakfast, he'd learned that
Ria's husband was a long-haul truck driver, and that they had seven grown children
and fifteen grandchildren.

Liam laughed as he bumped Cooper’s shoulder after Ria left. “Man, you can charm
the birds out of the trees. | need to take lessons. That skill could come in handy with
the ladies.”

“Like you have a problem charming ladies,” Grayson said. “Y ou do that Irish accent,
and a woman goes all soft and buttery.” It was true. Liam didn’t normally speak with
an accent, but he had a perfect one that Grayson had witnessed him do on more than
one occasion. Women loved it.

“Buttery?’ Liamrolled his eyes. “I don’t even know what that means.”

Cooper pointed his fork at Liam. “It means when you go all Irish on a woman, she
meltsinto a puddle at your feet.”

“Aye, sure, 'tisagrand gift, itis.”

Ria walked up with a coffeepot just as Liam spoke, and her gaze locked on him.



“Sugar, I'll leave my husband if you promise to talk like that to me.”

Liam winked at her. “Well, now, Ria, luv, ye know | can’t go breakin’ up a happy
home. But I'll be happy to bless yer ears with me Irish charm anytime ye fancy.”

“Buttery,” Cooper muttered.

Grayson chuckled as he scooped up a forkful of hash browns. After Ria snapped out
of her Liam trance and refilled their coffee cups, she left to refresh another
customer’s coffee. “1 have things to do today, so let’s get back to business. Coop, I'm
counting on you to get Pressley’ s driver onboard. | want to take his place ASAP.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Also, can you pay a visit to Veronica's real estate office sometime today? See if
there’s anything to learn? Specificaly, 1'd like to know if anyone there knew she was
seeing Pressley.”

11 Car] do.”

“Want to know about my date with Alisha Austin?’ Liam said.

“ She have anything useful to say about Pressley?’

“Nothing big, but she didn’t hesitate to badmouth him. He told her he loved her and
made her all kinds of promises. By the time his divorce was final, he'd lost interest in
her and moved on to his next conquest. She did find out later that he was seeing

Veronica at the same time as her. She' s really pissed about that.”

“Can’t say | blame her.” Grayson pushed his empty plate aside. “ Anything else?’



“Only that when she heard Veronica was missing, she immediately thought that
Pressley had something to do with that. She told me about several times he got
physical with her. Nothing serious, just yelled at her or grabbed her arm when she
displeased him, and once, he pushed her.”

“Basically, she confirmed what we already know.” He grabbed the bill Rialeft on the
table, glanced at it, then pulled a hundred-dollar bill out of his wallet. “Tell Ria we
don’'t need change,” he said, diding it across the table. “I’ve got a Pl to see this
morning.” The man wasn’t going to enjoy hisvisit.
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H arlow sept a few more hours after Grayson left. When she did drag herself out of
bed, she padded to the kitchen for a much-needed cup of coffee. As soon as he
realized where she was going, Einstein spoke to her in his I’ m-dying-of-hunger-here-
so-feed-me-right-now voice.

“Patience, buddy.” She felt off this morning. Tired from being up half the night
making love with Grayson, yes, but that wasn't it. She kept hearing Tyler say
“Mama’ in her mind. It was the only word she’d heard him speak since she moved
out of Anthony’s house, and her heart was breaking. “I miss him so much,” she told
Einstein.

Tears burned her eyes. No, she wasn't going to fall apart. She had work to do, and
she had to get ready for Lena s visit. She didn’t want to spoil her time with Lena by
being depressed, so she needed to find her cheer.

Although she did have work she needed to accomplish today, she decided to plan the
meals for when Lena was here. Meal planning and cooking was something she
enjoyed. Anthony had a chef, so she’d never been allowed in the kitchen, and now,
she only cooked for herself. Not much fun in that.

Since Lena and she had been friends forever, Harlow knew what she liked and didn’t
like. It didn’t take long to plan a menu, and after dressing, she grabbed her purse and
car keys. Her mood was improving, thankfully. As she reached to open the door, she
stilled. What if Anthony was out there? She stuck her eye to the peephole. He wasn'’t
in the hallway. Okay, it was safe. But what if he was in the parking lot? She fished in
her purse for her phone and set it ready to record.



She wouldn’t at all have been surprised to see Anthony waiting to accost her, but she
was surprised when she reached the sidewalk to see his father walking toward her.
She almost turned around and raced back to the safety of her apartment. Arthur had
always intimidated her, and he was the last person in the world she wanted to see. But
no, she wasn't going to give him the satisfaction of cowering. Keeping her gaze on
her car, she hit Record on the phone.

When she attempted to walk past him, he stepped in front of her, forcing her to stop.
There had been a time when he had as much control over her as Anthony, but that
time was no more.

“1 have nothing to say to you, Arthur. Good day.” She moved to her left to walk
around him.

He blocked her again. “Well, | have much to say to you. Why don’t we go up to your
apartment so we can talk?’

“No.” Like hell she’'d invite him into her home.

“Fine, we'll just have our chat here for the world to see.”

She laughed, which by the thinning of his lips he didn’t appreciate. “ The world is not
watching you and |, so get over yourself. Again, good day.” And again, he kept her

from walking around him.

“It’s time for you to do your duty as a wife and mother, Harlow. Y ou need to return
home. Anthony needs you.”

“Wow, one would think you and your son are living in the Middle Ages where men
wrongfully had the power to tell women what to do.” She leaned her face close to his.
“Well, screw you. I’m never returning to your son and that house of misery. And I'm



not ever going to stand by Anthony’s side and smile and talk about what a great
mayor he'll make. Like | could even say that with a straight face.”

“You will if you ever want to see that kid again.” He smirked. “1 can make your life
miserable, dear, but I’d prefer to see you back where you belong. You know | don't
have much patience, so don’t take too long to decide.” He marched back to his car.

That kid? That kid was his grandson, but like Anthony, Arthur had no use for
Tyler...at least until he was old enough to be useful. Arthur’ s threat had the opposite
effect than what he'd intended. All he’'d done was fuel her determination to get the
Pressley men out of her and Tyler'slife.

She dropped the phone into her purse, and refusing to let Arthur spoil her day, she
headed to the grocery store where she’d have fun buying the meals she'd planned.
She hadn’t entertained since she’'d moved into her apartment, and she was excited.
Yes, shewas.

The rest of her day was productive, and later that night, as she mindlessly flipped
through TV channels from the comfort of her bed, her thoughts turned to Grayson.
She wanted to tell him about Arthur showing up, and she should probably tell him
Lena was coming for a visit. Something she’ d forgotten to do last night. He'd said he
wouldn’t have his personal phone with him. She could leave a message, though.

She called on the burner, and as expected, the call went to his voice mail. After
leaving a message, asking him to call if he got a chance, she returned to channel

surfing. A while later, she startled when the burner phone chimed.

“Hello,” she said, expecting it to be Cooper or Liam.



“Sorry | missed your call. | wasin the shower.”

Oh, it was Grayson. And he was in the shower? Her mind visualized his hair damp,
drops of water lazily making their way down his chest and him wearing nothing but a
towel around hiswaist. Wow! That was a pretty picture.

“Harlow?’

“Hmm?’

“| asked if you're okay.”

“You did? | mean, I’'m fine. Well, except for Arthur showing up. That’swhy | called.
| thought you should know about that.”

“What did he want?”

Boy, his voice had just gone hard and cold. “To tell me | needed go back to Anthony
or else. I'll send you the recording.”

“Do that now.”

“Hold on a sec.” She managed to send it to him without disconnecting their call. “On
the way to you.”

“Your turn to hold on while | listento it.”
“Okay.” While she waited, she imagined him using that commanding voice on her in

the bedroom, and she fanned her face. He wasn't even in the same room with her, and
he was heating things up.



“He definitely threatened you,” he said, coming back on the line. “I want you to be
very careful. If that happens again, you can’t call me after tonight, but do call Liam or
Cooper.”

“1 didn’t mean to bother you. | just thought you’ d want to know about Arthur.”

“Definitely, and you're never a bother. | didn’t tell you this morning, but last night
was special. | want you to know that.”

“It was special for me, too.”

“Assoon asthisisover, I'd like to take you out on a date.”

“We'll see.” It hurt to think about never seeing him again, but it had to be. Tyler had
to be her sole focus.

“Oh, we'll definitely see. Be careful and aware of your surroundings, okay?’

“1 will. Oh, and before you go, | also wanted to tell you that a girlfriend is coming for
avisit.”

“Areyou sure that’ s a good idearight now?’

“Yes, | haven't seen her for a long time because Anthony isolated me from all my
friends. I'm excited to finally be able to see her again, Grayson, and she knows
what’s going on. She's only going to be here for two days, and we're not leaving the
apartment.”

“Just be careful, okay?’

“I will. I promise. That goes for you, too.”



He' d sounded confident that their date would happen, and she wished he was right.
He wasn't, though, and sadness washed over her. Was she going to walk away from
the best man she'd ever met?

Tyler needed her, but what about her own happiness?
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G rayson ended his conference call with Liam and Cooper. He'd called them first
thing the next morning to tell them about Arthur threatening Harlow and to keep a
close eye on her while he was undercover. The good news, Pressley’s driver hadn’t
hesitated to take the money Cooper had offered. Turned out he hated Pressley and
would' ve quit if hiswife hadn’t been sick, and he needed the job.

Tomorrow morning, Benny Kaplan would introduce Grayson as his cousin to
Pressley. The success of the mission depended on Pressley accepting Grayson as a
temporary stand-in for Benny.

Because Don Delgado, Pressley’s man, had seen him with Harlow at the diner, a
change in appearance was in order. To prepare for that, he'd been growing the beard
from the time he'd come up with the plan to get close to Pressley. But that wasn't
enough, so after getting off the phone with his teammates, he went to the bathroom.

“Here goes nothing,” he said to his reflection, taking a moment to appreciate having
hair. It only took afew minutes to shave his head, and he was pleased with how much
different he looked as a bald man with a beard. He picked up the black-rimmed
eyeglasses with clear glass for lenses and slipped them on. “Perfect.” Delgado would
never recognize him as the man with Harlow.

He removed the glasses and dlid them back into the case. After one more glance in
the mirror at the man he didn’'t recognize anymore, he went shopping. His clothes
were more expensive than what a stand-in driver in need of a job would wear, so a
shopping trip was necessary. Goodwill was his store of choice for what he needed.
An hour later, he was back home with pants and button-down shirts that were in
surprisingly good condition but were obviously not new or expensive. Tonight, he'd



move into the pay-by-the-week apartment Liam had found with the promise that it
wasn't aroach-infested dive.

That done, he opened the weapons safe in his closet. Two guns, three sets of comms
and his favorite knife went into a canvas tote. He grabbed the envelope that had a
burner phone and his fake ID and added them to the tote. The laptop he'd set up to
have a history of porn and sports programs viewed went in the bag. If Pressley got
nosy and sent someone to snoop in the apartment Grayson was renting, al they’d find
was a single guy who liked to watch porn and sports. He took his weapons bag and a
small suitcase downstairs and set them next to the door.

His stomach growled with hunger, so he made a sandwich, grabbed a beer and
Veronica's diary, taking everything out to the deck. While he ate his lunch, he
watched the people enjoying a beautiful day at the beach. The waves weren't up, or
he'd be out there on his surfboard. His thoughts turned to his visit to Madeline
Osorio’s Pl yesterday. He'd gone there before returning home from his night with
Harlow.

Monty Hightower had no business being a Pl. Y oung and inexperienced, a wannabe
cop who'd failed both the physical and the written exam, so he decided that being a
Pl would be fun. When Grayson asked to see his license, he first claimed he didn’t
have it on him. Since Grayson already knew he didn’'t have one, he gave Hightower a
choice. Return Mrs. Osorio’s money or Grayson would report him for practicing
without a license. Hightower was sweating by the time Grayson finished with him,
and he promised he would refund the money. Grayson was going to report him
anyway as soon as Madeline had her money back. It had been a satisfying visit.

Finished with his lunch, he opened Veronica's diary. He'd planned to read it
yesterday, but then Pressley had attacked Harlow, and she’ d needed him... Fine, he'd
admit it, he'd needed to go to her. He started reading from the beginning. It wasn't
until the last thirty or so pages that Pressley entered the picture. For most of those



entries, Veronica gushed over him. He was so handsome. He was so generous. He
was astud in bed. He was along list of perfect in her mind. They were going to have
afuture together as soon as he divorced his wife. Then the tone changed.

At first, it was subtle. He canceled a date. He said he’d call her, then didn’'t. He came
over one night but was irritable. He snapped at her for no reason. And so on. His
shine was fading in her eyes. It reached a point where Veronica grew suspicious,
doubting anything he said to her. Then she overheard a damning conversation.
Grayson reread the passage.

| overheard a conversation between Anthony and Don Delgado. We were at
Anthony’s house, the first time I’ve been there. His wife finaly moved out, so he
brought me home with him. All I could think was that someday soon I'd get to live
here. My God, his house is awesome. | could so see myself as the hostess for the
parties we' d have.

Then Don arrived and he and Anthony went to Anthony’s office. What is it they say?
Curiosity killed the cat? They’d both seemed tense, so curious me eased down the
hall. The door wasn't fully closed, and | could hear them talking.

| think Anthony stole some people’s homes. Don told Anthony he didn’'t have to
worry about Pickens, whoever that is. The other one's name is Etta something.
Apparently, she's been complaining for a few years now to anyone who'd listen that
the tax office cheated her out of her home. Don’s afraid she’s going to find someone
who'll believe her, and he wants to scare her into shutting up, but Anthony said no
one listensto a crazy old woman.

Anthony has to be behind this, otherwise why would Don be worried and talking to
Anthony about it? | don’'t know. Maybe my imagination’s working overtime.
Anthony wouldn’t steal someone home, would he?



“Yes, he would,” Grayson said. It was good evidence that both Pickens's and Miss
Etta's names were included in the journal. The next few entries were back to her
talking about Pressley and how much she loved him and looked forward to a future
with him. She'd apparently decided that it was her imagination and had dismissed
what she’d overheard. A few weeks passed, and he skimmed over the pages detailing
their dates and sex life. Then...

Anthony broke up with me tonight. Who does he think he is? He made promises, told
me he loved me, said we'd be married as soon as his divorce was final. If he thinks
I’ll go away quietly, he'sin for asurprise.

If only she had gone away quietly, she wouldn’t be missing, and a stranger wouldn’t
be reading her diary. There was afive-day gap between that entry and the next one.

Anthony refuses to see me, and I'm so angry. He used me then threw me away. Well,
that doesn’t work for me. | wrote him a letter telling him | knew what he'd done to
that poor Etta woman and the Pickens man, and unless he wanted me to tell the
police, he'd pay me a million dollars. He owes me that for being a lying, cheating
bastard. Y eah, | found out he cheated on me and he needs to pay.

Grayson took a break from reading for a few minutes and let the view of the ocean
and the sound of the waves hitting shore ease his mind from thoughts of a woman
scorned who he was 99 percent sure was dead. So foolish to think that a man like
Pressley would just shrug and hand over a million dollars. He shook his head as he
picked up the diary again. The next entry skipped ahead by three days.

Anthony called. He said he'd pay me half what | asked for, and | could take it or
leave it. He wanted to make sure that | understood I’'d never get another cent out of
him. | could push for the full million, but honestly, | just want to be done with him.
Even if he wanted me back now, I'm not interested. I'm so over him.



I’m meeting him at midnight behind the bowling aley. | asked him why he couldn’t
just mail me a check, and he laughed. “Are you really that stupid?’ he said. “You
think 1’1l agree to having a paper trail that | paid you off?’

Guess he has a point. The thing is, Anthony scares me now. His voice was so mean
and cold, not that of the Anthony who'd wooed me into his bed. There's a voice in
my head saying | shouldn’t go. That it's a very bad idea. But | want my money, soO
I’m going. I'll just be aert and careful.

That was it, her last entry. Grayson closed the journal. Foolish, foolish woman. He
called Cooper.

“Yo0,” Cooper said on answering.

“Did you go by Veronica sreal estate office?’

“Just left there and was about to call you. Veronica wasn't working on a big deal
before she disappeared. No one there really knows anything about why she went
missing. One woman who was apparently a work friend said that Veronica had a
secret boyfriend, and she thinks they ran away together. | asked her why she thinks
that, and she said because Veronica had told her the boyfriend was married but his
wife wouldn’t give him adivorce, so they went to Canada.”

“Canada?’
“Yeah, | asked that, too, and she said that was where she'd go if she ever ran away.

Basically, not much help. None of them have entertained the thought that Veronica's
dead.”

“l didn't expect they’d know much, but it was worth a try. | finished reading
Veronica's diary. She did try to blackmail him. He told her to meet him behind the



bowling alley at midnight and he’ d give her the money.”

“And she didn’t think that was a bad idea?’

“She did think it was but went anyway. | need you to see if there are any cameras in
that area.” He gave Cooper the date recorded in the diary of the meet. “I’m guessing
Pressley would make sure there weren’t any when he picked the location, but maybe

we'll get lucky.”

“We can hope, but most companies don’t save their recordings that long. Anything
else?

“Not right now. I’'m about to head to Faberville.”

“What if that dude who saw you at the diner recognizes you?’

“Stand by a sec.” He jogged inside, put on the fake eyeglasses, took a selfie and sent
it to Cooper.

“Who' sthat?’

Grayson laughed. “Y ou don’t recognize him?’

“Should 1? Wait, is that you?”’

11 leﬂ

“1 would’ ve walked right by you on the street.”

“That was the goal. I'm heading to the dealership shortly to pick up a used car. We
still on tonight?” Cooper was bringing Pressley’ s driver by to go over the plan.



“We'll be at your new digs around nine.”

“Great. See you then.”

* % %

The apartment was better than Grayson expected. It was small and had the barest of
furniture: aworn leather sofa, a small dining table with two chairs and a full-size bed.
He was going to miss his king, and he should have thought to bring his pillow. The
two on the bed weren’t going to cut it. And sheets. He was not going to sleep on a
bare mattress.

He dropped the bag with his clothes and toiletries on the bed, then dlid the bag with
his weapons deep underneath. A trip to find sheets and decent pillows was in order.
Also, he'd swing by the grocery store... Was there a coffee maker in the kitchen? He
checked, and no, there wasn't. Nor were there any dishes or silverware. And he
needed atowel. If he left now, he’ d have time to get the things he needed and be back
before his meeting at nine.

Although he was tempted to stop by Harlow’s and show her his new appearance, it
wasn’'t agood idea. If he went to her apartment, he'd want to stay.
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H arlow needed to make one more trip to the grocery store before Lena arrived
tomorrow, but she didn’t want to risk another confrontation with Anthony or Arthur
when she was alone, so she called for an Uber. It was a relief that neither Anthony
nor Arthur was waiting to accost her.

She wouldn’t be long and asked the driver to wait. Since she didn’t need to get much,
she grabbed a small cart. Fruit, tomatoes and romaine lettuce were first on her list, so
she steered the cart to the produce department. Fresh bread was next, and she added a
loaf of French and one of sourdough to the cart. Last was the makings for sundaes.
She' d already bought the ice cream but thought it would be fun to make sundaes.

As she pushed the cart around the corner to the chocolate syrup aisle, she collided
with another cart. “Oh, I’'m sorry. | wasn't 10o...” She blinked at the man standing in
front of her. He was Grayson but he wasn't Grayson. The man’'s head was shaved,
and he wore glasses, but she’' d know those eyes and that body anywhere. “ Gra—"

He shook his head. “No problem, pretty lady. | wasn't watching where | was going
either.” He pushed the cart around hers, and as he passed by her, he winked.

It took every bit of her control not to turn around and stare at him. Two aisles later,
they passed each other again, and all she wanted to do was stand there and let her
eyes soak up this new bad-boy-looking Grayson. There was an edge to him now that
sent a delicious shiver down her spine. Lust pure and simple sent heat spiraling
through her. Asif he could read her mind, one side of his mouth quirked up, and she
felt her cheeks blushing.

“I’ll cometo you late tonight,” he whispered without looking at her. “Now go.”



Flustered, she snatched the closest thing to her and dropped it in her cart. As she
headed for the chocolate syrup, she glanced down and saw that she'd grabbed a
package of birthday cake sparklers. She laughed. Well, she was feeling rather sparkly
after seeing the new Grayson. When she reached the front of the store to check out,
Grayson was gone.

Back home, she put her groceries away while having a chat with Einstein. “Yes, |
bought you something, so cool your jets for asec.” She always brought him a treat or
atoy when she shopped. He knew where she’ d been because of the groceries she was
putting away, and he didn’t appreciate not getting it immediately.

Tonight, she'd chosen afuzzy ball. He loved batting those al over the apartment, but
they kept disappearing after he played with them for a day or two. When she
eventually moved, she’ d probably find his secret stash of toys behind her dresser. She
found the ball and as soon as he saw it, he chirped and made circles around her legs.

“Ready?’ She laughed when he ran toward the living room, prepared to catch the ball
he knew she was going to throw. “Catch.” She threw the ball across the room, and he
leaped into the air, his body twisting effortlessly to snatch it midflight. A triumphant
meow echoed through the apart ment, making her smile. As she knew he would, he
pranced back to her and dropped the ball at her feet. He stared up at her and told her
to throw it again.

Was it weird that she could talk cat? Did that mean she was bilingual ? She was being
silly, but that was what happened when one had no one to talk to but a cat. Although,
he was an intelligent and talkative feline. She played toss the ball for awhile until he
tired of the game and disappeared with his new toy, the ball probably never to be seen

again.

Not sure what time Grayson would make an appearance, she showered, shaved and
lotioned up. She wasn’t going to assume that he'd stay or that they’d make love, so



she put on shorts and a T-shirt instead of something sexy.

After she finished designing the website for The Phoenix Three, and she’d caught up
with her other work, she poured a glass of wine. She took that and her Kindle to the
sofa.

After rereading the same page for five minutes, she gave up and set her Kindle on the
coffee table. Turned out it was impossible to concentrate on a book when one's mind
was filled with the sexy man who could appear at any moment. Would he enter
through the front door, or would he shimmy up a rope again like a ninja and just

magically appear?

She sipped on her wine while she thought about Grayson and how much she'd
changed since meeting him. In all the best ways. Would those changes have happened
if she hadn’'t met him? She'd like to believe she' d eventually get her act together and
find herself again.

It just happened faster after meeting Grayson. It started with that one little change in
her clothes, wearing the black pants and white blouse the second time she saw him.
How she’'d looked in the mirror and cringed, wondering what he must have thought
of her at their first meeting.

For being the catalyst in speeding up her need to find herself again, she'd always be
grateful to him. For making her fedl like a desirable woman again, she'd forever hold
apiece of him in her heart. For returning her son to her when that happened, she’'d be
indebted to him for the rest of her life.

If she let herself, she could fall in love with him. But she just couldn’t allow that to
happen. Her little man would need all of her when he came back to her.

“And that's that.” No faling in love, no wishing for a future with Grayson, no



daydreaming of what could be.

Einstein raced into the living room and jumped on her |ap. “Meeeeeow!”

“Where' syour ball?’

In the middle of his discourse that it was none of her business where his ball was,
there was a soft tap on her door. Einstein cut off his conversation in the middle of a
sentence and raced for the door.

She followed close behind and put her eye to the peephole to make sure it was
Grayson. It was, and she let him in. His appearance still surprised her, and she stared
at him. Just wow! Put him in leathers and on a Harley, and he would be an antihero
right out of aromance book. She liked both versions of him. A |ot.

“Hey.” He wrapped his hand around her neck and brought her mouth to his.

Oh. Not the greeting she expected as soon as he walked inside. Not that she was
complaining. Time seemed to stand still as he took possession of her mouth, his kiss
so demanding and consuming that it ignited afire inside her.

When he took his mouth away from hers, he rested his forehead against hers. “As
much as | want to, | can’t stay.”

Lord, the man could kiss. “You want a beer or something?’ She' d bought a six-pack
of the beer she’d seen him drink at his house, and what did that say about her that she
was stocking his preferred beer? Nothing. It said nothing. Her heart was in the
condition she’d willed it and was not falling for him.

“No, | really need to go. | shouldn’t be here at all. As much as | wish otherwise. But |
just needed to see you for a few minutes, to get a kiss for good luck. | made sure no



one was watching your place before | came up, and Liam’s keeping watch to make
sure it stays that way while I’m up here.” He brushed his fingers over her cheek. “I’'m
sorry | was rude to you in the grocery store.”

“You weren't rude. And honestly, I'm glad | got to see this new you. Pretty hot if you
want my opinion.”

“Yeah?' He grinned as he dlid his hand over his head. “Feels strange. Tomorrow,
Pressley’s driver is going to tell your ex that he has to go away for a short while and
that his cousin...that would be me, is going to step in while he’s gone. | really won't
be able to come to you again.”

She shook her head. “ Grayson, that’ s too dangerous.”

“1 love that you' re worried about me, but | know what I’m doing. | need to get in that
safe, and getting close to Pressley is the best way. | don’t want you to worry, okay?’

“That’ s like telling the sun not to rise tomorrow.”

“Okay, worry alittle but not too much. How’ s that?’

“I'll try. My friend will be here tomorrow for two days, and | guess she'll help keep
my mind off worrying about you.”

“I"'m glad you'll have someone with you, but again, please be careful. I'll try to call
you every few days. If you don’'t hear from me, don't fear. If...and it's a big if ,
something does happen, Liam or Cooper will be in touch with you.”

“Please stay safe.”

“Always. Now for that good-luck kiss.” He cradled her face with his hands and



pressed his lips gently against hers. When he stepped back, he said, “I’ll be looking
forward to doing that again soon. You stay safe, too. Don't let either of the Pressley
men catch you alone.”

“Ill be careful.”

Einstein rubbed against his legs, demanding attention.

“What' sthat?’ Grayson said, bending over to scratch Einstein’s ears. “ She won't give
you any tuna?”’

Einstein gave alengthy answer.

“Well, | wouldn’t put up with that if | were you.” He chuckled as he glanced up at her
and winked. “Y ou need to be nicer to my buddy here.”

“Don’'t believe a word he says. He's a little liar. He gets plenty of tuna.” She loved
that Grayson had a great sense of fun. Anthony would have never talked to her cat.
Actually, he would have never allowed her to have a cat.

Einstein raced down the hall, and before Grayson could leave, her cat returned with
his ball and dropped it at Grayson’ s feet.

“He wants to play fetch with you.”

“Does he think he's a dog?’ He picked up the ball and threw it, then laughed when
Einstein returned with it, dropping it at his feet. “1 guess he does.” He threw the ball a
few more times before giving her one last kiss. With one last lingering look, he

walked out the door, closing it behind him.

She leaned her forehead against the door as a sense of unease crept over her. No, she



had to have faith in him. He was trained to deal with men more dangerous than
Anthony could ever hope to be, and he had Liam and Cooper watching out for him.

“Maughp,” Einstein said as he stared at the door.

“1 didn’t want him to go, either,” she said. “He promised that he's going to be okay.
We're going to believe that.”
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“J ust be yourself and remember that you're telling the truth,” Grayson told Benny
Kaplan. He' d suggested last night when they’ d talked that Benny get an appointment
at the Mayo Clinic for his wife. Benny had called them this morning and was given a
consultation appointment in five weeks. It wouldn’'t be a lie that he was taking his
wifeto the clinic, it just wasn’t this week.

“1 got this, boss.”

Benny had started calling him boss as soon as Cooper had introduced them. The man
wasn't anything like what Grayson had expected. He' d visualized someone who was
a lesser version of Anthony Pressley, a little arrogant and sleazy, but he was nothing
like that. Probably in his forties, he was thin and on the short side with dark brown
hair cut short and a craggy face. The feature that Grayson found the most interesting
was his kind brown eyes. There was sadness in them, though, and Grayson attributed
that to hisworry over hiswife. Grayson hadn’t expected to like the man, but he did.

“Do you like working for Pressley?’ he asked as Benny pulled to a stop in the
circular driveway of a house in a gated neighborhood of million-dollar homes.
Houses that exuded a sense of opulence and grandeur.

“I’ll be honest, boss. | thought I'd won the lottery when | first landed this job. Mr.
Pressley pays me good money. It wasn't until I'd worked for him a while that |
realized he was really paying me to keep my mouth shut. Lately though, | feel like
I’m dancing on the edge of a knife. Like if | make one wrong move, | won't like the
consequences. Things are getting weird with these people. I'd quit, but | need the
money more than ever now.”



He couldn’t tell Benny that there wasn't going to be ajob waiting for him to return to.
He' d have to help the man find something else. When this was over, he'd tell the FBI
that they needed to talk to Benny. He was probably a font of information on the
family.

As much as Grayson would love to interrogate him now, he didn't want Benny to
start asking questions. The offer of a hundred thousand to let Grayson take his place
for a week came with a don't-ask-why rule. If Benny’s wife hadn’t been sick, he
wasn't sure the man would have jumped on the offer. Benny seemed to have
integrity, another reason Grayson liked him.

“1 called Mr. Pressley’ s secretary this morning and told her | needed a few minutes of
histime, so he's expecting me.” Benny pushed the doorbell.

“Comein, Benny,” avoice said through the Ring camera.

Grayson followed Benny down a hallway, their shoes clicking on the brilliantly white
marble floor. He cataloged the layout and the rooms they passed. Heavy furniture
filled the living room. Gold and royal blue brocade upholstery, floor-to-ceiling thick
gold drapes and a baby grand piano al shouted “Look at me, I'm somebody
important.”

He' d have to ask Harlow who played. When he tried to imagine her living in this
house... Well, he just couldn’t. Nothing about it was her. They came to a closed
mahogany door, and Benny knocked once.

“Enter.”
Grayson braced himself for his first meeting with the man he was going to destroy.

He had to get this right and not give Pressley any reason to be suspicious. The walls
of the study were rich mahogany like the door, and shelves lined two of the walls



with leather-bound books. Most likely just for show and never read. A massive desk
sat at the center, meticulously organized, as if every item had its designated place,
and behind it sat Pressley.

From the photos he'd studied of the man, Grayson already knew what he'd look like.
In person, though, he was... Slick was the word that came to mind. His black hair
was combed straight back with product to keep it perfectly styled. He was clean-
shaven and his almost black eyes held no trace of warmth or emotion. He exuded an
air of confidence and arrogance. From Harlow, he knew this was a man used to
getting what he wanted, no matter the cost.

Pressley’s gaze shot past Benny to Grayson, and his eyes narrowed. “Who's this,
Benny?’

Benny came to a stop in front of the desk. “My cousin, Richie Kaplan. Richie, thisis
Mr. Pressley.”

“Sir,” was al Grayson said, instinctively knowing Pressley wouldn’t want niceties
from him. He also avoided direct eye contact with the man, taking on a subservient
persona.

“And he' s here because?’

“You know my Annas got cancer. It's bad, sir. I’ve been trying to get her an
appointment at the Mayo Clinic. They have mighty good cancer doctors there, but
they got along wait. Well, last night, they called. A time unexpectedly opened up, but
it's for tomorrow. | have to take her, Mr. Pressley. It might be her only chance.” He
glanced at Gray son. “Richie here, he's going to take my place for a few days while
I’m gone.”

“You don’t think you should have asked me before you agreed to the appointment?’



What a dick. Grayson bit down on his cheek to keep from saying that out loud.

“No, Mr. Pressley, | did not. They had to have an answer right then, else they were
gonna go to the next person on their wait list. | hope you can understand | have to do
what’s best for my Anna. | value my job, sir, and | don’t want to lose it. That’s why
I’m making sure you won’'t be inconvenienced by my absence this week. Richie's
reliable and knows how to keep his mouth shut.”

“I'm avault, sir,” Grayson said. He wanted to present Benny with an Oscar for his
performance. He was playing this perfectly.

“You have alicenseto carry?’ Pressley asked, his cold gaze on Grayson.

“l do.” When Benny had told Cooper prior to last night's meeting that Pressley
required his driver to be armed, with the help of Liam—who had scary forgery
skills—he'd made up a fake carry license. He had a real one, but, of course, he
couldn’t show Pressley that one. He took the fake one from his wallet and handed it

to Pressley. He also had afake driver’ s license should he be asked for that.

Pressley barely glanced at it before dropping it at the end of his desk for Grayson to
pick up. He lifted his chin at Grayson. “Let me see your gun.”

“It's in the car, dir. | didn’'t want to bring it in before you knew | carried.” He
shrugged. “Didn’t want to make anyone nervous.”

“Gogetit.”

“I’ll go,” Benny said, walking away before either of the other two men could object.

Left alone with Pressley, Grayson clasped his hands behind his back in an at-ease
position and kept his gaze on the top of the desk. Not surprising, but he'd aready



concluded that Pressley got off on having power over those he deemed below him.
He wanted to throttle the man if for no other reason than what he put Harlow through.
But there were other reasons, like that he’ d probably killed Veronica.

“What do you do when you're not covering for my driver? Who | just might fire
anyway for assuming he can take time off without coming to mefirst.”

“A little of this, alittle of that.” Let Pressley use hisimagination, but the implication
was that he was up to no good.

“Where you in the military?’

“l was in the Navy. Got to see the world. Some of the world sucks, some's not so bad.
| have particularly fond memories of how much the ladies loved to bed a man in
uniform.” He inwardly cringed at even saying that, but when Pressley chuckled,
Grayson knew hewasin.

Benny returned and handed Grayson the holster and gun. Grayson met Pressley’s
gaze for the first time. “Did you want to see it?” Why else had Pressley wanted the
weapon brought in?

“No, but if you're going to drive for me until Benny returns, you're to have it on you
at al times.”

“Not a problem, sir.” He clipped the gun and holster to his belt. “When I’'m on duty,
I’ll have it in a shoulder holster under a jacket.” He wasn’'t going to walk around in
public with a visible gun even though he had a carry permit. Made people nervous
unless they also saw a badge along with the gun.

“Be here tomorrow morning at eight sharp. | have a meeting with the mayor you'll
need to drive me to. Benny, give him my agenda for the week, and show him around



the garage on your way out.”

“Thank you for understanding, Mr. Pressley,” Benny said.

Grayson gave a curt nod before following Benny out. They’d only taken a few steps
when Don Delgado walked in. He glanced past Benny to Grayson, and his eyes
narrowed. Grayson met the man’'s stare. Looked like he was about to find out if
Delgado recognized him from the diner.

“Who's this?’ Delgado said.

“Richie Kaplan, my cousin,” Benny said. “He’s covering for me this week.”

“Why?’

“Don’t worry about it, Don,” Pressley said. “Come in and close the door. We have
business to discuss.”

Delgado stared hard at Grayson as he walked past. It was a twisted game he was
playing with opponents who played dirty. The faster he could get into that safe, the

sooner he could end this.

He and Benny had reached the living room when a little boy ran toward them.
“Benny!” heyelled, hisface lighting up.

Benny grinned. “ Good morning, Tyler. Where are you off to?’

After glancing behind him, Tyler whispered, “I'm hiding from Ava” He eyed
Grayson. “Who are you?’

Grayson squatted, bringing himself to eye level with the boy. “I'm a friend of



Benny’s. You can call me Richie.” Tyler was a cute as a button with Harlow’ s unique
blue eyes and blond hair, and Grayson wanted to pick him up and carry him out of
this house. Take him to his mother.

“Tyler Pressley, you get your butt back here.” A beautiful woman dressed as if she
was on the way to a club walked down the stairs, and when she reached them, she
grabbed Tyler’s shoulder, jerking him to her. “Your father isn't going to be pleased
when | tell him you’ re disobeying me.”

“Please don’t tell Daddy.”

Grayson bit down on his cheek. No matter how much he wanted to, he couldn’t
interfere, and he especially couldn’t pick the boy up and take him out of this damn
house. The woman lifted her gaze to Grayson, and he didn’'t like the interest in her

eyes.

“Hello. I'm Ava Crawford.” She glanced at Benny. “Introduce me to your friend.”

“I'm Benny’s cousin,” Grayson said, cutting Benny off from answering, “and we
have a meeting we need to get to.” He smiled down at Tyler. “ See you around, little

man.

“Well, Benny’s cousin, don’t be a stranger.” She shot Grayson a sultry smile before
marching Tyler away.

The woman was unquestionably beautiful with her long auburn hair, pouty lips and a
smokin’-hot body, but her calculating eyes said she was trouble. She did nothing for
him.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said, suddenly needing to breathe fresh air. This place was
suffocating. He couldn’t imagine what it had been like for Harlow during her years of



living here.

“That woman’s a piece of work, and I’d advise that you stay away from her,” Benny
said once they were outside. “I don’t know why Mr. Pressley lets her anywhere near
his son.”

“1 can think of areason why.” Was Ava the same nanny that Pressley had kissed in
front of Harlow and Tyler? “And trust me, | plan to stay as far away from her as
possible. She' s trouble with a capital T .”

After atour of the garage and seeing the three cars he'd be driving—depending on
Pressley’s mood—and getting his agenda for the week, he parted company with

Benny. As he drove back to his temporary home, one question took over his mind.

Should he tell Harlow he'd seen Tyler?
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“H e shimmied up a rope like a freaking ninja warrior. He was even dressed in all
black.” Harlow fanned her face as she grinned at her friend. “Makes me hot just
thinking about it.” They were sitting out on her balcony at sunset, enjoying a glass of
wine.

“Girl,” Lenasaid, drawing out the r so it sounded like there were a half dozen of them
in the word. “Tell me you nailed that man.”

Harlow snorted. “1 forgot how unfiltered your mind is.” She'd told Lena all about
how it had ended with Anthony, how he was keeping her son from her and how she'd
hired Grayson to bring Tyler back to her. That had included admitting that she had
the hots for him...temporarily.

“Well, have you?’
She shrugged. “Maybe he was the one to nail me. Ever think of that?’

“Potato, potahto. Did you do the dirty with this hot ninja man?’ Lena pressed her
palms together asif in prayer. “Please say yes.”

“Yes.” She tried to keep a serious expression on her face, but when Lena squealed,
Harlow lost it, and just like that, she found herself side-splittingly laughing with her
old friend the way they used to.

“l need details. Was it good? Did he look great naked?”’

“I'm not telling you—" Harlow made air quotes “— details . Anyway, it's just a



temporary thing until | have Tyler back.”

“Why?" Lenarefilled their wineglasses.

“Because. | don't know what Tyler's mindset’'s going to be after al the time he's
spent with Anthony and that Ava witch. He has to be my sole focus. | can’'t bring a
strange man into the mix. That will be too confusing for him.”

“l get what you're saying, but that doesn't mean you can’'t find some time for
yourself. It's not healthy to ignore your own needs. Find a good babysitter and let
your hot ninjarecharge your battery once aweek.” Lenawaggled her eyebrows.
Harlow shrugged. “My battery will be just fine, thank you.” If she saw Grayson once
aweek, even if he agreed to that, it wouldn’t be long before she’d want more. “We
agreed this thing was a temporary fling until | have my boy again. Anyway, when this
isover, Grayson will want to return to hislife.”

“You don’'t know that unless you ask.”

“Oh, look. There's Marge and Homer.” And perfect timing. She didn’t want to talk
about recharging batteries, and she especially did not want to think about never
seeing Grayson again when this was over.

“Huh?’

“The swans.” She pointed to the lake where they were floating by.

“You're deflecting, girlfriend.”

“Guilty as charged. So, everything’s great with you and J.D.?



“Sureis. I'll drop it for now, but | have all day tomorrow to convince you that you
should think about the well-being of your battery.”

Harlow laughed. “ Stop it. Never say the word battery to me again.”

“Battery. Battery. Battery.” Lena stuck out her tongue.

Maybe it was because they were on their second glass of wine, but they looked at
each other and dissolved into giggles. “ Stop. My sides hurt.” It felt amazing to have
her friend back.

A clunk sounded as a hook shot up from below and caught the balcony’ s rail.

“What was that noise?’ Lena said between gasps of breath. “Whoa! |sthat a hook?’

It sure was, and Harlow’s heart thumped against her chest. “I think you’re about to
meet my ninja.”

“For real?” She jumped up and peered over the railing, then glanced back at Harlow.
“Thisis so cool.”

“You don't have to whisper.” Harlow joined Lena at the rail. Sure enough, Grayson
was rapidly climbing the rope, hand over hand. They stepped back when he put his
hand on the rail. He swung hislegs over and landed in front of them.

He grinned. “Hi.”
She was already giddy from the wine, and that he’'d appeared when he had and the

way he had, as if she and Lena had conjured him up, struck her as hilarious. She...
WEell, to her earsit sounded like she' d cackled.



“Sorry,” she rasped, wiping the tears from her face. “We, ah, we were just talking
about you.” Why had she told him that?

His grin widened. “Were you, now?’ He shifted his gaze to Lena. “You must be
Harlow’sfriend. I’'m Grayson.”

“Sorry,” Harlow said again. “I don't know where my manners went. Lena, this is
Grayson Montana. Grayson, my friend Lena Nolan.”

“It's a pleasure to meet you.” Lena shot Harlow a mis chievous look before saying,
“I’ve heard you excel at recharg—"

Harlow slapped her hand over Lena s mouth. “Nothing. She’s heard nothing.”

Amusement danced in hiseyes. “I’'m curious to hear what | excel at recharging.”

“Batteries,” Lenasaid.

“Oh my God,” Harlow said.

“1s batteries a euphemism for something?’ Grayson said.

“Who knows what she's talking about.” Harlow was going to die of
mortification...right after she strangled her friend.

Grayson glanced behind him before turning his attention to Harlow. “Can we take
thisinside? As amusing as you two are tonight, | need to talk to you.”

“Sure.” She followed Lenain with Grayson coming in behind her. He put his hand on
her lower back, sending a delicious shiver up her spine.



“l don’t know why | came in when my wine's out there.” Lena gestured toward the
balcony. “Y ou know where | am if you need me.”

“Sorry for interrupting your time with your friend,” Grayson said after Lena closed
the dliding door behind her.

“That’s all right. Is everything okay?’

“Before we get to that, | need to do this.” He dlid his hand behind her neck and
brought her to him.

She knew his kisses now, the taste of his lips, the feel of his arms wrapped around
her, the heat from his body. She almost regretted knowing him. If she’'d never met
him, she wouldn’'t have to miss him the day they parted to return to their own lives.
That day was near, and the knowing was bittersweet. She’d have her little boy back,
but she wouldn’t have Grayson.

A low hum sounded deep in his throat, and she melted against him as he deepened the
kiss. But then he let go of her and stepped away. She wanted to pull him back, to steal
al the moments with him she could. Their connection was intense, a magnetic force
almost impossible to resist. In the end, though, she would because she had to.

He brushed his thumb over her bottom lip. “I shouldn’t be here. | could have told you
this over the phone, but | can’t seem to stay away. And | wanted to be with you when
| told you that | saw your son today.”

“What? Y ou saw Tyler? How was he? Where did you see him? Did you talk to him?”’

“Hey, hey. Take a breath, sweetheart.”

She pressed her hand against her pounding heart. He'd seen her boy. It wasn't fair.



She was Tyler’s mother. Why couldn’t she see him? “Tell me everything.”

“Come sit a minute.” He took her hand and led her to the sofa. When they were
seated, he said, “I saw him at Pressley’s house. | was with Benny... You know who
heis, right?’ She nodded, and he continued, “We were leaving when Tyler ran up to
Benny, excited to see him.”

“He likes Benny. Benny’s always nice to him and sometimes sneaks him a peanut
butter cup.”

“1 like Benny, too. He seems like a good man.”

“Heis. Tell metherest.” She wanted every diver of information about her son.

“Tyler ran up to us. Said he was hiding from Ava. | take it from your sour expression
that you don't like her?’

“That’s an understatement. Anthony hired her against my wishes. She's the one |
caught kissing him in front of Tyler. Tyler never liked her.”

“Can’'t say | blame him. Before we could talk to him, Ava showed up.”

“What did she do?’ Avarefused to see Tyler as a little boy who should be laughing
and enjoying his childhood. She expected him to stay in his room and be quiet.

“She told him that his father wasn't going to be pleased to hear that he was
disobeying her. Tyler begged her not to tell his daddy. Then she took him away.”

“Oh, God.” She buried her face in her hands. She should have taken him and
disappeared when she'd left Anthony. Before Anthony had lied about everything and
gotten full custody.



Grayson wrapped his arm around her back and tucked her next to him. “I know it's
hard for you right now, but it will be over soon.”

She leaned her head against his strong chest. “It is hard. | should’ ve disappeared with
him the day | left.”

“That’s not the answer. You' d always be looking over your shoulder, and that’s no
way to live. | want you to trust that I'll get your boy back for you.”

“I do. | redly do, but—"

“What if the worst happens and | don’t make it happen?’

She nodded.

“Then I'll help you and Tyler disappear.”

“You'd do that for me?’ Who was this man that he' d break the law for her?

“As alast resort, but it's not going to come to that.” He put his finger under her chin
and lifted her face. “ Trust me, Harlow.”

She hadn’t had someone in her life she could trust since... Actualy, had she ever?
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D ressed in black pants, a white button-down and a blazer to hide his shoulder holster
and gun, Grayson stood outside the black Mercedes sedan the next morning, waiting
for Pressley to appear. He'd had a text from Pressley’s secretary earlier that the
Mercedes was Pressley’s choice today. The other two cars were a black BMW XM
and a black Range Rover. None of Grayson’'s dealerships sold Range Rovers, and he
was hoping that would be the car of choice. He' d love to drive one.

When Pressley appeared, Grayson opened the back door. “Good morning, sir.”
Pressley ignored him as he dlid into the car. “Rude,” Grayson muttered after he closed
the door.

As soon as they were on the way to the mayor’s office, Pressley got on the phone.
“Hey, babe. Something came up. I’'m not going to make it to lunch.” He listened,
then, “1 know. | was looking forward to eating...you.” He chuckled. “Let’s make it
dinner instead. I'll be real hungry by then if you get my drift.” Another chuckle.

Grayson inwardly rolled his eyes. Pressley sure thought he was clever with his
innuendos. They arrived at town hall, where the mayor’s office was located, and

Grayson parked in a space close to the entrance.

Pressley waited for him to exit the car and open the back door. “Be here when | get
back.”

“Yes, sir.” Like he'd go for ajoyride or something.

Pressley’s meeting lasted an hour, and their next stop turned out to be the police
station. Again, Grayson was ordered to be here when Pressley returned. He was



inside for twenty minutes, and from the station, they went to the tax office.

On arriving there, Pressley made a call. “Come outside.”

A few minutes later a man Grayson recognized from photos he'd obtained as Dale
Jenkins—who he suspected had been involved in stealing Jankowski’s and Pickens's
homes—came out.

“Wait for me outside,” Pressley said.

“Yes, sir.” He got out as Jenkins slid into the back with Pressley. He wanted to kick
himself for not bugging the car. He' d remedy that tomorrow. The two men talked for
ten minutes, then Jenkins exited the car and walked past Grayson without looking at
him. Jenkins's expression was sour. Had he been ordered to steal someone else's
home?

Grayson returned to the car, and Pressley directed him to go back home. When they
arrived, he said, “Go to the kitchen and tell Anders to make you a sandwich. | won't
need you again until five.”

Grayson had no idea who Anders was, but he was al for getting the chance to talk to
members of Pressley’s household. Turned out Anders was the chef, a good one
Grayson decided after he was seated at the biggest kitchen island he' d ever seen and
eating a sub and homemade chips.

“Best meatball sub I've ever had,” he said. Once he' d introduced himself as Benny’s
cousin and Pressley’s temporary driver, Anders had treated him like an old friend.
Grayson estimated him to be in hislate sixties, and best of all, he liked to talk.

“My Italian mama, God rest her soul, taught me how to make the world' s best
meatballs. Mr. Pressley dines out a lot, and when he does eat in, he likes fancy food. |



make the meatballs for the boy. He loves them.”

“The boy?’ Gray said, letting Anders believe he didn’t know who Tyler was.

“Mr. Pressley’ s son. It’s not good that his mamaisn’t here. A boy needs his mama.”

“How old ishe?”’

“Five.”

“A five-year-old definitely needs his mother. Where is she?’

Anders took Grayson's empty plate. “She—" He shook his head. “It's not our
business, and | talk too much.”

“How long have you worked for Mr. Pressley? He looked around the kitchen.
“Seems like a great place to work.”

“Three years, and it’s afine kitchen.”

But do you like cooking for Pressley, and what secrets do you know? He wouldn’t
push for more now. Hopefully, Anders would get talkative again over the next few

days.

“Anders!” Tyler ran into the kitchen. “I’m hungry.”

“Good, because | have your lunch ready for you, young Mr. Pressley. Climb up on
that stool.” Anders placed a plate with two meatballs, a dlice of buttered bread and

apple wedgesin front of Tyler.

“Oh, boy,” Tyler said, clapping his hands. “Did you know thisis my favorite lunch?’



Anders smiled. “I suredid.”

“Did you have meatballs, too?’" Tyler asked, looking at Grayson with his mother’s
sea blue eyes.

“Sure did. They were my favorite lunch, too.”

“1 forgot your name.”

“Richie.”

“Oh, | remember you said that.” He turned his attention to his lunch and scarfed
down one meatball. “Will you play with me after | finish my lunch, Richie?’

“Don’'t talk with your mouth full,” Anders said. “Y ou know better.”

Tyler let out abig sigh. “But Daddy’ s not here now.”

“Doesn’'t matter. It's a bad habit to have, and if you do it now, you’'ll forget and do it
in front of your father.”

There was kindness in Anders's voice when speaking to Tyler. He was trying to help
the boy stay out of trouble.

“Daddy gets mad if | talk with food in my mouth.” Tyler lifted those big blue eyes to
Grayson. “He takes my dinner away and makes me go to bed hungry.”

Grayson exchanged a glance with Anders. The boy was five years old, for God’s
sake. Teaching him good manners was one thing, but sending him to bed hungry?
Wrong on so many levels. Grayson didn’'t doubt there were even more serious ways
Pressley was failing as a father. Like hiring the woman who walked into the kitchen



as Tyler’ s nanny.

Ava's eyes widened and a smile appeared when she saw Grayson. “Well, hello,
Benny’s cousin.”

Grayson dipped his chin in reply. He didn’t want to be anywhere near the woman, but
maybe he could learn something if he stayed.

She moved next to him. “Y ou going to tell me your name?’

“Hisname' sRichie,” Tyler said.

Without sparing a glance the boy’ s way, she said, “1 wasn’t talking to you.”

Anders removed a plate that appeared to hold a salad from the refrigerator, carrying it
and a glass of water with alemon to asmall table. “Ava, your lunch.”

There was no warmth in his voice as there had been for Tyler. Another of Pressley’s
employees that Grayson decided he liked.

“1 think 1’1l have my lunch at the counter today. Keep Richie company.” She put her
hand on Tyler’sarm. “Go take your nap.”

“But | haven’'t—"

“Don’t talk back to me, Tyler Pressley. Do as | say if you don’'t want me to tell your
father.”

Was tattling to his father a constant threat she used on the boy? Grayson wanted to
throttle her.



“He hasn’t had his cookies yet,” Anders said.

Ava shrugged. “He can take them to his room.”

The air was tense between Anders and Ava, and Anders opened his mouth, then
closed it. He turned his back on her, got a small baggie and put four cookiesin it.

“1 get four?’ Tyler said when Anders gave him the cookies.

Anders smiled. “It'sa specia day.”

“Now go,” Avasaid irritably.

Grayson waited until Tyler turned the corner and was out of sight before saying,
“Gonna hit the restroom. I'll be right back.” He caught up with the boy. “Tyler.”

Tyler' seyeslit up. “Are you coming to play with me?’

“l wish | could.” He squatted. “Maybe another day | can. | just wanted to tell you that
| think you' re asmart and interesting boy. If you want, 1’d like usto be friends.”

“Really?

Grayson nodded.

“1 don’t have any friends. Y ou can be my first.”

Did he not go to preschool where he would meet children his age? “I’d be honored to
be your first friend.”

“My mommy used to be my friend, but Daddy said she left because she doesn’t love



us anymore. Why doesn’'t she love me? I’ d be agood boy if she came back.”

He hated Pressley more with each new revelation from both Harlow and her son.
“You know what? | don’t believe that for a minute. | think your mommy loves you
very much, and | promise you, it's not your fault she’'s not here.”

“Do you know my mommy?”’

“No, but if | ever see her, I'll tell her how much you miss her.” He hated lying to this
lonely child with the sad eyes. “Y ou better go on up to your room so you don’'t get in
trouble.”

“Can | tell you a secret?’

“Y ou sure can.”

He leaned close to Grayson. “I don't like Ava,” he whispered. “ She’s mean to me.”

What the hell to say to that? He couldn’t risk agreeing and having Tyler repeat that,
but he couldn’t not say something. “Can you keep a secret, too?’

Tyler nodded.

“You have to promise not to tell anyone, not even your father.”

“Okay.”

He was taking a big risk, but his gut said Tyler could keep secrets, and he had to give

the boy something to believe in. “I think you’ re going to see your mommy again real
soon, but it’sreally important that stays our secret.”



“When?’

“1 can't tell you exactly when, just know right here in your heart—" he tapped Tyler’s
chest “—that she loves you and you'll see her again.”

“I love her, too.”

“She knows that, my little man. Now, go on before you get in trouble.”

“Okay.”

Grayson returned to the kitchen with the hope that he'd given Tyler something to
hold on to. This was a conversa tion he wouldn’t tell Harlow about because it would

break her heart to know that her son thought she had left because she didn’t love him.

Ava was on the barstool that Tyler had been sitting on, and when he retook his seat,
she gave him asultry smile. “You don’t look like a Richie.”

“What do | look like?’

She shifted to face him, and her gaze traveled over him. “Like a Maverick...or maybe
Cruz. No, Ryker. Yeah, Richie just doesn’t do it for me, so I’'m going to call you
Ryker. That’s close enough to Richie.”

The woman was ridiculous. Standing off to the side, out of her line of sight, Anders
rolled his eyes. Grayson wanted to roll his, too. “That’s an interesting name, but it's
not mine.”

“Consider it your nickname. Everyone has one of those.”

“Isthat so? What' s yours?’



“Why don’t you give me one?’

He made a show of checking her out. “I think I’ll call you Trouble.”

Anders snorted.

There was nothing to be learned here, at least not today, and he' d had enough of Miss
Trouble. “Thanks for lunch, Anders. It was good.”

“You're not leaving already?’ she said...pouted.

“Things to do, placesto go.” Fresh air to breathe. Why was it whenever he was in this
house, he felt like he was breathing toxic fumes?
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H arlow’s time with Lena went by too fast. “I don’t want you to go.” She hugged her
friend.

“Promise you're not going to disappear on me again.”

“Never. | promise. Text me when you get home so | know you arrived safely.”

“1 will.” Lena hugged her again.

“Tell J.D. | said hi.”

“Y ou should come tell him yourself. He'd love to see you.”

“I"d love atrip to Atlanta. As soon as | have Tyler back, okay?’

“That will be soon, Harlow. | just know your man’s going to come through for you.”
Harlow chuckled. “He s not my man.”

“Soyou say. | better get on the road. Love you, girl.”

“Loveyou, too.”

Harlow closed the door, locked it, then leaned back against it. Alone again. The

apartment was too quiet. Even Einstein was silent. Probably because he'd worn out
his voice the past two days nonstop chattering to Lena, telling her hislife story.



She walked to where he was curled up on the sofa napping. “Well, boyo, it’s just you
and me again.” He twitched histail, but otherwise ignored her.

There was work to do, but she just didn’t feel like it. Having Lena here for two days
had been what she’'d needed, but now, the emptiness of the apartment was
unbearable. The walls were closing in on her, and she needed to get out for a while.
Grabbing her keys, she headed out the door and down the stairs.

Without thinking of where she was going, she ended up at the dog park a few blocks
from home. She came here on her walks sometimes, always thinking how much Tyler
would enjoy watching the dogs play with each other. A tiny Y orkie was busy bossing
around a German shepherd and a beagle. She smiled as she watched them.

Soon, she would be able to bring Tyler here. She'd be able to watch his face as he
laughed at the dogs' antics. She' d be a mother again. “ Soon, baby,” she whispered.

A warm summer breeze brushed across her cheeks, and she closed her eyes, lifting
her face to the sun. The short walk, the fresh air and the sunshine had been the
medicine she’d needed. Work she’'d ignored during Lena' s visit was waiting for her,
and she was ready to get to it.

As she pushed away from the fence, movement behind her caught her eye, and she
grinned at seeing her downstairs neighbor jogging up to her. “Hi, Ronnie.” Ronnie
was a nurse practitioner at a pediatrician’s office by day and a drummer in an
aternative rock band by night. Quite a juxtaposition was Ronnie. For his day job, he
wore his hair in aman bun, and when he drummed, helet it fall loose. She'd seen him
leaving for a gig wearing black eyeliner and his fingernails painted black.

He slung his arm around her. “Hey, neighbor. Haven't seen you in awhile.”

“That’ s because you’ re never home.”



“When are you going to go out with me?’

She laughed. He asked her that every time he saw her. “And try to compete with all
your groupies? Besides, I’d feel like acougar if | dated you.” He was only three years
younger than her, but her life and his were so far apart that it felt more like a decade.

He growled like abig cat. “1 like cougars.”

They both knew they’ d never date, but she liked him. He made her laugh. “Y ou going
or coming?’

“Coming. | don’'t have agig tonight. Want to order a pizza?’

“Sure.” He was a sometime friend, and occasionally, they’d order pizza and watch a
movie.

As they approached their building, she groaned at seeing the black Mercedes parked
behind her car. “Y ou better head on to your apartment.”

“Isthat the ex?”

“Yep.” Although Ronnie didn’t know the full story, he knew she had an ex that
showed up sometimes. “It would be best if you walked away from me.”

“1 don't think so.” He kept his arm around her shoulders. “What kind of man would |
beif | didn't make sure alady was safe?’

“You don't underst—" Her breath caught in her throat when Grayson stepped out of
the car. His gaze locked on her before shifting to Ronnie and the arm he had around
her. “He's...” She'd almost explained that Ronnie was just a friend, but she wasn’t
supposed to know Grayson. It was a good thing she’d seen his new appearance,



otherwise she might have given them away with her reaction.

Grayson opened the back door for Anthony to step out, and she recognized that
expression on his face. It was the same look of possessiveness and anger that she had
seen far too many times before.

Tension bristled between the three men. Why was this her life? “What do you want,
Anthony?’

“| want to know who the hell heis.”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but he'safriend.” She darted a glance at Grayson.
He stood straight with his hands behind his back, his expression blank. She’'d never
seen him look so cold and remote before.

“A friend?’ Anthony took an aggressive step toward Ronnie. “1 don't tolerate men
sniffing around my wife.”

“Then it's a good thing I’'m not your wife, isn’'t it? Why are you here?’ She really
wished Ronnie would leave and not put himself in Anthony’s sights. No good could
come of it. There would be no talking sense into Anthony, and she needed to remove
Ronnie from the situation before it got ugly. “Let’sgo inside,” she said to Ronnie.

“Good idea”

It would have been a great idea if Anthony hadn’t grabbed her arm as they tried to
walk around him. She attempted to pull it free, but he tightened his grip. “Let go of

me.

Grayson made a sound, a low growl, and panic welled inside her. He was about to
step in, and she had to do something. If he outed himself trying to protect her, she'd



lose her chance of getting Tyler back.

The trick with Anthony was to let him think he’d won, and although she' d promised
herself when she left that she’'d never cower before him again, it was the only thing
she could think of doing. He was glaring a Ronnie, and she chanced the moment
when his gaze wasn't on her to try to send a message to Grayson. She gave a dlight
shake of her head and prayed that he got the message and that he understood the plea
in her eyes not to interfere. His lips thinned in frustration, but he dipped his chin.

She folded in on herself, letting her arm go limp. “I’'m sorry, Anthony,” she said in
the spineless voice she'd hoped never to hear again. A voice and words she hated

because they brought back memories she'd tried so hard to put behind her.

His grip on her arm loosened ever so dlightly. “Get in the car.” When she hesitated,
he tightened his fingers around her arm again. “Just to talk privately, Harlow.”

“Okay, but just to talk.” God, she hated that meek voice. The last thing she wanted
was to be closed up in a vehicle with him. If it wasn’t for Grayson, Anthony would
have to physicaly put her in the car. But Grayson was here, and he wouldn't let

Anthony hurt her or take her away, so she obeyed.

“Hey now,” Ronnie said as she was dliding onto the back seat. “You don't have to
listen to him.”

“I"'m al right. Please, go home.”

When he moved toward her, Grayson stepped in front of him. “Do as the lady says.”

“Thisisn't right.” Ronni€' s gaze sought hers. “Do you want me to call the police?’

“No. Redlly, everything' s okay. | promise.” Just please leave.



Grayson used his bigger body to herd Ronnie away. “This isn’t your problem,” she
heard him quietly say to Ronnie. “Go home before you make it worse.”

She startled when Anthony got into the car and closed the door. She scooted to the
other side until she was hugging the door. Her gaze was drawn back to Grayson and
Ronnie. Grayson was walking him toward the building, and she wondered what he
was saying to Ronnie.

“Who ishe?” Anthony said.

She needed to be careful and not let him see her pay Grayson any attention. “Just a
kid, aneighbor. He s no one and nothing to me, all right?’

“He had his hand on you.”

“Why do | have to keep reminding you that we're divorced? That you have no right
to tell mewhat | can do and not do.”

“Divorce be damned. You're my wife. It's time to stop this foolishness and come
home.”

“You don’'t love me, so why do you care?’

“What’s love got to do with it?’

She burst into laughter. “You didn’'t just say that, Tina .” He grinned and for a
second, she saw the man she' d fallen in love with. Then that man was gone, replaced

by the one she’ d grown to hate.

His eyes turned hard and cold. “Y our week is almost up. Y ou now have three days to
pack up your things and close up your apartment.”



“Or?’

“Or | doit for you. Actually, don't bother packing anything. Everything you need is
at home where you belong. I’'m announcing my candidacy for mayor at a dinner two
weeks from Saturday, and you will be by my side.”

“Screw you.” She opened the door, got out and slamnmed it behind her. When she
rounded the front of the car, he was standing outside.

“Three days, Harlow,” he called after her.

Why couldn’t he leave her alone? Why couldn’t they co-parent their beautiful boy, do
what was best for him? Tears burned her eyes, and she forced herself to walk past
Grayson, but couldn’t resist looking at him when he took a step toward her. His eyes
held hers for a brief moment. In them, she saw understanding and a promise. She
wanted to believe, but Anthony had put doubts in her head. He always won, and she
was so very afraid he would again.
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G rayson unclenched his fists. Standing outside the car, helpless to intervene while
Harlow was inside with Pressley, went against everything he believed in. He was
wired to protect; it was in his DNA. Especially for those he cared about, and he very
much cared for Harlow.

That it appeared to be happening with the woman who'd appeared in The Phoenix
Three' s office that first day, afraid of her own shadow, was the biggest surprise of all.
Even though he'd been lucky enough to witness the emergence of a beautiful
butterfly from that brown cocoon she' d cloaked herself in, he was afraid he wasn’'t
going to be able to keep her.

She'd set an expiration on their time together. They would be over the day he brought
her son back to her, she'd said. Even if he lost her the day he put Tyler in her arms,
he' d keep his promise. He' d put her happiness ahead of his. That very thought hit him
right in his heart. Was that love?

His attention stayed on the two people in the car as the question rumbled around in
his mind. He narrowed his eyes. Did she just laugh? Sure looked like it, and that was
an unpleasant surprise. She wouldn’t go back to him, would she?

For her son, she would sacrifice her happiness, a nasty voice whispered in his mind.
But wait. There was anger in her expression as she said something to him. She got out
of the car, sammed the door behind her and strode past him. For a second her eyes
sought his, and in them he saw fear and hurt. He came close to blowing his cover by
taking a step toward her. When he realized what he was doing, he stilled and let her
pass.



He returned to the car. “Where to, sir?” They’d been heading home when Pressley
had received a phone call from Delgado that Harlow was out for a walk. That had
resulted in a detour to her apartment.

“Home.”

Pressley tended to make phone calls when being chauffeured around town. Some
were quite interesting. Like the one to the police chief. Jefferson Proctor had been the
chief for twenty-four years, and from the rumors Liam had picked up at the country
club, he wasn’'t well liked by his officers. There were also whisperings that he could
be bought.

Harlow believed Pressley had the police chief in his back pocket and based on two of
Pressley’ s phone conversations with the chief Grayson had overheard, that was a fact.
Pressley was insisting Proctor make life miserable for someone. Unfortunately, he
never said the man’s name. Just, “Put the heat on him so hard that he decides there
are better placesto live than Faberville.”

It was interesting that Pressley was comfortable having the conversations where
Grayson could overhear. Grayson thought that over and concluded that Pressley was
arrogant enough to believe his minions wouldn’t dare go against him.

“l didn’t like the way she looked at you,” Pressley said.

“Pardon, sir?’

“My wife, | didn’t like how she looked at you.”

Hell. “1 didn’t notice. Actually, | don’t think she looked at me at all.” And she's not
your wife.



“ She better hope you're right.”

Grayson gritted his teeth and managed to keep his mouth shut.

* % %

“I’m driving myself today,” Pressley said the next morning.

Grayson fell into an at-ease position. “All right. Is there something you'd like me to
do instead?’

Today’s agenda was a meeting with the planning commission, followed by lunch
with the mayor and one of the aldermen. Why didn’t Pressley want him driving? Was
Pressley suspicious? A part of him wanted to pump afist in the air and say, “Right
on!” Because frankly, he hated driving the man around. The part that had to

absolutely ensure his mission was successful was worried.

“Yes, | need you to drive my son to his doctor. He was up sick all night. Ava will
accompany you.”

“Of course. Does he have an appointment time?’

“Dr. Patel will see him as soon as he arrives at her office. Take the Mercedes. You'll
find Tyler's car seat in the garage.”

“I’ve seen it there. Do you want me to move the BMW out of the garage for you?’

“Yes, park it near the front door. Avawill be down with Tyler in afew minutes.”

“All right.” He'd put the bug in the Mercedes this morning, and he needed to move it
to the BMW. After relocating the bug to the BMW, he parked it and left the keysin it



for Pressley. Then he installed the car seat in the Mercedes and moved it to the front
of the house.

A few minutes later, Ava came down the steps with Tyler lagging behind her. One
look at the boy, and it was apparent he didn’t feel well. Since she didn’t seem to care,
Grayson went to him. He kneeled in front of the boy.

“1 hear you' re not doing so good, bud.”

“My tummy’s sick. | threwed up all night.”

Grayson smiled at threwed . The kid was cute. “Well, let’s get you to the doctor.”

Tyler glanced over Grayson’s shoulder. “Ava’'s mad at me,” he whispered. “She said
I’m gross.”

Bitch. “Well, | don’'t think you're gross. It's not your fault you're sick, and we're
going to get you to feeling better.” He took the boy’ s hand and led him to the car.

Ava was aready seated in the front passenger seat, so Grayson got Tyler buckled in
the car seat. When he was secure, Grayson touched his hand to Tyler's forehead,
finding it hot. Once they were on the road, Grayson glanced at Tyler through the
rearview mirror. The little boy was huddled in his car seat, looking miserable.

Ava glanced back at Tyler and wrinkled her nose. “He barfs in the car, I'm getting
out. HE's gross.”

“I'm sorry, Ava,” Tyler said.

Grayson hated the meekness in Tyler’s voice. He spied a coffee shop and turned into
the parking lot. When he stopped, he scowled at Ava. “Get out.”



She gaped at him. “What?’

“Go inside have a coffee, call your friends, do whatever. We'll pick you up after he
sees the doctor.” And if she called Tyler gross one more time, he might forget he was
supposed to pick her up.

“I can’t do that.”

“Why not?’

“Anthony won't like it.”

“You gonnatell him? Because I’m not.”
“The kid will.”

“l won't,” Tyler said.

“See. No on€’ stelling, now get out.”

“If he tattles, he won't like—"

“Out.”

She huffed as she opened the door, and when she closed it behind her, Tyler giggled.
Grayson turned and winked. “Y ou doing okay, bud?’

He nodded. “I like you.”

“1 like you, too, kiddo.” He wasn’'t happy that he'd done that in front of Tyler, but
he'd had enough of Ava making the boy feel bad. Besides, she was useless as a



caretaker...nanny. Whatever she was supposed to be. He didn’t remind Tyler not to
tell hisfather that Avadidn’'t go with them to the doctor. The boy could keep a secret.

“He has a mild case of the flu,” Grayson told Ava when he returned to the coffee
shop and picked her up.

“Then he can stay away from me.”

“Isn’t it your job to take care of him?" What the boy needed was his mother. As
tempting as it was to drive straight to Harlow’s apartment and turn Tyler over to her,
he didn’t have a choice but to continue on to Pressley’ s house.

“1 don’t do sick people, especially sick kids who barf all over the place.”

Disgusted with her, he ignored her the rest of the way back to the house. When they
arrived, she exited the car and went inside, leaving him to get Tyler in. He got Tyler
out of the car seat and carried him inside. The boy laid his head on Grayson's
shoulder and sighed. A sense of protectiveness he'd never felt before welled inside
him.

“You hungry?’ It was lunchtime, and the kid should try to keep something down.

“No. I'll barf it up, and Avawill get mad at me.”

“l won't let her get mad at you. How about we see if Anders has some chicken noodle
soup. That always made me feel better when | was sick.”

“Redly? Did you barf?’

He chuckled. “Sometimes.” He walked into the kitchen. “Anders, you have any
chicken noodle soup? A can of Campbell’s, maybe? Our boy here could use a little



something in his stomach that he can keep down.”

“Canned soup?’ Anders huffed, giving Grayson a disgusted look. “No, | do not.” He
then smiled at Tyler, who till rested his head on Grayson’s shoulder. “But | did make
some chicken noodle soup this morning after | heard you were sick.”

“I’m not hungry,” Tyler muttered.

“Maybe not, but | promise you, my soup will help you feel better. Let's just try a
little, okay?’

Between him and Anders, they got Tyler to eat a half bowl along with a few saltine
crackers and some ginger ale Anders had gone to the store and bought after hearing

Tyler was sick.

“You're a good man,” Grayson said to Anders as he picked up Tyler to take him to
his room.

“Back at you, Richie.”

Grayson hated that name, hated that he was lying to the people here he liked. As for
the ones he didn’t like, he had no qualms about deceiving them.

Ava had done a disappearing act, so hetook Tyler to hisroom, removed his shoes and
his pants. Leaving him wearing a T-shirt, his underwear and socks, he got Tyler
tucked into bed.

“Will you read to me?’

“Sure.” He picked a random book from the bookshelf and settled in a chair near the
bed. Tyler fell asleep afew pagesin, and Grayson wasn't sure what to do. Ava hadn’t



made an appearance, and he hesitated to leave Tyler alone should he get sick again.
Since Pressley didn’t need him, Grayson stayed to watch over the boy.

That was how Pressley found him.

“Where' s Ava?’

“Not sure.”

Pressley stepped into the room and glanced at his son. “What did the doctor say?’

“He has amild case of the flu, but he’ll be okay.”

“The flu?’ He stepped back to the doorway. “Is he contagious?’

You're his damn father. You shouldn’'t care if he is. “Maybe for a day or two. He'd
loveit if you came to see him when he wakes up.”

“Find Ava and tell her to keep an eye on him. Be here tomorrow at nine.” He left
without another glance at his sick son.

Ava was nowhere to be found, so Grayson returned to Tyler's room. He closed the
door, and while the boy sept, Grayson opened the app on his phone that had recorded

any conversations Pressley had in his car today.

He' d only made two calls, both to women. “Hi, beautiful. It's Anthony,” he said on
thefirst call.

“1 was hoping to hear from you,” she said, her voice whispery.

“Yeah? |’ ve been thinking about you. The chamber’s dinner party was boring until



you walked in. You stole my breath, darling, and | knew | had to meet you.”

“Well, you did. Would you like to come over tomorrow night?”’

“Tonight would be better because I'm a desperate man.” Pressley chuckled. “I blame
you for that.”

“Then you'll be even more desperate by tomorrow night. The anticipation will be
delicious.”

“Cruel, baby. Just cruel. But I’m yours to torture. Text me your address.”

“I will. Be here at seven. I'll have alittle dinner ready for you, then we'll play.”

“See you then. And babe, dinner is great, but what | really want to taste is you.”

“If you're lucky.” She giggled, then disconnected.

Grayson wanted to take a page from Tyler and barf. Pressley was divorced, so there
wasn't any reason he couldn't see other women. Except there was... He wanted
Harlow back. If he was so determined to win his ex-wife back, he shouldn’'t be
having these kinds of conversations with other women.

The next call was to another woman. “Hey, babe. What are you doing?’

“1’m getting a pedicure right now. Then I’m going to the mall to do a little shopping.
Thought 1'd pick up a sexy little negligee to wear when you come over tomorrow

night.”

“Ah, darling, you're getting me hard just thinking about you wearing a sexy piece of
lace. Makes me want to blow off my meeting tomorrow night, but | can’t. That's why



I’m calling.”

“No, Anthony, you promised we' d have aromantic evening.”

“I know, babe, but this meeting's too important. Let's reschedule for Thursday
night.”

The woman sighed. “Fine, but if you cancel again...”

“You'll what, Mia?’ Pressley said with a clear warning in his voice.

“Nothing. I’ll see you Thursday.”

“Good girl.”

“You're a pig, Pressley,” Grayson muttered when they disconnected. Mia was
Pressley’ s longtime mistress. Then there was Ava. He probably called them all babe

so he wouldn’t mix up their names.

It was time to end this, and with Pressley out with the new woman in his life,
tomorrow night would be the perfect time to get into the safe.
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H arlow was at loose ends. She was caught up with her work, the book she was trying
to read wasn’t holding her interest and she hadn’t seen or heard from Grayson since
he’ d made a surprise appearance when Lena was here.

Was he making any progress on finding the evidence against Anthony? Had he seen
her son again? How long was it going to take before she had Tyler in her arms? He'd
said she couldn’t call him, so she’d have to wait to hear from him.

“Hesaid | could call Cooper or Liam if | needed to,” she told Einstein.

Einstein meowed a long response.

“S0, you think that’s a good idea, too?’ Einstein was never wrong. Since she was
more familiar with Cooper, she called him.

“Harlow,” he answered. “Everything okay?’
No. Everything would only be okay when she had her son back. “Pretty much. I'm
sorry to bother you, but | haven't talked to Grayson in afew days. | just need to know

that things are going as planned.”

“First, you'll never bother me. As for things going as planned, yes, they are. | feel
confident enough to say that it will be over soon, and you’ Il have your boy back.”

It sounded like he knew something. “Thank you. | needed to hear that. | also need to
know that Grayson will be safe. Anthony isn’'t to be trusted.”



“He knows that, but you can trust Gray.”

“1 do, but | still worry that something will go wrong.”

“Liam and | have his back. It's going to be over soon.”

“Okay. Thanks for talking me down.”

“Anytime. Y ou’ re important to Gray, so you' re important to us.”

That meant alot to her. After talking to him, she made a cup of tea, settled down with
her book and Einstein purring on her lap. A few hours later she was lost in the story
when her burner phone buzzed with an unknown caller. Only Grayson and the guys
had this number, so she answered. She didn’t know whether to fear that something
had gone wrong or to be excited that it was over.

“Hello.”

“1 hear you' re worried about me.”

Grayson! Her heart did cartwheels. “I am, but Cooper promised that he and Liam
have your back, so I’'m alittle less worried.”

“1 like that you are. Makes me feel special.”
He was more specia than she wanted him to be, but that was something to think
about another day. “Anthony doesn’'t suspect anything?’ Her ex-husband had a sixth

sense for anything that might be a threat to him.

“No. He' s seeing a new woman tomorrow night and will be gone for hours. I’m going
to get into the safe while he' s out of the house.”



“And then what happens?’ It seemed too good to be true that it could be over in aday
or two.

“1 talked to an FBI agent friend earlier tonight. That's one reason | wanted to talk to
you. He wants me to take a picture of Veronica s letter and anything else in the safe
that might be incriminating, but to leave everything there.”

“Why?’

“Chain of command. If | take anything away, we can’'t prove it was in Pressley’s
possession. The agent, Sean Danvers, is going to call you shortly. He'll ask you to
meet with him first thing in the morning so he can take a statement from you. Tell

him everything you know. Between that and the photos I' [l get tomorrow night, he
can get awarrant to search Pressley’ s house.”

“What about Tyler? | don’t want him in the house when it’s raided. What if Anthony
decides he' s not going down without afight?

“I’ll be there when it goes down and will get him out of the house.”

“And bring him to me?’

1 Y%.H

It was what she wanted to hear, and she was elated. She crushed the nagging fear that
something was going to go wrong.

Early the next morning, Harlow met Sean Danvers at a coffee shop in Freemont, a
nearby town. Liam had picked her up so that she wouldn’t have to drive her car since



it had a tracker on it. When they arrived, he parked in the shop’s lot and stayed in the
car to keep an eye out.

The agent had told her to look for a blond man wearing a light green button-down.
She saw him right away at a table in the back, two coffee cups on the table.

When she dlid into the seat across from him, he pushed one of the cups to her. “Good
morning, Harlow. Just to confirm, I’'m Sean.”

“I"lladmit I'm a little nervous, Mr. Danvers. I've never taked to an FBI agent
before.”

“Just Sean.” He smiled. “We don't bite...well, except for bad guys.”

“Good to know.” He' d settled her nerves with a little humor, and she liked him. “I
thought FBI agents always wore dark suits and mirrored sunglasses.” She guessed he
was in his midforties. The little bit of gray in his hair gave him a distinguished look,

and he had kind eyes.

“That’s only in the movies. We do wear suits if we're appearing in court or
something like that, otherwise we can dress as we wish as long as we' re presentable.”

“Grayson said you're afriend of his.”
“We go back a ways to when we were both in the Navy. He told me about your ex-
husband and what all he’sinvolved in, including two possible murders, but I'd like to
hear it from you. What all you know.”

Two murders? “1I’m not sure where to start.”

“Does the name George Pickens mean anything to you?’



“Grayson mentioned that name. He had his home stolen, too, right?’

“Yes, and he was killed.”

“I didn’t know.” She felt physically sick hearing the news.

“We'll get him, Harlow, and he'll go to prison for a very long time, if not for life.
Start at the beginning. From when you met your ex-husband. Especially the things
that you saw or overheard that made you uncomfortable or suspicious.” He set his
phone face up on the table. “Do you mind if | record our conversation?’

“1’m agreeable to anything that will help me get my son back.”

“ Along with seeing justice done for the people he' s wronged, that’s our goal.”

She talked for alittle over an hour and when she finished, he asked a few questions.
After she answered them, he stopped recording and put his phone in his pocket.

“With what you’ve told me and the photos Grayson's going to get, we won't have
any problem getting a search warrant. Grayson said you're worried about your son
being in the house when we serve the warrant. I’ve told him that we won’t stop him
from leaving with Tyler and taking him to you.”

“Words don’'t convey my gratitude, but thank you.” Soon, she'd hold her little boy in
her arms again, and she was so very grateful. To him. To Cooper and Liam. And most
of al, to Grayson.

“We live to put bad guys away.” He grinned. “ So thank you for bringing us one.”

It was her pleasure. Truly.
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| t was happening tonight, and Harlow hadn’t been able to concentrate on work all
day. She'd tried if for no other reason than to keep her mind from thinking of all the
things that could go wrong.

Stop thinking the worst. Grayson would be safe. All he would be doing was taking
pictures while Anthony was gone. In and out in a few minutes, Anthony none the
wiser. She didn’t know how long it would take the FBI to get a search warrant after
they got the evidence, but it had to be a matter of only a few days before she'd have
her boy back.

Would he be happy to see her? That was a worry she'd tried to ignore, but now that
the time was near, the fear that Anthony had turned him against her refused to be
silent. She didn’t doubt for a minute that Anthony would have told Tyler she was to
blame for the divorce and her absence from their son’slife.

Tyler would probably hate her at first, and it would take time and much
understanding on her part for him to trust her again. Would he remember the bedtime
stories, the times they played with his robots together, talked about when dinosaurs
roamed the earth? It would take patience and love to rebuild their bond, and all her
time and focus had to be for him.

What she needed was a cup of chamomile tea to settle her nerves. As she heated
water, she glanced at the microwave clock. Was Grayson at this very minute breaking
into Anthony’s safe? She should have asked him to call her when it was done so she
wouldn’t spend all night worrying.

After dropping atea bag in the heated water, she took her cup to the living room. As



soon as she sat on the sofa, Einstein jumped in her lap. He purred, as if he knew she
needed comfort.

“You're the cure for anxiety,” she said as she combed her fingers through his soft fur.
“1 should rent you out. I’d make afortune.”

He purred louder, apparently agreeing.

When someone banged on her door, she startled, spilling hot tea on her fingers. “Ow.
That hurt.”

Einstein raced to the door. She put her eye to the peephole and gasped at seeing Ava
holding Tyler.

Her fingers fumbled with the lock as she tried to open the door so she could get to her
son. It's a trick. She didn't want to listen to that voice in her head, but this was
exactly what Anthony had done the last time. She dropped her hand from the lock and
pressed her forehead to the door.

She wasn’'t going to fall for another of Anthony’stricks. Even if she opened the door,
Avawould disappear with Tyler like before, and it would be Anthony standing there.
She hated him with a passion for using their son in his cruel games. “Just a few more
days,” she whispered. She just had to be strong a little longer, and then all this would
be over.

“Harlow, please,” Avayelled. “I’'m scared. Anthony’sin arage. I’ ve never seen him
like this. Y ou have to open the door before he finds us here.”

Fear and desperation filled her voice, but could Harlow trust her? She'd never
actually seen Anthony lay a hand on anyone, but he did have a fearsome temper.



“Please. He hit Tyler, and then he tried to hit me when | pulled Tyler away from him.
You havetolet usin.”

He struck Tyler? Rage filled her. She put my eye to the peephole again. Her little boy
was crying. Her mother’ sinstinct took over, and she could only think of getting to her
son. She opened the door.

“Thank God,” Avasaid as she rushed past.

Harlow pushed the door to close it, but it bounced against a shiny black Ferragamo
dress shoe. Her heart dropped to her stomach. She knew that shoe.

“No,” she screamed as she fought to keep Anthony out. Even though she put all her
weight against the door to keep it from opening enough for him to enter, he was
stronger.

“Mommy!” Tyler cried as his arms reached for her.

The door was pushed so hard that she stumbled, then tripped over Einstein and landed
on her knees. Einstein yowled, and deciding he wanted no part of whatever was
happening, he disappeared down the hallway.

The only thing that registered in her mind was Tyler’s cries, and she pushed up to her
feet. Ava didn’t fight handing him to her, which was smart of her. Harlow was in
mama bear mode, and nothing and no one was going to keep her from her son.

Tyler latched onto her like a spider monkey, and her heart rejoiced that he hadn’t
forgotten her. “Hey, baby. Mommy missed you so much.” It was amazing to have
him in her arms again. She inhaled his little-boy smell, her tears freely flowing down
her cheeks.



“Leave, Ava,” Anthony said.

Harlow backed up until her knees touched the sofa. He wasn't taking Tyler away
from her again. As Avawalked past her, she smirked. Apprehension dlithered through
Harlow. What was Anthony up to?

She’ d been so focused on Tyler that she hadn’t noticed Don Delgado standing by the
door, staring a her with mean eyes. Her apprehension turned to stark fear. She'd
known Don for years and had aways been afraid of him. Too terrified to speak, she
held Tyler close as she waited to learn why they’ d invaded her home.

“You're shaking.” Anthony smirked, enjoying her fear. “ Sit.”

She wanted to refuse, but her trembling legs weren’t going to hold her up much
longer. Asif sensing her fear, Tyler burrowed into her as she sank to the sofa

“It's okay, baby. Mama has you,” she whispered. Not that she could protect him
against these two men, but she would die trying.

Anthony stared down at her. “Who is he?’

“Who iswho?’ But she knew.

“Don’'t play games with me, sweetheart. I’m not in the mood. Who. Is. HE?

“I don’'t know who you're talking about.” Damn that tremor in her voice. He wanted
her afraid of him, and she was.

“Last chance.”

She pressed her lips together, refusing to speak.



“Take the boy.” He stepped aside, making room for Don to approach her.

“No, please.” She tightened her arms around Tyler, but he was snatched away from
her.

“Tell me who heis, Harlow, if you don’t want to watch Don break one of the boy’s
fingers.”

Her stomach lurched. *Y ou wouldn’t. He' s your son.”

Anthony shrugged. “He’'sameansto an end.”

Who was this man she’'d married? She'd learned to hate him for his verbal and
emotional abuse, but she'd never dreamed that he would hurt his own son. She looked
into his eyes, praying that she'd see that this was some kind of sick joke, but all she
saw was a soulless man.

“Mommy.” Tyler was sobbing and reaching for her.

She stood, intending to get to him. Anthony pushed her back down. “If you don't
answer the question, Don will break his finger. If you continue to refuse, he'll break
another, and another until you tell me what | want to know.”

Oh, God. “You wouldn’t.”

“You really want to try me, wife?” He nodded at Don. “ Start with his pinky.”

When Don grabbed Tyler’s hand, Harlow swallowed the bile rising in her throat. She

couldn’t let these bastards torture her son. Grayson would understand and forgive her.
She had to believe that.



“His name's Grayson.”

“Grayson who?’

“1 don’'t know. He never told me his last name. Said it was better that | didn’t know.”
She hoped she was somehow giving Grayson a bit of protection by not giving his last
name. “Please, give me Tyler.” He was till crying for her, and it was breaking her

heart.

“Not yet. You have more questions to answer. Why is he pretending to be Benny’s
cousin?’

There wasn't anything she could tell him that would make sense or be believable
other than the truth. “I hired him to help me get custody of Tyler.” It was killing her
to betray the best man she’' d ever known, but what choice did she have?

“By spying on me?’

She shrugged. “| was desperate.”

“1f you wanted to be with Tyler, all you had to do was come home.”

No, she couldn’t bear the thought of living in that house again.

“There’smore,” Don said. “ She's hiding something.”

Anthony tilted his head as he studied her. “He's right. What else? What does he
expect to find?’

She pressed her lips together, refusing to answer.



“Very well.” Anthony nodded at Don. “Break it.”

“Stop!” Please forgive me, Grayson. “Give me Tyler, and I’ ll tell you.”

“Give her the boy,” Anthony said.

She hugged her little boy when he was back in her arms. “He... Grayson’s going to
get the letter that’'s in your safe. The blackmail Veronica wrote you.” He's going to
prove that you killed her.

“How do you know about that?’

“l saw it.” He was getting angry, and that made him unpredictable.

“When is he breaking into my safe?’

He grabbed her chin, squeezing so hard that tears stung her eyes when she didn’t
answer.

“When, Harlow.”

“Tonight,” she whispered.

He grabbed her arm and jerked her up so hard that she almost dropped Tyler. “You're
hurting me.”

“You're coming with me.”

“Please, no. I’ve told you everything. Just leave.” And don't take Tyler with you.
“How could you even think to hurt your son?’



“You truly are naive, wife. | would have never hurt him. | just had to make you
believe | would.”

“You're abastard, and I’'m not your wife.”

“Keep telling yourself that.”
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“T esting. Testing.” Liam had |€eft earlier in the afternoon on anew case, so it was just
Cooper at hissix. It was going to be aquick in and out, so no problem.

“Copy,” Cooper said, verifying their comms were working. He was parked at the end
of the street where he could see if Pressley unexpectedly returned.

Grayson had unlocked a window in a never-used bedroom at the back of the house
earlier in the day. Clothed in all black, he made a stop in the garage, collected the
keys to the three vehicles to keep Pressley from possibly escaping, and then he
slipped though the dark to the window. “Still unlocked,” he quietly said after sliding
it up.

“1t spooks me when things go too easy,” Cooper responded.
“Shut your mouth. You'll jinx us.”
Cooper chuckled. “Just saying.”

“Going in.” He pulled himself up and rolled through the window, landing quietly on
his feet. “I’m in and going silent.” He checked that his gun was still tucked safely in
the back of hiswaistband. He also had one in an ankle holster and a knife strapped to
his belt. Not that he needed to be armed to the teeth for this little caper, but once a
SEAL, aways a SEAL, and a SEAL came prepared for the unexpected. No
exceptions.

On silent feet, he moved through the house. Pressley’ s home office was on the second
floor, and as he made his way up the stairs, he was careful to avoid the steps he'd



previously memorized that creaked.

The office door was closed, and he eased it open. The room was dark, which he'd
expected. He stepped inside and closed the door behind him. As he reached for the
light switch, the hair on the back of his neck stood on end.

Danger. Danger. Danger.

He' d heard that warning voice on many of his missions, and he always paid it heed.
With his finger on the switch, he hesitated long enough to whisper “FUBAR,”
knowing that would alert Cooper. Then he turned on the lights.

It was only because he'd been trained for years that he didn’t react at seeing Pressley
standing in front of his office chair, agun in his hand. The chair was turned away, but
Grayson didn't need to see who was sitting in it, hidden from him, to know it was
Harlow.

He felt her, sensed her, smelled her fear.

Pressley was a dead man. He just didn’t know it yet. There was no sense in trying to
come up with areason he was sneaking into the man’s study late at night, so he stood
at attention and waited for Pressley to make the first move.

“You got nothing to say?’ Pressley said. “Like about why you're here?’

Grayson shrugged. “Why bother? You won't believe whatever excuse | try to come
up with.” He let his gaze shift to the back of the chair. “Let her go, and | might let

you live.”

“Her? This who you mean?’ Pressley put his hand on the top of the chair and spun it
around.



“Affirmative. And the boy.” Grayson was surprised his voice sounded normal. Rage
like he'd never known turned his vision red at seeing Harlow and Tyler with duct
tape over their mouths. She had her arms around Tyler as he slept against her chest.
The boy’s cheeks were red and tear-stained. “And you call yourself a father,” he
disdainfully said.

“Careful, Grayson . You don’'t want to push me.”

Oh, but he did. Pressley would soon learn he had picked the wrong person to mess
with. But first, “How do you know my name?’ He was truly curious.

“Interesting that. Avainsisted you couldn’t be a Richie, and Delgado didn’t trust you.
| decided to have a little chat with my wife. She was more than happy to give you

up.

7

Harlow shook her head. Even without her denial, he would have known she hadn't
been happy to. She’'d been forced to. Just another reason Pressley wasn't going to see
tomorrow. And damn Ava and her fixation on his name.

He locked eyes with Harlow and winked, sending a message to Harlow that she and
her son were going to be okay. He'd make sure of it. So far, Pressley was keeping the
gun down by his side. The moment that changed, it would be time to act. But
Grayson intended for this to end before Pressley decided it would be a good idea to
point his weapon at anyone.

“I’m making my way inside,” Cooper said over the comms.

Grayson stepped farther into the room. “What do you want?’ he asked Pressley.

“A long list of things.” Pressley chuckled. “But from you? Nothing, because you
won't be around much longer to be a threat.”



“Actualy, I—" The air behind him changed, alerting him that someone was sneaking
up on him. The stink of cigars wafted to him. Delgado was about to find out he
wasn't as clever as he thought.

What most people didn't realize, if you were going to use a gun against someone,
never come within striking distance. A trained warrior could disarm you before you
could blink. He had no doubt Delgado had a weapon, and he could see in his mind
how this was going to play out. So, he waited.

“Let Harlow and Tyler go, and | won't hurt you too badly.”

Pressley laughed as his gaze settled behind Grayson.

Fool. “Don’t say | didn’t warn you.” The moment he felt the barrel of Delgado’s gun
touch his back, he spun, grabbed the man’s wrist and twisted it, causing him to lose
his grip on the weapon, while a the same time, he swept his leg behind Delgado’s
knees, sending him to the floor with a heavy thud. Delgado grabbed Grayson’s leg,
attempting to bring him down. Anticipating his move, Grayson twisted his body,
extricating hisleg from Delgado’ s grasp.

Grayson snatched up the gun, then put his foot on Delgado’ s chest and pressed down.
“You move, you die.”

“I’m coming in,” Cooper said. “Don’t shoot me.”

“Copy.” When Cooper stepped next to him, Grayson handed him Delgado’s gun.
“He' s all yours.” He leveled his gaze on Pressley, and his blood turned to ice. During
the minute it took to remove Delgado as a threat, Pressley had dragged Harlow and
Tyler out of the chair. He dared to hold a gun to her head. He was a dead man, all
right.



“You really don’t want to do that, Mr. Pressley.”

“How about if | just shoot you?’ He swung the gun from Harlow to Grayson.

Grayson shrugged. “Y ou could, but you shoot me, my friend here will shoot you. Let
them go.” Thankfully, Tyler was still dleeping through this, but Harlow’s eyes were

wide with fear, and that just didn’t work for Grayson.

“1 think it’ s time to make our exit.” Pressley put the gun to her head again and moved
behind her, using her as ashield. “Pick up my briefcase, wife.”

Grayson was getting really tired of the man calling her wife . Pressley knew if he
pulled that trigger, he was a dead man, so Grayson wasn't worried...yet. But leaving

with Harlow and Tyler as hostages? Not happening.

“You try to follow me, and I'll shoot her.” He poked Harlow in her head with the
gun. “Get the briefcase.”

She gently lowered Tyler to the chair, then ripped the duct tape from her mouth,
wincing as she did. “I can’t carry abriefcase and hold Tyler at the sametime.”

“Figure out away,” Pressley said.

“Unless you want to carry him, Tyler’s staying here.” She locked eyes with Grayson.
Take care of my son, her eyes said.

He smiled. You know | will. She was both brave and smart. He'd already noted that
the safe was open, and no way was Pressley |eaving the briefcase behind.

“Get the damn briefcase,” Pressley snarled.



As soon as she picked up the briefcase, Pressley pulled her back to a door behind
them.

“Stay with her son,” Grayson said after they were gone. “Call Sean, tell him what's
going on.” He went out the door he’d come in. It was a faster route to the garage than
the way Pressley was going.

He was counting on Pressley being smart enough to not do something stupid, like
hurting Harlow before he could get away. After that, though? All bets were off.
Grayson had no intention of letting the man leave with her.

Tyler was safe now, so he only had one more person to rescue, and rescue her he
would. He ran to the garage. The trick would be to herd Pressley to one of the cars.
The Mercedes, he decided. It was the one Pressley drove the most, and there was
more room in the back for Grayson to hide. He kept the keys to the Beemer and the

Range Rover and returned the Mercedes' s key to the hook.

The SEAL’s motto ran through his mind as he crouched down behind the driver's
seat. The only easy day was yesterday. “Ain’t that the truth,” he muttered.

Not more than a minute later, the side door to the garage banged open.

“1"m not going anywhere with you,” Harlow said.

“Get in the damn car, Harlow, or I’ll shoot you right here,” Pressley roared as he
jerked the driver’s side door open.

1 No.”

Grayson needed her to get in the car, too, for his plan to work.



“Fine, we'll stay here, and when your hero comes to rescue you, I'll shoot him and
then you.”

“1 hate you,” she said as she got in and climbed over the console.

Pressley dlid into the driver’'s seat. “It didn't have to be this way.” He pushed the
garage door opener, and when it was up, he backed out.

“No, it didn't,” she said. “But unfortunately, you turned out to be alousy husband. A
total jerk, actually.”

“Careful,” Pressley growled. “Y ou don’t want to push me.”
No, but I do. He would make his move—ending this while the car was still going

slow and before they got out on the highway—as soon as Pressley drove the car
forward. He put his hands on the floorboard, ready to push up and attack.
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“1 gave you everything,” Anthony said as he backed out of the garage.

Harlow snorted, which earned her a glare. She had a plan. It was a surprise that
Anthony had allowed her to leave Tyler behind, but not having to escape with Tyler
was going to make it easier.

The gun was on the seat between Anthony’s legs, which made her nervous, but she
was counting on getting out of the car and running for the house where Grayson and
Cooper were before Anthony could react. She really didn’t want to get shot. As soon
as the car was even with the house, she’d jump out.

She resisted putting her hand on the door handle and giving away her intention before
it was time to go. The element of surprise would be the only advantage she had. Just a
few more feet. Her heart thumped hard in her chest and her muscles bunched up in
her legs in preparation to leap out.

Now!

She reached for the handle, and at the moment she touched it, an apparition dressed in
all black rose up from the back seat. She screamed.

The apparition wrapped his left arm around Anthony’s neck and with his right hand,
he put agun to Anthony’s head. “ Stop the car.”

Grayson had come for her! Her relief and joy at seeing him turned to horror when
Anthony gunned the engine. They shot toward the street like a bullet train out of
control. If a car was coming, they would be T-boned. Someone would die. Innocent



people could die, something she couldn’t live with on her conscience.

Before she could think it was a bad idea, she dived for Anthony’s gun, got it in her
hand and shot his foot. The bang reverberated in her ears, along with Anthony’s
scream of pain, both sounds startling her so much that she dropped the gun on the
floor.

Grayson lunged forward, somehow pushing his big body into the front seat and on
top of Anthony. He slammed on the brakes, bringing them to a body-jerking stop just

feet from the street.

Silence. Blessed silence. She sucked air into her lungs as her heart pounded and
adrenaline coursed through her veins.

Grayson glanced over at her and winked.

A giggle bubbled up. That was it? A wink? He wasn't even breathing hard. The
giggle erupted into uncontrollable laughter. When Anthony’s moans of pain joined
her laughter, she really lost it.

“1 shot hisfoot,” she gasped.

Grayson grinned. “That you did.”

“And you're sitting on him.”

His grin widened. “That | am.”

Anthony’ s howls mixed with sirens.

“Cavary’salittle late,” Grayson said.



It was the dry tone of hisvoice as he still sat on Anthony that set her off again. It was
a day of fear, of bravery from Grayson and Cooper...and yeah, from her. She was
rather proud of herself, but it was a day she never wanted to repesat.

* % %

The police and the FBI were gone, taking Anthony, his gun and briefcase filled with
the evidence of his crimes with them. Don Delgado was carted off in a separate FBI
car.

After giving her statement and answering a long list of questions, Sean had assured
her that Anthony would never be athreat to her again. From afew things he'd let dlip,
maybe on purpose, they’ d be questioning the people who' d hel ped to protect Anthony
and do his bidding. She wouldn’t be sorry to hear of any of them ending up arrested.

That was all great, but really, the only thing that mattered was that she had her little
boy back. Cooper had changed Tyler into his pgjamas and put him to bed. She was

grateful her son had slept through tonight’ s events.

“You ready to take your son home?’ Grayson said as they stood in Tyler's room
looking down at him.

“S0 ready.”

“Thought you might be.”

“Let me pack up some things for him.” She left Grayson to watch over him while she
got a large suitcase. She packed his clothes and favorite toys. Anything else he

needed, she’ d buy. She wasn't stepping foot back in this house again.

Cooper drove them to her apartment. When they arrived, Cooper took the suitcase,



and Grayson carried Tyler, who woke up as they entered. He yawned, blinked several
times and then stared at Grayson.

“You play with me, Richie?’

Grayson smiled sweetly at her son. “Not tonight, bud. | think your mommy needs
some Tyler time.”

“Mommy?’ He glanced around, and seeing her, he reached for her. “Mommy.”

That was the sweetest sound in the world. Grayson handed him to her, and she
wrapped her arms around him. She had her boy back.

“I’ll call you tomorrow,” Grayson said.

“No, it’s better if you don’t.” The words a goodbye. She forced a smile. “ Thank you.
I’ll never forget what you did for us.” Something flashed in his eyes as he took in her
words. Sadness, she thought. Sadness was what was in her heart.

It was killing her to be so cold and unfair to him. She owed him so much more than a
mere thank-you, but if she didn’t send him away now, if she let him stay one minute
more, let him say anything to her, she'd lose her resolve. Their time would be over
when she had Tyler back, and that time had come. It was what they’ d agreed to. All
that mattered now was her son. That was how it had to be.

“Be happy, Harlow,” he said, then followed Cooper out the door.

And just like that, he was gone.

If this was what she wanted, why were tears streaming down her cheeks?
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T wo weeks had passed and no phone call, no text...nothing from Harlow. Grayson
had started dozens of texts to her over the past seven days, then had deleted them all.
She'd told him up front how it was going to be. He' d just thought things had changed.

The Feds had confirmed that the gun from Pressley’s safe had been the one used to
kill George Pickens. Although Delgado had been the one to commit the murder, it
had been at the direction of Pressley. Delgado was talking, hoping to cut adeal, and it
seemed the man knew all Pressley’s secrets, even things Harlow hadn’'t been aware
of. At the prosecutor’s urging, the judge had refused to set bail for both men. Pressley
would never be free again. She was finally rid of her ex, and Grayson had hoped
knowing that would bring her back to him. Guess not.

Damn, he missed her. There was an ache in his chest that refused to go away. Was
that love? He didn’t know. Maybe not yet, but he' d been getting there. He put his feet
on the railing and stared at the ocean. Since he'd waked away from her, he'd
vacillated between just showing up at her door versus honoring their agreement.

Maybe she needed him to show her that he wanted more, or maybe she was happy
that she hadn’t heard from him. He' d never been an indecisive man, and he didn’'t
like being one now. It was just that every time he wrote a text or picked up the phone
to cal her, he hesitated. If he only knew what she wanted.

His gaze settled on a woman and a little boy walking down the beach. They were too
far away to see their features, but he could tell the woman was laughing as the boy

played the age-old game children loved... don’t let the water touch my toes .

Would Tyler love the beach? Would he laugh when the water touched his toes?



Grayson swallowed past the lump in his throat. How many times during the past two
weeks had he imagined Harlow and Tyler here, playing on his beach?

Answer: about every second of every minute of every hour of every day. He wanted
to stop watching the woman and boy because watching them hurt for what he
couldn’t have, but he was unable to tear his gaze away.

As the woman and the boy drew closer, Grayson’s breath caught in his throat, and his
heart skipped a beat and then another. He dropped his feet to the floor, stood and
squinted his eyes against the bright sun. Hope ballooned in his chest. Was it her? If it
was, and that she was here, it had to mean she wanted to see him.

When they were close enough to see their faces, time stopped, the crash of the waves
against the shore ceased, and the only thing he heard was the pounding of his heart in
his ears.

It was her.

And she smiled at him.

Suddenly, al wasright in hisworld.

He jogged down the steps, and she laughed when he almost fell on his face because
he missed the last step. He'd gladly do a face-plant if it meant hearing that laugh. He
grinned. Damn, his heart was going to beat itself right out of his chest and land at her
feet. He' d beg her to keep it because it belonged to her. Now and always.

Double damn, hewasin love.

“Hi,” he breathed when he stopped a few feet from her. Please don't let me be
misinterpreting why you're here.



“Hi,” she said with ashy smile.

“Richie, | cameto play with you,” Tyler yelled.

“You did?’ He tore his eyes away from the most beautiful woman on the planet and
squatted. He did not want to be Richie to this boy. “That makes me very happy. But
you want to know a secret?” When Tyler nodded, he said, “Richie was just a pretend
name. My real name is Grayson. But my friends call me Gray.”

“Can | call you Gray?’

“Well, that depends. Are you my friend?’

That got a vigorous nod.

“Then Gray it is.” If things went the way he hoped, he'd be a father to this boy, and
he amost fell on his ass at the idea of being a dad. Him, a father. Who would've
thought? He lifted his gaze to Harlow. She looked down at him with love shining in
her eyes. His heart, already half out of his chest, finished the job and gave itself to
her, lock, stock and barrel.

No regrets about that. Not a one.

After an afternoon of playing in the ocean, which had included paddling Tyler around
on the surfboard, he'd conked out on them. Grayson was glad they’d worn the boy
out as he and Harlow needed to talk. Something they hadn’'t been able to do with
Tyler around. After tucking him into bed in the guest room, Grayson took Harlow’s
hand and led her to the living room.



“You know I’'m going to make a surfer out of him, right?" He pulled her down to the
sofawith him.

She rolled her eyes. “I figured that out about five minutes after he was on the board.
He loved every minute of it.”

“But did you figure out how hard it was to keep my hands off you the moment you
walked out in that bikini?’

“Oh, | thought your fingers brushing across my bottom was an accident.”

He laughed. “Yeah, no.” He brought her hand up to his lips and kissed the inside of
her wrist. “1 thought | was hallucinating when | saw you walking up the beach, that |
wanted it to be you so badly that | was putting your face on a stranger. | thought 1'd
lost you.”

She threaded her fingers around his. “I had it in my mind that Tyler would need one
hundred percent of me after being left with his father for so long, but it's like he's
already adjusted to the change and more than happy with it.”

“Kids are pretty resilient. I'm guessing he's happy because he’'s with his mother

now.

“He is. He told me he doesn’t ever want to live in his father’s house again. Then he
started asking when you were going to come play with him. It's been Richie this and
Richie that. ‘Richie read me to sleep’ and ‘Richie took care of me when | was sick.’
Thank you for that.”

“He's agreat kid.” But that wasn’'t what he wanted to talk about. “What about us? Is
therean us 7’ Yeswas the only word he wanted to hear. Needed to.



“I’m hoping so. When you left...” She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment before
opening them and lifting her gaze to his. “When | made you |leave, you took my heart
with you.”

“Only fair since you stole mine. And just so you know, I’'m not giving yours back.”
Best day of hislife. This morn ing, he'd thought he'd lost her, and now it turned out
that he was luckiest man in the world.

She smiled. “Good, because I’'m falling in love with you.”

What could he do to that but kiss her? Slow and deep, showing her that he was
falling, too. He was where he belonged—right here, right now—with her.



Page 38

Source Creation Date: July 21, 2025, 11:03 am

| t hadn’t been as hard as Grayson thought it would to talk Harlow into moving in
with him. That she didn't want to be anywhere near Faberville and her memories
there had certainly helped. He'd ask her to marry him today if he thought she was
ready. She wasn't there yet, so the ring he'd already bought was locked up in his
desk. Soon, though.

“Gray, I’'m here! We can go surfing now.”

He smiled at the boy he loved like his own. “Y ou have fun in school today?’ He was
going to school for the first timein hislife and loved getting to spend time with other
kids.

“Yes! | spelled all my words right.”

“Excellent.” Grayson lifted his hand for a high five, and Tyler laughed as he slapped
his small hand against Grayson's. “I knew you'd ace the test.” They’d practiced
spelling the five words—cat, dog, cow, hat and car—Ilast night until Tyler could spell
the word as soon as Grayson pointed at the picture. He'd loved every minute of
working with the kid. His boy was a smart one.

“The waves are good today. Go get your suit on.”
“Yay!” Tyler took off, running back into the house.
It had been only three weeks since Harlow and Tyler had moved in with him, and

he'd known how much he was going to love being a family with her and Tyler. He
just hadn’t realized how much he was going to loveit.



The sound of the French door opening and then closing sounded, and although he
didn’t turn away from the railing, he smiled. His girl would be next to him in a few
seconds, and he tried to guess which bikini she’d have on. Now that she lived at the
beach and because he’ d made sure she knew how sexy she was in abikini, she’d gone
bathing suit shopping and now had a drawer full. Worked for him.

The red one...no, his favorite, the blue-and-yellow one. It had ties on both sides of
her hips that he loved to tease her with, threatening to pull them. When she stopped
next to him, her arm touching his, his heart did that happy stuttering thing it did

whenever she was near.

He dropped his hand and brushed his fingers over her very fine ass. “Oops,” he said,
grinning when she laughed. And yep, there were the ties.

“Why do you aways pretend your hand finding my bottom was an accident?”’

“l loveyou,” he said.

She shook afinger at him. “I’m on to you, Snoopy. That was a diversion tactic.”

“Can’t get anything past you.” He shifted to face her. “But | do love you, kitten, and |
really love that sweet ass of yours.”

She snuggled into him and pressed her face against his chest. “And my sweet ass
lovesyou.”

What more could aman in love ask for?

Liam had gone dark.



He was somewhere in West Virginia, looking for a photojournalist who'd gone
missing.

“Should one of us go try to find him?’ Cooper said. “Probably me since you have a
family now.”

Grayson shook his head. “Not yet. Although it's worrisome, he knows how to take
care of himself. If he needs help, he'll reach out to us. Let’s give him a few more
days before we act.”

If they didn’t hear from him by the weekend, then it would be time to worry.

* %k % % %

Keep reading for an excerpt from Canine Refuge by Linda O. Johnston.
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Chapter 1

J anna Welles dashed out of the veterinary clinic and into the hallway of the Chance
Animal Shelter’s main building. Dressed in her usual blue scrubs, she was chasing
Squeegee, one of the dogs under the clinic’s care. Under her care for now, since she
was the only veterinary technician on duty. Hard to tell that the chocolate L abrador
retriever mix had a bad leg the way he ran down the hall, although he was limping a
bit. Janna thought she had fully closed the door—but apparently not.

“Here, Squeegee,” she called. “ Squeegee, sit!”

A couple of men walking down the hall were now just in front of Squeegee. They
both turned, and the guy on the right knelt and caught the dog in his arms.

One of the men was Scott Sherridan, the director of the Chance Animal Shelter, but
the one who caught Squeegee—

Could that be Nolan Hoffsler?

Surely not...right?

After all, Janna didn’'t actually know the world-famous best-selling mystery writer.
She’'d only seen him interviewed on TV and online about his stories, including his

most recent one that she'd read not long ago and really enjoyed.

He was far enough away that she couldn’t really study his face, but he was handsome,
with thick, dark hair and eyebrows and a sexy, pleased smile as he continued to hug



Squeegee. And he should be pleased, since he had saved the dog from further trouble.

Janna told herself she was imagining things and hurried toward them. So what if it
did turn out to be Hoffsler? Never mind that she admired the writer, partly because
she aspired to be like him. After all, her passion, when she wasn't working in one of
the veterinary clinics, was writing mysteries. She’d even finished a manuscript. Not
that she’d sent it anywhere. Not yet, at least. She was still revising and polishing it.

“Thanks,” she said when she reached them. Scott stood beside the man and dog as
Janna knelt to snap a leash on Squeegee’s collar. “He just ran out of the clinic on his
bad leg, clearly hurting.”

“Yeah, | noticed he was limping,” the guy said as he rose.

Heck yes, he looked like Nolan Hoffdler. But what would he be doing here?

No, he was probably a guy in trouble seeking asylum here at the Chance Animal
Shelter. People were often taken in as supposed staff members and protected even
more than the stray animals. His resemblance to the noted author was most likely just
Janna’ s imagination.

When the men started walking down the hall again, Janna bent to check on
Squeegee' s hurt paw. It was bandaged, and she saw no blood. However, now that the
dog wasn't running, he sat with hisright front paw held a bit off the floor.

“Come on, boy,” Janna said softly. “Let's go back into the clinic, and I'll start
working on treating that paw again. We'll walk slowly.”

At the door to the shelter’s veterinary clinic, she stopped and looked back down the
hall. The men were no longer visible. They’d probably gone to Scott’s office. Was
Scott about to interview the man?



WEeéll, just in case it was really Nolan Hoffder, Janna would be sure to contact Scott
later that afternoon and warn him about her suspicions, correct or not. If it really was
Hoffdler, Scott could make sure the guy didn’t do anything to publicize the Chance
Animal Shelter and give away what it realy did. The people under protection here
could be put in danger by publicity.

Although if he was that novelist and just used the idea behind the shelter and set his
story far, far away... Well, Scott should know the possibility, just in case, especially
if hedidn’t know who Hoffsler was. Assuming it was him.

And if it was—well, she’d love to meet him. Maybe he could give her advice on her
writing.

Janna led Squeegee slowly down the main hall of the clinic. She'd check on the other
dogs here later. Her own dog, Wizzy, a highly trained Australian shepherd mix, was
out on the grounds playing with some of the staff members. She amost aways
brought him to the shelter with her so he could have company. She'd go visit him
soon, too.

For now, she just laughed at herself and her imagination—and silly writing
ambition—as she lifted Squeegee carefully and placed him on the examination table.
Time to check that paw again.

Had the woman recognized him? Nolan wondered as Scott led him outside to another
concrete building, this one with several floors.

“My officeisupstairs,” Scott told him as they entered the lobby. It wasn't particularly
decorative but seemed nice enough. “Let's go on up.” He pushed a button for an
elevator, and one of the cars opened right away.



As they rose to the fourth floor, Nolan pondered the woman. Presumably she was a
veterinarian or vet tech since she wore scrubs. She'd looked at him so keenly.
Blonde, with green eyes—and a pretty tilt to her head as she seemed to study him.

If she had figured out who he was, so what? His face was out there a lot, after all, on
his book covers and in the media as he was frequently interviewed to promote his
books. He' d been quite successful, fortunately. At least so far.

But things might be changing now...

No matter. Scott knew who Nolan was and generally why he was there. Nolan was
planning on giving him more specifics herein a bit.

As with his stories, Nolan had done his homework. Conducted what research he
could to find a place where he would be able to stay as long as his life was in danger
by a murderer.

As he always did when he was researching a story—and he never stopped—he
observed and memorized his surroundings at Chance Animal Shelter here in Chance,
California. Not that he could ever write about this place. He knew that. If it was all he
believed it was, any publicity about it could harm the people who sheltered here.

Including, he hoped, himself. Soon. If all went well.

He was glad he’ d heard rumors about this place while conducting research.

Scott led them past several offices, most likely belonging to other employees and
managers at the shelter. At the end of the hall, he used a card to open the last door.
Interesting that Scott didn’t trust his own people enough to keep it open. Was he

concerned that some of his staff would sneak up here and go through his things?

Not that there was a lot to go through. Yes, there was a nice-size metal desk with a



computer. There were a few chairs. Behind the desk a placard on the wall had the
Chance Animal Shelter logo on it, the same as on Scott’ s shirt.

“Have aseat.” Scott gestured to the chairsin front of the desk.

Nolan had already studied him a bit, like he did with all people, places and things.
Scott had short, dark hair and a bit of facial stubble, and he wore jeans along with his
company shirt.

“Thanks,” Nolan said. He sat down and took a deep breath, preparing to talk about
stuff he enjoyed writing about—but hated experiencing himself. That was why he
was here.

Before he could begin, Scott said, “From the way she reacted, | suspect Janna—our
vet tech who recovered the dog—may have recognized you. In case she did, I'll talk
to her later, whether or not we decide you can stay here. Either way, it’s best if she
doesn’t mention seeing you, or someone like you.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Nolan agreed. “I’m used to getting recognized, and mostly
that’s a good thing. When I'm not in trouble. But now—"

“Now,” Scott said, “let’ stalk about why you're here.”

Okay. Time to face it. Nolan understood this was a place where people in trouble had
to be accepted as new residents. If so, they were taken in for their protection. Like
them, hislife had been threatened.

Damn it. He needed to be accepted here at least until he was safe again.

And so, he took a deep breath and began telling his story, elaborating on the little

he'd told Nolan before. It was both ssimple and complicated. “I travel a lot, but |
mostly live in a nice neighborhood in San Diego. I’'m generally home a lot—I write



there and eat there and so on. But there's a restaurant | like not far from my home.
Oddly, it's caled Great Meals. | wouldn’t say they're great, but they're definitely
good enough to have lured me back alot. Plus, | appreciated the owners. They were
two friends, and their wives helped out at the place too. But last year—" Nolan
hesitated.

Scott chimed in. “1 heard about that even before you mentioned it to me. It wasin the
news alot. One of the owners was murdered.”

Nolan nodded. “That’ s right, Jaxon Draybell.”

“And you told me that, as a mystery writer, you just had to write about it,” Scott
continued.

“My most recent novel is based on that particular murder, but | did my own take on
it. The co-owner, Declan Andershoot, was the chief suspect, but the evidence wasn’t
enough to take him into custody. Now the investigation has been ongoing for over a
year. | was kind of hoping my new book, Murder for Dinner , would lead to them
figuring out who did it or at least keep investigating it. Both wives, Luisa Draybell
and Tanya Andershoot, seemed devastated, although they pretty much run the place
now. Declan’s mind was messed up from the trauma of the murder and being a
suspect. | can’'t say | know him well, but | did believe him innocent, so | had to tell
my own version of the story. | made it seem similar but different enough so it
wouldn’t appear that | believed | was stating what actually happened. After al, |
don’t write nonfiction.”

“So who do you think did it?’ Scott asked, clearly curious.

“Not sure,” Nolan admitted. “I went to the restaurant often enough to recognize a lot
of other patrons who enjoyed the place too. Sometimes | brought friends, and
sometimes | came alone. | noticed now and then when other diners gave the owners
some difficulty, but could any of them be the murderer? Who knows—although | did



make one of the patrons the killer in my story.” Not that Nolan had any evidence.

But he did have his imagination—and his reputation as a best-selling novelist. Those
were good things. But what was bad...

“Interesting,” Scott said, leaning over his desk a hit as he regarded Nolan with
apparent interest. “And it makes sense. But you' re here because...”

“Because, well, my book has been out for a couple of months. And once it was
published, | started receiving death threats.” Nolan swallowed hard, determined not to
mention his fear, and continued, “I tried to ignore them since | sometimes do hear
from nutcases who apparently read my mysteries. But...well, a month ago, my home
was set on fire. Fortunately | noticed it quickly and called the fire department, who
confirmed it had been deliberate. Not much damage was done, and | was fine. But—"

“But?’ Scott prompted.

“But last week, as | was walking around my neighborhood, someone shot at me. They
missed, but | didn’'t see who it was. | called the cops, but they didn’t find anyone. |
ignored the death threats, but setting my home on fire? Shooting at me? That | can’t
ignore.”

Scott drew alittle closer across the desk. “Who do you think it was?’

“l don't know, but | have to assume it was someone who feels threatened by my
version of what happened and is seeking revenge. | can’'t stay in my home for now.
That's why I’'m here.” Nolan paused, then said, “So can | stay at Chance Animal
Shelter under protection for awhile?’

“And you won'’t write about this place?’

“Absolutely not,” Nolan said. “lI could potentialy jeopardize al your



residents—including myself. Before | left home, | put out word on social mediathat |
was heading to Pennsylvania, where | once lived, to make it as difficult as possible
for my stalker to determine I’'m here.” He paused. “ Assuming you accept me.”

Scott’s momentary silence felt like aslap in the face. Was Nolan about to be rejected?

“We'd have to work things out if you stayed,” Scott finally said. “I assume you'll
want to keep on writing, and that’ s fine as long as you bring your own computer. And
when you first got in touch with me, you mentioned your need to stay in touch with
certain people outside, which makes some sense. So, unlike most of our staff
members here, you'd be permitted to communicate with the outside world on a
limited basis, like checking your emails and responding to them, but only without
indicating where you are or what you' re up to.”

Scott’ sintense expression told Nolan he expected areply.

“No problem with that,” Nolan said quickly. He paused. “I assume that
communicating by phone would not be permitted, right?’

“Right, though in limited circumstances, if you need to actually talk to someone, we
might be able to work something out—but not by using your own phone where
someone might be able to determine your location by its GPS. We' d need to keep it
for you, turned off, asyou did for this visit.”

“Makes sense,” Nolan responded. “Look, Scott. The idea of being in a place like this
Is fascinating to me. It's something | most likely would have never thought of, even
with my active imagination. Or I’d have stuck it in a story right away and rescued a
whole lot of fictional people that way. But—well, fortunately, in conducting research
on a story in the past, | heard how great the animal shelter was, and how nice it was
to take in homeless people to care for the animals. But someone in law enforcement |
talked to for research, and trust a lot, told me in confidence about some rumors about
this place. | came to Chance just in case. And | guess the rumors are correct. |



understand the redlity. | never figured I'd need this kind of protection, but it's
damned frightening to have someone | can't even identify threatening me this
way—and trying to kill me. Guess | was just lucky, and | want to continue to be that
way. | know | may not be the kind of person you really want to have here, but—"

“In some ways, you’ re exactly the kind of person we want here.” Scott leaned back in
his chair. “And it helps that you seem to be an intelligent guy in more ways than only
your writing. If | accept you here, | need to be able to trust you.” He paused, staring
right into Nolan’s eyes. “Can |7’

“Hell yeah,” Nolan replied. “I’ve no idea how long I'll need to stay away from my
real life, but the idea is to continue living. So tell me what promises you want from
me, and I'll make them. And if | can’'t, I'll understand if you send me on my
way—and | won't tell anyone about this place, in real life or abook.”

Scott smiled now, and it seemed genuine. “ Sounds good. We can talk alot about what
you can and can’'t do as time continues. But, Nolan Hoffsler, consider yourself a new
staff member at the Chance Animal Shelter. Rather, Joshua—Josh—TForlett, welcome
to our shelter. Everyone under protection here gets a new identity.”

Josh Forlett. Nolan committed the name to memory. “Right. I'm Josh for now, and as
long as I'm a resident here. Although you indicated | can still keep up my regular
contacts by email, yes? | certainly won't reveal my new location or identity to anyone
there.”

“You've got it. And now, Josh, I'll give you the contract you'll need to sign to make
sure you understand what you’ re getting into, including your promise of silence about
the place. Then I'll show you to your new apartment, and afterward we'll go eat
dinner in the cafeteria, so you can see how that works, as well as meet some of our
managers and other staff members.”

Nolan—Josh—took the contract Scott handed to him and read it carefully. It was



important to know the contents of such things. He signed it and handed it back to
Scott, who also signed at the bottom. He then handed a copy to Josh.

Josh rose and held out his hand. “Thanks, Scott. | can’'t tell you how much |
appreciate this.”

“Just keep all your promises and stay safe here, and that’ s thanks enough,” Scott said,
shaking his hand.

Josh smiled. Staying safe, and alive, was definitely his goal in coming here.
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