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      The large factory windows allowed natural light to filter into the front of the new Incognito Women’s Shelter, but it also allowed for exposure to other elements. Elements stemming from pasts full of bad choices and abusive husbands, circumstances Helen Simpson fought to overcome herself. It was only thanks to name changes, new friends, and safe houses that she hadn’t ended up floating in the murky, brackish Hudson before she had a chance to put her husband behind bars.

      She held a cardboard box tight to her chest and hobbled down the stairs to the storage room with Charlotte Rutledge and Cynthia Taylor close behind. The two women had become her friends over the last year.

      Charlotte dropped her box to the concrete floor with a thud. “Do you think it’ll be enough?”

      Helen set her load of food donations on the wooden table and retrieved four cans of mushroom soup, placing them in their spots on the shelf. It had to be enough. That was if any woman managed to break free of her circumstances and come to the shelter for help. It wasn’t always easy for women to escape bad situations. Despite all the flyers and online marketing, Helen had been careful not to expose the shelter to too much publicity in order to remain off the radar.

      Cynthia stood next to them, eyeing the rows of shelving. “You still need perishable items. The bakery offered to donate flour, sugar, and other ingredients. They also have a sign-up sheet for employees to volunteer for the cooking program. And the senior services center will transport them with their van until we can raise funds for our own.”

      The confident words ignited Helen’s hope, hope that all this insanity would really garner the results she’d worked so hard to accomplish—a safe haven for abused women. “That’s amazing. You two have done so much for this place. I have plans to teach laundry, ironing, and other life skills classes. Oh, and I’m also teaching car mechanics. Also, two nurses from the hospital are going to teach childrearing and infant care classes. Dr. Parker is volunteering to assess children for any learning difficulties and developmental issues. And the hospital will evaluate each new guest for health concerns and the need for additional medical attention.”

      Cynthia touched Helen’s shoulder. A zap of fear jolted through her, but she stilled her emotions and focused on not pulling away. Physical touch would always be challenging for her, but she would overcome it. Just like she’d overcome so much else. The haunting memories of strange men’s fists, her husband chanting excitedly, and the numerous young women paraded around his “parties” made her stomach roil.

      Charlotte picked up a few cans of soup and cereal boxes from the boxes on the floor. “Hey, I’ve been wanting to ask you something, but I’m not sure I should.”

      Cynthia moved to the shelving and worked on organizing the clothing donations in the corner of the basement, sorting between the desirable, the acceptable, and the unwearable, while Helen folded the now empty cardboard box flat and stacked it in the corner. Motion, any kind of movement calmed the anxiety she lived with daily. “What’s that?”

      Charlotte turned the cans so all the labels faced forward. “Um…do you want to be called Helen or Angela? I mean, now that your ex-husband is behind bars and the cartel decided to leave you be, you don’t have to use a fake name.”

      Helen eyed the concrete walls and wooden beams. The structure looked secure, but she knew that no wall was large enough or thick enough to keep out the unwanted. Did she dare risk having her past catch up with her future? It was too late for that. Javier made sure the entire cartel knew she’d settled in Riverbend. “You’re right. My name doesn’t matter since my cover’s been blown. That being said, I don’t feel like Angela Nunez anymore. I’m not a victim. I’m a survivor, and I’d prefer not to carry the name Nunez anymore. I’m legally changing Tessa’s last name also. I don’t want her having to carry around that shame and regret.” Helen had thought long and hard about her daughter’s future and how to keep the little girl safe from her past.

      “Good.” Charlotte pulled her long blonde hair around her shoulder and let out a heavy breath.

      Cynthia crossed her arms over her chest and popped one hip out. “Since when does Charlotte Rutledge worry about offending someone? Has your new man softened you or something?”

      Charlotte set two more cans on the shelf. “No. Brady knows better than to try to tame me.”

      “Is that why I saw a bridal magazine in the trunk of your car this morning?” Cynthia said in a you’re-busted tone.

      Charlotte’s perfect, pink-painted lips opened then shut, then opened and shut again.

      Helen laughed and shot Cynthia a look. “Wow, you managed to silence Charlotte. There’s got to be a medal for that or something.”

      Charlotte huffed and placed the last few jars of spaghetti sauce onto the shelf next to the soup.

      Chuckling, Cynthia tossed the last holey shirt into the trash can and clapped her hands together. “Okay, what’s next?”

      Helen folded the next empty box and stacked it on top of the others. “I have some paperwork to finish up. Beds to make for our first two arrivals tomorrow. They’re arriving early. I’m not even sure how that happened, but I couldn’t turn them away. One is six months pregnant. Still, there’s so much to get done before they arrive. I have phone calls to return about funding. I still can’t believe how many private donors, corporations, and grants Kate was able to secure.” Helen bit her bottom lip and thought over the mountain of work that still had to be done, but she didn’t want to think of anything else at the moment. “I guess that’ll take care of everything.”

      Charlotte analyzed her nails, probably to make sure there wasn’t a chip in her perfect, pink polish. Helen knew it was less about being a diva and more about being in control. “Brady asked me to find out about security.”

      Helen leaned against the wall, relishing how safe the basement felt. She could live down here. No inmates, no rough hands, and no men. “I’m still working on that.”

      Cynthia dropped her arms to her sides and headed for the stairs. “I almost forgot I’m supposed to meet with Mitchem at the Riverbend University campus security office. I think the Dean Jennings has a personal interest in this program after his niece escaped an abusive husband a few years back. He said they’ll set up a shift rotation so that officers will drive by several times every night. They’ll also do a few walk-ins to check the facility each day. It’s not high-tech, but at least it’ll provide some protection until the county can work something else out. That, or the center can afford to hire private security.”

      Helen sighed. “I don’t see that ever happening. Our best hope is for the county sheriff’s office to do drive-bys in combination with the university security. That’ll give the women some comfort beyond our security system. While they’re here, their number one concern will be protection. And the second will be anonymity. I need to provide them with both, without causing issues for Riverbend residents.”

      “Are there still people against this place?” Charlotte asked over her shoulder as she followed Cynthia up the stairs.

      “Well, I suppose it’s frightening to think that women who’ve been involved in some sort of criminal activity will be residing in Riverbend, so I don’t blame them. I know what can happen when a husband discovers where their wife has run away to, bringing trouble with him. You both learned that the hard way by helping me.”

      When they exited the dark, unfinished stairwell into the bright and airy main reception are of the center, Helen reached out intending to place her hand on Charlotte’s arm. She wanted to thank her for all the help Charlotte, Anna Baker and her mother, and Cynthia had given her when she was most in need, but she couldn’t bring herself to touch her friend. Instead, she pulled her sleeves over her feather tattoo and held her hands together in front of her.

      “Hey, if you hadn’t caused such a ruckus in my life, I wouldn’t have ever worked with Brady. Which means I’d be out one husband-to-be right now.” Charlotte beamed at her. Helen had never seen someone so head-over-heels in love. Well, except Cynthia. Both of her new friends had been blessed in that department.

      “Excuse me, ma’am.” A man stood in the center of the entryway dressed in the dark uniform of a police officer.

      She froze, her pulse thudding with warning. Instincts of years of protecting the women in her husband’s house kicked in and she charged forward, pushing around her friends to confront him. “Hey, how’d you get in here?” Planting herself between him and her friends, she waited for a reply, but he only stared at her. “I asked you a question.”

      The tall man cracked a smile and held up a key card, his arms bulging beneath his uniform. “I’m here to check the security, ma’am. Dr. Taylor sent me over without much explanation. When no one answered the door, I let myself inside.”

      Cynthia appeared at Helen’s side. “You must be Officer Raeder from the university. It’s nice to meet you. I’m Cynthia Taylor.” She did a half turn and winked at Helen.

      Not obvious at all, Helen thought. She felt like she was back in junior high. This had set up written all over it. Well, she’d squash that faster than her friend could wink again.

      “You ladies can handle this. I need to pick up Tessa from preschool.”

      Charlotte shot her a scolding glance. “Katie’s picking her up, remember? Besides, being the shelter’s director, you should probably handle this one.”

      Helen gritted her teeth then pushed up her sleeves to show a few of her tattoos and brushed her short hair behind her ear to show off her piercings.  Tattoos and piercing were great man-repellent. They had done a great job of keeping her husband at bay. Of course, he’d just turned his attention to other, more helpless girls. She tried to shake off the guilt and focus on the threat in front of her.

      He took a step forward, closing the distance between them. “Nice to meet you, ma’am. You the director of this shelter?”

      The boyish smile and strong jaw weren’t lost on her, but still it was a waste. No man had gotten anything from her by smiling since the day her husband first raised his fist. “Yes, I’m the one who’ll be running this women’s center.”

      Charlotte fluttered closer to the man, the woman oozing flirtation. “Doesn’t it look great? She single-handedly put this place together. The artwork, rugs, paint―it all makes it look warm and homey, don’t you think?”

      Helen turned her focus to the back wall and straightened one of the pictures. Everything needed to be perfect―calm—when the first women arrived. And a policeman standing in the middle of her center wouldn’t help matters, not unless she was going for jail-chic. Since one of the women was six months pregnant and had already lost two babies to her husband’s fists, Helen wanted to create the calmest atmosphere possible.

      “Like your ink.” Mr. Tall, Dark and Authoritative cornered her against the wall.

      “What?” Helen looked down at the tattoo of a feather morphing into small birds then into a dove peeking out from under her sleeve. No man had ever said that to her before. “Ah, thanks.”

      He tugged his collar away from his neck, revealing his own tattoo of a bird with a broken wing. Then he tipped his head toward her arm. “Does it mean something?”

      “Uh, freedom…and peace and courage,” she mumbled, not sure what else to say. Being rude to the man who was supposed to help protect the center didn’t seem like a wise idea.

      A nudge to her shoulder sent her stumbling a step closer to him then Charlotte cleared her throat. “And what does yours represent?”

      “He’d tell you, but then he’d have to arrest you.” Mitchem came in from the kitchen area and took Cynthia into his arms, planting a kiss on her lips two feet away from Helen.

      Helen shook her head and retreated behind the desk. “So, you guys don’t think it still looks too much like a factory in here? The bunk rooms are a little drab, but they’ll do for now. And the three semi-private rooms will be great for women with children.” She sighed. “I’m just holding my breath that women will have the courage to let us help them take that first step toward a better life far from their terrors.”

      “If anyone can do it, you can,” Charlotte said in that overly-dramatic tone she had. “You’re the bravest, most-caring woman I know. You don’t have a selfish, dishonest bone in your body.”

      Helen straightened some papers on the desk, keeping her attention anywhere but on Officer Set-up. “Thanks for checking on the place,” she said to Mitchem. “I’m sure we’ll be fine.”

      He took Cynthia’s hand and led her toward the door. “Call me if you need anything. I’m working with the dean directly on this project.”

      “It was nice to meet you, ma’am.” Officer Raeder held his hat to his chest and bowed his head like a real, live gentleman, a gesture she’d only seen done in movies or by her new friends’ husbands.

      “Close your mouth. You’re drooling,” Charlotte whispered before gliding to the front doors with the others.

      Great. Her two friends had become matchmakers.

      Officer Raeder held the door open for everyone, then put his hat on and gave her another nod. She almost smiled back before she caught herself. The last thing she needed to do was encourage the man.

      She grabbed the bottle of cleaner and sprayed the back part of the u-shaped front desk. For ten minutes, she distracted herself by cleaning every surface then moved to the double doors, wanting to wipe away any blemish. This was a place for fresh starts and new beginnings, for clearing away the past and looking toward a brighter future. Blemishes weren’t allowed.

      Wiping the glass panes of the front doors clean, she noticed a man standing on the other side of the road, staring straight at her. His cap was pulled down, hiding his face, and his hands were in his pockets. He probably looked bored to a passerby, but Helen knew that stance. He was waiting.

      For her?

      A wave of adrenaline shot through her with super-charged torque, and she jerked, stumbling backwards. She heaved in two breaths, trying to steady herself before she collapsed on the floor. No. It wasn’t true. The cartel swore they’d leave her alone in exchange for her putting her husband away. The man had turned Cartel business with his drug induced antics. They would’ve offed him if it wasn’t for him taking the fall for the Cartel. A sacrificial move to save his own life. Yet there the man stood in a strong-arm stance. He lifted his head, revealing a glare that screamed death.
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      The young girl stood shaking beside her car. “I don’t know what happened. I swear I locked my door, but it’s gone. Everything’s gone!”

      Officer Larson Raeder avoided looking at her teary-eyed face and searched the car for any signs of breaking and entering. “Sorry, ma’am, but there isn’t any indication of a break-in.”

      “I tell you I locked it.” Defiance and anger crept into her voice before she batted her eyes, forcing fresh tears to roll down her face. “Ohmygawd. My laptop has my paper for English lit on it. I’m so dead. Um…can you write me a note or something? Explain to my professor it’s not my fault?” More eye-lash batting.

      His gut sank. Barely eighteen and already this girl had learned to lie and deceive, using her wiles to get out of simple responsibility. He sighed and closed his eyes. How had he gone from big city criminal investigator to college cop? Because of theatrics. Because girls like her twisted the truth, thinking they had power over men. It was the same way his baby sister had twisted her words until they had cost him his job.

      He counted to five then opened his eyes. A simple technique, but a useful one when his temper edged near redline-mad.

      “Hey, did you hear me? I need a note.” The long-haired, big-eyed female folded her arms across her chest and cocked out a hip before she caught herself and cleared her throat. “Uh, I mean, did you find anything that will help catch the criminal?”

      He counted to five again as an extra precaution. Never again would he let his temper rule him. It had cost him too much already. “I might have,” he said calmly. “Tell me, when did you first notice this break-in?”

      “What do you mean?” She took a step back, her eyes darting to the ground.

      “Did you call the campus security right away, or did you drive the vehicle here first?”

      “I, um-um, called right away, of course. I didn’t even think―I mean, this is traumatic, right?” She danced between her feet.

      “Right.” He pulled his notebook out and scribbled nonsense on his pad.

      “What are you writing? Are you giving me the note?” she asked, her voice turning hopeful.

      He pushed his hat up with the eraser of his pencil and looked down at her. Strange how her five-foot-two-inch frame could produce such lies. “I need all the facts first, ma’am.”

      “Facts? Someone broke into my car and stole my laptop,” she said, her tone morphing from hopeful to impatient. “Don’t you know who I am?”

      Great. One of those kids. “Yes, but unfortunately, in order to file a report I need specifics. Time, date, location, that sort of thing.” He smiled his warmest, friendliest, nonconfrontational smile.

      Her shoulders relaxed, and she exhaled with a shrug. “Oh, ok. Um…I arrived here before class to meet friends at the coffee house, then came back to get my stuff and it was gone. It happened right here about an hour ago.”

      “I see. And you didn’t have your files saved on a thumb drive?”

      One of her heavily-filled eyebrows rose high on her forehead. “Why do you need that for your report?”

      “You said everything is gone, but only mentioned your laptop specifically, so I thought you might have had more than just your laptop stolen.” He tapped his notebook with his pencil. “I need to make sure we document everything of value. Now, I assumed you kept your files on an online backup system like your professor suggested, but since you said your paper was gone for good, you must have backed it up on a thumb drive, or some other kind of external hard drive, which also must have been stolen.” He pointed to the oversized bag hanging from her shoulder. “If it was in your bag, you wouldn’t be so concerned.”

      “Oh.” She shifted between feet. “No, I didn’t have anything like that. I worked all night on that paper at, er…um, a friend’s house who didn’t have internet. I’d planned on uploading it to my cloud when I got to class, but I was too late.”

      Tears welled in her eyes once more. She scooted closer, batting her eyelashes, and a few large droplets streamed down her cheeks. “Please, officer. I need to get to class. Can you give me the note then we can finish the details later?”

      Her renewed attempt at manipulation irked him, but he remained calm. “I’m so sorry, ma’am, but it’s my job. Besides, I’m sure your professor will understand if you’re late. You have had a traumatic experience after all.” He tapped his notebook again. “I think I have everything I need from you, though. Do you want me to call your parents?”

      “No…why? Um…they’re in Europe. I wouldn’t want to bother them.”

      He closed his pad and slipped it into its spot in his utility belt. “Are you sure? I really think they would want to know that their daughter is emotionally distressed.”

      “No, really. I’m fine. Thanks for your concern.” She gripped the straps of her bag, her feet dancing  again. “Uh, how do I get my note…um, report?”

      He smiled reassuringly then pointed to the camera hoisted high above the parking lot on a light post. The camera pointed directly at her car. “We just need to go to the security office and pull the footage to identify the criminal.”

      Her face turned sickly gray, like wet cement. “Um…camera?” She bit her bottom lip and angled her head to look up, then pulled her long hair around her face. “I can’t go to the office right now. I forgot…I, uh, have a test.” She stepped back toward the school building, but he blocked her escape.

      “Ms. Grant, is it?”

      “So you do recognize me?”

      “Your parking decal.” He straightened to give her the full impression of his six-foot-two-inch frame. “I want to caution you against making any misleading statements to the police. There is such a thing as falsifying information, and filing a false police report is a class D felony in this state. You wouldn’t want to go to jail, would you?”

      She snickered and gaffed simultaneously, then stepped back even as her head rose. “Doesn’t matter. You’re not a real cop anyway. You can’t arrest me.” She sneered. “I’m going to class now. My parents wouldn’t be happy if you detained me and made me miss a test. They are rich alumni, you know.”

      Based on her brand new BMW, highlights and manicured nails, he had no doubt. Footage or not, a simple word from her would get her parents on the phone to the dean. And he didn’t need any more headaches. He’d had enough of those over the past year. Still, her words pierced his armor against pretentious little girls who thought they could dictate his world. “You go to class,” he said, his voice edged with warning, “but just so you know I will be filing a report in the future. At a minimum, I’ll call your parents myself.”

      She lifted her chin and opened her mouth to spit venom, but he pointed up at the camera. With a quick nod, she raced up the path to where three more girls, all of the same age and fashion sense, stood at the front entrance of the building. It might be a small win, but he’d take it.

      After walking the perimeter of the parking lot, he headed inside to grab a cup of coffee and check the security footage. It never hurt to cover his butt when it came to these kinds of incidents. If there was one thing ten years with the Fulton County Sheriff’s Office had taught him, it was to always watch your own six when you didn’t have a partner to back you up.

      He grabbed his mug then sat at the computer in the security office. The bitter coffee made him rethink his budget, but buying a latte at the campus coffee shop every day wasn’t a luxury he could allow himself if he ever hoped to save enough to buy his own land.

      “Why are you sitting there?” Harry Gambrell asked. The overzealous and inexperienced Riverbend University security director rounded the desk and stared down at Larson as if to intimidate him into submission.

      Larson ignored him and continued clicking through the images. “I’m checking security footage from this morning.”

      “Did I tell you to do that?” Harry adjusted his belt, a futile attempt at keeping his pants over his widening waistline, and wiped the powdered donut residue from his mouth. Talk about a walking stereotype.

      “No, but—”

      Harry leaned against the desk, his comb-over flopping forward and making him look like a rooster. “But you don’t do anything without my permission. You’re my newest hire, and I did some checking. You didn’t come here because you wanted a quieter life. You were shamed into leaving Atlanta after nearly killing a man.”

      Larson pushed back from the desk, knocking the small chair over behind him. Startled, Harry stumbled back a few steps. The world shifted, and he forced himself to speak clearly, calmly. “The man assaulted my baby sister.”

      Harry’s thin lips coiled at the edges, and he regained his dominating stance. “Falsely accused.”

      The blood drained from his head, leaving him in a cold sweat as he remembered his career-ruining mistakes. He’d underestimated the boredom and tenacity of Director Harry Gambrell, but he wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      “Yeah, you think you’re high and mighty.” Harry pushed the button on the computer screen. “But I’m the one in control now. There isn’t any corrupt Atlanta police around here.”

      “Deputies.”

      “What?” Harry’s nose crinkled like a pig’s snout.

      “I worked for the Fulton County Sheriff’s Office.” He lifted his chin. Despite his shameful dismissal, he’d had a stellar record on the force.

      “I don’t care if you’re the queen of Fairyland, USA. I own you now. You can’t afford to lose this job, because no one else will hire you. I won’t make excuses for your temper and violent ways either. If you step out of line at all, there will be trouble.”

      Larson bit his tongue to keep from saying another word, but his fists were clenched tight at his sides. He’d never struck a man on the job, except for David Spann, the man who had abused his sister…still abused her. He fought the teeth-clenching anger at the thought.

      The door to the portable that housed the security office squealed and Dr. Taylor stuck his head inside the door before entering. “Hey, I came by to see if I could borrow Officer Raeder from you. I need him for a special project.” Dr. Taylor stood in the doorway, unknowingly saving Larson’s job.

      Harry snarled, but then forced a straight smile. “I have other men I’d recommend. I can’t in good conscious send this guy on any kind of special assignment on this campus. He’s currently on probation.”

      “Probation? For what?” Mitchem edged into the portable a little further. “I can’t disappoint the dean. He asked for Officer Raeder personally.”

      “The dean, you said?” Harry’s tight face slacked and his eyes went wide.

      “Yes, he personally requested to meet with Officer Raeder.” Mitchem leaned against the wall in a relaxed, nonconfrontational stance. Larson needed to learn that stance. He’d learned to school his facial expressions, but his body language still needed some re-education.

      Harry retreated into the corner where he usually hid, pretending to work. “Fine, but if anything goes wrong I won’t be held accountable.”

      “Then I’ll have him report directly to me or the dean for this assignment.”

      Pouting like a little kid, Harry placed his hands on his hips and shook his head. “He’s to report to me. I’m the director.”

      Larson cleared his throat and unfurled his fists, stretching his fingers. The conversation between the two men would be comical if his job and future weren’t on the line. Still, it was nice to see Harry squirm.

      “I’m afraid you’ll have to take that up with the dean. He wants this assignment to be kept as simple and direct as possible. He would’ve asked you personally, but being the director of security for the entire university meant you can’t spare the time.”

      Man, this guy doesn’t miss a beat. He was so smooth with his inflated compliments and sincere smile.

      “Ah, so the newbie gets the beat, huh?” Larson added, seeing Mitchem’s angle.

      “Fine,” Harry frowned, “but I need a report of his hours. And I won’t be covering any shifts for him. My men are spread too thin as it is.”

      Mitchem nodded. “We’ll supply a man to cover any shifts Officer Raeder needs to miss on our end.”

      Larson took his cue and gestured Mitchem toward the door. “We don’t want to keep the dean waiting.”

      Harry mumbled something about worthless employees and how a temp could replace him, but Larson decided not to engage. It was never the right move to engage the enemy unless necessary.

      “Dr. Taylor, I’m not sure what brought you back to the security office so soon, but I’m thankful.” Larson placed his hat on his head to block the bright sunlight.

      “Mitchem, please. Listen, I hope you don’t mind me pulling you from your job.”

      Larson laughed. “No need to apologize. I welcome it, sir. If you can cover my shifts, I’m surprised you’d ask for me to do this at all.”

      Mitchem waved him toward his car and opened the doors with a beep. “We prefer that this project remain between the dean, myself, and you. We’d prefer not to use a temp with no loyalty to the university for this. I think it’s personal for the dean.” Mitchem paused at his door and eyed him over the roof of the car. “What was going on back there anyway?”

      As they settled into their seats, Larson shrugged. “Only a pissing match… Oh, I mean—”

      Mitchem held up a hand. “No worries. I wouldn’t have defined it any other way myself. But what was he so irate about?”

      “He’s just a man who resents experience and prefers to micromanage. Something I’m not accustomed to, that’s all. But I’m learning to deal with it.”

      As Mitchem drove off campus, Larson had to admit the mystery intrigued him. After several weeks of no action, he was questioning his desire for a quieter life. Mitchem turned the block and drove into the industrial district toward the shelter he had taken Larson to visit earlier. To his surprise, his mood lightened at the thought of seeing the director of the center again.

      “I’m not sure there’ll be much for you to do working at the center, but it’ll keep you out of the security office some. I’m afraid you’ll still be under Director Gambrell, though. You know, I can always put in a good word at the Sweetwater County Sheriff’s Office for you.”

      “No. I’m good, but thanks.” The last thing he needed was the entire county finding out what he’d done. Even if the people didn’t ostracize him, he’d still lose his job. He suspected the only reason Harry hadn’t reported his discovery was because of his power trip.

      They pulled up to the shelter and his eyes sought out the fair-skinned, dark-haired beauty he’d seen earlier. Not many women turned his head, but there was something different about this one. She didn’t look like a girl who’d play victim, or who’d cry wolf. From five minutes of conversation, and the way she carried herself, he knew that women was either ex-military, a biker, or a former Olympian. Greatness oozed from her.

      Pulling his thoughts from the woman, he accessed the building. The large front windows weren’t a good idea, but he assumed it was due to a limited budget. Transforming the old factory into a shelter couldn’t have been cheap. If he was being honest, he wasn’t excited about working around a ton of women who were victims. If his own baby sister could lie to him to get what she wanted, what was there to stop others from doing the same? He didn’t doubt most of these women had reasons to lie, considering their dire circumstances, but still, he wanted nothing to do with it. Nothing at all. He didn’t want to run the risk of his past catching up with his future.

      Helen opened the front door, allowing him to enjoy a full view of her dark hair, thin frame, high cheekbones, and mesmerizing blue eyes. The kind you could see across a room. He liked that she wasn’t the type of woman who needed saving, because his saving days were over. Not that he was looking for anyone to date, but if he was, she’d be his first pick.

      “Hi, thanks for coming.”

      Mitchem smiled. “Of course. I’m glad you called.”

      She stepped back to let them come inside. “I’ll be honest. I wouldn’t have called, but I have a woman arriving in a few minutes who is six months pregnant and she doesn’t need the stress. She’s already had complications, and I won’t allow some man to cause her to lose her baby. Her husband already beat two out of her.”

      Larson winced at her words. “Okay, what do you need from me?”

      The woman walked around the front desk and snagged her cell phone. “There was a man loitering outside. I tried to shoo him away. I even yelled at him, but until your car came around the corner he didn’t budge.”

      “You did the right thing, ma’am. Did you recognize him?” Larson asked.

      “I don’t know his name, but I know he was sent by the cartel.”
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      Officer Raeder pulled two chairs from the lounge area and turned them to face each other. Then, gesturing for Helen to sit down across from him, he said, “Sounds like you’ve got some troubles of your own.”

      She lowered onto the chair but sat up straight. “Listen, Officer Raeder, if I’m right and it is a guy from the cartel, he’s probably just making sure I’m not disobeying our agreement. That’s not the issue here.”

      Mitchem slinked back to the kitchen area, leaving Helen uneasy and alone with the questioning brow of an obviously determined man. “Agreement?”

      Dust particles danced in the afternoon light shining through the front windows. She eyed the sidewalk across the street, but no one stood outside watching her. The aroma an outdoor, natural scent drew her attention back to the man in front of her. One who looked like he’d stepped out of a sexy cop of the month calendar. “Yeah. I don’t cause any issues for them, and they’ll leave me alone. It works for me. But as I said, that’s not the issue here, Officer Raeder.”

      He rested his elbows on his knees. The close proximity revealed slight scar on his left cheek and she wondered where he’d gotten it from. “Larson.”

      “What?” She blinked as if trying to focus.

      “Call me Larson. I’m not an officer any more. I haven’t been for a while. I’m just a guy who works security for Riverbend University. That said, I do have the experience to keep you safe.”

      Helen had no doubt that a man of his size could handle himself in a fair fight, but the cartel didn’t play fair. They didn’t do anything fair. “I don’t need you to protect me. I don’t need anyone to protect me. I only called to get that man to leave so he wouldn’t frighten the pregnant woman who’ll be arriving soon. You should go, too. Seeing you here will only stress her out. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a lot to take care of.” She pointed at the few boxes of donations still stacked under the clock along the back wall. “I wasn’t due to open for another week or two.”

      He tilted his head to one side then leaned back. The man was careful and analytical, she’d give him that, but he was also stubborn. “I’d think my presence would make her feel more secure.”

      Helen sighed, not expecting the man to understand the complexities and fear of an abused woman on the run. “Listen, I’m sure you’re a good man, but not all policemen are. Believe it or not, there are some who’re corrupt or violent.” He drew his head down, his chin to his chest, but she didn’t hold any punches. “These women have tried calling the police, but they couldn’t protect them. In most cases, the officers asked them to file a report and then never arrested the men who beat them.”

      A small line creased at the edges of his mouth. “Officers must work within the confines of the law.”

      “I understand that. All I’m saying is that some of these ladies might find your presence disconcerting. I’m just trying to take care of them. Believe it or not, these women have put a great deal of faith in this place, in me. I made them a promise that things will be different here. That no man will intimidate, or humiliate them.”

      They sat in silence for a moment until he leaned toward her once more. “Can I ask you something?”

      Helen fought the urge to cross her arms and fold into herself to hide the memories of her past horrors. She swallowed the gut-wrenching, debilitating fear and raised her chin. “Go ahead, but I reserve the right to not answer.”

      The air conditioner overhead cut on with a rattle then a boom, as if to announce the gravity of what he was about to ask. Mitchem’s footsteps echoed on the painted concrete floor, alerting them of his return. He nodded then said, “How do you know if women are telling you the truth? I’ve had many cases where I’ve dealt with women who claimed they were being abused, only to learn they had a vendetta against someone and call the police to have them arrested. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying abuse doesn’t happen.”

      If anyone else had asked her that same question, she would’ve berated them, told them to listen and look. No one could fake that kind of terror. But his soft eyes and slack jaw told her he spoke from personal experience and not out of malice. It was an honest question, not an accusatory one.

      “I’m sorry. I know that must’ve sounded harsh.”

      “No, it’s fine. I’ll be honest. I’ve never met a woman who lied about her situation. As far as I’m concerned, if a woman is willing to give up her identity, her life, all contact with friends and family in order to escape, it’s serious. The women who come to me have to agree to never contact anyone from their past.”

      “And if they do?” He inched closer as if to pry the information from her lips.

      “Then I send them away. This is a place for women who want to be truly free from their abusive past, who want a different life, and I won’t accept anything less.”

      “Understood. I’ll stay out of sight.” He stood and marched to the front doors. “I’m gonna check the perimeter first. How much time until she arrives?”

      A car pulled into the parking lot out front. The weight of taking in another person, of being responsible for someone other than Tessa and promising to help her no matter what stole her breath from her lungs. “I’d say now,” she breathed. She stood there staring at the car as the driver and passenger doors opened. She grabbed the edge of the desk to stop the room from tilting.

      “You okay?”

      She forced air into her lungs and moved her head up then down. A hand touched her shoulder before she even realized Larson had moved to her side.

      “You’re going to be great.”

      To her surprise, his touch didn’t make her want to cringe. It was softer, more reassuring than she would’ve expected.

      “Listen, I don’t know you very well, but I’m good at reading people. I can tell you’re brave and determined. You’ll be fine.”

      She wasn’t sure what to say to that. Men had only ever called her weak, treating her like a plaything, a possession. This man thought she was brave? She hated being viewed as a victim, so being seen as brave stoked her pride a little bit.

      Outside, one woman rounded the car while the other one pushed against the door frame to stand, her belly larger than Helen had anticipated.

      Larson turned her to face him. “You’re going to be great,” he said again. “I don’t put my faith in a lot of people, so don’t let me down.” He smiled, a teasing, knee-weakening smile. For the first time in her life, it felt like a man had her back.

      She ignored the feeling, straightened and eyed the front doors.

      Larson joined Mitchem at the end of the hallway leading to the kitchen. “We’ll head out the back.”

      Before he could leave, Helen called after him. “Hey, wait. You know one of my secrets, so I expect you to reciprocate next time.”
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      Larson tossed and turned all night, haunted by Helen Simpson’s words. Secrets? About his past? No, that couldn’t happen. The thought of that woman discovering his violent eruption, the moment when he’d lost his temper and it cost him everything, terrified him. He didn’t want to live through that shame again. Revealing the secrets of his past would put a halt on any further work for him around the women’s center. And as much as he didn’t want anything to do with victims of abuse and domestic violence, he wanted to return to the campus security office and deal with Harry even less.

      Besides, there was more to Helen Simpson, something beyond her words. She intrigued him, and he’d lose all opportunity to find out more about her if she discovered his secret.

      Still awake when his alarm sounded at first light, he got up for his usual morning run. The fresh, crisp air always helped to clear his head, and he soon found himself running past the old warehouse in the historic district. The building looked peaceful and calm from the outside, with a single light on in the downstairs office. The large single-pane windows provided a clear view of a dark-haired woman at her desk.

      Her slim, yet fit frame was slumped forward, her hand holding up her head. For a brief moment, he thought she’d fallen asleep at her desk, but quickly realized she was poring over paperwork. He considered checking in with her to make sure everything had gone okay, but he kept running. If she needed anything she would’ve called. The perimeter looked good, so he doubled back and ran past the window one more time. This time she was standing, looking out over the street. Busted.

      She waved at him and he waved back, only to catch his foot on the curb and stumble. Great, now he looked like a fool. Without another glance over his shoulder, he hightailed it down the street, running hard back to his sparsely-furnished apartment near the university. Home, the only home he had anymore.

      The usual feelings of loneliness and loss whenever he thought about family crept in, but he shoved them back down where they belonged and showered off. He needed a direction, a purpose in life. No matter how much he denied it, and even after giving up his badge, he was and always would be born to protect and serve.

      Clean and dressed, he settled in front of his computer with a mug of coffee. Helen’s connection to the cartel was still bothering him and he considered calling his Atlanta contacts for information, but decided to try digging into it a little on his own first. A man loitering on a street corner didn’t warrant a full police investigation, not to mention such an investigation would require favors called in from his past. A past he desperately wanted to escape.

      A video call buzzed at the bottom of his screen. There was only one person he knew to be awake, but how would Helen know how to contact him beyond his cell number? His heart rate soared to a runner’s high pace and he hit the accept button. The window popped up with his little sister’s face beaming back at him. A punch to the gut of unexpected resentment knotted him up inside.

      “Hi, Lar. I thought I’d catch you at this time. Figured you’d be finished with your morning run about now.” She gave him the big-eyed, puppy-dog look that used to get him to do whatever she wanted. Not this time.

      “What do you want, Lisa?” Was that a bruise on the side of her face near her eye? He forced his gaze to the blank white wall beyond her shoulder. There was nothing he could do to protect her anymore. She had made her choice. A choice that cost him everything.

      “How are you?” Lisa fiddled with something below the view of the screen.

      “You didn’t call to ask how I am. You know how I am.” Larson winced at the harshness of his words. He’d never been so distant, so unloving toward her, but he couldn’t trust her ever again.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” Her voice cracked, and her eyes filled with tears.

      Yes, that was a bruise on the side of her face. Anger bubbled to the surface. He opened his mouth to ask what happened, but he knew he shouldn’t. Instead, he let the silence stretch between them.

      “Are you okay?” she finally managed to ask.

      “I’m fine.” He fought the urge to ask her once again why she lied, why she ruined his career and life, but what was the point? No matter how many times he asked, her response was always the same. I didn’t have a choice.

      “Did you get a job?” Lisa pushed her hair behind her ear. Despite the smile on her face, he could see her hands shaking. Something wasn’t right.

      “What’s wrong?” The words spilled from his mouth like an addict’s bad habit.

      “Nothing. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.” Sounds of movement in another room drew her attention. When she turned back to the screen, he saw it in her eyes. Fear. His chest tightened with the need to save her, but he couldn’t. “Or it was all for nothing,” she muttered.

      “What does that mean?” He leaned forward, trying to see beyond her forced smile and into her messed up world with a monster she’d chosen over him.

      “Nothing. I don’t mean anything.” More noises followed by a muffled voice. “I have to go. I’m not your worry anymore. You were right. I need to take care of myself and start making the right choices. I know you don’t believe this, but I love you, Lar. And…I’m sorry.” The screen clicked off before he could ask her again what she meant. His big brother protection mode kicked in, but there was nothing he could do. Even if they were still living in the same state, he couldn’t go near her with the restraining order. This time he wouldn’t just lose his job, he’d land in jail. And there was nothing worse than an ex-cop stuck in a cell with criminals he’d put there.

      He told himself he shouldn’t care, not after she lied to police and on the witness stand about what happened that night. True, he’d managed to avoid jail time, but her deceit had cost him everything else. No. He couldn’t do this. After everything she’d done, he couldn’t care about her anymore. He couldn’t get involved in her life again. Not when everything she said was a lie.

      He pushed from the desk and took a last swig of coffee. His mind worked as he walked to the kitchen to rinse out his mug. There had to be a way he could check on her without getting himself involved. He froze. No. What was he doing? Lisa needed to be on her own, needed to live with the consequences of her own decisions. Like his lawyer and friends had told him, he needed to stay far away from her and her deceptions.

      He glanced around his small apartment, a single room with a separate kitchen and bathroom, his possessions consisting of a broken-down couch, a desk, and bed. He reminded himself of his goals, ones that didn’t include more drama or jail time. He wanted the peace and quiet that came with owning land. Perhaps he’d even want his own family some day now that he wasn’t raising his sister.

      Still, his brotherly instinct nagged at him. He abandoned his sparse apartment and headed for his car, trying to avoid his thoughts of regret. Every second of every day, he thought of Lisa and remembered the last words he’d said to his father before he died. His promise to care for her and keep her safe. He looked into the pink-streaked morning sky and whispered, “I’m sorry I failed you, Dad.”
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      The air conditioner cut on again, rattling the front windows. It had been a long night, and she only hoped that Tessa had finally managed to get some sleep. Through the crack of her door, she could see Tessa’s perfect little sleeping face in the glow from her doggy nightlight. Helen hated to wake her, but she had to get ready for preschool. Normalcy, that was what Helen wanted for her baby girl. But was she doing the right thing raising her daughter around all this?

      She nudged Tessa’s door open and sat on the edge of her bed. Someday, she hoped to move them into another place, somewhere away from all the mess of life, but for now, this was what they had. She was thankful to have a roof over her head, a good school for Tessa, and the friends she’d made. The friends who had helped her make all of this possible. This life was more than she had once dreamed possible.

      Tessa squirmed and stretched before her eyes popped open. “Morning, Mama.”

      “Morning, love. How was the rest of your night?”

      “Better. Sorry I woke you up.” Tessa tugged the covers up to her nose.

      Helen snuggled into bed beside her. “To tell you the truth, I didn’t sleep much either.”

      Tessa wrapped her little arm around Helen’s belly and nuzzled into her. This was all she had ever wanted. Family, to be a good mother, the way her mother had been to her. Helen looked at the ceiling, remembering her mother’s smiling face. I hope I’m starting to make you more proud of me.

      Tessa leaned her head back and looked up at her. “You happy?”

      Cold air blew down from the vents overhead, and Helen pulled Tessa tighter against her. “Of course. I have you. That makes me the happiest person alive.”

      Her daughter giggled. “I’m happy I have you, too.”

      “Always.” Helen tweaked her nose. “But now you have to get ready for school. I’ll get breakfast made. Do you need any help?”

      Tess sat up in bed and shoved her little fists to her hips. “No. I’m big girl now.”

      “Yes, you are, baby. And I’m proud of you.” Helen stood and looked down at her baby girl, all grown up at four years old. She wanted to give her daughter the world. A life better than the mess she was born into. “One day, I’ll have staff that stay here at night. Then I’m going to get us a house and we can have a real home.”

      Tessa hopped from the bed and into her arms. “I am home, Mama. I’m with you.”

      The words filled her with joy, but also guilt. Tessa had been through so much in her young life. When Helen went to get her daughter out of hiding in Europe, she didn’t think Tessa would even know who she was. But the little girl just hugged her, the way she hugged her now. Unconditional love. Tessa had taught her that there was still good in the world.

      “You get dressed then. I’ll meet you in the kitchen. Then Mrs. Harrow will take you to school. Are you okay with her driving you to and from school?” Helen would forever be grateful to Kate Harrow. Out of all of her new friends, Kate had been the most supportive, the most understanding, having been in an abusive marriage herself.

      “Ah, huh. I get to eat cookies with Mr. and Mrs. Harrow after school. She says I’m good practice for her grandbaby.”

      Helen laughed. Tessa always seemed to bring joy into her heart and life. She hugged her daughter one more time then left her to be a big girl while she cooked breakfast for her and the woman in the semi-private room. The center’s first resident. The one who had arrived last night.

      Quiet. The large, empty building stood silent as she walked toward the kitchen area. She hadn’t realized how bone-chilling the place would be, especially at night. She’d welcome the hustle and bustle of more residents arriving in the next few weeks. Activity. She thrived on movement and hard work. It was only in the quiet moments when memory flashes would send her into near panic attacks and fill her with nervous energy.

      Eggs, bacon, and toast, she thought. Yes, that would make for a good morning. And coffee. She couldn’t forget coffee, even if she was the only one who could drink it right now. She put a pot on and whisked some eggs in a bowl while waiting for the skillet to heat. Today would be good. A new challenge. She busied herself frying, scrambling and toasting breakfast.

      “Good morning. I hope it’s okay that I came down.” Sarah, the woman who arrived yesterday, stood in a hand-me-down pink bathrobe tied above her round belly.

      “Of course, this is your home now. I’m making some breakfast. Would you like some?” Helen plated the food before Sarah could answer. “Here, sit.” She pointed to the row of stools lined up along one edge of the counter.

      “Thank you. I’m not sure I’m ready to eat, but this baby is famished. He, or she, started kicking the minute I smelled bacon.” She smiled, despite the busted lip and bruise on her cheek. For a brief moment, she met Helen’s gaze then tugged her hair down around her face. “I must look like such a fright.”

      Helen shook her head. “You look like a strong, independent woman who’s about to have a baby. That’s beautiful in my book.”

      Sarah smiled, warm and hopeful. Helen wasn’t sure if she would be able to connect with all the residents the way she had instantly connected to the young woman in front of her, but it was nice to feel needed, to be around people who understood what she went through. No judgment, only help and reassurance.

      Tessa bounded into the kitchen. “Mama, Mama. Man is here.”

      Sarah dropped her fork, her hands instantly covering her belly.

      Tessa stopped bouncing on her toes and cocked her head to the side. “He’s good guy. Policeman.”

      Helen reached across the counter and patted Sarah’s hand. “He’s my security guy. I’m sorry if he startled you. He’s supposed to blend in, not scare anyone.”

      Sarah kept her hands on her belly, but her tight lips relaxed a bit. “Actually, it’s good to know he’s here. I’ll probably sleep better knowing we have someone watching over us. Does he stay inside or outside all night?”

      “Outside, but not all night. At night, we’ll have the sheriff’s office do drive-bys.” Helen set another plate of eggs and bacon on the counter for Tessa. “While you eat up, I’m going to go see what he wants, but don’t worry. He’ll remain outside.”

      “No. Please, invite him in. I’m fine. Really. Actually, I’m better than fine. For the first time in five years, I feel like I’m going to be okay.” She beamed then slowly removed one hand from her belly to retrieve the fork and shoveled scrambled eggs into her mouth.

      Helen nodded. “You eat, too, Tessa,” she said then headed for the front doors where she found Larson standing outside with his hands resting on his belt. His stance spoke volumes of his years on the force. He was no security guard. But if he’d been a cop, why did he take a job on campus?

      She turned off the building’s alarm and unlocked the doors. “Good morning. Come on inside.”

      “I don’t want to intrude.” Despite his protest, he stepped past her and scanned the room.

      “You can relax. There are no bad guys inside. How ’bout a cup of coffee?” Helen led him to the kitchen where she found Sarah washing her plate.

      “You don’t have to do that,” Helen protested.

      Sarah smiled. “This is a home, right? That means we all pitch in. I hope you don’t think you’ll be waiting on us all the time. I assume we’ll have a chore schedule.”

      Helen opened a cabinet to retrieve a mug. “I hadn’t thought about that.”

      “You should.” Sarah slid the plate into the dish rack and then wiped her hands before offering one to Larson. “Hi, I’m Sarah. I hear you’re here to protect us.”

      If Helen didn’t know better, she’d think he blushed. Or maybe it was the lighting. Men like him didn’t blush.

      “Nice to meet you, ma’am.” He held his hat in one hand while he greeted her.

      Helen had assumed that his gentlemanly behavior was all an act. Now, she thought otherwise. He must always be a gentleman. She couldn’t imagine him ever losing his temper or lashing out like the men in her past. “Cream or sugar?”

      “No, black is fine. Thanks.” He took the mug and poured his own coffee before she had a chance to wait on him.

      “Wow, protective and domesticated.” Sarah smiled and headed for the hallway. “I’ll leave you two alone while I go shower and get ready for my big day. I’m going to have a sonogram.” Despite her excitement, Helen could see the nervousness in Sarah’s face.

      “What’s that?” Tessa asked, hopping off her stool to carry her plate to the sink.

      Sarah paused. “It means I get to see my baby for the first time.”

      “Really?” Tessa’s eyes grew wide. “Can I see, too?”

      “You have to finish getting ready for school, love,” Helen reminded her. “Mrs. Harrow will be here any minute.”

      “Okay,” Tessa said dejectedly. She trailed down the hallway behind Sarah, leaving Helen alone with Larson.

      Helen busied herself with wiping down counters and rinsing Tessa’s plate. “Please sit. I’m sure you’ll be on your feet all day.”

      “Thanks. I wanted to check in and make sure there weren’t any further issues with our mystery man from yesterday.”

      Helen poured herself a cup of coffee and sat on the stool beside him. “Nope. Nothing since your morning run.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Um, yeah, you mean my morning trip.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, it was nice to know I’m not the only one. I tend to fall more than I run. My mind seems to always drift off and those curbs jump out in front of me.”

      His shoulders relaxed, along with his eyes. “You think curbs are bad, you should see me on a trail. Those tree roots are vicious.”

      She liked the way the right side of his lips curved a little higher than the left when he smiled.

      Soft, rapid steps padded down the hallway toward the kitchen. “All ready, Mama,” Tessa said as she entered. She turned to Larson. “Hi ya, again.”

      Larson stood and saluted Tessa. “Good morning, ma’am.” Apparently his good manners toward women extended to little girls.

      “Good morning.” Tessa struggled to climb up onto the stool next to him, so he gripped her waist and sent her sky high before placing her on the stool. She squealed and laughed, just like a happy little girl with her daddy.

      Helen shook her head and snagged a plate out of the cabinet. She plopped some eggs, bacon, and toast on it and placed it front of Larson.

      “You don’t have to feed me,” he said even as he reached for his fork.

      “It’s the least I can do as thanks for keeping such a close eye on this place.” Helen winked. Geesh, she’d been hanging around Charlotte too much.

      Tessa hopped down off the stool. “Mama, I’m gonna go wait at the front for Mrs. Harrow.”

      “Okay, but call me when she gets here.” She gave Tessa a hug then the little girl backed away and faced Larson.

      “And thank you, Mr. Officer.”

      “It’s Officer Raeder, sweetie.”

      “Call me Larson,” he said.

      Not entirely comfortable with her daughter addressing a man in such a familiar way, Helen said, “How about Mr. Larson?”

      “Okay, Mama. Mr. Larson, nice to meet you. I’ll leave you two alone now.” She giggled then skipped all the way down the hall.

      What was everyone’s obsession with them being alone today? And why didn’t the word make her squirm with fear inside like it normally did. One glance at the blue-eyed, strong man in front of her and she knew why, and knowing scared the heck out of her. She had no room for men, no room for romance. She had no room for someone to have power over her ever again.
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      Larson carried his plate over to the sink, but Helen took it from his hands before he could wash it.

      “I’ve got that.” She washed it while he cleared the pots from the stove, handing them to her, and then refilled her mug. Movement always calmed him, and he needed to talk to her, ask her about the women in this place.

      “Sarah isn’t what I expected.”

      “What did you expect? Angry, bitter women who hate men?” Helen slid the plate into the dishwasher. As she hand-washed the frying pan, he snagged a dish towel to dry.

      “No. I didn’t mean it like that.” He stumbled over his words the way he stumbled over his feet around this woman.

      “Relax. It’s fine. I’ll be honest. I wasn’t exactly expecting it to be like this either. I was prepared for lots of tears and anger, but instead I got joy and comfort. I’m sure each resident will be different, but I’m glad Sarah is my first.”

      He dried the pan and put it on the stove top. “What do you think brought her here? I mean, what drove her to finally leave the person who had such a hold over her?” The sound of water sloshing in the sink stopped, and he glanced over his shoulder to see Helen frozen in place. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

      “No, it’s fine.” Helen shrugged. “I can’t speak specifically to her case. Since I read her file, I don’t think that would be right, but I can tell you what I think in general terms.” She resumed washing and rinsing the rest of the dishes, loading some into the dishwasher while he dried the last pan.

      “Seriously, you don’t have to. I’m just…curious,” he lied. He honestly wanted to know, to understand what made his sister, or any woman, stay with a monster. But he didn’t want to force the woman in front of him to break resident confidentiality.

      “Sometimes women leave the first time a man hits them, which is always the best case scenario. It helps if they have loved ones they can move in with, or some sort of support system. It’s the ones who don’t that…” Her voice trailed off, but she started again. “Maybe he was a drunk and took things too far. The woman might rationalize that things will be better next time. That if she can just keep him from getting drunk, everything will be fine. Back to the way it was.”

      “Why don’t they all leave the first time? What if they do have support systems, but they choose to stay anyway? What does that say about their loved ones?” He fought to keep his voice steady and light, as if he really was just curious.

      Helen looked at him for a long moment, and then directed him to the counter again. “Please sit.” Nervously, he complied, feeling like he was on the receiving end of an interrogation. “It’s not that simple. Some men can say all the right things, do all the right things, convincing women they’re Mr. Right. One slip-up won’t convince these women to leave. Why would they when everything else is perfect? So, their choice to stay isn’t a reflection upon their loved ones or how they were treated. It doesn’t mean they were abused or spoiled or yelled at as children. It could be a life event or something they’ve witnessed or just the way they are wired.”

      “A life event? Like a death of a parent? Could that really cause someone to fall into a destructive relationship, even if they have someone to take care of them?”

      “Well, I’m not a trained expert, but I can speak from experience. Except in my case it was the opposite. The death of my mother freed me. Don’t get me wrong, I loved my mother and still miss her dearly, but my ex had convinced me that I couldn’t take care of her financially. So, he covered all of her medical bills. Using my mother’s health as leverage, he socially isolated me, controlling every aspect of my life, and then finally set me up to take the fall for a drug deal. I was sent to prison.” She met his gaze. “I’m one of those people you refer to as victims.”

      Larson wanted to take her hand, to tell her she had made it through, that she was worth so much more than how she had been treated, but he’d done that once. He’d believed his sister’s lies, her lies about the abuse, her lies to get him into the house, and her lies to the police about what happened. “You don’t have to tell me,” he muttered. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

      “No, it’s fine. I decided the day I agreed to open this center that my past would be an open book to anyone if it could help. If not, all that pain and torment means nothing.” Helen took a sip of her coffee as if needing a moment before she continued. “I was in jail when I found out I was pregnant. At first, I was terrified. There was no way I would ever bring a child into that world. So, I paid an inmate to beat me, and then passed drugs to the clinic’s physician, who ran a lucrative drug ring in the jail, in exchange for him to report that I’d lost the baby. After I got out, I was able to contact distant relatives in Europe where my mom came from, and they were able to take Tessa and keep her hidden.”

      Larson wanted to believe her story, but couldn’t help wondering if he was being an idiot? She looked sincere, but then so did his sister. “I’m sorry you’ve been through so much. If I can ask, how did you manage to get here?” For now, he’d keep listening and ask questions later to see if her story remained the same.

      “When I got out of prison, I hoped I’d be free, that my ex wouldn’t have a use for me anymore. But he would never let go of what’s his. I was just one of many women in his life at that point. During my jail time, he had gone from drug-running to human-trafficking. I ended up delivering babies and helping the other women the best that I could. We were a tribe, the way I hope to form a tribe with these women now.” She took a long breath and her gaze drifted somewhere far away. “When I read an article Charlotte wrote about another woman who’d been in a similar situation, I managed to contact her through the Internet. I finally had someone who could help me escape. I managed to sneak out after one of my ex-husband’s parties, knowing the men were too strung out to know what was going on. I followed all of Charlotte’s rules on how to stay hidden, how to cover my tracks so he couldn’t find me.” She heaved a deep breath. “And that’s how I left Angela Nunez behind and became Helen Simpson.”

      He hadn’t realized Helen wasn’t her real name. Based on her story, he could understand her reasons for the name change, but it still felt like a lie. Perhaps he really did turn a blind eye when it came to women. “I see. And now you pay it forward. Charlotte helped you, so now you help these women.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Mama, Mrs. Harrow is here,” Tessa called from the hall.

      “Excuse me. I’ll be right back.” Helen disappeared through the doorway and Larson got up to rinse out the cups. He placed them upside down in the rack and headed for his escape. He had way too much to process now. Not to mention a job he hated that he needed to get to before he was fired.

      In the lobby, a woman with auburn hair took Tessa’s backpack and slung it over her shoulder before greeting him with a smile. “Hi there. It’s a pleasure to meet you. My friend, Charlotte, told me about you. You’re so generous to work over here until we can find funding to hire a full-time security guard.”

      A security job? Away from Harry? No, it wouldn’t happen. They’d find out about his past. Harry would tell the entire town if he quit his job. “It’s nice to meet you. Mrs. Harrow, right?”

      She nodded and shook his hand with a stronger grip than he’d expected. “Please, call me Kate.”

      Tessa leaned into his leg and looked up at him with the same big blue eyes and long dark lashes of her mother. “He’s protecting us from bad men.”

      Helen squatted to the little girl’s eye level. “You know there’s nothing to worry about, right, baby? We’re safe here.”

      She seemed to think for a moment then bounced to the front door. “I know, Mama, but I like Mr. Larson. That other man is strange.”

      Helen flew after Tessa and gently gripped her shoulders. “What man?”

      Tessa shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Larson tensed and fought the rising pricks of anger. “Where did you see him? What did he do that was strange?” he asked in the softest, nonthreatening voice he could manage.

      All bounce gone from her feet, Tessa looked at her mother, and then at him as if she were in trouble. “At night, he sits outside my bedroom window and stares at me.”

      A jolt of shock raced through him, followed by his protective instinct. Harry and pretentious college students could wait. Right now, he needed to find the man and make sure he never came around this little girl again.
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      Helen worked through the morning, cleaning and filing, but no matter what she did her hands wouldn’t stop shaking. Had she done the right thing by allowing Tessa to go to school? What did that man outside Tessa’s window want with her?

      The quiet of the building unnerved her. She should’ve gone with Sarah to her doctor’s appointment, but she needed to test out the van service. If there were any issues, then she could fix them before they were at full capacity. Besides, she needed to go through some more donation boxes before the next arrival. The plan had been to open the center in another two weeks, but Helen just couldn’t turn away two women in need. She’d just have to work harder to get everything done in time.

      She checked her email to see if there were any updates from the driver transporting her next resident to the center, but nothing. After double-checking each expenditure on the monthly financial spreadsheet, she decided to go check Tessa’s room again, to make extra sure the window was locked.

      Inside her daughter’s room, Helen opened the curtains to find Larson squatting beside the building, analyzing the ground. Maybe he’d found some clue about the man stalking her daughter. She unlocked and opened the window, the squeal of the tracks causing his head to jerk up. “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “I’m on lunch break, so I thought I’d check the area. It’s quiet over at the university today, anyway.” Larson straightened then kicked a stone off the sidewalk into the wilted patches of weeds. Landscaping around the building had been a low priority on her to-do list, but she needed to remedy that and plant something nice outside Tessa’s window.

      “Why don’t you come inside and grab a sandwich? I was going to make one for myself anyway.”

      “No, thank you. I don’t want to trouble you.”

      “It’s no trouble. Besides, you’re using your lunch break to come check on me…um, the center.”

      Reluctantly, he nodded and went around the side of the building. She had to admit, the way the man carried himself was definitely pleasing to the eye. His confident stance, yet gentle eyes intrigued her. She shook the thoughts from her head and headed to the entrance. To her surprise, he already stood inside the lobby, waving his key card in front of him.

      “Sorry, I thought I’d double-check and make sure it worked in case I needed to get in for some reason.”

      She didn’t know why, but the thought of him getting inside thrilled her and scared her at the same time. “No. It’s fine.” Sunlight flooded through the large windows onto her skin, warming the icy chill of uncertainty. She wanted to bask in the sun’s warmth longer, but there was still so much to do. Maybe they could eat on the back porch. “Come on. I’ll grab the sandwich stuff.”

      Before she could head down the hallway to the kitchen, his radio squealed on his hip. He reached for the button, but the staticky voice cut him off. “Larson Raeder, where are you?” He clicked it off without responding.

      The smell of bacon still lingered in the kitchen, combining with the hint of cinnamon from the decorative broom Charlotte had placed in the back corner during move-in day. “Aren’t you going to get that?” Helen pulled lunch meat and cheese from the fridge and bread from the pantry.

      “Nope. He can wait. I’m officially clocked out. He made it a point to tell me I was hourly, and as an hourly employee I’m required to take a lunch break.” He grinned mischievously.

      “I hope you being here hasn’t caused an issue for you. If it has, we can figure something else out.”

      “No, it’s fine. Trust me. He doesn’t even know what kind of job I’m doing. He’s only been informed that the dean has me on a special project. The man’s a court jester trying to be a beloved prince.”

      “Oh, Larson Raeder has a sense of humor, I see,” Helen teased. A light-hearted atmosphere made her want to bounce more than walk. She placed two plates on the counter and opened the package of lunch meat.

      Larson uncurled the twist tie on the bread and dropped two slices on each plate. “Yep, not all police officers are guns and ammo. Some are hearts and butterflies,” he said in a Jim Carey Pet Detective voice.

      “Wow, you’re full of one-liners today.” The easy way he had about him allowed her to relax a little and enjoy being alone with a man for the first time in forever, but her mind kept drifting to the mystery man stalking her daughter. “Did you find anything out about our Peeping Tom?”

      A shadow crossed his face and his hands tightened around the lid of the mayonnaise jar. “No, but I suspect it’s the same man you saw standing across the street the other day.” He placed three slices of ham and a leaf of lettuce on his sandwich then passed the meat to her. “Do you have an idea at all as to his identity? Why did you think he’s with the cartel, aside from what you told me about your ex being involved with them?”

      She thought back, picturing the man in her mind, seeing the way he stood, his hat and dark glasses. “I had a strange feeling that I’d met him before, but I didn’t recognize him. Of course, with his spy costume it would be hard to tell.”

      “Ah, now who has the one-liners?” He winked, catching her attention with his charm and wrapping it around his finger neater than the twist tie on the loaf of bread.

      She fumbled with the pitcher of lemonade, spilled a bit as she poured some into two glasses, but managed to not disgrace herself too much. “Let’s go sit on the back porch. I have a few tables and chairs out there for nice days, and honestly, I could use some fresh air. I’ve been cooped up inside for the last two weeks straight. That is, if it isn’t going to be too hot for you.”

      “Actually, that sounds great.”

      They headed out back through the door off the kitchen. Setting her plate and cup on a table, she instinctively scanned the surrounding area before noticing he was doing the same thing. “You, too?”

      Keeping his eyes fixed on the trees bordering the warehouse’s property, he nodded. “It’s my job to check the area. And I’ll admit, it’s also out of habit.”

      “Same. I do it without even realizing it now.” She shrugged and sat in one of the wrought iron chairs.

      He sat next to her and glanced back up at the building. “I can’t imagine living like some of these women. It’s just tough to understand.”

      Helen pulled bits of bread off her sandwich, toying with the idea of prying into his life. The topic of abuse was never an easy one to broach. “Last night you made a comment that indicated you had experience with someone in a similar situation.”

      He took a bite of his sandwich and sat back, chewing for an excessive amount of time as though contemplating his words carefully. After a minute or so, he took a swig of his lemonade. “Not really. I knew someone who claimed she was, but then she turned it all upside down and told me she’d lied.”

      “Oh, I see.” She knew there were women like that out there, ones who cried abuse for revenge or to get their way. Just as there were women who refused to say anything, afraid the truth would hurt those around them. Charlotte’s sister had been one of the latter.

      He quirked an eyebrow at her questioningly. “And?”

      Her glass of lemonade was sweating in the heat, leaving a rim of moisture. She kept her eyes fixed on the tiny droplets as they ran down the side. “In my experience, when women tell people they’ve been abused, but then recant their claim, it’s due to one of two things. One, it really happened and now the person has apologized, or threatens her or someone she loves harm. Or two, the girl is looking for attention and needs love. Probably has a history of lying.” She shrugged. “Of course, I’m not an expert.”

      He picked at the crust of his sandwich while she took a few bites of hers. Birds chirped from a nearby tree, mixing with the distant sounds of cars at the university. “I see. What if the girl doesn’t have a history of lying?”

      Despite his struggle to hide it, Helen could see the pain in the man’s eyes. Someone he loved, deeply, had been or was in trouble. Her heart ached at his pain, but at the same time she felt the prickling of jealousy. He had to be taken. She didn’t want a relationship, couldn’t even begin to imagine having one again, but a part of her wanted to believe it was possible.

      “Most women who abandon their entire lives to find freedom aren’t lying,” she said.

      He took a few more bites while his gaze searched the surrounding area.

      As they finished their lunch, Helen waged an internal war, debating whether to ask about his dating status or not. She wasn’t sure why she wanted to know or what she would do once she found out, she just couldn’t let it go. “The girl that you speak of…is she someone close to you?”

      He visibly stiffened in his chair for a moment then wiped his mouth and set the napkin on his plate. “Thank you for lunch. I need to get back to work. Make sure you stay inside and keep the place locked up. I’ll stop by again on my way home.”

      Helen blocked his attempt at making a quick exit with a hand to his chest, his strong, large chest. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to overstep. I’ve gotten too used to prying into people’s lives while screening women to be candidates for our program.”

      His hand covered hers, sucking the breath from her body. “No, it’s fine. Thank you.”

      For a brief moment, she filled with hope. Not the hope of a relationship with the man in front of her, but that a man like him existed. One with soft words, a soft touch, a soft heart.
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      The campus security office didn’t feel as suffocating, not even when Harry decided to drill him for details about his off-campus work later that afternoon.

      “You’re still here? Thought you’d clocked out early today to go on your special project.”

      Larson stifled his irritation by reminding himself he could go home in ten minutes. “No, sir. I’m here until my shift is over. I’m finishing up a report now, and then I’ll clock out at exactly eighteen hundred hours.” He knew better than to share any specifics on his special project with the man, especially when the dean requested he didn’t.

      Harry snarled at him in that pig-faced way he’d perfected. “You think you’re so tough, bragging about your time in the military, but I served, too, ya know. I just don’t go around acting all high and mighty about it.”

      The water cooler gurgled as if warning him to keep his mouth shut, but Larson didn’t listen. “What branch were you in?”

      Harry ran his large, bumpy tongue over the top of his teeth before grunting, “As I said, I don’t go advertising my service to my country. I’m headed out to an important meeting. Make sure you lock up the office. The night shift won’t be here for a few hours.” Then he stomped out the door, letting it slam behind him.

      Larson welcomed the silence, along with his first opportunity all day to do a little research. He scrolled through the list of contacts on his phone, halting on the name of his old buddy. They’d met when Larson rode along with Jake fresh out of the academy and had remained in touch, but how close were they still? Close enough to help out a shamed cop? He was about to find out.

      He pulled the photo Helen had forward to him of the man at the warehouse into a new text message and wrote, Need a favor. Can you run this through recognition and see if anything pops? He set his phone on the desk, not expecting a positive response, if he even got one at all, but it was worth a try. Until Larson identified the man stalking the center, or caught him in the act, there wasn’t much he could do. If his friend didn’t come through, he’d have to stake the place out from a distance.

      Since the moment Helen had revealed her real name, his curiosity had been peaked. He didn’t want to call in a favor on that, though, so he brought up his search browser and typed in Angela Nunez. He searched through articles about actresses, singers, an advertisement for a house-cleaning service, until he found a headline that caught his eye: Angela Nunez takes on Cartel.

      The link sent him to a newspaper article for the New York Times. The short article told of how a wife, Angela Nunez, divorced her husband and sent him to jail. A source close to the cartel shared with the reporter their contempt for the husband and how they welcomed his incarceration. It went on to say that the wife had been questioned, but no charges were filed.

      He clicked back and found another link to an online magazine entitled Exposed with the headline that read, Confession of a Hard Knock Life. Ex-wife of alleged drug cartel leader escapes horrific existence. Clicking the link, he read through the entire article.

      After years of abuse, false imprisonment and the loss of a child, Angela Nunez is now free from the monster she lived with for so many years. The man, once gentle and kind, who helped when Angela’s mother became ill, turned into an entirely different person after their wedding vows. Forced to live in isolation, Angela suffered his brutality and witnessed heinous crimes against women when her husband began trafficking different kinds of deals. Humans.

      Larson’s stomach rolled at the thought of what she must have gone through. How could a man do such things to his wife, or any woman for that matter? How did she survive? He skimmed the rest of the article, learning about lost babies, being imprisoned in her own home, and helping to free the women in her ex-husband’s compound from a life of servitude. Anger flared to the surface and he nearly punched his monitor before taking a few deep breaths. If he ever saw that man, he’d end up in jail permanently this time.

      Larson pushed from his desk and paced around the small office, trying to calm the anger welling inside him. He could handle a lot. Heck, he’d worked some domestic violence cases, pulled women and children out of such situations, but for some reason when it came to the women in his life, he couldn’t hold back. He balled up his fist and punched the wall, sending bits of old paint and plaster onto the worn gray carpet. It stung, but the pain gave him an anchor, something to focus on. Something to feel besides hate.

      Harry would definitely notice the indentation of his fist in the wall, but he doubted it was enough to get him fired. Still, it surprised Larson how much he cared about this woman. A woman he barely knew. Perhaps she reminded him of his sister. Maybe a part of him hoped to save Helen since he wasn’t able to help his own sister.

      His shift finally over, he clocked out and walked across campus to wear off some of his frustration. It was getting dark, and the campus was emptied except those students attending the night classes. He slid his phone from his pocket and thought about calling Lisa, but what good would it do? He couldn’t keep her away from that boyfriend of hers, and it would only get him arrested again, this time he’d face jail time.

      He sighed. When had it all gone wrong? When did the little girl he once knew disappear? The one who stood up to men, who he had taught to kick and punch and scratch to get away from an assailant. Now, she lied and deceived to protect one. Why couldn’t she be more like Helen―brave, a survivor?

      Maybe if Helen talked to Lisa, woman to woman, his sister would listen to her. He wasn’t sure how he’d manage it though. For now, he needed to go home, shower and change, and then stake out the front of the center. Maybe he’d get an opportunity to ask her tonight.

      He shook his head. Who was he kidding? He really hoped she’d invite him in for dinner. It’d be nice to eat something that wasn’t out of a can for a change, to have more for company than the television.

      Climbing into his car, he drove the short distance home to shower. When he drove back to the center, the lights were on, but he didn’t see anyone inside. The night air was nice, cooler than it had been with the approach of fall, so he walked up the street and around to the side of the building where the chairs and tables on the back porch were tucked behind a half wall. Through the window, he could see Tessa, Helen, and Sarah seated at the kitchen table, but there was another place setting as well. Did another resident arrive? Were they expecting a guest? He backed away, but not before Helen caught his gaze. An ear-to-ear smile greeted him.

      Tessa hopped down from her chair and raced to the back door. “You’re here. We thought you wouldn’t make it.”

      “What?” Larson watched her rise onto her toes and drop back to her heels.

      “Come in, silly. We have dinner for you. Mama said you’d be hungry if you came straight from work to watch over us.” She gripped his hand and tugged him toward the kitchen. “You’re like an angel, huh? You watch over people.” Her little mouth kept going, leaving him at a loss until her mom made her way to the door.

      “I set an extra place, just in case. You said you’d be coming back tonight, so I thought the least I could do is feed you.”

      “You shouldn’t have gone to the trouble,” he said, letting Tessa continue to pull him toward the table.

      “It’s no trouble at all. Please, come and sit.” She walked ahead of him in a short-sleeved sundress that swayed with the rhythm of her hips. He couldn’t help but enjoy the view of her long legs and tight backside, and the intriguing ink peeking from her dress. He shook his head and forced his eyes to the little girl at his side, her tiny fingers gripping his thumb.

      “You like spaghetti? I like spaghetti. It’s my favorite. Maybe you like hot dogs. I like hotdogs, too.” She frowned. “Do you like fish? I don’t like fish. It smells bad.”

      “Okay, Tessa. That’s enough.” Helen picked up the extra plate and went to the stove. “So, do you like spaghetti?” she asked with a quirk of her lip.

      “Yes, I like anything that doesn’t come in a single-serve portion from the freezer. And I agree, Tessa. Fish does smell bad, but it can taste good. You should give it a try.”

      Tessa held her nose with her elbow high in the air, the way Lisa used to when she was little. “Maybe if I hold my breath I can eat some.”

      He laughed. Sarah laughed. Helen laughed. Tessa crossed her arms and tilted her head to one side, her pony tail dangling down to her elbow. “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing, sweetheart. Now, more eating less talking, please. You still need a bath and you have to get up early again for school.” Helen set the plate loaded with noodles, sauce, and bread in front of him. “What can I get you to drink?”

      “Water would be great, thanks. How was your first day here, Sarah?”

      Apparently, the saying was true, because Sarah really did have a mother-to-be glow about her. “Amazing. I got to meet my baby girl. She’s beautiful. Okay, it might be black and white and hard to see, but she’s still beautiful. Do you want to see the sonogram photo?”

      He wasn’t sure who exuded more child-like excitement, Tessa or Sarah. “Sure, I’d love to.”

      She scurried out of the room and returned a moment later with a small image in her hand. Larson couldn’t tell what was what, but he smiled and nodded. “Everything is good then? Baby is healthy?”

      “Perfect.” Almost as though it was unconscious, her hand rubbed her belly. “It’s such a blessing.” She set the image lovingly by her side then drank a sip of milk.

      Taking advantage of the momentary silence, he shoveled some spaghetti into his mouth. The rich, hearty tomato flavor, with hints of garlic and herbs, tasted amazing. The best meal he’d had in ages. “This is delicious. Thank you so much.”

      “You’re welcome. There’s plenty if you want more. I’m experimenting with portion sizes and recipes. It won’t be too long before I’m cooking for a small army of women here.”

      Tessa cleared her plate. “If I get my bath can we play Yahtzee?”

      Helen nodded. “Sure, hon. I’ll do the dishes while you take your bath, and then we’ll play.”

      “Not you. Him.” Tessa pointed a finger at Larson as he struggled to swallow the oversized bite he’d just shoveled inside his mouth.

      “Oh, honey, I’m sure Officer Raeder has other things he needs to do tonight. We don’t want to keep him from his…plans.”

      Was Helen curious about whether he was involved with someone or not? Yeah, right. “Um…no plans. My only plan for the night was to watch the building. But I can do that from inside, so I’d be happy to.” There was the possibility the mystery man would show if he didn’t know Larson was there. He’d have to park his truck down the street to be safe.

      “Yay!” Tessa bounced. “Sarah, you’ll play, too?”

      Sarah shook her head and yawned. “Not tonight, I’m afraid, hon. This baby’s worn me out. I’m going to call it an early night.”

      “Ooookaaay.” She toed the corner of the cabinet. “Just us three then. I’ll be quick.” She twirled then raced from the room in a blur of pink, her dark pony tail whipping behind her.

      “I’m so sorry. She can be a little pushy at times. I think she gets that from me.”

      Sarah cleared the rest of the dishes from the table before heading to her room while Helen put away the extra food.

      “It’s okay,” Larson said as he finished eating. “I don’t mind. Like I said, I didn’t have any plans. I didn’t move to Riverbend that long ago, so I don’t know many people here. Honestly, I’ve spent most nights eating frozen food and watching TV. Did I mention I didn’t even own a TV in Atlanta?”

      “Well, we’ll have to figure out what there is to do in Riverbend together then. Because I don’t have a clue. I haven’t watched TV in years, and most of my evenings are spent looking over documents for the shelter, checking and rechecking figures.”

      Soapy water drained from the sink with a gurgle as Helen wiped her hands on a towel. Her hands were small, but strong and capable. Black liner and mascara framed her eyes, highlighting and intensifying the blue. He’d always gone for the model type, tall and blonde, but there was something about this woman that intrigued him. Maybe it was the tattoo on her arm that disappeared under her sleeve, or the one at her neck. It was like a statement of deviance against the world. He couldn’t take the mystery anymore and reached for her sleeve, only to stop short when she tensed. “May I?”

      She didn’t say a word, just pushed up her sleeve with stiff movements. Then she held out her arm as if about to receive a lethal injection. What had that man done to her? How had she survived? He touched the edge of the feather and traced it with his fingertips from one end to the other. Goosebumps erupted along her arm. She sucked in a quick, startled breath, but didn’t pull away.

      Small black birds broke free of the feather and flew away toward her shoulder. He’d never thought tattoos could be beautiful before. They had always been a kind of branding, either to denote status like the one on his neck from his military days, or a marking to prove one’s worth to their peers, but this…this was art. And best of all, it told her story.

      “That was my first one. It’s ironic that I learned about freedom while in prison. I was probably the only inmate who felt like I had more rights inside than outside those concrete walls.”

      “You are a remarkable woman,” he mumbled, still tracing the feathers. “I confess I didn’t have the highest opinion of you when I first heard your story. I thought you had pretty eyes, and you’re a beautiful girl, but I worried you were another victim. I can see now that you’re no victim.”

      She tugged her arm free and pulled her sleeve back down as if closing off that topic of conversation.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I guess I’m used to the women from back home in Atlanta. You’d be surprised what some women will say in the presence of an officer.”

      “I have no doubt.” She laughed with a nervous hitch in her voice. “It’s not that. It’s just…you act as if I’m something better, but I’m not. You tell me that I’m not a victim, but that’s exactly what I was for years.”

      Maybe she had been a victim, but she’d found a way to turn that around, to become a survivor. He thought of his sister. Was there hope for her? He shouldn’t care. After all, she’d made her choice. Not to mention he couldn’t help her even if he wanted to. Not with his words, not with his badge, not with his fists. “Maybe that’s what intrigues me so much about you.”

      “I intrigue you?” She stepped back, bumping into the kitchen counter, her chin dipping bashfully.

      He stepped closer but didn’t touch her this time. No matter how much he enjoyed her soft skin, the thought of her shrinking in fear of his touch terrified him. “Yes. You obviously have a gift for helping women who have been through similar situations. And something you said got me thinking. You told me a woman might lie because they’re scared, or if something else is going on. If that’s true, then do you think a person like that can ever escape? Will they ever see the way out?”

      Helen’s eyes lost their spark, and she walked away from him.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, following after her. “I didn’t mean to dig too deep or make you feel uncomfortable.” It surprised him that he cared more about not upsetting her then about getting answers. Still, he wanted to understand his sister. Despite everything she’d done, she was the only family he had.

      “It’s not that. I thought…”

      He searched her eyes. “I obviously did something wrong. I’m sorry.” An ache in his chest coiled into something strange and frightening. Was this more than just concern for a woman with a troubled past? Did he care for her? “If you think I’m looking for a favor, that’s not it. I’m not looking to change the past. I confess I enjoy being here. For years, I spent my life just working and taking care of my sister. I loved my life, but now…I’ve changed. I’m not drawn to the wild parties and dangerous job anymore. Okay, I wouldn’t mind a little more danger and intrigue than what the university job provides, but for the most part, I’m starting to like it here. I’m getting used to the quiet morning runs, and…the friends I’ve made.”

      The sound of the pipes thumping overhead indicated Tessa was done with her bath and would be joining them soon. He looked forward to a game of Yahtzee, for the chance to spend the evening with company. “I guess I still want more, though. That’s why I need to talk to you.”

      Helen fiddled with the edge of the table, picking at a deep scratch that scarred the table’s finish. “I understand. It’s just that…I’m not sure I can answer your question.” She paused, thinking about the possibilities of his wounded soul and knew she had to help if she could. “Okay, tell me what you need help with. I’ve assumed your question is about a loved one. Is she a former girlfriend or ex-wife?”

      He hissed through his teeth and leaned back. “No, I think I could’ve moved on by now if that was the case. It’s my sister. Even the move away from her won’t give me the distance to let go. I made a promise to my father before he died to protect my little sister, but to be honest, I failed somewhere. Now it’s cost me everything. It might even cost my sister’s life.”
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      Night surrounded the large shelter with quiet once again. A week had passed since Sarah had arrived and they were falling into a routine. Each morning and night, Larson would come over for a meal, play with Tessa until she went to school or bed, and then he’d sit with Helen and talk for hours. She liked Larson’s company and how having him around felt like a small family, but she needed to focus on making the shelter work. One more resident would arrive tomorrow. She’d been delayed twice attempting to escape her situation, but she hoped today she’d manage to break free of her former life. By the middle of next week, when they officially opened, they’d be at half-capacity.

      Before turning in for the night, she peaked in on Tessa for the tenth time since she’d put her daughter to bed. She slept soundly with her bear tucked under her chin. Despite knowing that Larson was only a phone call away, and probably in his truck down the block, the quiet still unnerved her. When sleep eluded her, she kept herself busy with cleaning and work for hours. One of these days she’d collapse if she didn’t get some rest. When she ran out of things to do, she decided to check on Tessa once more, and then read in bed. Perhaps that would relax her enough to steal a few hours of rest.

      Helen washed her face, put on her nightgown and settled into bed with her book. The book did its job and she started to nod when a loud crash jolted her awake, followed by the piercing sound of the alarm system going off. She bolted out of bed. Before she could reach the door, Tessa’s screams ripped through the hall. She raced to her daughter’s room and flipped on the light. Not waiting for her eyes to adjust, she scooped Tessa into her arms and held the trembling little girl tight against her. When Helen looked up, she saw the man outside, only for a moment before he ran toward the trees and disappeared into the darkness. Helen wanted to scream, to pick up the brick lying on the floor and throw it at him, but she didn’t. Instead, she held Tessa and carried her into her bedroom.

      “Where’s Mr. Larson? We need Larson,” Tessa managed through shaking breaths.

      Helen sat on the bed with Tessa in her arms and snagged her cell from the side table. Finding Larson’s number, she hit send. He answered before the first ring ended. “He’s back,” she said breathlessly. “Threw a brick through Tessa’s bedroom window.”

      Tessa shook and whimpered in her arms.

      “Already heard the alarm. On my way.” The phone went dead.

      Helen rocked Tessa and stroked her hair. “Shh. It’s okay, baby. Everything is okay. I’ve got you.” But did she? Was her past threatening Tessa’s future? She wouldn’t allow that. “Larson is on his way.”

      The alarm stopped ringing, but Tessa continued to claw at Helen’s shoulders, holding tight to her. Her little nails dug into Helen’s skin and her body shook violently. “Shhh. I’m here, baby girl.”

      “I’m here, too.” Larson sat on the bed and wrapped his arms around them both. The warmth and protection calmed her, and she soon felt the tension leave Tessa’s body as well.

      Larson squeezed them tight then slowly released them and stood. “Listen, stay here with the door locked. I’ve already put a call into the police.” He walked over and double-checked Helen’s bedroom window. “I’m going to search the premises and see if he’s still around.”

      Helen grabbed his shirt before he could move away. “Don’t. It’s dark. And if he’s…” She couldn’t manage the words, knowing that if the Cartel had sent him it meant her life would soon end. Would they make Tessa and Larson pay for her past as well? She shivered at the thought and held her daughter even tighter.

      “This might be our only chance to catch this guy. I’ll be fine.” Gently, he pulled away.

      “I saw him run toward the trees,” she said, still reluctant to let him leave.

      He nodded and then disappeared out the doorway.

      With Tessa calmer, Helen slid her under the covers and cuddled with her until Tessa leaned her head against Helen with a yawn. “Larson will catch the bad man.”

      Helen wanted that to be true, but based on past experiences it wouldn’t be that easy.

      “Are you okay?” Sarah’s soft voice came from the doorway. Her arms were wrapped protectively around her belly and her eyes were wide.

      Guilt coated Helen. “I’m so sorry we woke you,” Helen said, biting her bottom lip. She wasn’t sure how much to tell her about what was going on. Sarah was here so she’d be safe, yet at that moment, Helen questioned whether she was fit to run this place. How safe would her residents or her daughter be if her past kept coming back to haunt her?

      “It’s okay. I heard the alarm and came down to check on you.”

      “We’re fine.”

      Tessa poked her head out from under the covers. “Man’s back. Broke my window. But Mr. Larson is gonna get him.”

      Helen wanted to quiet her, to keep her daughter from saying too much, but Tessa only spoke the truth as ugly and awful as it was.

      “And you’re both okay?” Sarah asked, her gaze traveling around the room.

      Tessa sat up and wiped her hair from her eyes. “It scared me.” Her bottom lip stuck out and fresh tears filled her eyes.

      “I bet it did, honey.” Sarah came all the way into the room and sat on the bed beside them. “Especially since you were sleeping. But you’re both okay, though.”

      “Uh huh. Mr. Larson will take care of us.”

      Sarah smiled. “I bet he will, baby.” She stroked Tessa’s hair then stepped back. Her voice lower, she said, “Don’t worry, Helen. I can see the concern in your eyes, but I didn’t come here expecting life would be perfect. I’m not scared of a stranger. A stranger doesn’t have any power over my life. There’s only one man who scares me.” Sarah turned and headed into the hall. “I’m sure Officer Raeder will protect us, so I’m going back to bed.” She winked. “I think you’ve found a knight in shining armor.” With a backwards wave, she disappeared down the hall.

      Tessa snuggled down under the covers again and was dozing off in a matter of minutes, no doubt exhausted after the ordeal. How kids could be upset one minute and asleep the next was beyond her.

      Larson returned a few minutes later with a long face and hunched shoulders. “I’m afraid he got away.”

      Helen hadn’t expected the man to still be around, but she was glad Larson had checked all the same. She was certain the creep would be back. She just hoped they caught him the next time.

      The sounds of crickets and night creatures penetrated the quiet around them, reminding her of how exposed they were. “Would you stay with Tessa for a minute? I’m going to go find a board to cover her bedroom window. I’ll have to figure out a more permanent fix in the morning.” She slid out from under the covers, swinging her legs over the side of the bed.

      “I can take care of it if you just tell me where to find a board.”

      She stood, but stinging pain shot from her feet and her knees gave way. Larson caught her and lowered her back onto the bed. “Are you okay? Oh, your feet. You must’ve cut them on the broken glass.”

      She looked down to see her feet crusted with dried blood. “I didn’t even feel it.”

      “Adrenaline. You were in mama bear mode.” He winked. “It doesn’t look too bad, though.” He helped her prop her feet up on some pillows to slow the bleeding. “Let me get something to clean off the blood and we’ll see if you’re going to need any stitches.”

      “Bathroom, top of the cabinet.” She eyed the bedding and knew it would be better to change it while her daughter still slept. Seeing the blood would only worry Tessa more.

      He followed her gaze. “And sheets?”

      “Hall closet.”

      He left her alone in the room with her daughter, and for the first time, she wanted a man to remain instead of leave. She eyed her little girl, and thought about her promise never to bring a man into their lives again. Of Charlotte’s words of encouragement for her to move on with her life and open her heart again. By the time Larson returned with a damp washcloth, bandages and sheets, her mind whirled with thoughts, making her feel dizzy.

      He gently wiped the blood from her feet and analyzed the damage. “You have Cinderella feet.”

      She quirked an eyebrow at him. “What?”

      He chuckled. “My sister always complained she had ugly stepsister feet and was jealous of women with Cinderella feet. Sorry, I don’t know why that popped into my head.”

      “Maybe because you miss her. I’m not sure what she did to you, but I can tell you still love her and want her in your life.” The whirling stopped as thoughts of her mother filled her mind. “We all have people we wished we could have saved,” she said softly.

      He paused in his assessment of her feet and glanced up at her. “You sound like you speak from experience.”

      For the first time, the nervous energy that came with haunting memories didn’t explode into curl-into-a-fetal-position pain. “Yes,” she whispered, as if the dead might hear her confession.

      “You don’t have to tell me.” Larson gently dabbed more blood from her foot.

      She forced a smile. “I’ve also learned from experience that talking about it helps.” She took a deep breath then released the memories from the vault where she’d kept them locked for so long. “When I returned from my time in prison, I naively thought I could do more to help the girls brought in as entertainment for my ex and his men. I wanted to prevent other girls from going through what I had. There was this one girl who was much younger than the others, maybe twelve or so. I couldn’t stomach the thought of what would happen to her, so I stood up to my ex-husband, Javier.”

      Memories of that dark night, the smell of the musty basement, the flashes of pain. Every crescendo with the sound of shots being fired, flooding into her, and she took a stuttered breath. “I wasn’t fast enough. Before I could reach her, he’d shot her in the head.”

      Her words hung in the air for a moment, as if Larson needed time to comprehend the devastation. He ran his hand up and down her calf, trying to sooth her emotions. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      A long sigh escaped her lips. “I know, but it taught me something. To never underestimate your enemy.”

      “Not even when you love them,” he muttered. He returned his attention to her foot and pulled a few flecks of glass out, alleviating the stinging and burning.

      “You should go see your sister,” Helen nudged.

      He sighed and shook his head. “That’s not possible.” Wiping her foot again, he held the washcloth to it to stem the bleeding. “It’s going to sting for a while, but it doesn’t look like you need any stitches.” He bandaged her feet, and stood, gathering the dirty washcloth and medical supplies. “Where’s the board?”

      Avoidance, she thought. That was how he coped. She could respect that. “The storage room in the basement. The nails are on the shelf next to the door.”

      “Okay, I’ll be right back.”

      The sound of the basement door squeaking announced his progress in the hunt for supplies. She pulled the covers down then carefully lifted Tessa and placed her on the chair in the corner of the room. Walking on the sides of her feet, she managed to change the sheets. Hammering echoed down the hall, the sharp sound strangely comforting against the quiet night. It wasn’t until she’d finished making the bed that she realized she’d been in her nightgown the entire time. Tucking Tessa back into bed, she grabbed shorts and a T-shirt and changed in the bathroom. When she came out, Larson stood with his hands hooked on the doorframe over his head, his body leaning into the room. His muscles were accentuated against his tight T-shirt, the sight stirring her insides in a way she had thought long dead.

      He smiled. “I confess, I like your other outfit better.” He dropped his hands by his side and strutted up to her, stealing her breath away. “Let’s get you back into bed. You’re shivering.”

      But I’m not cold, she thought. Rather the heat of Larson’s body radiated along her skin. So then why were her arms and legs shaking? Leftover adrenaline from the intruder? Or was it the hungry look in Larson’s eyes? To her surprise, that look didn’t scare her, not when it was Larson who looked at her that way.

      He settled her and Tessa into the bed then sat on the edge, stroking her arms. “You okay?”

      Emotions caught the words in her throat, and she could only nod.

      He kicked off his shoes and pointed at the pillow beside her. “May I?”

      Before she could answer, Larson crawled up onto the bed and snuggled Tessa and Helen into his side. This man who had come when she needed him, who boarded up the window, pulled glass from her feet, and promised to protect them. He pressed his lips to Tessa’s head then to hers. “You both sleep now. I won’t go anywhere. Promise.”

      Strangely, she believed him. It had been years since she had trusted a man, and now here she was lying next to one she had only met a week ago.

      Helen rested her head to his strong shoulder and to her amazement, sleep soon took hold. This man was too good to be true. Gentle, kind, giving. Could she really open her heart to a man again? For the first time in years, the answer was yes. She had hope in her heart, hope that life would be okay.
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      Larson woke to the warmth of a woman and child by his side, and he had to admit, he liked the feeling. The little girl squirmed in his arms while Helen slept like an angel. Her breathing was slow and steady, her body more relaxed than he’d ever seen it. This felt good. It felt right, yet wrong at the same time. He should’ve been out there all night watching for the intruder, in case the man came back.

      “What are you so deep in thought about over there?” Helen mumbled in a sleepy, sultry voice that roused his body as much as his ears.

      He propped his head up on his hand and met her gaze. “I should’ve been outside watching the building, but I can’t lie. I enjoyed keeping you company and knowing you’re both safe. I can’t say I got much sleep though, but you two were gone in minutes.”

      Helen smiled, cupping her mouth with her hand to stifle a yawn. “I haven’t slept that well in…I don’t know how long.” A shadow crossed her face for the briefest moment. “Probably since I was eighteen.”

      The morning rays broke through the clouds and streamed through the window, announcing the start of another day. Work beckoned. Too bad he couldn’t call in sick. Funny how in all the years on the force back in Atlanta, he’d only missed one day of work, and only because his boss had ordered him to stay home while he recovered from the flu. “Well, your bed is more comfortable than mine. I think I need a new mattress.” He thought back to the wrinkled, thin sheets on his lumpy mattress. Pretty much everything in his apartment had come with the place. He’d left all of his stuff behind with his sister.

      Helen’s hair looked messy in a sexy way, her skin white and flawless. He pushed her bangs to the side of her face to get a better view of those mesmerizing eyes.

      She snuggled closer. “You said last night that you couldn’t go visit your sister. Do you think you could arrange for her to call me? I’m not sure I can do much, but I’d like to talk to her, offer whatever help I can.”

      He ran his finger down her cheek, tracing a line from where the pillow pressed into her skin up along her jaw. It was softer than he’d imagined. “I like you with makeup, but you’re even more beautiful without it.” Another line of ink swirled invitingly at the neckline of her shirt, and he longed to know what it was of. He wanted to know what other tattoos she had, wanted to study them and learn the meaning behind them. He wanted to watch the way they changed shape with her movements. “How many?” he asked, his finger running along the edge of the swirls.

      One dark eyebrow quirked with question.

      “Tattoos.”

      “Oh. Uh, five.” She looked away for a moment then met his gaze again. “One for each baby I lost, one for the baby that lived,” she tilted her head to look at Tessa and stroked her arm, “and one for my freedom. The one on my shoulder has no meaning. It was my first. It was to make me look tough in prison and my first defiant act against Javier.” She chuckled.

      His gut clenched, he forced his breath and emotions to stay in check. It did her no good to know how much he wanted to murder than man who took life from her.

      The sound of pots clinking in the kitchen reminded him there was another person in the building. That they weren’t a family, despite how much he longed for one. He had no business being with this woman, and he knew he couldn’t make up for his failure with his little sister by being there for Tessa. He hadn’t realized how much he missed having a family until this moment.

      Tessa rolled over and snuggled into him further. He wanted to stay there forever, but he couldn’t. He slipped away from her, curling her into Helen’s side. “I’ll call a glass guy to come fix the window today.”

      “You don’t need to do that. I’ve got it. It’s not your job to fix our lives, you know. Besides, you’ve done so much for us already.” Helen slipped from Tessa, tucking pillows around her small frame. “I’m a big girl. I can handle it. As much as I enjoyed sleeping next to you and Tessa last night, I don’t want you to feel obligated. You don’t need to save us.” She toed the floor. “I’m not your sister, and neither is Tessa.”

      He gently gripped her arms and tugged her to him. When she didn’t resist, he pulled her tight against his chest, wrapping his arms around her. She fit perfectly. “It’s not like that. I promise. I’m not trying to fill some void with you two.” Liar, his inner voice accused. But it wasn’t exactly a lie. He wanted to fill the void in his heart left by his father’s death and his sister’s betrayal, but Helen was the first woman he thought he could open up to. There was something about this woman that intrigued him, confused him, and impressed him. He held her at arm’s length and kissed her forehead. “I know you don’t know me well yet, but I promise I’ll never hurt you or Tessa. You can count on me for whatever you need. Just say the word.”

      She stood on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to his cheek, barely two millimeters from the corner of his lips, then lowered to her heels. Pulse-revving, breath-catching zaps of pleasure radiated from her lips, down his neck to his toes. No kiss had ever jarred him like that, especially not one so innocent.

      “Not that I’m complaining, but what was that for?

      She took a long breath, causing her chest to rise and fall. “Because I wanted to.” With a sexy smile and twist of her hips, she attempted to saunter out to the hallway, only to look like a duck waddling on the sides of her feet. The most adorable duck he’d ever seen. She smiled sheepishly over her shoulder at him. “I should at least offer you some breakfast.”

      His mind whirled with thoughts, all too distracting to entertain at the moment. “I’ll, um, have to pass for now. I need to get to work. But I’ll stop by this afternoon to check on you guys.” Guilt and loneliness at the thought of leaving filled him, and he quickly closed the distance between them. Impulsively, he kissed the tail of a tattoo on her exposed shoulder, savoring the fresh smell of her skin.

      “And what was that for?” she asked in a breathy tone.

      “Because I wanted to.” He winked then moved past her, pausing at the end of the hall. “And because I wanted to do more, but now isn’t the time.”

      He swore he heard a soft gasp from her. A smile creased his face, tugging at the muscles in his cheeks.

      “Based on that look on your face, I’d say you both had a good night.” Sarah stood in the doorway of the kitchen with a spatula in her hand and a robe loosely tied around her oversized belly.

      “I stayed to make sure you guys were safe in case that man came back.”

      “Right.” Sarah rolled her eyes, as if to accuse him of lying.

      He made a quick escape and drove home to shower, his mind occupied with thoughts of Helen’s hidden tattoos, Tessa’s sweet smile, and the yearning to return to them.

      With a few minutes to spare before he needed to head to the campus security office, he eyed his computer. Helen had offered her help, but could he really convince his sister to talk to her? What if he could get her to come to the shelter? Maybe she was finally ready to leave that monster. A spark of hope sizzled within him and he snagged his phone. His sister picked up on the second ring.

      “Hi, Lar.” Lisa’s voice sounded hollow, broken.

      He cleared his throat, willing any malice or judgment from his tone. “Hi, sis. How are you?”

      “Fine,” she mumbled.

      Silence dragged for a moment until he finally got his tongue wrapped around what he wanted to say. “I was thinking you might like to come for a visit. I live in this little college town and the weather here’s a bit cooler than in Atlanta. It might be a nice break. What do you say?”

      “No. I…I can’t.” Her words were tinged with something he couldn’t quite place. Not anger. It sounded more like longing. Should he push? Or would that only cause her to stop talking to him again? He’d promised to leave her and her lies in his past, but after watching Sarah and Helen, he couldn’t give up hope now. There had to be a way, without landing himself in jail.

      “Um…okay. Well, the offer stands if you change your mind. I met someone and I thought I could introduce you.” It wasn’t a lie. Misleading, yes, but he really had met someone. Someone special, even if nothing more ever came of their friendship.

      “A girl?”

      “Yeah, she’s fantastic. If you can’t come meet her, maybe you could talk to her over the phone or something,” he nudged, hoping Helen could work some sort of magic. Say something he hadn’t thought of to convince her to finally leave her boyfriend.

      “I don’t know.” She sighed, an indication she might cave if he pushed just a little more.

      Before he could say anything else, a voice yelled in the background. “Lisa, where are you?” His voice. He sounds like Edward Scissorhands sliding down a four-hundred-foot chalkboard.

      “Maybe later,” she said hastily. “I’ve got to go.” The phone went dead.

      “Damn it!” Larson punched the wall of his small apartment, his heart thrashing against his chest. That man did something to him, turned him all around, upside down and inside out. Why wouldn’t she leave that monster? Why?
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      Two days came and went and her second resident still hadn’t arrived. With no way to contact her, Helen started to wonder if the woman had decided to remain in her situation. In the hope that the woman would finally arrive today, Helen headed to the grocery store to stock up. Packed with students grabbing lunch and midday pick-me-ups, Helen maneuvered her overloaded shopping cart through the aisles. Dodging flirting couples, students texting, and bewildered boys on what seemed like their first trip inside a grocery store, she found the whole thing rather comical. Still, it was a welcomed relief after being cooped up for weeks.

      It had taken two days and four hours for the glass man to finally show up with her new window. Not that she was complaining. The chink in the alarm system made for a good excuse to have Larson stay with them. She knew there was no way he was going to leave them alone at night with a boarded-up window.

      While she debated over which cereal to buy, her phone buzzed, notifying her of a text from Charlotte asking about window coverings. Yes, blinds are great, she typed back. I’ll order today. Great solution to problem without major structural changes.

      Helen slipped her phone back into her purse, relieved at the thought of having some privacy from unwanted stalkers that stood on the street in the middle of the night. Grabbing the box of cereal, she headed toward the register, anxious to go home and make a great dinner for Tessa, Sarah, and Larson. Based on how much the man seemed to enjoy his food, he’d either been blessed with a great metabolism or his morning runs were doing their job of keeping him in shape. Great shape. Her skin warmed a few degrees at the thought of Larson’s body. She’d sworn herself to abstinence after she managed to escape Javier, but holding to it was easier when walking man candy wasn’t asleep in her bed.

      The check-out line moved forward, and she tossed some boxes of pasta and a loaf of bread onto the conveyer belt. “Here, let me help you with that. It looks like quite the haul. You feeding an army?” A short, balding man, with sweat trailing down his face, unloaded a few items from her cart. “Hey, I think I know you.”

      Helen took a step back. He seemed heavier than the man she’d seen loitering across the street from the center, but she wasn’t about to take any chances.

      “You see, I work at the university. You work at the shelter, right?”

      Helen relaxed a little, but kept her attention on transferring the food from her cart to the conveyor belt. “Oh, right.”

      “Dean Jennings from the university told me all about it. It’s great that they’re helping you out.”

      “Yes, great.” Helen removed packages of meat and set them on the belt next to several blocks of cheese.

      “Raeder...I mean, Officer Raeder is taking good care of you?”

      Her hackles lowered at the name. “Yes, he’s amazing. He’s doing a fantastic job.”

      “Great. Great. Good to hear.” He retrieved the gallons of milk from under the basket. “Well, I admit I was surprised you let him work there. You know, what with his past and all. But I’m all for giving people a second chance.”

      Instantly, her hackles rose again. “What do you mean?”

      The balding man covered his mouth as though hiding his surprise. “Oh, I assumed the university told you. You know, considering the women at your facility are still vulnerable. They’ve already been through so much physical abuse…” The man backed away. “I shouldn’t have said anything, but perhaps it’s better that you know.” The man pushed the cart forward then moved into her personal space.

      She didn’t know the man, but she already didn’t like him. “I appreciate your concern, but maybe you shouldn’t say anymore.” Helen didn’t like being in the dark, but she liked gossips even less.

      “I would, but my sister was beaten by her boyfriend last year, and I did everything I could to save her, but it didn’t work. She’s still with him, and I just can’t handle men taking advantage of the weaker sex.”

      “We aren’t weaker. Some men just think we are, and some women let them.” She gripped the handle of her cart and pushed past him, putting as much space between them as she could. Something warned her not to listen to this man, as though his words were dipped in poison. She suspected this was Larson’s boss, but wasn’t sure. If so, and if what Larson had said about the man on a power trip, perhaps he just wanted to cause trouble for Larson. No way she’d listen to his garbage about an obviously great man.

      He rounded the cart and stood near the bag boy. “Still, I’m concerned about a violent man like Officer Raeder being involved with your shelter. He beat a man almost to death last year, you know. A violent man like that, you never know when he might lose his temper. He should be in jail if you ask me, but because he was a cop, the charges were mysteriously downgraded to keep from embarrassing the police department.”

      Her hands tightened around the handle, her arms stiff and her insides petrified. “You seem to know a lot for someone who only wants to give people a second chance.”

      “Yes. Well, as I said, I’m a friend of the dean.” He straightened his shirt and lifted his chin high in the air.

      “What was your name again?” She noticed him twitch, his gaze dropping to the floor before he glanced at his wristwatch and took a step back.

      “Oh, I have to go. I have an important meeting I need to get to. It was a pleasure to meet you in person. Good luck with everything. I’d be happy to make a donation anytime. Just tell me if you need anything.”

      “Paying for these groceries would be a great help,” she said, calling his bluff.

      He shuffled away. “As I said, big meeting. I’ll have my office call you later to arrange a more substantial donation.”

      The repeated beeps of items being scanned urged her forward, but she felt frozen in place. If there was any truth to what the man had said, then why hadn’t Larson told her? She knew not everyone was as open about their past as she was, yet at the very least Mitchem should have said something. There had to be an explanation. Either Baldie had gotten his facts wrong or he was lying, though she wasn’t sure why he would bother even if he was on a power trip

      Yet, try as she might, she just couldn’t imagine soft-spoken, gentle and protective Larson Raeder ever beating a man nearly to death. It wasn’t possible. Still, she planned to ask Larson about it later, when he came for dinner.
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      Musty air and the squeak of Harry’s chair greeted Larson at the door of the security office. Like a metal barrier, the door seemed to block out all sunshine and happiness, making Larson dread stepping foot inside. Harry’s chair squeaked again then moaned, indicating Harry was preparing to come lord over him again.

      Determined not to let the man affect him, Larson sat at his desk and began compiling his reports for the day. The smell of onions and day-old sweat engulfed him as Harry entered the room, but Larson kept his attention on the report in front of him, waiting for the inevitable tongue-lashing to begin.

      “Why don’t you head out? I’ll lock up.”

      Larson’s hand slipped, pencil lead smashed into tiny silver shards. He glanced up at Harry, waiting for the punchline. “I have reports to finish.”

      “Don’t worry about that. They’ll still be here tomorrow.”

      It’s a trap, his mind screamed. It had to be some sort of trick, one that would no doubt cost him his job. “No, it’ll be fine. I’ll be done in a few minutes anyway. And I don’t mind locking up.”

      “Okay, but don’t stay too long. You need a life outside your job, you know. You’re young. People your age need to be out there dating. Got anyone special in your life?”

      Harry had never shown any interest in Larson’s private life before. The only thing he had shown was contempt. So, why the sudden change? Side effect from a university research experiment? Alien encounter? Whatever game it was, Larson wouldn’t play. Keeping his nose down, he continued writing his report about the student who’d fallen off his skateboard but refused medical attention.

      “You know, we’ve worked together for a few months now, and I still don’t know much about you.”

      Larson bit his tongue, resisting the urge to point out that the man knew too much about him, too much about the worst moment in his life. “I’m a Leo,” he ground out. Dang it. He needed an attitude adjustment when it came to dealing with this jerk. As much as he told himself to just let Harry’s harassment roll off him, the man’s words still managed to get to him. A role reversal would be nice about now.

      “Yes. Well, I’ll let you get to it, but heed my warning. You should make yourself more available. You aren’t young forever, you know. Heck, in my college days, I was two hundred pounds of solid muscle.” He gave a light-hearted chuckle, which seemed forced, then patted his beer belly. “Now look at me. This is what a desk job will do to you.”

      For a moment, Larson saw a glimmer of regret, the first honest feeling he’d ever witnessed from Harry. Then it was gone, Harry’s eyes reverting back to the same look of perverse scheming Larson had grown accustomed to. Harry’s gaze shifted, his nose crinkling like a pig as his lip curled then turned into a fake smile. “Just make sure you get out of here soon. You wouldn’t want to keep that special someone waiting.” He exited with a loud bang of the door.

      Larson knew part of his boss’s bitterness stemmed from him being a sad, lonely, middle-aged man who probably just needed a friend. He sighed, resolving to make an effort to lose the attitude and try to relate a little to the man…tomorrow. If the regret he’d felt was true, Harry was likely just jealous of Larson and longed for the return of his youth.

      Larson finished up his report, with his mind shifting from power-hungry-turned-sentimental boss to beautiful-eyed, thin-framed, enchanting Helen. And sweet, innocent little Tessa. The urge to hurry to their sides hit his chest like bullets from an AR16, the rapid-fire need to go check on them and make sure no more bricks came flying into their lives.

      Beyond the small portable-style security office, he found the air fresh with a hint of fall leaves. He loved this time of year. Some people thought fall represented the beginning of the end, with trees going into hibernation and cold creeping in around them. For Larson, it was more than that. It meant sipping warm drinks, enjoying beautiful colors, and snuggling by a fire. And this year, he was looking forward to doing those things with Helen Simpson.

      He drove home to shower the long hours from his body, then rushed to the center to make it in time for dinner. His mouth watered before he even smelled the stomach-rumbling aroma or heard the sizzling of fried chicken. How long had it been since he’d eaten anything fried? The side door opened to the scene of a little girl playing with dolls and a dark-haired, barefooted angel dressed in shorts and a tank-top, showing more of her ink for him to investigate. The tattoo on her chest caught his eye and he wanted to see more, but it disappeared beneath her shirt.

      “Hey, you’re here. Mama is making fried chicken,” Tessa said excitedly. “We never get anything fried.” She huffed and plopped her hands on her hips. “Mama says fried food is bad, but that you might like it. She’s been cooking for hours.” She shuffled closer. After a quick glance at her mother, she discreetly gestured with her finger for him to bend down and cupped her mouth with her hand. “I think she likes you.”

      He fought the teenage boy giddiness rising up his neck. The happy, I’ve-got-a-secret smile on Tessa’s face made his heart lurch.

      She stood on her tiptoes and whispered, “I like you, too.”

      “What are you two talking about over there?” Helen asked in a playful tone, her smile twirling him around her little finger the way Tessa’s did.

      “Nothing, Mama. Nothing at all.” She winked up at him then skipped away, carrying a piece of his heart with her. That little girl would be trouble some day.

      He straightened and turned his attention to the stove where he saw mashed potatoes, corn-on-the-cob, and corn bread.

      “I might have gotten carried away,” Helen said sheepishly, “but I decided we could use a treat. And a southern home-cooked meal is my way of saying thank you.” Using a pair of tongs, she pulled the last of the fried chicken out of the pan and set it on top of a plate covered in paper towels. Once the grease had soaked into the paper, she transferred the drumstick to a serving tray heaped with more chicken.

      With his pulse hitching, he made his way to Helen and stood next to her, with only a foot between them. “You don’t need to thank me.” He wanted to tell her how much he enjoyed the last few nights, that in a strange way he was glad a brick had smashed through their window. And he would welcome more nights if it meant he could continue sleeping with them in his arms. “It’s my job.”

      Her mouth flat-lined, taking his heart with it. Had he said something wrong?

      “I see. Well, you do a good job.” She turned, but he couldn’t let it go.

      There was something undeniable between them. She was his first thought every morning. He couldn’t wait to get over here to see her and Tessa. He’d never been this turned around for someone before. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “No. It’s fine. Really, I appreciate your help,” she said, her voice turning professional.

      He maneuvered around her and stood in her path, placing both hands on her shoulders to stop her. Yet, her eyes seemed to keep moving away from him, far away. He could see a wall of protection being built between them. “Look, it’s not just a job, but… I’m just in a strange place right now.”

      “I know. You’re in a new job, new life—”

      “No, that’s not what I’m talking about.” He forced the words to the surface, those uncomfortable words where he had to express feelings. He never had been very good at it. “I’m intrigued by you.” He could tell by the crinkle in her brow that those weren’t the right words either. “I mean, you’re competent and tough. You’re a great mom.” He stumbled over his words like a second-grader in a school play.

      Helen shifted between her feet, her eyes already drifting to the door as though planning her escape.

      “What I’m trying to say is—”

      “He likes you,” Tessa huffed.

      He looked over his shoulder. Tessa stood with her bear hugged tight to her chest and her sassy hip popped out to one side. Who knew a little girl could communicate better than a grown man. He gave Tessa a smile of thanks and returned his attention to Helen. Her mouth parted and her tongue swiped her lips. He cupped her cheek and said, “Yes, that’s exactly what I mean.”

      Helen closed her mouth and swallowed. He could feel the pulse in her neck kicking into high gear. From fear or excitement?

      “Mama.” Tessa rounded them and nudged her mother toward Larson. “This is where you tell him you like him, too, and then you kiss him.”

      “I like you, too.” Helen only whispered, but he heard the words like a megaphone shouting at his heart.

      “Now, kiss him,” Tessa huffed.

      His fingers laced into Helen’s soft, short hair, and he leaned down to brush his lips to hers. A quick, yet heart-tumbling kiss, the kind that pushed you over the brink of denial and shifted your pulse into hyper drive. Scary in a life-altering kind of way.

      “Good. Now, we eat.” Tessa skipped to the table. “Hi, Sarah,” she called.

      Instantly, Helen retreated, leaving him feeling like a mashed heap of confusion and excitement there on the kitchen floor. She turned her attention back to the fried chicken, but not before he noticed the pink tint of her skin. An obvious blush on such pure, milky white skin. Skin he’d love to touch and kiss.

      Sarah waddled in with a mischievous grin on her face.

      “Um…I hope you like southern food,” Helen said, her gaze fixed on Sarah.

      “I do, but I think this one must have a hankering for it.” She patted her round belly. “She’s been kicking since the first scent of fried chicken wafted back to our room.” She retrieved silverware from the drawer and placed it on the table while Tessa folded napkins. Helen placed the plated chicken in the middle of the table, and Larson grabbed the bowls of mashed potatoes and corn-on-the-cob. When Helen returned with the corn bread, they all sat down for dinner. An odd, homey kind of feeling hung in the air. Sharing a meal with these three girls felt more like family than he’d experience in a long time. He relaxed into the conversation, laughter, and good home cooking.

      As they cleaned the dishes, he noticed Sarah holding her belly more often. He wanted to ask if she was okay but felt it might be overstepping. “Why don’t you ladies go relax while I finish up the dishes, okay?”

      A smile of relief creased Sarah’s mouth. “I think I’ll take you up on that. I believe in pulling my weight, but this baby seems to be draining the energy from me today.”

      Helen stopped rinsing plates to run an analyzing gaze from the top of Sarah’s head to her toes. “You feeling okay?”

      “Yes, I’m fine. I’m just tired.”

      “Okay, but I want you to go lay down for a while. That baby isn’t ready to come yet. If you push yourself too much, you could go into early labor. And that wouldn’t be good for either of you.”

      Sarah placed two protective hands around her belly. “No, we definitely don’t want that. I’ll help with more chores in the morning. Sorry to bail on you.”

      “No one’s keeping score, so don’t worry about that,” Helen said. “Your job right now is to have a healthy baby.”

      Sarah shook her head. “I don’t know how I got lucky enough to end up here, but I’m thankful. You have no idea how much you’ve given me. How much you’re going to give to so many women.” With tears pricking the corner of her eyes, she smiled. “Goodnight.”

      “Goodnight.” Tessa bounded across the room and wrapped her little arms halfway around Sarah’s belly.

      “Goodnight, Sarah. Come wake me if you start to feel worse. That’s what I’m here for.”

      “Thanks. I’m sure I’ll be fine. Besides, we have our knight-in-shining-armor to protect us, so I have a feeling I’ll get a good night’s sleep.”

      Larson grabbed a towel to dry the dishes and nodded to her. “Don’t worry. Everything will be calm soon. I’ll make sure of that.”

      Sarah retreated to her bedroom, and Tessa zoomed out of the kitchen on some little girl mission.

      “She’s right, you know. You’re a gift to the residents here.” Larson placed the dried pot into its home in a lower cabinet. Funny how he already knew where things went in this kitchen. This place was starting to feel more like home than his own apartment. Maybe his sister was right. Home was where your heart belonged while a house was where your things resided. He never knew what she meant by that until today.

      “Listen, I need to talk to you about something,” Helen said. The serious tone of her voice made the hair on his neck stand at attention.

      “Okay. Shoot.” He placed the last pot in its spot then handed her the towel.

      She kept her eyes trained on the draining water in the sink as she dried her hands. “Someone approached me in the grocery store this morning.”

      His gut clenched. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      The last of the water gurgled into oblivion, and she shook her head. “Nothing. It wasn’t like that. This man wanted to tell me something. I don’t know for sure who he was, so I’m not giving any merit to what he said. I had the feeling he wasn’t trying to do me any favors by telling, despite his claim he was only thinking I had a right to know.

      Larson’s nerves pricked at his skin. “What did he say?”

      “He told me about you. About your past.” Helen turned to face him, leaning back against the counter. He knew her pose was meant to seem casual, yet he couldn’t help feeling she was distancing herself. “I don’t know how to ask you this without offending you, and that’s not my intention. But I need to know the truth.”

      Larson leaned against the other counter, trying to exude the same relaxed feeling. “It’s okay. I think you should shoot it to me straight. Whatever it is, I can tell it’s weighing on your mind.”

      “Yes, but only because, if there’s any truth to it, I want to know why you didn’t tell me.”

      His mind searched through the possible things a stranger could say about his past. Memories of that night flashed through his mind, filling him with dread. He really didn’t want to share that part of his past with anyone, but knew that if he ever hoped to have any kind of future with Helen, she needed to know. He just would have preferred the time to plan out how to say it. “Go ahead.”

      Helen toed the grout in the tile floor. “This man told me that you had beaten a man almost to death. That you lost your job, which is why you moved to Riverbend. He said you should’ve served time in jail, but got off because you were a cop.”

      Despite the fact that he knew what she would say, her words still battering-rammed his chest. The blow hit so hard he thought his breath would be gone forever. “It’s true,” he whispered. “All of it.” He forced air to return to his lungs, gulping until the threat of hyperventilating passed. It took more effort than he ever thought possible just to breathe. “That, uh, that man had my sister in the air, holding her around her neck with his hand when I arrived. I got him to let her go, but then he turned on me. It was self-defense.” He shook his head, still struggling to believe his sister could betray him like that. “Only two punches and my life changed forever. My own sister turned against me, told the police, my friends, everyone that I attacked him for no reason. I just wanted to save her.”
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      The night remained quiet as he finished his story, but the lines around his mouth, the darkening in his eyes, and the tension of his muscles spoke volumes. “I had to ask,” Helen said, breaking the silence. “Something about that man warned me not to trust him. At first, I thought he might be the one who threw the brick through the window.”

      “What did he look like?” Larson asked.

      “Like he’d spent too many mornings in the company of doughnuts. For lack of a better description, a pig. Thin, bristly hair, sweaty, and pug-nosed. I had suspected he was the boss you told me about.”

      Larson snapped out of his haze and paced around the kitchen island, rubbing the back of his neck. “You were right, it was my boss.” His face turned red with anger.

      So, that’s it, Helen thought. It was the pig with the power trip. But why involve her in their office drama? “I know he’s been giving you a hard time, but why would he go through the trouble to find me and corner me like that?”

      “I’m not sure, but I intend to find out.”

      “Think he might be our brick thrower?”

      Larson shrugged. “What gave you that impression?”

      “I can’t really say. I hate to admit it, but I have a lot of experience being around men with evil intentions, and he gave off that vibe. I know that isn’t real evidence, but trust me, I’ve perfected my jerk radar.”

      “True, that’s not much to go on.” He circled the island again, his pacing making her feel dizzy.

      “But you believe me. You also think he could be the one harassing us.” Helen blocked his path and took his hands in hers, reaching out with not only her touch but her heart. “I thought it was my past catching up to me. Or Sarah’s ex-husband. Now, I’m not sure.”

      “Neither am I. I know the man resents me. He’s jealous of my career on the force, but to take it this far? I don’t know.” He kissed each knuckle on her hands then leaned his forehead to hers. “Listen, if it is him, I’ll figure it out. He tried baiting me earlier into letting my guard down. It felt like he was planning something, but I won’t let anything happen again.”

      She squeezed his hands reassuringly to let him know she wasn’t judging. “Why didn’t you tell me what happened when you asked about your sister?” He tried to step back, but she kept hold of his hands. “You thought I’d be afraid? That I’d worry you were some violent thug.”

      He nodded, his strong jaw line wilting with concern. “You have the right. Your past experiences with men should make you want to run from me now that you know.”

      “I can’t run,” Helen said, inching her face closer so he’d look at her.

      “Why?”

      Helen lifted her foot, drawing his attention to the floor. “I don’t have any shoes on and my feet are still sore a little.”

      He shook his head and chuckled. “You aren’t worried at all that I could hurt you or Tessa?”

      The water pipes banged overhead, letting Helen know that Tessa had gotten in the shower like she was supposed to. With Sarah most likely asleep, it would be just the two of them for a few minutes. A stolen moment.

      “No.” Still gripping his hands, she tugged, guiding his arms around her. She leaned against his chest. “Why would I be worried about the man who comes running each time he believes we’re in danger. The man who stayed up all night holding a woman and her daughter, just so they would feel safe. The man with a tender touch, strong arms, and soft eyes.” She lifted her chin and her gaze fell on his lips. “That man would never hurt us.” She had felt his lips earlier, but only briefly. Too brief. “I’ve only been touched by one man, and…it wasn’t soft. I’ve only been taken care of by one man, but it wasn’t for my good, but his. I’ve only kissed three men in my life. One in the tenth grade behind the school, but it was a sloppy first. And by my ex-husband, who manipulated me into believing in him when I was only sixteen, but it never felt right. Or real.”

      His fingers nudged her tank top to the side, and he traced the footprint with wings, the tattoo she’d gotten for the first baby she’d lost. Her body heated while her heart thundered. No one had ever touched that mark on her body. The delicate, light sweep of his attention caused her to tremble. “And the third?”

      “The third was too brief. I’ll need you to do it again before I can give a good assessment.”

      He smiled, one side quirking higher than the other in that sexy way he had. Then his smile softened, turned serious. “I hope you always feel a loving touch from my hands,” he said, his voice hoarse. The intensity in his eyes told her he felt her pain. He continued his exploration to the second footprint with wings, his thumb lingering over them both as if to connect with her loss. “I can’t promise that I’ll never lose my temper, but I will never hurt you. I hope to never utter words of malice or to keep secrets from you. I hope to only bring you up and never let you down. I’ll care for you, protect you, and never raise a hand to you or to Tessa.”

      Helen trembled under his gaze, under the weight of his promise. No one had ever vowed to protect or uplift her before. Did she dare hope they weren’t just pretty words?

      His thumb continued up her neck to her lips, the light touch igniting a sense of exhilaration within her. “And my kisses will always comfort you, cherish you, thrill you.” His lips pressed to hers, a tentative sweep of exploration at first. Then he pressed and foraged for more. Heat flushed her skin. Heart-pounding excitement weakened her knees, and she fell into his kiss. Their lips opened and the sweep of his tongue stole her breath, spinning her in an out-of-control tilt-a-whirl of all that was Larson. She could feel his affection and admiration, but most of all, she basked in his passion. This was true, honest, no-holding-back attraction.

      When he released her, they held onto each other panting. “Wow,” he breathed. “I don’t think I’ve ever experience a kiss like that before.”

      Helen gripped his shirt in her hands and held tight. Flush against his chest, she stole one more moment, not yet ready for it to end. “I didn’t know it could be like this. That I could feel like this. And from a kiss.”

      Tires squealed on the street out front and Larson tensed, his senses alert and ready.

      Helen reluctantly released him. “I’ll go check on Tessa.” He held her hand and walked side-by-side with her to the hallway then he kissed her hand one more time before he released her. To her surprise, it still caused her pulse to thunder. Would every kiss with him feel like the first time?

      His eyes remained fixed on her until she rounded the corner and peeked in on Tessa. “You okay in there, sweetie?”

      “Yep. Do you think Larson will read my bedtime story tonight?” Tessa asked in her cutest, pleading voice.

      “We’ll see, honey. Get your jammies on and you can come ask him.” Helen returned to the common area, where several couches framed a small entertainment center. Larson stood at the window, watching. “Everything okay?” Larson only nodded, so she gave him a moment and sat down at the registration desk. “See anything out there?”

      “No. But I’m going to take a walk in a few minutes and check around the building. It’s better to be safe than sorry. It’d be nice to have something to cover these front windows. Then I’d feel less like we were sitting ducks.”

      “Got that covered.” Helen eyed the stack of mail from the day and rummaged through it for anything important. “Charlotte has someone coming out in a day or two to measure for blinds.”

      “That’s a start. At least then no one will be able to see what’s going on inside. If our brick-thrower is really Harry, I doubt he’d take it any further. But don’t worry. Either way I’ll catch him in the act and you’ll be rid of him.”

      She hesitated. “Larson…I’m glad you want to protect us, but…I want to make sure—”

      “That I don’t beat him to within an inch of his life? Don’t worry. I’ll turn him over to the authorities. He’s not worth serving jail time.”

      Helen flipped another envelope over and saw it was addressed to Angela Nunez. She froze. No. Who could have possibly connected her old name with her new address? The only ones who knew were… She stifled a gasp. But the cartel had promised. She hadn’t done anything to involve them, so why… Her hands shook. Her life shook.

      “What is it?” Larson raced to her side before she could answer.

      “I-I don’t know, but whatever it is, I don’t have to open it to know it’s not good.” Helen continued to stare at it, her mind racing with what ifs.

      Larson took the envelope from her shaking hands and ripped it open. He pulled out a single sheet of folded paper and read through it then handed it to her.

      Colorful letters, cut from magazines, spelled out a message. He can’t protect you. You will pay for what you did.
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      The sick, child-like threat letter, a technique someone stole from a 1980s thriller movie, made his stomach lurch. While his boss seemed a likely suspect for the vandalism incident the other night, Larson’s instincts told him the letter wasn’t from Harry. The man was more concerned with delegating all the hard work onto his subordinates while blaming others about his circumstances. But this was on a whole other level. Still, he was going find out for sure. And if it was Harry, Larson would put a stop to it. Terrorizing an innocent woman because he had it out for Larson was inexcusable.

      Larson folded the letter and put it in his pocket then headed for the door.

      “Where are you going?” Helen chased after him. Only moments ago, he had enjoyed true happiness. A moment free of hatred and malice and lies. Now, he needed to protect it.

      “I’m going to have a talk with my boss.” He shrugged her away, but she rounded on him.

      “Then you’re not the man I thought you were.” Her scolding gaze made him feel like he was being sentenced to the time-out chair.

      “This needs to be dealt with before it gets even more out of hand.”

      Still, Helen didn’t back down. One hundred and ten pounds of curves and attitude shoved two palms against his chest. “No, you’re not.”

      Seeing the determination etched in her face, he knew he had a fight ahead of him. He tried a softer approach. Tilting his head to one side, he reached up and touched her face. “Listen, it’s fine. I’ll just talk to him.”

      “And if it’s not him? Then you’ll have just started a war with a man who already has a personal issue with you. It’ll only give him more ammo. Knowledge is power, and he’ll use whatever he can get his hands on. He’s already tried, remember? Why do you think he cornered me at the grocery store?”

      “Since he stalked you at the store, it’s obvious he already knows about you and my job here, which tells me he probably followed one of us. Or both.”

      Helen nodded. “Exactly. He’s just itching to see you screw up. So, running off with an attitude isn’t going to help anything. You talking to him is only going to stir up more trouble. If this is him, he’s already thrown a brick through our window. He probably thinks he got away with it, too, so what’s to stop him from taking it further?” She shook her head. “We need to be smarter about it. I’m not saying you can’t handle it, but we need to report this to the police, too.” She boldly reached into his pocket and retrieved the letter. “I’ll take this to the police station tomorrow. I’ve already reported the window, but they said there was little they could do, and that I should call immediately if anything else happened.” She waved the letter. “I’m pretty sure this qualifies.” She rolled her bottom lip under her teeth. “I know you can protect us, but I also don’t want to see you lose another job, especially because of me.”

      His insides twisted at her reminder of how he’d been disgraced and run off the force.

      Her voice softened. “If we handle this right, prove to everyone you’re not the man your boss is making you out to be, and if your sister can be reasoned with, you could get your job back on the force.”

      Did he dare hope something like that was possible? He’d stopped fighting the charges because the plea deal let him walk without serving any jail time. “No, it’s not possible. I’m not welcome there.”

      “Maybe not back in Atlanta, but there are police departments in every city. We even have some here, you know.” She winked, her playful side returning. He liked that side of her. Although, her stubborn side was darn sexy, too.

      “I don’t know. I’ve worked on the force so I know how long things can take. How suspects get away because it takes too long to gather enough evidence to prosecute them. I can’t let him terrorize you and Tessa and Sarah. Not to mention you have another woman coming into the shelter soon. What if this sends her running back to the man who abused her?”

      Helen squeezed her head, her fingers rubbed at her temples. “I know, but I don’t think it’s Harry. I’m almost positive it’s someone from my past. I don’t know why they’re here or what they want, though. Except to get to me and you’re in the way.”

      “This isn’t cartel.” He moved to her side, resisting the urge to pull her close to his chest and promise to keep her safe. Helen wouldn’t like that. She enjoyed comfort, but she also needed to be in control of her own life.

      “What makes you say that?” Her hands moved to her hips.

      “Honestly?” He watched her head tilt, enjoying how her dark hair fell over her eyes. Unable to hold back another minute, he took a strand between his fingers and toyed with it, letting the softness run through his fingers. “The cartel wouldn’t waste their time cutting letters out of magazines. If they wanted you dead, you’d be dead.” The words hung in the air, rocking his world with their truth.

      She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply before opening them again. Giving him a surrendering grin, she said, “You’re right. The cartel doesn’t play around. If I was a threat to them in some way, I’d already be buried in a deep hole or dumped into a large body of water with a cement block tied to my ankle.”

      He grimaced at her visual, but nodded. “So, if you don’t think it’s Harry, and I don’t believe it’s the cartel, who could it be?”

      She held the paper tight in her fist. “Javier? Could he have somehow gotten one of his goons to come after me?” She shook her head. “I don’t know how, though. He’s still in prison and the cartel disowned him. His entire family was shamed for his stupidity in exposing the cartel to the authorities. I expected him to be dead by now, honestly. The cartel has ways of getting their man, even if he’s behind prison walls. The only reason he’s still alive is because the cartel probably doesn’t want any more attention. For now.”

      Hearing Tessa’s bedroom door open, she took a step toward the hallway. “I’ll take this to the police tomorrow and file another report. We’ll want as much evidence as possible against him for when they catch the guy.”

      “You should put it in a plastic bag in case the idiot was dumb enough to touch the paper without wearing gloves. And the envelope, too. They can rule out our prints.”

      Helen hesitated, her gaze shifting from him to the letter in her hand like a nervous jumping bean.

      “What is it?”

      She eyed the hallway before folding the letter and stuffing it into her pocket. “It’s nothing.” Before she could escape down the hallway to Tessa’s room, he snagged her hand and tipped her chin to face him.

      “Tell me.”

      “It’s just…I don’t like being printed. Police stations are bad enough, but I can deal if it means keeping my daughter safe. But finger-printing makes me nervous. I’ve been there, done that. Got my master’s degree in being processed through the system.” She forced a smile, but he saw through it. “Not something I’d like to revisit.”

      “I’ll go with you. I won’t leave your side.” He leaned in to steal a kiss when Tessa pounced into the room.

      “You don’t have to worry about that man,” the little girl announced.

      “What man?” Larson asked.

      “The man who’s been watching us.” Tessa stroked the fur on her bear, but Larson’s hair stood with warning.

      Visibly trembling, Helen slowly lowered to her knees and pulled Tessa onto her lap. “Why do you say that, pumpkin?”

      “Because. He’s family. He only meant to play a game with me that night, but his hand slipped.”

      The room heated to thermal levels as blood rushed to Larson’s head. Anger surged through him and he saw Helen’s eyes flash.

      “You spoke to him?” she asked.

      “Yes, Mama. He came to school today. He talked to me through the fence at  the playground.”
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      The night clicked away like an antique clock on Jamaican time. Giving up on sleep, Helen stumbled from the bed and splashed some water on her face, thankful the first rays of light were finally poking through. After receiving confirmation that her newest resident, Sandra, was in route, she needed to get to work. Four days of waiting since she received the letter for the evil stalker to reappear had passed uneventfully. Two of the nights Larson remained inside the building with them, but last night he decided keeping his distance might draw the man out.

      She walked to the end of the hall and peeked around the corner. If only Larson would’ve stayed with them. Even though he’d read a story to Tessa, as he’d done the three nights prior, then waited for her to fall asleep before leaving, she already missed his company. Larson was settling into their lives with ease. Nothing had ever been this easy with a man before.

      The smell of fresh coffee drew her to the kitchen, but she hesitated at the end of the hallway. She rationalized that even a man sick enough to send a serial killer-style letter probably wouldn’t be waiting for her in her kitchen with coffee in hand. Still, she remained frozen for a moment and listened. Not a sound. Holding her breath, she leaned into the rough surface of the concrete wall and peered around the corner.

      Larson sat hunched over a cup of coffee at the kitchen table. The defeated slouch of his shoulders spoke volumes for how well the night had gone.

      Putting a smile on her face, she breezed through the doorway. “Good morning.” Barefoot, she padded over to his side, her feet still tender from their encounter with glass. “You made coffee?”

      Weary eyes, rimmed with dark circles from lack of sleep, glanced up at her. “Yeah. I needed some after last night. How did you sleep?”

      “Better than you from the look of it. Were you up all night again? You can’t keep up these long hours any longer.” Helen poured herself a cup of coffee and sat at his side, placing one hand over his. He smiled beyond the exhaustion, and made her want to make everything better for him.

      “I know, but I’m positive the minute I’m not here that man will return. I won’t let him harm you or Tessa.” He squeezed her hand. “I have a confession to make,” he said, in a tone she’d come to recognize as a warning that he had something deep to discuss.

      She fought the urge to pull her hand away, to stand on her own two feet and not lean on him. “Go ahead.”

      His thumb brushed over her knuckles, distracting her with the same exciting pulses of want his kisses incited. The want for more time with him, for him to never walk out that door. The want for him to care for her as much as she had come to care for him. “I’m scared.”

      She searched his eyes. How could this man, this warrior with no fear of the unknown, be scared of anything? “What are you afraid of?”

      “You.” He shifted back in his chair, extending his long legs under the table and letting his head fall back as if the weight was too much for him. The clock hanging on the wall in the common area ticked ten times, yet his gaze remained focused on the ceiling.

      Emotions welled inside her. Was he afraid of being with her? Of the fact she already had a daughter? So many men saw children as baggage, as the leftover remnants of a woman’s previous relationship. But not Larson. He’d treated Tessa like a princess, as if she were a part of his family.

      Was it her past then? Was he afraid of being in a relationship with a woman who had a criminal record? Helen knew how much he longed to be back on the force, and being with her would only be another stain on his life.

      She resisted the urge to pull away, to curl into herself and hide behind a protective wall as she waited for him to continue.

      “I’m scared of how much I’m growing to care for you and Tessa. The last time I cared for someone I lost them. I lost everything. What if…” His voice cracked with emotion.

      Part of her breathed a silent sigh of relief while another ached at his pain. She leaned forward, taking his hand between both of hers. “I promise nothing will happen to us. I’m tough, remember?”

      He scrubbed the day old growth along his chin and sat up straighter. “It’s not just that. I’m not sure how it happened, but you and Tessa have power over my heart. No one’s ever had that kind of influence over me. It scares me and thrills me at the same time. Maybe I’m exhausted, but it feels real.”

      Helen stroked his arm and edged closer to the table in her seat. “Those words you gave me the other day? I’ll give them to you as well.” She squeezed his hand. “I’ll never hurt you. I promise. I’m not your sister, and there’s nothing that would make me do what she did. You’ve done so much for us.” The room fell silent for a moment, unnerving her, and she forged ahead. “I’ve broken free already. I don’t have a man to threaten me anymore. I only have an amazing, caring, loving protector, who, I confess, I’m falling for, too. It’s only been a short time since we met, and the circumstances weren’t exactly normal, so I want to be cautious. I don’t want to make a mistake. For Tessa sake, as well as my own, I need to take things slow. I never dreamed I’d even be attracted to someone again. I certainly never thought my heart could be given to another man. But watching you with Tessa, the way you hold her, cherish her, read to her, you’re more than I ever dreamed of. You watch over us, risking your job and your life. You’re a gift I didn’t know existed in the world. There’s no way I could ever ruin that.”

      Larson moved her hand to his chest and held it tight. “I believe you.”

      Her heart soared. Those three words meant more to her than any she’d ever heard. “Good, because I’m kicking you out now. Enough is enough. The Sweetwater County sheriff is on rotation today, so you can go home and get some sleep without worrying.” She leaned closer to kiss his cheek. “But I’ll expect you back here by dinner.”

      “No.” He reached around her neck and pulled her face back to his. “I’m bringing dinner. You’ve done enough cooking. I’d take you out, but I know you’re expecting a new resident.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I want to. Besides, it’ll give us more time to play Yahtzee. I think I lost more than the game the other night. I lost my dignity. That little girl of yours is a Yahtzee shark.”

      Helen laughed. Despite her exhaustion, she floated on the happiness that found its way into her life. Even with her uneasiness around men. “Okay, it’s a date.”

      “Deal.” He kissed her on the forehead and stood. After washing out his cup, he started to leave but paused at the door. “Someday, after we catch this guy, you’re going to get someone to watch Tessa and the shelter so I can take you out on a real date. For now, I’ll go speak to the Sweetwater County sheriff and make sure they take this seriously. I don’t want you two to be nervous at all.” He left before she could respond, the beep of the security door announcing his exit.

      Feeling light after her morning fix of coffee and Larson, she abandoned her mug and turned her attention to breakfast and preparing for her new arrival. She hoped the silence of the strange man meant he’d given up, but she still wouldn’t let Tessa out of her sight today.

      She opened the refrigerator and surveyed the leftovers, deciding it was time to clean them out. She had figured out how to cook larger potions, but until more residents arrived it was only wasting food. She dumped the leftovers into the trash then tossed the plastic containers into the sink, tied up the trash bag and took it out to the cans lining the side of the building.

      The cool morning breeze carried with it the promise of fall. She loved this time of year. Perhaps she could take Tessa for a hike once she got her new resident settled. Larson seemed like the type of guy who enjoyed the outdoors. He’d mentioned a camping trip he’d taken his sister on when they were younger.

      “It’s about time he left.”

      A tidal wave of adrenaline crashed over her and she spun around, coming face to face with the man in the cap and dark glasses. An evil grin spread across his face. “Who are you? What do you want?” she demanded, forcing herself to remain standing. “The police are watching this place right now. Leave or I’ll have you arrested.” There was no way she’d let this man have control over her, no way she would back down.

      He removed his glasses and hat to reveal a jaw line, protruding Neanderthal brow and sharp eyes that were all too familiar, copies of her ex-husband’s features. Javier’s brother. José was a mess of a man with an insatiable desire for power.

      “You need to leave.”

      Undaunted, he walked forward, closing the gap between them. Helen’s gaze searched for Larson’s truck along the street, but she’d sent him away.

      “Your golden boy is gone. And you’re not going to let him back into your little pet project again.” He moved like a cougar ready to pounce. “Are you?”

      “I’m not scared of you. Get lost.” She lifted her chin and shoved him away from her, but he didn’t budge.

      With one swift motion, he tossed her against the side of the building. Before she could recover, he gripped her arms, pressing her against the wall a foot off the ground. “No. You’ll listen to me or I’ll take that little brat of yours and you’ll never see her again.”

      Helen kicked him in the shin as hard as she could. He winced and let go, but she still couldn’t escape. Trapped between the wall, the line of trash cans and his body, all she could do was pray this monster kept his attention on her. “You stay away from my daughter, or I swear, I’ll kill you myself.”

      He sneered. “Such violent behavior from such an innocent woman. Javier always told me you were pliable. The fool. He didn’t even see his own fate coming, but I don’t underestimate people. I’m more calculated and controlled.” He held up his cell phone to show her the picture of a little girl. Tessa. “You really think you can protect her? Not even your boyfriend can protect her.” He brought his face close enough she could smell the stench of his breath. “Trust me. If you don’t do as I say, you’ll never see your daughter again.” He pressed his fist into her stomach and coffee shot up her throat in a burning protest.

      “Leave her alone,” she hissed.

      “I will, as long as you do what I say.” He pushed harder, pressing the air from her lungs. “Now, I want you to tell the police that you made it up. That you were under stress and that you only collaborated with that man so he could regain his standing in the police department.”

      “How—”

      “I told you. I’m different than my brother. I know everything. And unless you want your daughter growing up servicing men on some offshore boat, you better do as I say. That boyfriend of yours needs to leave this city. And once he’s out of the picture, you’re going to contact the cartel. You see, I don’t care what happens to my brother, but you brought me down with him when you turned him over to the cops. So, you’re going to make it up to me. You’re going to return me to good standing with the cartel. And don’t think about trying to escape.” He pulled out a gun and pressed it to her cheek. “Because I’ll be waiting inside with Tessa, pointing a gun at her head.”
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      Larson tapped his hand against the steering wheel in time to the beat of a Jimmy Buffet song playing on the radio and dreamed of cheeseburgers in paradise with Helen and Tessa. The short drive to the deli, with only a few cars on the road, was a stark contrast from the Saturday night crazy traffic he’d dealt with in Atlanta. Something he could get used to in about a country second if he knew what a country second was.

      Inside the diner, families sat around tables, chatting about their week. Kids played with a crane game near the entrance, trying to grab a stuffed bear, and two teenage girls giggled in a booth at the back. The red vinyl seats and shiny Formica tabletops set the retro feel of the joint. Quaint and fun. He liked that. He’d been skeptical when Mitchem recommended the Riverbend Deli, but the sautéed onion and peppers aroma, mixed with the sizzling sound of the grill, made his stomach rumble. He had to wait a couple of minutes, but still reached the pickup register quickly despite how packed the place was.

      “Hi, there,” a college-aged girl with a bright personality greeted him. “I haven’t seen you here before. I’m Megan.”

      He was taken back by the introduction. No one had ever greeted him that way in Atlanta, especially not with such a sweet smile. “Hi, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Larson Raeder. I placed an order over the phone.”

      “Yes, I’ve got your order right here. You work at the university, right?”

      His detective radar dinged and he nodded slowly. “How did you know?”

      Megan laughed and passed him a large brown bag. “A girl in my econ class mentioned there was a new officer on campus by the name of Raeder, with short dark hair and big muscles. It’s a small college town, so when you take on someone like Stephanie Grant and call her out, you’ve won over most of the campus.”

      Ah, the diva with the not-so-stolen laptop. He took the bag and nodded. “I guess this is a small town.”

      “The smallest. You know the town motto, right? Where dreams begin just around the Riverbend? Well, it can’t fail because everywhere you go in this town you follow the bend in the river. Still, I’ve seen lots of dreams come true around here.” Her gaze went to the ceiling and she thumped her lips with her index finger. “Yep, I know lots of people that have done well here.”

      “Good to know.” Larson backed toward the door. “Do you need me to sign anything? I paid over the phone.”

      “Nope. You’re all set.” She grabbed a white rag and wiped the counter in front of her. “I hope you enjoy. Riverbend Deli has the best food in town.”

      “Does your family own the place?”

      She flicked the rag against the counter. “Shoot, no. I’ve just worked here since I was fifteen. I’m going to graduate college next year, though.”

      “Well, Ms. Megan. It was a pleasure to meet you. Have a good night.”

      Megan quirked her head to the side and waved. “You, too.”

      He smiled then hurried out to his car, before anything else could delay his evening with his two favorite girls. All afternoon, he had wanted to be at the shelter, but felt he should give Helen space to get ready for the next resident to arrive. He also wanted to make sure the sheriff’s department would be able to take a statement when he arrived about the letter. It wouldn’t be enough evidence to prosecute the guy if he caught him, but it would show his stalking pattern. And if they could tie the letter to the window-smashing incident, then they’d be able to slap a few charges on the guy. If it really was Harry, behind the incidences, he would lose his job. Larson hoped Harry would slither away somewhere and make Larson’s life easier.

      He hopped in his truck and drove the mile or two to the shelter. A sheriff’s car sat out front and he noticed an officer walking the perimeter of the building. Larson snagged the bag of food and met the man at the corner of the building. “Hi, I’m Larson Raeder. I’m the one who came by the station in Creekside earlier.”

      “Ah, yes. I’m Sheriff Mason. Sorry I wasn’t available when you came by. I was in a county meeting. I thought I’d come out myself tonight. We take any kind of crime extremely seriously in our county.”

      “This is a big county. It takes thirty to forty minutes just to get over to Creekside.”

      “Yeah, Creekside is on one edge and Riverbend is at the other.” Sheriff Mason wasn’t the lazy country cop he’d expected after watching reruns of The Dukes of Hazzard. Instead, the man looked clean cut, professional, and apparently worked out.

      “I appreciate you coming out here. I’m surprised you didn’t send one of your deputies, but I’m grateful. This place doesn’t need this kind of harassment.”

      Sheriff Mason hitched his belt up on his hips. “No, these women definitely don’t. We had promised protection a few days a week, but we’re hoping additional funding will allow for more. They’re lucky that the university is also helping out with security. These women are trying to escape living in constant fear. They don’t need that fear following them here.”

      Larson gestured with a hand toward the front door. “Please, come in. I think I have plenty of food if you’d like to join us.”

      “No, thank you. Trianna, my wife, packed dinner for me. But why don’t you tell me about how Ms. Simpson received the letter. I know the report read there was no postage or postmark stamp on the envelope. The letter had to have been hand-delivered. I sent one of my men out here to dust the mail slot for prints. We should receive the results tomorrow, but just based on what they saw we know there were several prints.”

      Larson hesitated on the top step. “I should probably warn you that Helen’s nervous about having her prints taken. Her ex-husband framed her for a crime she didn’t commit, and she spent several years in jail for it. The idea of being fingerprinted is tough for her.”

      “Understood. We’ll see what the results show and then one of my men can come here to print her if necessary.”

      Really? Larson couldn’t believe they would do that. In his experience, cops never made house calls. “I appreciate it. She’s been through a lot. She’s strong, though. She’ll tell you how it is and won’t lie or hold back.” He couldn’t help smiling with pride. “Her life went from hell to helping others.”

      Sheriff Mason chuckled. “I hear some admiration in your voice. This woman must be something special.”

      Larson fought the smile, but lost and nodded. “She’s probably the most honest, brave, determined woman I’ve met in a long time.”

      “I look forward to meeting her.”

      Larson opened the door to find the reception and common areas empty, but he could hear voices coming from the hallway leading to the bedrooms. He set the bag down on the registration desk and headed for the hall. “I’ll be right back.” He only made it a few steps before Helen appeared and met him at the end of the hallway. “Hi, there. I brought dinner. Where’s Tessa?”

      Helen looked stiff, her gaze falling on Sheriff Mason. He put his hand on the back of her neck and gently nudged her forward. “Don’t worry. He said you don’t have to go to the station.”

      More voices sounded in Tessa’s room. “Does Tessa have a friend over, or is that Sarah?”

      Helen didn’t answer. She walked past Larson and stopped short of Sheriff Mason. “I’m sorry you came all the way here, Sheriff.”

      “It’s no problem, ma’am. I’m glad to be of help. Larson brought you guys some dinner. If you’d like, I can come back later to take your statement.”

      Larson put his hand on the small of her back, but she stiffened under his touch. What was going on? It was almost like she was a different person from the affectionate, attentive woman he’d left only a few hours earlier. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. I just have a lot to take care of right now. I have a new resident checking in soon, remember? I’d prefer not to have an officer here when she arrives. It could send her right back into the arms of the monster she escaped from,” she said, her voice clipped and laced with bitterness.

      Sheriff Mason’s eyebrow rose, and he analyzed Helen with a skeptical expression. “I understand. Let’s make this quick then. I wanted to know if you happened to see who delivered the letter. I noticed it wasn’t postmarked, so it had to have been hand delivered.”

      “What letter?”

      Larson maneuvered around to face her. “The letter.”

      She shook her head slowly. Her chin lifted high, but her expression was tight, closed off. “I’m not sure what you’re referring to.”

      Larson reached for her, but she stepped away. “As I said, I have things to do, so I would appreciate it if you both left now.”

      “Ma’am, are you saying you didn’t receive a letter created with cut-out letters from newspapers or magazines that stated He can’t protect you. You will pay for what you’ve done?”

      She blew out a short burst of air and her forehead wrinkled. “I have no clue what you’re talking about. We haven’t had any issues here, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

      Larson sucked in a quick breath and moved toward her, but she skittered away.

      Sheriff Mason stepped between them. “What about the brick through the window incident?”

      Helen didn’t look at Larson. Instead, she kept her eyes fixed on Sheriff Mason as if drilling the point into him. “It turned out to be just some kids playing.” She shrugged. “They promised to be more careful in the future, so I didn’t think it necessary to press charges.”

      “This isn’t happening again,” he mumbled under his breath. Lies. All lies, the minute he tried to help, she turned on him. Just like his sister.
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      Helen watched as Larson collapsed from a strong protector into a wounded soldier. Words caught in her throat and the concrete floors moved dizzyingly beneath her feet. She wanted to scream that it wasn’t true, but her heart pounded with the knowledge that a monster with a gun sat next to her daughter.

      She opened her mouth to tell the sheriff the truth, desperate for him to race in there and take the guy down, but she knew her daughter would be dead by the time anyone reached her. It was a fact she knew from personal experience. Bullets were faster than any man, and she wasn’t about to take that risk again.

      Hatred. Swirling, gut-punching, earth-shattering pain and hate stole the smile from his lips and the light from his eyes. Betrayal. He didn’t have to say the word. The feeling ripped through his hunched body and slack lips. The room temperature seemed to drop and heat all that the same time, making her insides cold and her skin hot.

      “Ma’am?” the sheriff said, pulling her attention back to him. “Is that your statement? That this gentleman here made up the threat letter and provided a false statement to police?”

      That was when it hit her, the gravity of what she was doing to him. A repeat of his past, smacked in his face with the sting of what the future would hold for him. She opened her mouth, only to close it again as the sound of Tessa’s voice in the distance silenced her. She forced her vocal cords to function and strangled out a Yes.

      Larson stumbled back, his hands in his hair, his gaze wild. “No. Something’s wrong. You’re lying. There must be a reason why you’re lying to us. You said a woman would do anything to protect herself, to protect the ones she loved.” His gaze searched the area and landed on the hallway behind her. “That man got to you, didn’t he?” He marched to the edge of the hallway, toward the end of her daughter’s life.

      She raced to block his path. “You need to leave.”

      Sheriff Mason snagged his shoulders and held him back. Larson struggled, but Sheriff Mason kept hold of him. “This isn’t the answer. You need to leave now.”

      Helen saw it in his eyes, the determination to unveil the truth, which would cost her daughter’s life. She couldn’t let that happen. Brokenhearted, she forced the words she never thought she would say, but there was no other choice. “Sheriff, this man is trespassing. I want him arrested and a restraining order issued.”

      Larson stumbled back, the fight draining from him. “No. Don’t do this. I can help.”

      Helen pushed her shoulders back and her chin lifted. “If you get him to leave now, I won’t press charges.”

      Larson bowed his head and turned toward the door like a scolded dog, mumbling something to himself.

      Ordering her limbs to stop shaking, she offered her hand to Sheriff Mason, But the shaking didn’t go unnoticed.

      He took her hand in both of his. “Ma’am, if you need to call me at any time, day or night, please do.” He handed her a business card before he looked at Larson, who stood with his palms pressed to the wall taking in long heaving breaths.

      She wanted to shout that it wasn’t true. He was a good man who deserved better than this drama in his life. But it wasn’t possible. She couldn’t risk Tessa’s life to save Larson’s career. She just hoped he would be able to move on some day, to forget the pain she caused him and be happy. She swallowed the tears pricking the corners of her eyes. For now, she had to play along with José until he was finally satisfied. If the monster was anything like his wicked brother, he would only drag this out. Using her and Tessa until they no longer served his purpose.

      There had to be a way to protect Tessa from that kind of future, but she knew her daughter was José’s bargaining chip. And one sideways glance from Larson told her any hope of help from him had been smashed, demolished, and blown to bits.

      Her heart ripped in half, torn between her daughter and the man she knew would die for her and her little girl. Reminding herself that Larson was strong, that he could protect himself, but her daughter only had her, Helen said, “Thank you, Sheriff. I’d appreciate it if you remained outside for tonight. I don’t want to spook my incoming resident.” Her voice wobbled, but she bit her bottom lip to stop the trembling, to stop her from falling on the floor in a heap of tears. But crying wouldn’t do anyone any good and would end up costing her daughter’s life. She knew firsthand the consequences when guns were involved.

      Sheriff Mason placed a hand on Larson’s back. “Sorry, but we need to go. There’s nothing I can do right now.”

      Five pounding, rapid heartbeats passed before he shoved from the wall and with head bowed, faced her one last time. He opened his mouth, but didn’t say anything. Instead, he rubbed his forehead then shuffled out the front door, dumbfounded. She’d hit him with a flash grenade of betrayal and watched as he left the building and her life.

      The door shut, and she forced herself to remain standing until they were out of view. Through the large front windows, she saw several over-the-shoulder glances from Larson, indicating he was starting to question her words. But Sheriff Mason put a hand on his back and guided him away, sealing any chances of him getting a job with the sheriff’s department. She’d just destroyed the man’s life, again, but what choice did she have?

      As soon as they rounded the corner of the building, she sprinted back to Tessa’s room. She forced herself to appear calm at the sight of Tessa sitting on the floor playing with her dolls, with the man who had a gun behind his back. At least he didn’t hold it to her daughter’s head, frightening her. This man wasn’t stupid, not like his brother.

      “I did what you asked. Now leave,” she said, her tone low but venomous.

      “Mama, I’m playing dolls with Uncle José. Does he really have to go?”

      Helen fought the urge to grab Tessa and run. Slowly, she lowered to the floor next to her and combed her fingers through her daughter’s hair. “I’m afraid so, honey. He has things he has to do tonight, and so do we.”

      Tessa sighed. “Oookay.” She turned to face her uncle. “Can you come again?”

      He smiled, but Helen didn’t miss the menacing look in his eyes. “Of course, dear. I would love to visit you again. Perhaps I can stop by and pick you up from school one day.”

      “No!” Helen shouted. Tessa dropped her doll and cringed. “Sorry, honey. It’s just that only Mama and Mrs. Harrow are allowed to pick you up from school. No one else. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      Helen stole a hug from Tessa then glared at the man only two feet from her little girl. “We need to eat that delicious food from the deli. You go set the table, and I’m going to talk with Uncle José in the other room.”

      José stood, slipping the gun discreetly into the back of his pants. “I’ll see you soon, Tessa,” he said, with a promising snarl at Helen.

      “You go set the table for dinner. Sarah should be down any minute from her nap and shower.”

      “What about Larson? Why he not coming tonight?”

      Helen’s legs nearly buckled and she grabbed the doorframe for support. “Oh, honey. Larson said he’s busy. We probably aren’t going to see him for a while. Now, get your jammies on.” She waited for José to leave in front of her and shut the door. Her legs gave way, but she held the doorknob to keep herself upright.

      “Don’t fall apart on me now. We have work to do. Lots of work.”

      Helen shuffled to the registration desk and glanced at the time. “If you want to keep this away from the police, I suggest you leave in the next fifteen minutes. I have a social worker dropping off my next guest soon.”

      “It shouldn’t take that long, provided you’re cooperative. And Angela…I mean, Helen, I advise you to cooperate. Tessa would make a great addition to my boats. She’s so adorable, I’m sure my men would love her.”

      Acid bubbled up her throat into her mouth. She choked and swallowed it down, along with her fear. Now wasn’t the time to fall apart. If she could get the man out of here, then she could call the sheriff back and get him here to protect them. They’d be ready for when the monster came back and then this nightmare would be over.

      “Now, you need to reach out to the cartel. I know you can, so don’t deny it. You still have a connection on the inside.”

      “I can’t. If I do, it’s an automatic hit order. It was made clear when I returned to the States that if I ever tried to contact them again, or mentioned them in any way, Tessa and I would be executed.”

      His eyes blazed with madness. “Then how about I execute you both now?”

      The clock on the wall ticked. The air conditioner thumped overhead, pushing cold air into the room with a heavy whoosh. The light on the security system near the front door blinked ready, yet there was no sense of safety. “What do you want me to tell them?” she asked, with no intention of following through. As terrifying as this situation was, facing one lunatic with a gun was much better than having the whole cartel come after her. The cartel didn’t like loose ends. They wouldn’t just kill her and Tessa. They would go after anyone in this town who had anything to do with her.

      “They need to understand that I’m not anything like my brother. I’d be an asset to them. I’ve already mended the reputation damaged by my brother with the Columbian drug lords. I’ve also created a new source in China for women. There’s more, but I’ll save the details for when you get me in contact with one of their leaders.”

      More bile rose in her throat and she felt sick. “They already have connections. I don’t see them listening to me.”

      He brandished his gun and pointed it at her. “Then you’re of no use to me.”

      “Fine, I’ll do it.” She pushed air in and out of her lungs, forcing herself to remain as calm as possible. All she had to do was agree and get him out of here.

      “Good. I’m glad you’re smarter than my brother gave you credit for.” He shoved the gun back in his pants and smiled with triumph.

      “This is going to take some time. They won’t just put me in touch with one of their leaders right away. I’ll have to work my way up the chain.” They’d likely send someone to kill her before she ever got to talk to a leader, but Helen was willing to tell him anything if it got him to leave.

      “That’s fine. I’ve got time.” He sat on the edge of the desk and crossed his arms. “Oh, and there is something I should tell you.”

      He wasn’t going to leave, was he?

      “What?” she ground out.

      “Even if you call your boyfriend the minute I leave, he can’t protect you. No one can protect you. This sense of security you have here is a farce.” He pointed to the security pad near the door. “Not only do I have several men watching this building around the clock, I also have an inside man at the university. I even have someone on the inside here and at Tessa’s school. There’s no way you can escape me. And if you try, you won’t make it to the door. The sniper will make sure of that. My reach extends far and wide, and it’s time you pay for your betrayal.”

      Helen trembled. Was it true? She didn’t doubt that he probably had men hidden about the surrounding area, but there was no way he could have someone inside the center. The only person here besides her and Tessa was Sarah. There was the new resident, but she hadn’t even arrived yet. She could call his bluff, grab Tessa and run the minute he was out the door.

      “Come here.” He crooked his finger at her.

      The last thing she wanted to do was follow his orders but she knew if she wanted him to leave she’d need to do what he said. Let him believe he had all the power for now. She walked over to where he still sat on the desk.

      “You see that glimmer up there on that building?” He pointed out one of the front windows at the building across the street and Helen caught the glimpse of reflected light. “That’s a rifle aimed straight at your front door. There’s one at the side and back doors, too. Now, shall we get to it? Don’t worry. This won’t take long. If you start calling now, I’m sure you’ll be able to reach someone by the end of the day tomorrow, and we’ll be out of here by the end of the week.”

      A car pulled up out front and he leaned in close, his hot breath on her ear. “You have a choice to make. Risk your life making up for what you’ve done, or die by tomorrow night, along with your little girl.”
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      The evening air did nothing to cool his burning frustration. His skin remained hot as did his temper. “I don’t understand. This can’t be happening again.” He turned to face the sheriff. “I’m telling you she’s lying. Something’s wrong here.” The memories of his past failure flashed through his mind―his captain taking his badge and gun then escorting him to a holding cell. The feel of the handcuffs still cold around his wrists and the judgmental eyes of his comrades piercing his dignity. At least this time he wasn’t facing charges.

      Sheriff Mason stood next to his patrol car, eyeing the street. A car with the new arrival had just pulled up in front of the shelter down the block. “I have no doubt.”

      Larson’s gaze snapped to the man, expecting to see a condescending look, but all he found was a caring raise of his brow. “You don’t?”

      “No. I’m good at reading people and that woman in there, Helen, is hiding something.”

      The lump of air lodged in his chest was finally able to pass by his constricting throat. “Then why did we leave?”

      Sheriff Mason leaned against the side of his car and placed his hands on his hips. “I’m guessing you already know why, but your emotions are in the way.”

      He searched for answers, trying to block the memories of his public humiliation and see past his initial belief that the woman he thought he could trust had thrown him under a speeding police car. “Threat. You think there was an immediate threat.” When the sheriff nodded, he said, “Then don’t we need to call in more men?”

      “No.” Sheriff Mason pulled his cell from his pocket and hit a few numbers. “But I am going to do some digging. It’s time I have a talk with Charlotte Rutledge and Kate Harrow. According to Cathy West over in Creekside, they know Helen best, along with Cynthia Taylor.”

      A hint of an idea needled into him. “I can talk to Mitchem and his wife. I know him through work.”

      Sheriff Mason lowered his phone and eyed him. “You sure you want to involve yourself in this further?”

      With those words, Larson knew the man had run his name through the system and had come across his past. “Sheriff Mason, I know you have no reason to believe me, but I didn’t lie then and I’m not lying now.”

      “Jimmy.”

      Larson scratched his head in confusion. “What?”

      “All my men call me by my first name. If we’re going to work together on this, unofficially of course, I want you to call me Jimmy.” The man was all charm and muscle, but no bureaucracy or attitude. This was a man he could work for.

      “Jimmy. Thank you.”

      Jimmy pushed from the car and opened his door. “Don’t thank me yet. I might’ve just thrown you into a hornets’ nest with mutant stingers. You sure you’re up for it?”

      “Absolutely. If that little girl, Tessa, is in danger, I’m not going to let anything happen to her. She’s innocent in all of this.”

      “You sure you just want to protect the little girl? From what I could tell, her momma is just as special to you. You can try to hide it, but you two have a thing.”

      He wanted to believe it, but not after what she’d said. “Whatever thing we might have had ended before it could start. She should’ve trusted me with the truth.”

      Jimmy stood behind the open door of his cruiser with a smirk. “You keep telling yourself that, maybe you’ll start believing it. But I can tell you it ain’t true. You got it bad. Trust me, when Trianna came into my life, all my senses were beat to hell. You’ve got the same protective stance and lost soul look I had.”

      Larson barely knew this man, yet the ease of their conversation made it feel like they had been friends for years. “Trust is tough to come by, even harder to repair when broken. I’m going to figure out what’s going on, but ultimately, she made her choice.”

      They both eyed the women standing at the front door of the shelter. Even at this distance, he could see the stiffness in Helen’s movements. He willed her to wave him over, to tell him the truth about what was going on, but she only turned her back on him and marched into the safety of the building.

      “Two of my men will be watching around the clock.” Jimmy sat in the driver’s seat of his cruiser. “It was only supposed to be a couple nights a week, but this changes things.” He returned his cell to his ear and shut his door. With a salute, he drove away.

      Larson headed to his truck to drive to the Taylor residence. It was rude to show up without calling, but he wasn’t taking the chance that they’d turn him away, or that Helen would reach out to her friend and spin more of her lies. She may have tried to keep him from protecting her, but it wouldn’t stop him from protecting Tessa.

      The long, winding road into the wealthier part of Riverbend was quiet and dark. Houses with large columns, big lots, and grand double front doors lined both sides of the streets. Part of him fought to return to the shelter, to march inside and demand to know what was going on, but then he reminded himself of the lesson he’d learned a year ago. And he always paid attention to his lessons.

      The other part of him, his detective side, knew he needed to investigate before taking any action. If an immediate danger threatened Helen and Tessa, barging in there with guns blazing wouldn’t do them any good.

      He pulled onto the shoulder in front of the Taylor’s house and walked up to the door and rang the bell. The crickets and frogs scolded him for his intrusion, but after a moment the door opened to the familiar face of the woman he’d met that first day at the shelter. “Good evening, Officer Raeder. Jimmy called. Please, come on inside.”

      She led him to a great room decorated with plush furniture. A grand piano occupied one corner.

      Mitchem joined them immediately, and Larson shook his hand before getting down to business. “I’m sorry for barging in, but I needed to talk to you, Mrs. Taylor.”

      “Cynthia, please.” She offered him a seat and settled in a chair across from him. “Can I get you anything to drink?”

      “No. I’m good, but thanks.” He rubbed his hands together, trying to decided what exactly to say. How he could get her to tell him something that would explain Helen’s behavior.

      Mitchem sat on the side of the chair with his arm around her shoulders. “Jimmy said that Helen’s attitude did a one-eighty. That now she says no one is bothering her.”

      Cynthia sat forward and took Larson’s hands in hers. “I know she doesn’t want to hurt you. She’s been talking about nothing but you the last couple of weeks. Something had to have happened. When Jimmy told me she’d changed her story about the brick incident, I couldn’t believe it. There is no way that was a kid. I also told him Helen’s been scared about a man hanging around outside of the center. Apparently, she hadn’t mentioned that in her report, but she told me this man has even come to Tessa’s preschool.”

      He relaxed and collapsed back into the fluffy couch. “Yeah, I couldn’t believe it either.”

      Cynthia leaned into Mitchem. “There has to be a reason her story changed. Sometimes we do things we shouldn’t because we think we’re protecting the people we care about.”

      “I wanted to stay, to make sure she was okay, but she wouldn’t even let us search the shelter. And without a warrant, there’s little we can do.”

      “Well, after talking to Jimmy, I’m just as concerned about what’s going on. I’ll go over to the center tomorrow and try to take a look around. See if there’s anything unusual.”

      Mitchem squeezed her into his side. “We’ll go. I’m not letting you go alone. We’ll tell her you wanted to meet the newest resident and bring her a welcome gift, but your car is in the shop so I have to drive you over. I’ll remain in the main area and that’ll give you an excuse to go to the kitchen and speak to her privately.”

      Hope knocked at his soul, but he wouldn’t let it in. Not yet. Things seldom went the way he planned. “Thank you. I appreciate that. There’ll be two officers outside, so if anything’s amiss, you can tell them when you leave. They won’t be able to go inside with you, though. She’s refusing to let anyone in uniform inside, saying it’ll scare the women, especially the one who arrived tonight.”

      “That makes sense,” Cynthia said, but the way she clung to Mitchem told Larson she was worried.

      “You think she’s under duress, don’t you? That there’s an immediate danger.” He pushed from the couch and paced the large room, adrenaline shooting through his veins with an intense burn. “I shouldn’t have left. I should go back.” He turned to leave, but Cynthia grabbed his arm.

      “No, you shouldn’t. In this case you’ll only make things worse for her. The police are right outside. She knows that. If something happens, she can scream, run to them, or hit the panic button on the security system.”

      The thought of her in danger, of Tessa in danger ate at his resolve. “I can’t believe she didn’t trust me to help. I could’ve done something. Why would she do this?”

      “We don’t know, but I promise I’ll do everything I can to find out.” Mitchem stood and laid a reassuring hand on Larson’s back. “We’ll head over first thing in the morning.”

      Morning? That could be too late. He had to do something now. He had to save them.
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      The clock struck one in the morning, but sleep still taunted Helen. How could she relax enough to sleep when a man with a gun sat in a chair outside her door? He’d positioned himself between hers and Tessa’s rooms so she couldn’t even go check on her daughter.

      She had hoped he’d leave, that he would be satisfied with her promise to contact the cartel and come back the following night to check on them, but he refused. There was no way to call for help. He’d made sure of that with his constant presence. Even if she could get away from José, she wasn’t sure which of the two women staying in the shelter worked for him. The look he’d given the new girl, Sandra, made Helen suspect she was the plant, but she had a fifty-fifty shot.

      If she could just get Tessa to safety, she could deal with José. Even if it cost her life, at least she would know her daughter was safe. But how? Kate was supposed to drive Tessa to school like usual that morning, but she couldn’t risk involving anyone else. Even if she could somehow slip Kate a note, she had no doubt José would follow them, or have one of his goons follow them. She’d bring a war on the women who trusted her to protect them.

      She stretched and went to her bedroom door. The floor, although carpeted in this area of the shelter, provided little comfort. She couldn’t go to bed, and she couldn’t sleep with Tessa. José wouldn’t allow it.

      All night, Helen thought through ideas on how to get Tessa to safety. There had to be a way. Once she contacted the cartel, she’d bring even more danger into her life. Into everyone’s lives. Despite José’s belief that he would be valuable to the cartel, she knew they would only see him as a nuisance. He had no idea the kind of firing squad he’d be facing.

      Three in the morning rolled around and she still didn’t have a clue how to get her daughter out of the mess she’d created. In a few hours, José would force her to make the call, to seal her own death sentence.

      If she had her cell, she might have been able to call for help, but José had confiscated it. Perhaps she could go to the bathroom, crawl out the window, tell the police staked out front, and return before he knew she had left. She tip-toed to the attached bathroom.

      The bedroom door flew open. “Where do you think you’re going?” José said, his voice harsh.

      “Bathroom.” Helen didn’t stop. She entered the bathroom and pushed the door closed, but his foot stopped it.

      “The door stays open. Either that, or I’m in there with you with a gun to your head while you pee.”

      She let go of the door and backed away. There was no way out, not tonight anyway. Tomorrow he’d have to leave her side at some point. Maybe when she made breakfast for the others she could make an excuse to go outside. Maybe take out the trash. Yeah, that would work.

      “You done yet? I don’t hear anything.”

      She flushed the toilet and returned to the door. “Done.”

      He caught her arm. “Don’t play with me. Not if you don’t want your daughter to end up as one of our toys.”

      Helen yanked her arm free. “You’ve already made that clear.”

      She returned to bed and he went back to his chair in the hall, leaving her bedroom door open this time. The hours crept by as she went over her new plan in her head several times. Maybe she wouldn’t have to even talk to the officer. Maybe she could scribble a note and wave at him. Then she wouldn’t have to try to make it to the car and back. She could put the note in the trash can and he could retrieve it while she kept José distracted. Then she’d figure out a way to lock Tessa in the basement where she’d be safe while they waited for backup to arrive. With no windows and only the one door, the basement could work as a makeshift panic room. But could she risk it? What if something went wrong?

      For the first time in a year, she dreaded the rays of sunlight shining down on her bed. For all of the lonely terror that came with the night, the daylight only brought more fear. This will work, she told herself. It had to. She just needed to remain calm. He had to let her go make breakfast. It would call too much attention to the shelter if she didn’t maintain her normal schedule.

      She dressed behind the bathroom door then headed to the kitchen, but before she could escape the hallway, he followed her.

      “I’ll be with Tessa. She’s not feeling well today, so she won’t be going to school.”

      Her pulse stuttered. “Won’t that cause suspicion?”

      “No. Kids get sick all the time. Now, go make breakfast, but,” he pointed the gun at her face, “you will return once those women head to their class at the bakery.”

      “How do you know about that?”

      He closed the small gap between them. “I know everything. I have eyes everywhere. It’s best you remember that. Once they’re gone, you’ll make contact with the cartel. The sooner you do, the sooner you’ll be free of me.”

      Ignoring his arrogant smirk, she spun on her heels and marched to the kitchen. Time was running out. She had to do this. It wasn’t perfect, but it was the only idea she could come up with.

      Sarah and Sandra were already in the kitchen. Coffee dribbled into a full pot of dark liquid as the two ladies stood at the stove, making breakfast. “We thought we’d surprise you with a thank you breakfast,” Sandra said. “Sarah told me ’bout your hard work. How you made this all happen for us. So, this is our thanks. Not much, but it’s something.”

      Sarah poured a cup of coffee and handed it to Helen. “Have a seat. We’ll be serving you today.”

      The aroma of eggs and bacon churned Helen’s stomach. She eyed the side door and noticed the trashcan lid open. She stood, grabbed the bag and tied it up.

      Sarah stomped her foot, swollen as it was with her pregnancy. “What do you think you’re doing? What part of us waiting on you did you not get?”

      “I’m taking the trash out. It’s not a big deal.” Her voice wavered, but she covered it with a cough and cleared her throat.

      “Nope. Not gonna happen.” Sandra heaped food onto a plate and handed it to Helen. “I’ve got the trash.”

      Reluctantly, Helen relinquished the plastic bag and took the plate, but her mind continued to spin. “This is so kind of you both. Thank you. I think I’ll eat outside on the porch so I can enjoy the fresh air.”

      Sarah chuckled. “Um…apparently you haven’t looked outside yet.”

      Helen followed her finger as she pointed out the kitchen window where a sun shower poured beyond the glass. The tapping of the drops on the roof broke through her racing mind and the world around her fell out of control. She sat at the kitchen table and picked up the fork, searching for another option. She couldn’t go outside in that, not without a reasonable excuse. And she still didn’t know which of the two women worked for José.

      Both ladies stood over her with expectant eyes, waiting for her to take a bite. “It’s been some time since I’ve cooked, so I hope it’s good,” Sandra said.

      Helen held the fork tight in her hand, eyeing it as a potential weapon, but she wouldn’t know which woman to use it on. “I’m sure it’s fantastic.”

      “Well, take a bite and enjoy.” Sarah plated her own food and sat next to Helen.

      Still holding the fork in mid-air, she watched Sarah’s every move. She’d assumed the new girl worked for José, but considering all he knew, she couldn’t rule Sarah out as the mole.

      “Well, are you going to eat or what?” Sandra asked, taking the trash and setting it by the side door. Helen willed the rain to stop, but based on the downpour it would be awhile before it cleared up. Too long.

      She forced a forkful of eggs into her mouth and managed to get them down despite her nausea.

      “Where’s Tessa?” Sarah asked innocently. Did she really not know about the man with the gun?

      “She’s not feeling well. She’ll be staying home from school. Actually, I should get back to her.” Helen quickly forced a few more bites into her mouth then stood up.

      “Oh, that’s too bad. Stomach bug?” Sandra asked.

      “Um…yes.”

      Sandra returned a clean plate to the cabinet. “I’d offer to take ’er some food, but I guessin’ she’s not wanting to eat right now.”

      She couldn’t believe that, in all of this drama, she’d forgotten to feed her own child. “Actually, I’ll take a plate to her. She might not eat, but I’d like to get something in her stomach.”

      Sandra retrieved the plate again, and Helen scooped some eggs up and plopped them on the plate. On the counter a few feet away, a cell phone lit up with a new text message, lighting a spark of hope in Helen. If she could manage to take it, she could figure out a way to call for help.

      The plate shook in her hands. Her breath held tight in her chest. She tore off a paper towel and discreetly dropped it on top of the phone then retrieved the orange juice from the refrigerator. It felt like hot coals under her feet with each step she took. With trembling hands, she poured the orange juice, spilling it over the sides of the glass.

      “You okay, Helen?” Sarah asked.

      “Yeah, just a little stressed. I have five more women arriving in two days, so I want to make sure I’ve got everything covered. You two enjoy your class today. I’ll take this food to Tessa then clean up the breakfast dishes.” She snagged another paper towel and wiped up the spilled juice then quickly tucked the phone under the plate. With the glass in her other hand, she hurried to Tessa’s room.

      Pausing at the door, she slipped the phone in her pocket then opened the door as fast as possible so she didn’t give anything away. She wouldn’t allow herself anytime to think and risk shaking so hard there’d be no juice left in the glass. She might be terrified, but she’d do what she could to keep that fear away from her daughter.

      “Hi, honey. I brought you some breakfast.” Helen planted a big smile on her face and set the plate down on the bedside table.

      “Mama, why do I have to eat in here?” Tessa asked, sticking her lip out.

      “I thought it would be fun for a change. Besides, we have someone new who’s a little shy.”

      Tessa blew out a breath of air, sending her hair flailing above her eyes before she gave up and swiped it out of her face with her hand. “I need ketch-up. I like ketchup on my eggs, remember?”

      “Right. I’ll be right back.” For the first time, Helen was grateful for her daughter’s pickiness. The errand would give her the chance to text something, erase it and set the phone down on the counter again before Sandra noticed it missing.

      José nodded his consent, but walked her to the door. “Time’s running out,” he said. “When you get back, you make the call.”

      Her hand was almost to her pocket when she rounded the corner in the hall and ran into Sandra.

      The woman pushed her against the wall then held out one hand to her. “Hand over my cell. Now.” The look in her eye, the angle of her brows, confirmed she was the traitor. “Do it before I tell José, or that little girl of yours is toast.”

      Helen retrieved the phone and handed it to her. “I knew it was you.”

      “Sure you did.” The woman stepped to the side. “I’ll be waiting in your daughter’s room. Tell Sarah I’m suddenly feeling ill and that she’ll have to go without me.” Sandra gave her a sickening smirk. “I guess I caught what Tessa has.”

      Helen wanted to punch her, roundhouse kick her into the next county, but she couldn’t. She had no choice but to play along. She’d have to make contact with the cartel, set up a meeting and hope they didn’t kill her on sight.

      Dishes clanked in the kitchen, indicating Sarah had taken over cleaning duty. She wanted to tell Sarah what was going on, to have her get word to the officers outside, but she couldn’t risk it. She had to keep Sarah safe and out of the way.

      Helen grabbed the ketchup from the fridge. “You’ll have to go to the class without Sandra. She’s suddenly not feeling well. I think she’s a little overwhelmed and needs a day or two to settle in before she starts working toward putting her life back together.”

      Sarah nodded. “I completely understand. I’m still overwhelmed and I’ve been here longer, but I’m ready to move on at the same time. She’ll be fine in a couple of days.” Sarah put the last pan away and wiped her hands. “Okay, you have a good day. I’ll go get ready then be out of your hair. I hope Tessa feels better soon.”

      Helen squeezed the ketchup bottle to her chest, the way she wished she could hold Tessa. “You have a good day, too.”

      As she walked through the large reception area, she eyed the many escape routes. If she could somehow get Tessa away from her captors, she could get her out one of the windows and send her to the officer. If the sniper didn’t shoot her first.

      Sighing, she entered the bedroom to find Tessa picking out clothes for school with Sandra. Helen charged forward, but José lifted his shirt to show her the gun.

      “Time to make the call. No more stalling. Set up a meeting for this afternoon. I know there are men in Nashville that can be here in a few hours. Tell them to meet us at the Riverbend University fountain at two o’clock.”

      “I can’t make demands,” Helen protested.

      “Yes, you can. Tell them I have something they want. Something big. Beyond drug trafficking routes and a steady supply of goods for the sex trade. Bigger.”

      He handed her cell phone to her and sat on the edge of the bed. His fingers grazed the edges of Tessa’s hair. “You should braid her hair, Sandra. I think it looks pretty that way.”

      “Sick. You’re all sick,” she mumbled under her breath.

      “Make the call.” He gripped the tips of Tessa’s hair tight in his hand and pulled her back into his lap. “Don’t you like braids?”

      “Owe. That hurt.

      José smoothed the wayward strands on the top of her head. “Sorry, honey. I’ll be more careful.”

      Helen scanned the room. No weapons except the one José had. Two against one, and she wouldn’t be able to escape fast enough through the window or the door with Tessa. And even if she could, where would she go? With no other options, she dialed the one person she still knew in the cartel. It was Javier’s second-in-command, Carlos, who took over his business when he was incarcerated. The man was hungry to climb the ranks, but even more hungry to end any connection he had to Javier.

      The phone rang three times before Carlos answered.

      “It’s Hele―Angela Nunez. I need to see you. It’s about an opportunity you can’t pass up. Javier says it’ll increase your revenue and earn you great respect within the cartel.”

      “Why should I trust you?” Carlos said.

      “Because I know that if I cross you, the cartel will order you to take care of me.” She eyed Tessa, choosing her words carefully. “Trust me. I wouldn’t risk my life if it wasn’t going to be worth your time.”

      “I’ll contact Zestas.”

      Helen cringed at the name. Zestas was the man who decided who lived and who died in that world. “I’ll be waiting at the Riverbend University fountain at two o’clock this afternoon. I’ll see you then.” She hit end before he could answer. She knew Carlos wasn’t stupid enough to just show up, without confirming it wasn’t some kind of trap, but dragging out the conversation would only make things worse for her and Tessa. She handed the phone back to him. “There. It’s done.”

      He took the phone and passed Tessa to Sandra. “Okay, let’s go. Bring the girl for insurance.”

      A cold chill froze her insides. “What? No. That wasn’t the deal. Take me.”

      Sandra grabbed Tessa and dragged her into the hallway.

      “Mama! Mama!” Tessa screamed.

      Helen ran after them, but José threw her against the wall. “I’ll release her after the meeting. I’m not taking a chance that you’ll double-cross me. Now, stay here and keep your mouth shut. Don’t tell anyone what’s going on or you’ll never see Tessa again.”

      Helen rushed him, knocking him into the dresser. A lamp crashed to the floor.

      “Mama! Mama!”

      Jose drew his gun and pointed it at Tessa in the hallway. “One more move and she’s dead.”

      Tessa kicked and screamed. “Mama!” she cried, but Helen had no choice but to let her go.
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      All night, Larson fought the urge to barge into the shelter and demand to know the truth. He couldn’t let this happen again. He couldn’t lose another woman to a life like that. Yet, he knew Cynthia was right, that busting in without all the facts could turn a bad situation worse.

      He meant to drive to work. He meant to avoid the area around the shelter entirely. He meant to stay outside. He failed on all counts. Now, he stood only feet from the side door with his security key in hand. If he snuck inside, he could figure out what was going on. It would be a couple of hours before Mitchem and Cynthia would be checking in on her, and he couldn’t wait that long.

      If he was going to get inside, now was the time. The residents would be at their class and Tessa would be at school. Only Helen should be there. He’d refuse to leave until she told him the truth, no matter how ugly it was.

      The alarm beeped louder than he remembered. He froze inside the door with one foot still on the top step outside. After a few seconds of silence, he clicked the door shut behind him and walked to the entryway leading to the main registration area. He heard and saw no one. Still, that didn’t mean someone wasn’t watching through those darn windows from outside.

      He crawled behind the registration desk then over to the other side of the room, hoping the angle of the roof and the furniture kept him shielded from view. Nearing the hallway, he heard whimpers, soft, agonizing cries, coming from Tessa’s room. His pulse thundered and his palms grew sweaty. He raced to the back of the hall and peered inside the room. Some books and toys were strewn across the floor, a lamp overturned. Helen sat balled into a fetal position next to the bed.

      He hurried over and knelt by her side, gently touching her head, but she jerked away from him, her eyes wide. “Helen, what is it? What’s going on?”

      She shook her head, her eyes darting to the door then back to him. “No, you can’t be here. You have to go. What if they saw you?”

      He grabbed her by the upper arms and turned her to face him. “Stop. Talk to me.”

      She pressed her palms to his chest and shoved him hard, but he kept hold of her. “Go. Go now, before you get her killed.”

      “Get who killed? Tessa? Where’s Tessa?” Larson’s chest ached and his insides shook with fear.

      She clawed his shirt and neck. “José, Javier’s brother. He took her.”

      “Where did he take her?” Larson cupped her cheeks, trying to keep her attention on him. “Where did they go?”

      “Can’t… I can’t tell you. They’ll kill her. You don’t understand. He has people everywhere. Outside on a nearby rooftop, at her school, here, even at the university.”

      “No, he couldn’t.” Larson fought the crippling fear threatening to take hold of him. “There’s no way. There’s officers outside right now.”

      “And yet they have her. They took her away, kicking and screaming, and no one did anything to help.” She smacked him in the arm. “You can’t be here. You’ll only make things worse.”

      “When I leave here, I’m taking that man down one way or another. So, you better tell me what you know.”

      “Why aren’t you listening to me?” She punched and hit him, trying to shove him away, but he wouldn’t let her go. Not this time. “You can’t save me. You can’t save Tessa. You need to leave.”

      Larson held her to his chest, keeping her tight against him.

      She trembled and cried, “Pleeease. I can’t lose my baby girl.”

      “Shh.” He rocked her until she calmed and fell limp in his arms. When she finally recovered enough to talk, he sat her next to him and wiped her tears away with his thumb. “Now, you have to tell me everything. Start with why you lied to me.”

      Her gaze flickered, looking everywhere but at him. “I had no choice. He was right here with a gun to Tessa’s head. If I said anything, he would have shot her. There was no way to get to her in time. I know you hate me—”

      “This isn’t about me right now. Tell me what he wants. Why is he here?”

      Helen closed her eyes and beat her fist against her head. “I’m so stupid. I thought I could run this place. I thought I could protect Tessa and these women, but I can’t. I can’t protect anyone.”

      “Tell me why he’s here,” he repeated in a firm tone.

      “He wants back into the cartel. He blames me for him being exiled from the organization. My ex-husband humiliated the cartel, so they turned their backs on anyone associated with him. But he thinks he can win their favor and start working with them again. Despite my agreement with the cartel, I was forced to contact Javier’s second-in-command and set up a meeting.”

      “So the guy was going through all this for, what? Money?”

      “It’s not just money. It’s power and protection. If he’s part of the cartel, he’ll be untouchable. It took the FBI years of undercover work and my testimony just to bring down Javier.”

      Untouchable, huh? Well, he’d see about that. “Where are they meeting?”

      Helen bit her bottom lip and shook her head. “I can’t. You’ll only get her killed. He probably already knows you’re here. He knows everything.”

      “No, he doesn’t. I snuck over the wall in the back and came in through the side door with my keycard. No one’s inside, so he can’t know I’m here.”

      “Don’t be so sure about that.” Sarah’s voice came from the doorway. They both looked up to see her standing there with a gun. “You’re so predictable. Both of you. He told me you’d come to try to save her.”

      “Sarah? No.” Helen shook her head. Holding her stomach, she managed to stand on visibly shaking legs. “Why?”

      Sarah lifted her chin high. “He said he’s going to take care of me and my baby. We’re going to want for nothing.”

      “He’s just using you. You’re being manipulated,” Helen grunted out. “He’s never coming back for you. He’ll leave you here to face charges, and you’ll end up having that baby in jail, just like I did.”

      “No. I worked for him until he decided to help me. He said I was special, and I didn’t have to abort my baby. That he’d take care of us.”

      “You stupid girl.” Helen’s expression morphed into anger. Larson held her shoulders, keeping her from charging Sarah and getting herself shot. “He’s only using you. The minute he gets what he wants he’ll abandon you, if you’re lucky.”

      Sarah shook her head. “He told me you’d say that. Now, sit down over there. You, pretty boy, on the other side of the room.”

      “Sarah, I can help you. Please don’t do this,” Larson said, trying to reason with her. He had to get her to see there was another way, but the woman appeared brain-washed. The way his sister seemed that night when he kept her boyfriend from strangling her to death.

      “Sit. Or your girlfriend is going to suffer.” She pointed the gun at Helen’s leg. “He didn’t say I couldn’t hurt her.”

      Helen sat down, but she looked ready to pounce. “You know we’re all dead, right?”

      Sarah laughed. “Don’t try to scare me.”

      Larson held up his hands but moved closer. “She’s not. She’s warning you. Helen cares about you. Why do you think she started this place? She wants to help women, not put them in more danger. What you’re doing is wrong. If you love your baby, you’ll stop this.”

      Sarah lifted the gun and aimed it at his head. Helen bolted from the chair and tackled her to the floor. He vaulted the bed and landed at her side, pinning Sarah’s hand to the floor. The gun went off, the loud bang echoing down the hall.

      “No. Let me go! You’ll ruin everything. We’ll be a family.” Sarah thrashed, but her belly limited her movement. “You don’t deserve Tessa. He told me what you do to that little girl. That you beat her. You’re a hypocrite.” She spat in Helen’s face.

      Helen pried the gun from her fingers before it went off again. “You can think about who was telling the truth and who was lying from a jail cell. But trust me. You don’t get to keep your baby in jail. I know.”

      “You’ll never see your daughter again. He’s taking her with him. He said he’s going to do to her what Javier did to that girl you tried to help escape.”

      Helen went pale and collapsed to the floor.

      “What’re you talking about?” Larson asked, even as he remembered the story she’d told him.

      “It means he’s going to kill her. He’s going to kill my Tessa.”
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      The mid-morning traffic was light, so Larson drove almost as fast as Helen wanted him to. They reached the Sweetwater County Sheriff’s Office in under thirty minutes. The precinct was already buzzing with activity. Charlotte, Cynthia, and Kate pulled Helen into their arms the minute she walked through the door.

      Charlotte stroked her hair. “We’ll get your baby back. These men are the best. And Brady’s assembling a team to help as well.”

      Helen struggled to think past the real possibility that her child could end up dead, that she might never see her again, and nodded absently. Charlotte’s fiancé, Special Agent Brady Lassiter, had already helped Kate escape her abusive ex-husband. He was there the day Helen first met her new best friends, so his presence helped ease her worry a smidgen.

      “Do you think you made it out without anyone seeing you?” Sheriff Mason asked Larson.

      “Yes, we snuck out the side door and over the wall.”

      A deputy nudged into their conversation. “Confirmation of one sniper covering the front of the center. No other shooters on site. We left him active as requested.”

      “Good. I kept my two officers in play, but a third managed to get in the side door undetected. He’ll sit on the woman, Sarah, until this is over. We didn’t want to risk moving her. Agent Lassiter’s team will neutralize the suspect when they arrive. We’re lucky it’s the quiet side of Riverbend, with not much traffic going through there. We’ve got a road crew setting up a detour now, in case anyone does try to drive through.”

      Larson stiffened at Helen’s side. “You don’t think that will tip them off?”

      “No. There’s been a ton of road work in the area the last couple of weeks. Besides, I can’t risk letting innocent people into that area in case something goes down.”

      “Understood,” Larson said, his voice taking on an authoritative tone.

      Kate stroked Helen’s arms and clung to her. “I knew something was wrong when that lady called and told me I didn’t need to take Tessa to school, saying she was sick. I’d planned on going over in about an hour to check on her.”

      “She’s going to be just fine,” Cynthia chimed in. “You’ve got great men working on this, and we know where the meeting spot is. Besides, you’ve got FBI on your side.”

      “I want to be there. She can’t be alone.” Helen eyed Sheriff Mason with the most stubborn, mama bear look she could manage.

      He gave a curt nod. “We’ll have you in a car nearby, but we can’t let you go to the meeting spot. If he sees you, it’ll alert him that there’s a problem. The key to catching him is the element of surprise.”

      Larson reached for Helen and tucked her into his side. “Is your department trained for this kind of situation? Are they prepared to handle hostage negotiations?”

      “Hostage?” Helen clutched Charlotte’s hand.

      “We’re just backup. Agent Lassiter’s team will handle the situation on the ground. Agent Lassiter told me he has the best men on this. He even called in some favors. Working in Washington, D.C. has its advantages.”

      Helen couldn’t relax, but Sheriff Mason’s reassurance did allow her to breathe again. “I shouldn’t have made the call. I should’ve faked it, or tricked him somehow. I should’ve told you the day you were there instead of sending you away.”

      Larson turned her to face him. With both hands on her shoulders, he bent over until they were at eye level. “Don’t do that to yourself. This isn’t on you. You only did what you thought was best. It’s on José and he’ll pay for his crimes.”

      How could he look at her now with anything but disgust and hatred? “I’m sorry for what I said. I—”

      “We’ll talk about it later. After we have Tessa back and José is behind bars.” Larson kissed her forehead and hugged her tight.

      She didn’t deserve him. Such an honest and diligent man deserved so much better. “Thank you.”

      Sheriff Mason held up a finger then snagged his cell and walked through a door the receptionist buzzed him through.

      Larson slipped his fingers into hers and held tight to her other hand. “Will you stay with her, Cynthia? I need to report to the security office, so it looks like nothing is wrong. If I’m right and Harry is communicating with José, we don’t want to tip him off.”

      Helen wanted to hug and smack him at the same time. “No, you can’t get in the middle of this. It’s too dangerous.”

      Larson stroked her head, grazing her ear with his thumb. “I’m already in the middle of it. I was involved the moment I saw you step out of the center’s basement door that first day. The good and the bad, I’ll take all of it if it means I’ll have you and Tessa in my life. I might not wear a badge, but I’m still a cop at heart. I’m trained for this sort of thing, but I won’t interfere. My role is just to keep an eye on Harry.”

      “Promise?” she asked.

      Larson’s cheek edged higher, but he didn’t form a real smile. “Promise.”

      “Unless he’s going to hurt Tessa,” Helen said. “Then do what you have to.”

      He laughed aloud and everyone turned with their mouths dropped open. “Now, that’s the Helen I know.”

      Sheriff Mason returned and swirled his finger around in the air. “Mount up, boys. It’s time to party.” He glanced at Helen. “Sorry, ma’am. Figure of speech.”

      “No worries.” She threw her arms around Larson and hugged him tight. “Good luck. Bring my baby back to me.”

      “I will.” Larson kissed her cheek then followed the men out the door. A pimply-faced kid by the name of Susskind, with little decoration on his uniform, walked up.

      “Hi, I’m supposed to drive you over.”

      Charlotte tucked her arm into the crook of Helen’s elbow. “Us over.”

      Cynthia and Kate joined in, flanking them as they, too, linked arms. “All of us.”

      The rain had cleared and the afternoon sun sent a cheer Helen didn’t feel into the world. Charlotte and Cynthia sandwiched her in the back seat of the unmarked patrol car, each holding one hand while Kate sat up front in the passenger seat. The support was unprecedented in her life, yet welcomed.

      Her mind ran through all the possible scenarios, and how she could keep her baby safe regardless of what happened. Too many vivid fears played out in her brain that, by the time they reached Riverbend, she was trembling again.

      Deputy Susskind parked the patrol car down an alley off to one side of the university campus where no one would see them and flicked on the radio. “Sheriff says they’ll keep us apprised of what’s going on.”

      A hand covered her shoulder. “It’s going to be okay,” Cynthia said. “Have faith.”

      Helen focused on the crackling static of the police radio, willing the news that her daughter was safe to reach her ears.

      “Subject is approaching the rendezvous point,” an officer said over the radio.

      “Does she have my daughter? Where’s Tessa?” Helen sat up and reached over the seat, trying to get the radio, but Cynthia and Charlotte tugged her back.

      “FBI on site. Stand down. Let them take point. Subject is armed and dangerous.”

      “We don’t want a shootout on campus,” Deputy Susskind explained. “They’ll lure him away then arrest him.”

      Crackling then silence. Several minutes passed with no word. Finally, Helen kicked the floor board. “Why isn’t he telling us anything?”

      “I know it’s hard, but you need to keep calm,” Cynthia said, her tone low.

      “Subject at rendezvous point. He does not have the little girl. I repeat, he does not have the little girl. Dispatch officers to search the area.”

      “What is he saying? Where is Tessa?” Had José already followed through on his threat? Her arms shook, her lip trembled, and her insides protested.

      The radio crackled again. “Suspect has made contact, but the contact brought extra manpower. Officers, surround the area.”

      Silence.

      Helen grabbed the front seat and leaned forward, waiting anxiously for more news.

      “Suspect is backing away and contact is following. Team Bravo will intercept at the edge of the path.”

      Air stung Helen’s lungs with each breath. Her hand’s itched to open the door. How could she just sit here while her daughter was out there, alone and scared?

      “Contact is remaining at a distance. Keep eyes on suspect.” More crackling sounded then the officer on the radio said, “Suspect is scanning area and pulling something from his pocket. Sniper at the ready. He’s making a call. Get a trace on that.”

      Helen kept her attention on the radio, her only connection to what was happening in the world outside. The cruel world that had her daughter.

      The radio went quiet and a deafening silence fell. Not even a bird chirped.

      “Suspect is calling a cell phone. GPS shows the receiver is currently located at the corner of Pryer and Cedar.”

      “Wait,” Cynthia said. “That’s right over there.”

      Helen looked up to see Cynthia pointing down the block. Standing next to a parked car, Sandra pulled her cell phone from her purse and answered. Helen watched the woman’s lips move as she said something into the phone. Then she dropped it back into her purse and pulled out a gun.

      Helen crawled over Cynthia and bolted from the patrol car. “Tessa!”

      Shots fired.
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      Larson pounded on the office door for the fourth time, but no one answered. Despite repeated calls, Harry still wouldn’t pick up his cell, and no one had seen him on campus today. It only confirmed Larson’s suspicion that his boss was in on it.

      A loud pop sounded and Larson froze. Was his imagination getting the better of him? Those sounded like gunshots.

      Pop. Pop.

      A jolt of electricity snapped him into action and his feet hit the pavement hard. He raced toward the sound of shots being fired. Bushes and people crowded his way. He side-stepped, jumped, and pushed them out of the way, only slowing when he reached the center of campus. Two men stood on the other side of the fountain, but there was no sign of Tessa.

      They spotted him and took off running, no doubt spooked by his uniform. Before Larson could give chase, a man on a bench sprinted across the lawn and vaulted the stair-railing, giving chase to the suspect.

      Two men dressed in jeans and T-shirts, with tattoos and a thug attitude, pulled a gun and aimed at the agent. A college student, running to catch a fumbled football, plowed into him. Larson ran, stepped on the edge of the fountain and jumped on the back of the other. One shot fired into the edge of the building before Larson could subdue him.

      Screaming erupted. Students ran for cover. Larson waited for an agent to arrive and turned the man over to them then he took off in the direction the other agent had pursed the fleeing suspect. By the time he reached the edge of the path that ran along the side of the English building, the men were on the ground with ten agents surrounding them. “Subjects José and Carlos are in custody,” an agent yelled.

      As he approached, the agents pulled them to their feet. “Where’s Tessa?” he demanded.

      One of the men smiled. “Well, if it isn’t the hero. I might know where she is. How about we make a deal?”

      Larson fisted his hands and closed the distance between them, but an agent blocked his path.

      “You’re in no position to be making demands, José Nunez,” one of the agents said. “Tell us where the little girl is.”

      “Where is Tessa?” Larson demanded again, without waiting for Nunez to answer. He shrugged past the agent, holding his hands up to let them know he wasn’t armed. “Tell me where she is. Now.”

      “I don’t know, but I might know who has her.” Nunez glanced up at the camera mounted on the corner of the building. “If he doesn’t hear from me in the next five minutes, he’ll kill her.”

      Larson grabbed Nunez by the throat and pulled the monster toward him. The agents hovered around him, demanding he let go of the suspect. “You think you’ve won, don’t you?” Larson ground out. “But you just gave yourself away. I know exactly where she is. You just better pray she’s not hurt when I find her or I’ll squeeze the life from you.” He shoved Nunez away from him and let go, letting the man drop back onto the concrete with a loud thud.

      “Shooting on Pryer Street. Woman down,” an agent announced over the radio.

      Larson stumbled back, but the agents kept him upright. “Who? Who got shot?”

      “Do we have an ID on the victim?” one of the men asked over the radio.

      “In route now. Don’t have an ID at this time.”

      Larson stepped toward the street, torn between Tessa and Helen. Based on Nunez’s little hint, he had a pretty good idea where Tessa was. And if he was right, then her captor would be watching them. Larson couldn’t risk the man seeing him coming, and have him do something to Tessa. As much as it killed him, he knew it was best to stand down and let someone else handle this.

      He turned to the nearest agent. “I’m pretty sure Harry Gambrell, the university’s director of security, has Tessa locked in the security office with him. And if I’m right, he’s been watching the camera feeds. I don’t know what he’ll do to Tessa once he knows we’ve captured his boss. Call the dean and have him get someone from the staff to open the office door. If you just charge in there, he might hurt Tessa.”

      The man nodded. “We’ll take care of it.”

      As the agent called it in, Larson sprinted to the other side of the university to Pryer Street. The entire time his chest ached, and he prayed for Helen and Tessa’s safety. He couldn’t imagine his life without either one of them in it.

      He turned right at the corner and saw two women, one in handcuffs, her body pressed against the side of the building. The other woman with short, dark hair lay on the ground, officers surrounding her. “Helen!”
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      Helen rolled onto her back. A sharp pain seared the bone in her shoulder, a deeper pain than she thought was possible. “Owww.”

      Larson kissed her forehead then her cheek, her nose, and her chin. “You’re going to be okay.”

      “Where’s Tessa?” She tried to sit up only to have more pain slice through her. “She’s got to be around here. I saw Sandra pull her gun. She was going to shoot her. I know she was.”

      “I’m sorry,” Deputy Susskind said. “I tried to stop her, but she was too fast.” His eyes were fixed on her shoulder. Was the wound that bad?

      “You did great,” Kate said. “You saved Helen.”

      Cynthia and Charlotte both crouched beside her. “We’re not sure where Tessa is,” Charlotte said, “and she’s not talking.” She tipped her head toward Sandra, who stood against the side of the building in handcuffs.

      “I know where she is,” Larson said. “At least, I think I do. The FBI team is already on it.”

      Helen tried to push up again, pressing her foot to the ground to stand, but Larson held her down.

      “What are you doing? That bullet could be lodged somewhere.”

      “No, it went straight through.” Cynthia pressed the scarf she’d been wearing to the front side of Helen’s wound and a handkerchief to the other. “She’s going to be okay.”

      The pain nearly drove her mad, but the desire to see her little girl overrode everything else. “I don’t care. I’m going to get my daughter back.”

      “Ma’am, you need medical attention,” Deputy Susskind pleaded. “Let the FBI deal with this.”

      Charlotte huffed. “Not gonna happen. Just try and keep a mother from her child. Especially this one,” She squeezed Helen’s hand. “Now, we’re going over to that office, so you better call it in and let them know, because ain’t nobody going to stop us.”

      Larson lifted Helen into his arms. “We’ll get you bandaged up, then we’ll get your daughter back.”

      She tried not to cry out with each jolting step as the group of them hurried across the campus. Sirens sounded around them as police cars and S.W.A.T. vehicles swarmed the school. Men surrounded them, but Helen clung to Larson. “No, I have to get to Tessa now.”

      He sat her down on a gurney, but she wouldn’t release him.

      Sheriff Mason walked over and squatted beside her. “Harry’s inside. He wants to speak to Larson, and to you, Helen. He has Tessa.”

      “Both of us? He doesn’t even know Helen,” Larson protested.

      Sheriff Mason shrugged. “Helen, if you can’t—”

      “Try to stop me.” Helen fought through the pain, the kind of pain that heroes in movies always seemed numb to. Too bad this wasn’t a movie.

      Before she could get to her feet, a paramedic wheeled the gurney toward an ambulance. “Let us get you patched up first. You’re likely to pass out if you lose any more blood.” Tape and gauze and hands rolled around her until she couldn’t move her shoulder. “I don’t think it’s serious, but she needs to get to the hospital ASAP.”

      Larson offered her a hand to help her off the gurney. Charlotte and Cynthia stood huddled together, their faces etched with worry. “You’ll get her back.”

      Helen nodded, unable to manage any more words.

      “Here. We need you two to put these on.” Sheriff Mason handed each of them a bulletproof vest. Larson slid his arms through the holes and strapped it around his waist as if putting on a raincoat. Was facing armed gunmen really so second-nature to police officers?

      He gently placed the other vest over Helen. She grinded her teeth and sucked in a short breath until the pain settled enough to move.

      “You sure you want to go in there?” he asked.

      Helen nodded and stumbled forward. She leaned into Larson and walked past a row of officers, their guns pointed at the door of a small portable building.

      A man in an FBI vest, with a cell phone to his ear, gestured them forward.

      “Hi Helen,” he said.

      “Brady,” She grunted.

      He nodded and lifted his cell to his mouth. “Okay, they’re coming in. You need to remain calm.” Covering the phone, he turned to Helen and Larson. “I believe he wants to surrender, but telling his side of the story seems important to him. Whatever you do, appear sympathetic and caring. Don’t do anything to set him off. Promise him whatever you need to so that he’ll come out peacefully. Got it?”

      “Got it,” Larson said.

      Helen tried to respond, but couldn’t get the words out. All she wanted was to see her daughter, unharmed.

      “Your little girl needs you to be calm,” Brady said. “Remember, it’s for her.”

      The door opened with a squeal and Larson went in first, offering his hand to help her up the three steps into the portable. Hearing Tessa’s whimpers, her mind instantly cleared of its pain-induced haze and she hurried forward. “Baby, I’m here. Mommy’s here. We’ll go home soon.”

      “I didn’t know.” The same bald man who had approached her in the grocery store sat behind a desk, a gun in his hand. “He told me we were just running you out of town.”

      “If you want me to go that badly, I’ll leave,” Larson said calmly, yet she could hear the malice in his tone. “You didn’t have to terrorize a little girl.”

      “Please. The minute I hand over this little girl, you’ll strangle me, just like you did that man back in Atlanta.” He scratched his temple with the nose of the gun. Either he was dumber than she thought, using a loaded weapon to scratch an itch, or he was contemplating suicide.

      Helen put a hand to Larson’s chest to keep him from advancing, and edged forward. “I don’t care what your issue is with Officer Raeder. If I have a choice, I choose my daughter.” She hated herself for her words, but in the end they were true. No matter how much she liked Larson, she would never allow her baby suffer for it.

      “I believe you.” The bald man shook his head. “I didn’t want to do this, but there wasn’t a choice. He threatened to expose me if I didn’t do it.”

      Helen edged a little closer. “I don’t care what he has on you, and I doubt anyone else will either. No one will ever listen to him. He’ll be in jail, so you don’t have to worry about that. If you give Tessa to me now, I won’t press charges.” When he made no move to comply, her mind scrambled for anything she could tell him that would get him to release her daughter. “I’ll tell the police you were babysitting. That it was all a big misunderstanding.” She got close enough to see Tessa on the floor in the corner, her little wrists tied together with ropes.

      Something inside her snapped. Without thinking, she balled up her good fist and swung. Her knuckles smashed into his pig nose and he flew backwards in the chair. The force knocked the chair off balance and his back hit the floor, his hand letting go of the gun. It slid across the floor and Larson snatched it before Harry even knew what hit him.

      “I thought we were supposed to talk him down, not knock him out,” Larson huffed, but smiled with pride.

      Helen gathered Tessa into her arms then wriggled the gag off her mouth and untied the ropes.

      “Mama.” Tessa flung her arms around Helen’s neck, holding tight.

      Despite the agony in her shoulder, she squeezed her daughter to her, never wanting to let her go. Physical pain she could endure, but she never wanted to experience the fear of losing her daughter ever again. She looked up at Larson and mouthed, Thank you.

      Larson pulled them both to him, stroking Tessa’s hair as she sobbed. “It’s over. It’s all over.”
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      Larson eyed his soon-to-be wife in a dress that fit in all the right places. “You sure this is what you want? I thought women usually dreamed of silver carriage rides and flowers and big dresses.”

      “I’m not most girls,” Helen winked.

      Larson chuckled and pulled her tight against him, kissing her nose. “No, you’re not. That’s for sure.”

      Charlotte entered the bedroom. “Wait, what are you doing back here? You can’t see the bride before the wedding.”

      Cynthia, on Charlotte’s heels, tsked. “I was suspicious when you said you forgot something and disappeared on Jimmy. He should be fired from his best man duties.”

      “You better relax, your wedding is only a month off, too, Charlotte.” Helen warned, she fluffed her short cream-colored dress then took her bouquet from Charlotte. She was a vision, the most beautiful bride he’d ever seen. The tattoos of baby feet with wings had been joined with a heart, inscribed with the word Tessa.

      He was so proud of her, for letting go of so much pain and looking toward the future. “I’m the luckiest man alive.”

      “You’re going to be a dead man if Tessa finds you two together. She’s been out there bossing everyone around as the flower girl. She wants this wedding to be perfect.”

      Larson held up his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. I’m leaving. I’d rather take on half the criminals in the state of Tennessee than Tessa. She’s dangerous, like her mom.” He kissed Helen’s cheek once more then headed for the door. “Don’t be long. You’ve made me wait six months already.”

      “It’s barely been five,” Charlotte scolded. “Geez, where did you men learn to tell time?”

      Helen shrugged. “It’s not like I wanted to wait either, but I had a lot of girls to move into the shelter over the last few months. Besides, I had to make sure all that cartel business was done.”

      He cringed at her words, yet he was thankful Carlos never ended up calling Zestas to report Helen. The man had wanted to steel Carlos’s contacts and get rid of him in order to move up in the cartel organization. That meant the cartel never knew about Helen’s involvement. Now, they would finally be free of them. “I can’t wait to take you and Tessa home.”

      He made his way to the registration area that had been transformed to look like a white circus tent, with streamers fluttering from the center of the room to the walls. The blinds were open to let in the afternoon sunlight. It was a lovely spring day, but a little too chilly still for an outdoor wedding.

      He spotted Lisa and pulled her into a hug, grateful to finally have his sister back in his life. “I’m so glad you could be here for this.”

      She sighed and hugged him back. “You can thank Helen for that. She wouldn’t give up on me. Called me every night until I felt safe enough to leave. I’m glad we were able to work out everything with the department back in Atlanta, too. I’m sorry for all the trouble I caused, for ruining your life. I didn’t see a way out. He’d threatened to kill you, and I couldn’t lose my big brother.”

      He pulled her to his chest. “It’s over now. It’s time for us to move on with our lives.”

      Lisa hugged him back. “I’m happy you’ll be working as chief of security for the university now.”

      “Me, too, sis.” He tweaked her nose. “Do you like your job here?”

      A large smile broke across her face. “Yes. Very much so. I get to help other people now. I found a purpose for my pain.”

      The music started and he took his place by the registration desk with his sister and Jimmy. Helen strutted out from the hallway in tall heels, her dark hair flecked with glitter, her eyes breathtaking. She joined him at the registration desk-turned-makeshift altar and passed her bouquet of flowers to Tessa, who stood with her chin held high. Then Helen took Larson’s hands and held tight to him as they spoke their vows in the presence of the minister and all their new friends.

      “And do you, Tessa Simpson,” the minister asked, adding the slight addition Tessa had insisted on, “take this man to be your father? To love, honor, and cherish him from this day forward, for as long as you both shall live?”

      “I do,” her little voice echoed loud and proud. Everyone sighed―the residents, Charlotte Rutledge and Brady Lassiter, Jimmy and Trianna Mason, Cynthia and Mitchem Taylor, Liam, Anna and their baby, and Colum and Kate Harrow.

      “And do you, Larson Raeder, take Tessa Simpson to be your little girl? To love and honor her? To care for her in sickness and in health, and give her ice cream at least once a month?”

      Laughter filled the room and warmed his heart. “Maybe twice a month, if she’s good.”

      Tessa hopped on her toes.

      “By the power vested in me by the state of Tennessee, I now pronounce you husband, wife,” he looked over the rim of his glasses at Tessa, “and daughter. You may now kiss the bride and hug your daughter.”

      Larson pulled Helen in for a toe-curling, forever kiss until Tessa tugged on his jacket pocket and cleared her throat.

      “My turn.”

      Laughing, he lifted her into his arms and hugged her tight. Together, Helen and Larson carried her out to the kitchen where they cut the cake and enjoyed their friends and family before heading to their new home. He couldn’t wait to start their new lives, to spend the rest of their days together. For in all his life, he never thought he’d settle down, never thought he’d be blessed with such an amazing wife and daughter. To live out his days in his new country home.

      He took the turn, crossed the river, and followed its curving path. The girl at the deli had been right. This town really was where dreams begin just around the river bend.
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