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      Kara? No, no, don’t scream. I’m here to help you. Your father sent me.” He raised his hand in a non-threatening gesture and smiled at the terrified nineteen-year-old girl backing away from him. Ian followed her slowly, matching every step with a longer one to close the distance between them. “Target located,” he said into the transmitter, relaying the information to the others on the team.

      The kidnapped debutante retreated another two steps, until her hips hit a table, and glass clinked together. Some unseen object fell over with a dull thump.

      “D-don’t touch me.”

      “My name’s Ian. We’re here to take you home, but you have to trust me. We don’t have much time. Do as I say, and don’t make a sound, okay? Hurry.”

      She didn’t take his outstretched hand. Ian grabbed her elbow, holding it tightly when she immediately tried to bolt. “Shhh. It’s okay.”

      Gunfire erupted outside the mansion, and Kara’s eyes widened at the sound, her mouth open in horror.

      “Kara!” A male voice shouted from somewhere in the house.

      In Ian’s ear, the transmitter picked up his brother’s curse.

      “He got by me. Shit!”

      Adrenaline pumped through Ian’s veins, but he stayed focused and calm. “Let’s go.”

      Kara tried to pull away again.

      “Kara!”

      The man shouting Kara’s name was closing in fast. It was too late to get her out of the bedroom, so Ian shoved Kara into a corner and positioned himself in front of the whimpering girl. One of Kara’s captors burst into the room, but the guy wasn’t prepared to find Ian already there.

      The man swung his gun up to fire, but two shots ended the kidnapper’s forward charge. But the man’s grip on the semi-automatic held true, and bullets sprayed the wall, window, and Ian’s shoulder before the gunman and his weapon fell silent.

      The aftermath of the short firefight was deafening. Kara’s screams ripped through the air as the kidnapper’s blood began to pool on the hacienda’s tile floor, Ian’s boot the dam holding the fluid in place.

      As he watched, blood dripped from his own gunshot wound into the mass, and the puddle grew larger.

      The flood surrounded Ian’s boots like a wellspring bubbling up from the ground, swept over his feet, thickening and darkening, dragging at his legs. He tried to get out of the coating veil, but it swallowed his calves and thighs, dragged at his chest, snaked around his neck.

      He lifted his chin, twisted, and grappled for a handhold to escape the mass as it swelled over his head and crashed together like the Red Sea. The tide sucked him down until the last bit of light diminished from view, and he was engulfed, suffocating, in inky, depths-of-hell black….

      Ian MacGregor opened his eyes with a curse. His heart pulsed in his ears but not loudly enough to drown out the hoarse sound of his breath chugging in and out of his lungs.

      Sweat chilled on his skin in the air-conditioned bedroom as Kara Winston’s rescue from a Mexican stronghold slithered back into the hole of his subconscious.

      Awake, his claustrophobia was controllable thanks to the mind games he played with himself. But when he slept, his guard lowered, the nightmare took hold, and he woke up sensory-deprived and drowning because even with his eyes open the darkness didn’t fade.

      He wiped a hand over his face and scrubbed hard, desperate to rid himself of the fear that left him shaking like a puppy. He blinked a few times, hoping, even though he knew it was useless.

      He rolled himself off the bed and onto his feet. His head spun at the sudden shift of position, and it took him several seconds to orient himself and stay upright.

      Hands out in front of him, he shuffled his way across the room until he bumped into a chair and felt his way around to the front. Halfway there, a prickle of awareness lifted the little hairs on his neck. Shit. “Who’s there?”

      “Me,” Duncan said softly. “You okay?”

      Nothing about this was okay. And God knew he hated being the entertainment for the household every time he dozed off.

      How long had his brother been standing there? Watching him? Listening? “I’m good.”

      “You want to talk about it?”

      “No.” What did Duncan want him to say? Fear like his belonged to children who believed in monsters under the bed or ghosts in the attic. He was a soldier—at least he used to be. Thanks to his little journey into Mexico, his medical discharge was complete and his CO five shades of pissed.

      Ian leaned his head back against the cushion, but he didn’t close his eyes. He couldn’t, even though he knew it wouldn’t make a difference.

      As a prisoner entombed in a hellhole in Iraq, he’d spent two full weeks underground without once freaking out or letting his captors know how close he’d been to losing his mind.

      He’d known the guards would open the door eventually. They had to drag him above ground to beat and torture him, so he’d counted down the time until they returned, knowing he’d catch a glimpse of the sun through the canvas and bars above his head, something to ease the hours spent in darkness and hold him over until next time. But now?

      He couldn’t escape the dark no matter how long he waited. Blindness was his own very personalized hell.

      “How about I stay? Keep you company for a while?”

      Ian made a game of stringing obscenities together in his head, focusing on adding another and another, getting pretty damn creative. He couldn’t breathe, and Duncan wanted to stay and chat?

      He didn’t want anyone witnessing his ball-breaking, all-consuming panic. This was a battle only he could fight, one he had to win if he hoped to keep his sanity and make it through another day—the rest of his life—in darkness. “Get out.”

      Every soldier knew there were prices to be paid and that sometimes the dice didn’t roll in your favor. This was one of those times.

      But no way could he have sat back and allowed Duncan to go into Mexican drug country on a kidnap-retrieval mission without some American-trained kick-ass tagging along for backup.

      Before the night was over, he was the one who had found and hauled the kidnapped nineteen-year-old away from the site of her four-week captivity.

      The mission should have been over then, in and out of Mexico with no one the wiser. He had carried Kara through the jungle for a full mile with a bullet in his shoulder. To lose his sight during surgery? After they had made it back to safety?

      That was bullshit.

      “I can hang out for a while,” Duncan insisted. Ian stretched out a hand and fumbled to find one of the many empty bottles on the table beside him. He hurtled it to the left of Duncan’s voice, his rage growing hotter in response to Duncan’s consoling tone.

      The bottle splintered against the wall and shattered across the tile floor. “I said get out.”

      “This doesn’t have to be as bad as you’re making it.”

      Duncan didn’t know about the claustrophobia. No one knew. Smart soldiers showed no weakness. But at that statement, Ian started chuckling. Not as bad as he was making it?

      Duncan bit out a curse and left, closing the door to the bedroom with a firm slam. Ian laughed harder, the dam inside him leaking like a sieve until tears wet the corners of his eyes and his stomach muscles ached. Until he gasped for breath and wheezed out a few last chuckles.

      Not as hard as he was making it... God help him, he was in hell, and there was no way out.
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      Only you would inherit a pregnant Great Dane.”

      Emma Wyatt laughed as she filled a couple baskets of pretzels to have at the ready. It was hot out, and while The Royal Ace wasn’t that busy at the moment, it would be soon. “Tell me about it,” she said in response to Tasha’s comment. “But what can I do? Goli is such a sweetheart, and Mr. Bowman knew not just anyone would take her.”

      “Got that right,” Morgan said as she munched on one of the potato chips that came with her sandwich. “That dog is bigger than my kitchen.”

      Married right out of high school, Morgan was the only one of the Besties with a ring and a couple kids underfoot. She lived in an area called Rose Hill, the high-end section of Stone Gap Mountain, Georgia, boasting houses that were a minimum of thirty-five hundred square feet. Stone Gap was nestled in the Blue Ridge Mountains far enough north to make it a scenic drive.

      “Emma, I hate to tell you this but that dog? She’s big—and she’s going to get even bigger when she gets ready to deliver those puppies.” Morgan slurped the last of her soda, the noise obnoxious. “They’ll be here before you know it.”

      “She’s right, you know,” Tasha said from her stool beside Morgan’s. “You need to begin advertising those pups now. See if you can start a wait list and get people lined up before the big day. Maybe Jolie can design some flyers for you. Her flyers for the soft opening of Cuppa Jo’s were great.”

      “Do you know who the father is?” Morgan asked.

      Emma shrugged and kept working, not letting the chatter keep her from her tasks. “I have no idea. It wasn’t exactly a planned breeding.”

      “It rarely is, unfortunately,” Tasha added in her serious vet’s voice. “But it makes for a great mystery.”

      Morgan snickered. “It’ll be even more of a mystery if they arrive looking exactly like their mama. The saddest part of this story is that even the dog’s gettin’ more than me,” Morgan murmured sourly. “Slut.”

      Tasha and Emma both laughed, but neither of them pursued the comment. Not now. This wasn’t place to discuss Morgan’s troubled marriage. That topic required chocolate, pajamas, and their favorite drinks.

      “Mr. Bowman didn’t have any other dogs, so there’s no way to tell,” Tasha said. “Maybe you could advertise them with a Who’s-Your-Daddy campaign. Have some fun with it.”

      Emma groaned. Leave it to her friends to come up with that one.

      The Besties—Morgan, Tasha, Emma, and Jolie, who had yet to show today—had been friends since school.

      Emma had met Tasha in first grade when she’d taught Tasha how to tie her shoes. Morgan had come along in third grade when her father had moved the family to Stone Gap from Ohio for an industrial job, and Jolie was inducted in ninth grade when her very strict parents had stopped homeschooling her and allowed Jolie to move in with her grandmother.

      Ten years after graduation, they were still friends. The Besties were great at sarcasm, moral support, and laughter as needed, snarky comments guaranteed.

      Emma grabbed a few mugs and aligned the handles the way she liked them for easy reach. She’d discovered when she’d first begun waitressing for her father and then later bartending at The Ace when she came of age that the best way of keeping her sanity was to stay a step ahead of the crowd. With afternoon sessions at Zailer University almost over, the late-lunch crowd would come streaming in shortly.

      “Emma, can I get a beer?”

      She turned toward the man making the request and smiled. “Sure, Homer. You need pretzels, too?”

      “You know me too well, darlin’.”

      Emma quickly grabbed a mug and moved to the tap. Once full, she flipped the lever back into place and set it aside to fill yet another basket.

      A regular at The Ace and one of the town’s best mechanics, Homer had a thing about skimping on pretzels. She always gave him extra in exchange for the tips he left her. Every little bit helped when it came to saving up for her dream—a large kennel situated within walking distance of The Ace and her classroom at the university.

      Emma delivered the beer and heaping basket of pretzels to the ever-patient Homer then removed the dishes left two stools down by a different customer. That done, she grabbed the rag at her waist to wipe down the bar, the bell banging against the door barely discernible over the jukebox blaring by the pool tables.

      If she was going to have to pick up Laney’s shifts and work more than her regular hours, the jukebox had to be turned down. The non-stop noise did nothing to help the headache she couldn’t shake.

      “So,” Morgan said, lowering her voice so only they could hear, “where’s Laney? I never see her behind the bar anymore.”

      “She officially quit,” Emma informed them. “Laney was hired on full-time as an EMT at the firehouse.”

      “Oh, wow. Bet your dad loved losing her.” Morgan rattled the ice in her glass and slurped again.

      Tasha made a sympathetic noise. “Sorry, Em. That’s why you’ve been working so much, huh?”

      “Yeah. But I’m not complaining,” she added. “More hours means more money.” Her sister’s new job also meant their father was now leaning on Emma to take over all of Laney’s responsibilities at The Ace, even though Emma also currently ran a small kennel out of her father’s garage and had her hands full.

      Every tip went into a fund for the future—namely independence and her own place.

      She had to get her own place soon. No way could she continue living at the house, not when her father had announced his engagement to a local bank manager who planned to move in after the nuptials. Thank goodness they hadn’t set a date yet.

      What twenty-eight-year-old woman wanted to be the third wheel to her father’s love life? Sharing meals? Downtime?

      “Careful,” Morgan warned, “you’re starting to sound like me. Rory’s pay cut has seriously dampened my spending. If not for the money I make on baking and decorating cakes, I’d be up the creek without my highlights. Speaking of which, I gotta go. Em, do you need me to drive you home? I’ve got a little time before my hair appointment. She’s always running behind anyway.”

      “No, but thank you. Genie’s taking me home.”

      “I wondered where your shadow was today,” Tasha said.

      “She’s on her way, and stop calling her my shadow,” Emma ordered. “Genie’s had a hard time of it since her grandma died. She doesn’t have any family and not many friends.”

      “Well, you make up for it, big softie that you are, taking in all the strays,” Tasha said. “I love that about you.”

      “I love it, too. Hey, don’t get me wrong. I feel sorry for Genie,” Morgan said, lowering her voice. “She certainly doesn’t have much going for her looks-wise. I’m not sure makeup could even help.”

      Emma grabbed a container of glasses and set them into position. “People are more than their looks, you know.”

      “Of course they are,” Morgan said. “But we live in a society where looks matter, even here in the backwoods of Georgia. All I’m saying is that maybe she would have more friends if she’d make an effort. Some days I wonder if she washes her hair. And those glasses of hers? Seriously, invest in some contacts.”

      “Wow,” Tasha murmured. “You get harsh when you’re not getting laid, Mo.”

      “Oh, please, like you haven’t thought the same thing? Being sweet and helpful isn’t everything. She needs an as-seen-on-TV makeover,” Morgan said.

      Emma finished emptying the crate of glasses and set it aside with the other two from earlier. “I think people should be accepted for who they are.” And it made her angry when people talked about how someone else should change and judged others when they didn’t know the person.

      Morgan would do absolutely anything for any of the Besties, but to hear her talk about Genie you would think... Well, the worst. About poor Genie and Morgan, for being so bitchy.

      Fact was, the few times Genie had been around the Besties had been brief, but the younger woman’s awkwardness had been tangible, making them all uncomfortable. Genie was backward and painfully shy, both of which manifested in her lack of social graces.

      “Yes, they should be accepted,” Morgan said, “but we’re not in Kansas anymore, Dorothy. It’s the age of vanity, like it or not.”

      “All right, you two,” Tasha said, her tone firm. “Morgan, aren’t you going to be late?”

      “Em, it’s just an opinion, right?” Morgan said.

      “Right.” Emma knew Morgan meant well despite her negativity. Morgan was having a hard time at home, and Emma had to give Morgan allowances for being cynical. After all, who knew what Rory was saying to Morgan about her appearance.

      Morgan’s husband had always struck Em as a super-critical guy, and after kids and baking for cash, Morgan had gained a few pounds. Emma couldn’t help but think Rory was at the root of Morgan’s comments.

      The metal decorations on Morgan’s purse scraped against the bar’s surface and clinked together as she scooted off her stool. Her heels hit the hardwood floor with a clatter.

      “Your uncle’s here,” Morgan said. “Nice lunch, girls, but I’ve got to get my hair done and get home. If I don’t have dinner on the table when Rory walks through the door, he gets persnickety.”

      “Mmmnfph-” Tasha said around a mouthful of sandwich.

      “See you later.” Emma gave her friend a goodbye smile and wave.

      Several seconds passed before Tasha spoke. “They’re fighting again. Bad.”

      “Yeah, I could tell. I wish there was something we could do to help.” Morgan’s marriage had been rocky the last few years, but recently things had gotten even more antagonistic.

      “The first thing I’d do to help is kick Rory’s ass for treating her like his own personal housekeeper, nanny, and cook combined. She supported him through school, does everything for the kids, takes care of the house, plus bakes for her spending money, and he doesn’t lift a finger.”

      “It’s her decision. She’s the one who chooses to stay.” Emma snagged a couple baskets and washed them down after emptying them of the remains and paper liners.

      Tasha’s sigh revealed her frustration, and she rattled the ice in her glass. “I hate to eat and run, but I need to go, too. I have to go out to Elmer Pruitt’s and check on Barney.”

      Barney was the pet mule of one of the local farmers, and the thought of Tasha caring for the ornery beast kept the Besties in stitches.

      “Ha ha. Laugh it up,” Tasha said. “You’re not the only one with bills.”

      “I know. Sorry. Drive safe,” Emma said, swallowing her amusement.

      “Will do. Your uncle is at sixteen,” Tasha added, indicating the table Uncle Bruce had chosen. “Looks like he’s having a good day today. Give him a hug from me, ’kay?”

      “Absolutely.” Emma grabbed an oversized coffee mug and filled it, adding cream and two sugars the way Uncle Bruce liked. She stirred the coffee too hard, the liquid burning her fingers when it splashed over the rim.

      There was nothing she could do about Morgan—or Tasha, for that matter. Tasha worried and fussed about Morgan’s marriage, but Emma knew it only came as a result of Tasha not wanting to focus too heavily on her personal life and the death of her fiancé last year. Talking about Morgan’s problems was easier than thinking of what Tasha had almost had but lost.

      Trailing her fingers along the edge of the bar, Emma headed toward her uncle.

      There was a reason she preferred kenneling to bartending—dogs were a lot less complicated than people.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two hours after watching Ian emerge from a nightmare, Duncan MacGregor climbed off the back of his Ducati Desmosedici RR GP Replica and stared at the university town of his childhood.

      The ride down the mountain and south along the interstate to The Ace had been fast and harrowing, meant to bring focus and clear his head. It hadn’t worked.

      All Duncan could think about was Ian in the hours of Kara Winston’s rescue, how his brother had been the ultimate soldier, a true SEAL.

      But when he compared that image to the current...

      Gravel dust billowed up with every step Duncan took across the parking lot toward the bar, the particles floating briefly in the sultry August air.

      Dark purple clouds teased the sky with the hint of rain even though it had been twelve hot, miserable weeks since a drop had fallen.

      The blast of air conditioning cooled the sweat on his forehead when Duncan entered the bar. He quickly spotted the man he’d come there to meet in the back and made his way toward the booth, wondering what Bruce Dibbs had been doing to put the dark bags under his pale blue eyes.

      Duncan surveyed the environment on his way to the table. The bar was located only a few blocks from the university, but the clientele was mixed, thanks to the main highway running through town bringing bikers, truckers, tourists, and even the occasional farmer.

      At present, there were four grizzled old-timers parked in a booth talking about this year’s Bike Week in Myrtle Beach, a handful of college-age guys huddled over books in the far corner, a lone woman at the bar talking to the bartender, and a few others who sat by themselves and commented on the race on the big screen.

      The female bartender unloaded a tray of clean mugs but smiled in Duncan’s direction as he passed by.

      “Seat yourself. Menus are on the table, and Shirley will be out shortly if you have a food order. Would you like a drink?”

      “A Coke, thanks.” Given the stifling heat and the ride back up the mountain, not to mention the conversation about to take place, he needed a clear head. Besides, seeing Ian drunk so often in the last six weeks had soured Duncan’s taste for alcohol indefinitely.

      “I’ll bring it right over.”

      Duncan approached the booth with a smile. “Hey, Doc. Thanks for meeting me.”

      “It was nice to hear from you, Duncan. It’s been a long time.” Doc held out his palm. “How are you?”

      Duncan chose to ignore the tremor he saw and hoped it was just a natural aging process and not the makings of more. His doubts grew when Doc’s handshake resembled a cooked noodle. Dibbs had always had a strong grip and a steady stare, only one of which remained. “Fine. Have you been here long?”

      “No, no. Rose dropped me off before going on to do the grocery shopping, but I come here as often as I can.”

      “The food’s that good?”

      A tired smile lifted one corner of his mouth. “I just like the company.”

      Duncan followed the older man’s gaze and noted Dibbs was staring at the bartender. The doc was happily married and had been for as long as Duncan could remember. Guess that proved nobody ever stopped looking.

      “I heard about Ian. I’m sorry, son.” The shrink tugged on his ear. “I take it he isn’t doing any better?”

      Duncan glanced around again, not wanting to admit the extent of his worries but knowing he had no choice. “No. That’s why I’m here.”

      Dibbs’ expression revealed his sadness at the news, his silver hair sparkling beneath the dim, old-fashioned lights above their heads. “I’m sorry to hear that. Your brother is a good man.”

      “Look, Doc, I know you’re retired and probably enjoying yourself, but will you consider taking Ian on?”

      “I’d love to, Duncan, but unfortunately I can’t.”

      That wasn’t the response Duncan wanted to hear. “I’ll make it worth your while. You name it and it’s yours. You and the missus ever think about a condo in Florida? A nice, long cruise? I’ll make  it happen. Ian needs you, Doc. He just needed to have a bullet dug out of his shoulder. He went into surgery able to see, but he woke up blind. He needs your help. Just a few hours a week?”

      The old man stared at his hands, clasped loosely on the table in front of him. “I’m sorry, Duncan. I feel for Ian and for you. I want to say yes, but I can’t.”

      Desperate, Duncan scrambled for ways to sway the old man. “Is it getting to the house? I’ll arrange for a driver to bring you up the mountain or else we’ll bring Ian to you. You won’t have to worry about that. You can even take a room and consider it a working vacation if you like. Bring Rose. Neither of you would have to lift a finger. If you’ll just talk with Ian and get him to⁠—”

      “I have cancer.”

      Duncan froze, mouth open to begin another round of promises and offers. A moment passed before he was able to speak. “I hadn’t heard. I’m sorry.”

      Lifting the coffee cup to his lips, Doc took a fortifying swallow and nodded. “You’ve had your hands full since you brought Ian home to recuperate, but it’s public knowledge now. Stage four, inoperable. They’ve given me three to six months. I intend to prove them wrong, but I am going to spend every bit of that time with my Rose.”

      The knot in Duncan’s gut grew. He hated what Dibbs and his wife were about to face.

      As to Ian... The retired shrink had been Duncan’s one and only hope since Ian wasn’t pulling out of his post-surgery spiral. Ian knew the doc, respected the man because Dibbs had unofficially counseled them after their parents’ deaths by talking them through their grief over fishing and hiking trips. If anyone could get through to Ian, Dibbs was it. “I’m sorry for giving you a hard time. If there’s anything I can do, just say it.”

      The older man’s searching gaze held a shrewd glint. “Actually, there is.”

      Dibbs had never asked for anything in all the years Duncan had known him. “Anything.”

      “Good, because I’m going to hold you to your word.”

      Foregoing Ian’s state of mind until another solution could be found, Duncan asked, “What do you need?”

      “Not me, Duncan, you. And Ian. I accepted your invitation today because I suspected the reason you wanted to meet. I’ve been giving it some thought, and I’ve come up with a solution. Someone I believe can help Ian much more than I could.”

      Duncan leaned forward over the table. “Who?”

      Dibbs lifted his hand toward the bar. Duncan followed the gesture and spotted the bartender. She was at the fountain machine, her head tilted slightly as she waited for the glass to fill.

      Duncan assessed her in a second. It didn’t take long. One look at her face said she wasn’t listed in a database somewhere. Soft was the word that came to mind.

      About five-six, her jeans and black and silver Royal Ace T-shirt hugged every inch of her curvy frame. She looked sweet and gentle, her long, wavy hair and delicate profile the perfect combo for the girl-next-door type.

      “That is my niece, Emma. The Royal Ace is owned by my former brother-in-law, Frank Wyatt. Rose’s sister, God rest her soul, married Frank and loved him with all her heart.”

      The psychiatrist stopped to clear his throat. Sadness rimmed the old man’s eyes as he stared into the depths of his coffee cup.

      The sight gave Duncan an idea of where the doc was going with the story, and he mentally scrambled to find an out, deciding he’d jumped the fence a little too soon with that promise of anything. “What happened?”

      “A car accident. Lauren was killed instantly and Emma injured.” Dr. Dibbs’ blue gaze shifted back to Duncan and sharpened. “Duncan, I want you to hire Emma to help Ian.”

      Exactly what he hadn’t wanted to hear. “Doc, you know I meant what I said, right? I’ll do anything for you and Rose. I’ll get you specialists, hire nurses, domestic help, send you on the trip of a lifetime—but I can’t hire your niece.”

      “Why not?”

      Duncan looked at the woman again and shook his head. Ian would eat her alive. “Doc, Ian’s not himself. This isn’t the job for someone as young as her.”

      “She’s twenty-eight, your age or thereabouts, if I remember correctly.”

      She looked younger. “Fine. Someone as soft as she appears.”

      “You’re being judgmental, Duncan. Shame on you.”

      Shame on him? Maybe it was the way her hair was pulled back from her face and how the length hung midway down her back, but he couldn’t imagine pitting her against a former Navy SEAL as lethal as Ian. What was Dibbs thinking? “Doc, it’s obvious you love your niece and think a lot of her abilities, but she wouldn’t last a day.”

      “You’re looking at the outside, but you’re not seeing her strength. And you gave me your word, Duncan. I’m holding you to it.”

      “Doc, Ian’s drinking, flying into rages. No,” he said with a firm shake of his head. “For your sake and Rose’s, I’m not hiring your niece.”

      Duncan straightened when he spotted Emma making her way over to them.

      “Emma is exactly what Ian needs,” Dibbs argued softly.

      “Here you go,” she said, setting his drink on the table. “Uncle Bruce, my shift is over, but I’ll be around for a few more minutes. Let me know if you need anything else, okay?”

      “Emma, can you spare a moment? I’d like you to meet Duncan MacGregor. Duncan, my niece, Emma.”

      “Nice to meet you, Duncan,” she said.

      “Likewise.”

      The entry door opened and lit up the interior of the bar.

      “Emma! How’s my favorite bartender, eh, sweetheart?” an older man called out. “We’re celebrating George’s paper getting published. Set us up with eight longnecks, would you?”

      “Sounds like a party, Professor Jackson. I’ll be right with you.” Turning back to their table, Emma smiled. “Patty is just coming on the clock so I need to help her out.”

      “Come back and sit with us for a few minutes when you’re done. Duncan and I have been talking about a job opportunity you might be interested in. It pays well,” Dibbs added with a pointed smile at Duncan.

      “Oh, really? That sounds intriguing. I’m sure I can spare a few minutes while my ride home finishes her dinner.”

      “Doc,” Duncan warned as she walked away, not wanting to be put on the spot or made to feel bad the man wasn’t getting the seriousness of Ian’s behavior.

      His gaze strayed to Emma as she headed back to the bar. Despite her words about needing to lend a hand, she trailed her fingertips along the tables and chairs, hesitating every so often to chat with customers.

      “You’re being stubborn, Duncan.”

      Duncan shrugged. “Like I said, it’s a bad idea. If she needs a job, I’ll ask around and see what I can do, but I’m pretty out of touch with things here. As far as Ian is concerned, what I really need is another you, Doc. Don’t you know another shrink? My brother needs someone to⁠—”

      “To show him life goes on after being blinded,” the doc insisted. “Duncan, Emma is proof of that very thing.”

      “What do you mean?” For the first time since Duncan had sat down at the booth, he saw Doc’s eyes take on their former sparkle.

      “You didn’t even notice, did you?”

      “Notice what?” Duncan felt like he wasn’t getting a joke when the man out and out laughed at him.

      “Duncan, there is a reason I’m recommending Emma for the job—she’s blind, too.”

      Duncan swung his head to the right, searching until he spotted Emma as she repositioned herself behind the bar.

      No way. How had he missed that?

      Emma laughed at something one of the newcomers said to her as she retrieved a tray and began the process of filling the order for the longnecks. That done, she replenished mugs, distributed pretzels and peanuts, and chatted up the customers. She even mixed a drink, her fingertips sliding over the varying bottle shapes until she found the right ones, like the way she’d trailed her fingers over the tables and chairs as she’d crossed the floor.

      To the unknowing observer, the gesture had looked innocent, casual. Even playful.

      But despite the ready smile she wore for her customers, he now noticed other things. No matter how relaxed she seemed, there was an intensity about her, a quiet concentration as she focused on and performed her tasks.

      Emma maintained contact with the bar or machines at all times, whether with her hands or her body, sliding her hip against the edge of the counter while she carried drinks to her customers or tracing her movements by the placement of the items behind the bar.

      Blind?

      “If you would prefer to consider it my dying request, so be it,” Dibbs said, playing his sympathy card. “But with the perspective of death shadowing my every thought and action these days, I feel I’m seeing more clearly than you at the moment. I’m not only asking on Emma’s behalf to spare her the indignity of continuing to perform a job she doesn’t particularly enjoy, but also because I want Ian to get the help he needs. Two birds with one stone and all that,” Dibbs said matter-of-factly. “Emma knows all about handling herself around drunken men. Both from her father and the time she’s spent working here.”

      “Her father?” Duncan asked, unable to pull his gaze from her.

      “Emma was blinded in the accident that killed her mother, and Frank didn’t handle Lauren’s death or Emma’s disability well.”

      Who would?

      Duncan continued to follow Emma’s every movement behind the bar, amazed at the ease with which she worked. He didn’t mean to gawk at her but… she was amazing. “How long ago was this?”

      An older woman appeared from the kitchen and took over as bartender. Emma emerged from behind the bar once more, only this time she called out to someone named Roxy.

      “Fourteen years. If you think Ian is having a hard time coping, imagine a young girl on the brink of life. Emma can help Ian in ways I would never be able to because she understands. She’s been there and experienced it for herself.”

      Watching Emma while listening to the doc’s words, Duncan faltered. It was tempting. So damn tempting. But even as good as she was, he couldn’t offer her up to Ian like a sacrifice. “He threw a bottle at me today, Doc. Shattered it against the wall by my head. You really want her to be his next target?”

      “Ian is scared and striking out, but I’ve never known him to be the type of man to release his frustration on those who can’t handle it. You can take the things he does, and he knows that. Maybe after all his years of fighting, what Ian needs to face this new development in his life is a woman’s gentleness. Have you considered that?”

      No, he hadn’t. But Emma Wyatt also wasn’t just any woman. Like it or not, she couldn’t see, and her disability added an element of risk to an already explosive situation.

      His brother would never intentionally hurt a woman, but Ian was consumed in anger. A flare of temper, an accidental swing of his arm...

      But what alternative did he have? With the doc unable to counsel Ian, choices were limited. And if Emma could teach Ian the confidence she displayed, maybe it was worth the risk?

      How many people could run a busy bar blind? Maybe Emma was what Ian needed. “I’ll take her to meet him. But I won’t promise to hire her.”
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      Ian was sitting in what had become his favorite chair later that afternoon when someone knocked on the bedroom door. “Go away.”

      The door opened with a noisy rattle of the handle no doubt meant to alert him to the fact he was no longer alone.

      “Hey,” Duncan said in greeting. “I’ve brought a visitor.”

      “Get rid of them.”

      “Emma’s already here. I thought you two could talk.”

      Duncan had barely finished the sentence when Ian heard the familiar sound of his brother’s cell phone ringing. That damn phone was the first thing he’d heard when he’d come to in the hospital. Another indication of the busy life Duncan led as the owner of a major corporate security company—when he wasn’t babysitting his blind big brother.

      “It’s Murdock,” Duncan said. “You want to-”

      “No.” He had no interest in talking to his former CO.

      Duncan sounded like a deflating balloon exhaling as hard as he did.

      “Emma, this is my brother, Ian. Hang out for a second while I take care of this, okay?”

      “Sure.”

      Duncan answered the call, his voice fading as he left the room. With every word his brother spoke, Ian’s anger grew.

      The sympathy calls from Murdock reminded Ian of what he’d lost.

      Silence filled the air, broken only by the distant sound of Duncan talking and the rasp of Ian’s fingers against his beard as he rubbed a hand over his face and forced himself to focus on the here and now.

      Emma... He didn’t know an Emma. “You’re a nurse?”

      “No.”

      “A doctor?” That earned a laugh, and he heard the amusement in her voice as she responded. “No. I’m a bartender and a waitress most days.”

      Most days... What was she on the other days?

      The question gave his curiosity a sharp poke. “What’s your name again?” he asked, standing.

      “Emma Wyatt. Duncan’s thinking of hiring me for you, to tutor you.”

      “Tutor me?” What did Duncan think this was, grade school? Or was tutoring code for...something else? Sex could be a nice way to pass the time.

      “Yes. You know, to help you cope with your blindness,” she explained. “Learn how to do everyday things without your sight. This meeting is to see if we’re compatible.”

      His mood darkened even more at her explanation. Emma Wyatt was nothing but a glorified nanny.

      “I’m sure Duncan will explain everything when he returns.” She sounded young. Happy. Too damn happy. It was a struggle to keep his anger in check, but he reminded himself Duncan was the source. “I don’t need a tutor. Sorry to waste your time.”

      Wasn’t it enough that the house was already overrun with people? Duncan. His VP, Owen Redd. Quinn. Even his SEAL buddy Jagger planned to visit when he could. Jagger had also gone into Mexico to rescue Kara Winston, but it was amazing how uncomfortable soldiers became when one of their own was taken out of action. Like the bad mojo might rub off on them.

      “Your brother disagrees,” she said. “You can discuss it with him when he returns.”

      Having gauged the distance between them, Ian reached out, ignoring the rapidly fading buzz from his earlier drinking and the pounding in his head, the craving in his gut that made it clear he needed more. Soon.

      He found her arm, a shoulder, and tugged her close, not leaving it to chance that she’d refuse the job offer. He wanted to make sure she said no. “You’re here now. I’m sure we can settle the matter ourselves. You tell me if I need a tutor,” he drawled, pulling her closer still.

      “Let go.”

      “Maybe my little brother knows what I need after all,” he murmured.

      “Don’t be a jerk. I said let go.”

      Emma’s shove sent him staggering backward. He automatically reached out to steady himself and used her to do it. That got him smacked, a hard wallop of a blow that whipped his head to the right and caused his ears to ring.

      Great, now he’d be blind and deaf. A regular Helen Keller in combat boots. “Shit.”

      “Get your hands off me. I came here for a tutoring job, not to scratch the itch of a jerk!”

      He winced at her tone, her words. Not so soft or sweet now, but he’d obviously succeeded in his goal.

      Duncan’s running footsteps echoed down the hallway. The cavalry to the rescue. Just in time to see her out.

      “What’s going on?” Duncan demanded.

      Ian found the arm of the oversized chair and lowered himself to the surface. “Emma took offense to something I said.”

      “Dammit, Ian, I couldn’t leave you alone with her for five minutes? She’s Bruce Dibbs’ niece.”

      Ian stiffened at the news, the much-practiced string of curses reappearing in his head. Duncan couldn’t have shared that bit of information right off the bat? “She said you were hiring her for me. What was I supposed to think?”

      “To tutor you with your blindness. I was perfectly clear,” Emma interjected.

      “Yeah, well, like I said, I don’t need a tutor...” He allowed the words to trail off so both Emma and Duncan would get the hint and leave him the hell alone.

      He wasn’t normally crude to the opposite sex, but he wanted her gone. Now. And since he couldn’t exactly show her to the door without potentially running into it, he had to do something to get rid of her and make sure she wouldn’t return.

      “Oh, I agree,” Emma countered. “You’re not interested in learning to cope with your blindness, you only want to screw.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing. We each have our own ways of coping, sweetheart.”

      “Ian, what the hell is wrong with you?” Duncan demanded.

      More footsteps sounded in the hall, and Ian turned away from them with a curse. Was everyone coming to look at the circus freak?

      An apology formed on his lips, but he wouldn’t let it fly. She had to go.

      “Owen,” Duncan said, “would you show Emma to the living room and give my brother and me a few minutes alone?”

      “No problem. This way,” Owen urged.

      Seconds passed before Duncan sighed hard enough to blow out a lung.

      “What the hell are you doing? What are you thinking, bringing Dibbs’ niece here?”

      “Oh, I dunno, Ian, maybe that you need someone to get you out of this room?”

      Ian leaned his head against the cool leather. “You need to mind your own damn business and go back to Atlanta.”

      “What do you think I’m trying to do? The problem is I can’t leave you, not like this. You won’t leave the room. You barely eat. Your liver is pickling at the speed of light. I’m just supposed to walk away?”

      Ian’s claustrophobia sank its claws ever deeper into his psyche, laughing its devil’s laugh because while he could have had a nice, pleasant conversation with Emma Wyatt, he’d ruined it and was now alone with nothing but a pissed-off brother, undeniable facts, and no route of escape that didn’t involve ping-ponging off the walls and furniture like a blind mouse in a maze.

      He swept his right hand out, found the bottle of Smirnoff on the table beside him. Still open from where he’d been drinking it before they’d interrupted him, he heard the alcohol slosh inside the bottle as he slammed the vodka back.

      He was tired, frustrated. Pissed off at himself and sick to death of living in his head. He didn’t need a tutor. What he needed was a knockdown, drag-out brawl. Something to get rid of his rage because he knew exactly what Duncan and the other men saw when they looked at him.

      They saw nothing.

      A man who used to be capable, a leader, a soldier. A man who used to be. Period.

      Now? Ian lifted the bottle, touched the cool edge to his forehead, and pressed hard, until he dug the rim into his skin. Pain was better than nothing. He could deal with pain. Work through it. Block it out.

      But no matter what he did, he couldn’t block out the darkness.

      Had he really sunk so low as to proposition Dibbs’ niece? Come on to her like the jerk she’d proclaimed him to be?

      “I told myself I’d give you time.”

      Ian stilled, lifted his head at the sound of Duncan’s voice. His brother had been quiet so long, he’d wondered if Duncan had gone running after Emma to do damage control.

      “I’ve tried to put myself in your shoes. I’ve looked away, made excuses. How long are you going to sit there in your own pity? How long, Ian? Dammit, I promised Dibbs I’d look after Emma, and what did you do?”

      Ian swallowed the liquid, finishing the bottle off in noisy gulps because he knew it would piss Duncan off.

      He’d shoved Emma away just like he’d shoved Duncan away since the surgery. Better they stay away or risk getting dragged down with him.

      “Fine, go ahead. Enjoy yourself,” Duncan ordered, his voice bitter. “But you’d better savor every drop because that’s the last you’re going to get.”

      Duncan’s words were slow to sink in, but when they did, Ian stilled. His little brother thought he was going to put a stop to his bad habit, eh?

      Like hell. This was his house.

      Pulling the now-empty bottle from his lips, Ian wiped his mouth with his hand and felt the rush hit his bloodstream. He’d never liked vodka for just that reason. Beer didn’t faze him, neither did wine, but vodka? It took the edge off nicely.

      Slowly, deliberately, Ian rolled his head on the smooth leather, toward the sound of Duncan’s voice. “Bring me another one.”

      Duncan dropped the F-bomb, unusual for him. A sure sign that Ian had stoked his little brother’s anger to a fever pitch.

      “No. You’re done, Ian. You hear me? Done. I’m sick of this. Stop hiding.”

      “Hiding?” he drawled, lifting his hand to indicate the room in all its glory. Not that he could see it. “I’m right here.” He smiled at the way his words slurred. Either he was a little hammered or else Emma Wyatt had gotten in a better shot than he’d thought.

      Yeah, his mouth was a little tender. Score one for the tutor. “I face reality every day. How am I hiding?” Ian pointed a finger in Duncan’s direction. “If you don’t like seeing me so much, get the hell out and stay out. You brought me home, that’s all I asked you to do.”

      “How long do you think you can keep this up?”

      “As long as it takes.” As long as it took to numb himself to the fear. As long as it took to figure out a way to survive in his own head.

      However long it took to get the phobia under control so he could take a breath and not feel like a boa constrictor was wrapped around his neck and chest. The fewer people watching him do it, the better.

      Ian moved to set the bottle on the table but missed. The bottle fell to the Egyptian tile floor their mother had fretted and fussed over choosing and landed with the unsatisfying sound of the bottle rolling away.

      “I know this hasn’t been easy for you. I know⁠—”

      An embittered chuckle rumbled out of Ian’s chest, effectively ending Duncan’s inane comments. Was that the best his little brother could do? All this time since the diagnosis, and that was what Duncan was going with? “You put on a blindfold for a few minutes to see what it’s like?”

      “I’d feel the same way. I’d be angry and just as messed up, but you have to deal with this. The guys and I— we’ll help you. Emma will help you.”

      “None of you can help me.” “You think the alternative is to drink yourself to death?”

      Death? No, he wasn’t craving death. Oblivion? Yes. Light? By the grace of God, yes. Those things he craved. Anything to erase the total, all-consuming, clawing-him-to-shreds-from-the-inside darkness swallowing him whole.

      Duncan moved closer, and the fact that he dragged his feet and made enough noise to wake the dead and alert the blind was just more proof of how much his brother pitied him.

      Ian clenched his hands over the arms of the chair so hard his knuckles popped, and his fingertips went numb. His little brother could take his pity and shove it up his ass. “Get the hell away from me. Get out of my face and leave me alone.”

      “You want me gone? Make me go. Prove to me you aren’t some pansy-assed⁠—”

      Ian surged to his feet, arms out. He grasped the material of Duncan’s shirt, and his vodka-hazed mind realized it was only because Duncan let him, but he didn’t care. He hauled his brother close, his anger surging up another notch because baby brother let him do that, too.

      “Bring me.” Ian punctuated each word with a shake. “Another. Bottle.”

      It was a demand, a plea.

      Why couldn’t Duncan or the rest of them understand that, just for a little while, he wanted to forget everything? Had to forget in order to create the mental muscle to cope?

      “No. This stops now. If it were me, I’d want you to help me. I’d want you to get me help, which is exactly what I’m going to do for you.”

      It was a nice sentiment, but there were no magic pills or treatments, no transplants, no surgeries. No fixing what had been damaged when the post-op clot had obliterated his vision.

      Ian gripped Duncan tighter, shook him harder. “Give me what I want.”

      “I know you, Ian. Knowing she’s Dibbs’ niece changes things, doesn’t it?” Duncan breathed into Ian’s face. “So now I’m going to do everything in my power to get her to come back and work with you, knowing you’ll leave her the hell alone because you won’t disrespect Dibbs. He’s dying. Did you know that?”

      Shock rolled through him. And, dammit, yes, it changed everything.

      “Ahh, obviously not,” Duncan said slowly. “Well, it’s true, and in case it hasn’t sunk in, there are people out there like Dibbs who deserve to be acting like their life is over, but you aren’t one of them. You’re just acting like a coward.”

      Ian drew back and slugged Duncan at the insult. It was a bad shot, barely connected at all, but he put his weight behind it and caught Duncan by surprise.

      The move sent both of them reeling, toppling onto the coffee table that shattered beneath their weight.

      Ian’s curses bounced off the walls as he floundered about. He scissored his legs and lucked into catching Duncan behind the knee. Duncan went down but he slipped out of reach. Ian searched for his brother, cursing the air blue when he came up empty. From out of nowhere, Duncan yanked Ian to his feet and shook him like an unruly child.

      “You can still be part of things,” Duncan growled. “You can be an example to us all.”

      His little brother offered the lies like the proverbial carrot dangling from a stick, but they both knew in their line of work only the best survived. The sighted man, not the blind man who’d always be at a disadvantage, the one who’d always be the weak link. He was many things, but he wasn’t a fool.

      But even though he knew the truth of his future, he didn’t want to learn to cope, to be stuck in the dark forever. He’d never shoot with accuracy, couldn’t fly. Couldn’t do what he did best because now...

      Now he couldn’t piss without wetting his feet.

      “You can handle this.” Duncan gripped Ian’s neck and pressed their foreheads together with bruising force, no doubt so Ian couldn’t head-butt him. “You will find a way to handle this because you’re too good a man to act this way. I swear Ian, I’ll get you the help you need.”

      “You know what I need,” he drawled, breathing hard from the brief tussle. More proof that he was out of shape, and the weeks since his release from the hospital had taken a toll.

      Duncan shoved him away, and it was all Ian could do to stay on his feet. He staggered and tripped, his hands out like the blindfolded kid playing a game of Catch Me.

      One hand hit soft leather still warm from his body, but it was enough to ground him and keep him upright.

      “How is drinking yourself stupid going to help?”

      Coping. He was coping in his own way, in his own time. He’d never see another thing as long as he lived. A sunset from the cockpit, the moon’s reflection off the ocean’s surface, the ripples in the desert sand. A woman’s naked body.

      He thought of Emma Wyatt and what she’d felt like the brief second he’d held her against him. Dibbs’ niece or not, he wanted more, wanted a connection to something or someone that would make him forget. Take him out of his head, if only for a little while.

      This wasn’t living, wasn’t life. He’d had a life. Guys who spent their days inside staring at a television or on the couch reading, maybe they could cope with blindness a little better, but him? “You won’t bring me booze? Fine.” He waited for Duncan to let down his guard and think he was giving in. When he heard Duncan exhale, Ian added, “Bring me a gun instead.”

      The silence following his statement was enough to reassure Ian that Duncan understood.

      He didn’t mean it—taking the coward’s way out wasn’t something he believed in—but he’d be lying if he said he hadn’t thought more than once that it would’ve been better for him to have died on the operating table than to be the way he was now.

      “You did not just say that.”

      Twisting the emotional knife, Ian shoved himself upright, desperate enough to push harder, the claustrophobic swamp in his mind closing in from all sides. “All this could be yours, little brother. The estate, the mountain. The money.”

      “Shut the hell up.” Duncan had always worn his heart on his sleeve.

      “Think about it. I know how to get the job done and not make it messy. One bullet and⁠—”

      Duncan coldcocked him.

      All Ian felt was the briefest hint of a breeze as his brother’s fist flew toward his face, pain—then he opened his arms in welcome relief as his phobia lost its hold, and he began a spiraling slide into oblivion.

      Finally...
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      So what happened?” Tasha demanded, her words echoing over the hands-free cell thingamabob she used while driving her Jeep back to Stone Gap.

      Emma held the handle of the skillet atop the gas stove and adjusted the flame, listening for the sound that indicated a medium-low heat. Taco salad wasn’t exactly new or exciting, but it was something simple and easy that didn’t take long to prepare and one of her father’s favorite meals.

      What better way to broach the subject of her taking on the tutoring job than by feeding Frank first, then informing him she wouldn’t be able to work Laney’s shifts because of the opportunity Duncan offered?

      Frank would probably try to talk her out of it, but she had to stand firm. Money like the kind Duncan MacGregor offered didn’t come around every day.

      “Hang on, I’m putting you on speaker while I cook,” she said, setting the phone on the countertop beside the stove. “Okay, can you hear me?”

      “Yes. Keep going,” Tasha ordered. “I want to hear everything.”

      “Well, the meeting with Ian MacGregor was a disaster, but Duncan offered me the job anyway. And you won’t believe how well it pays.”

      “Really? What’d you say? And what happened with Ian that made it so bad?”

      “He insulted me by suggesting I was a hooker⁠—”

      “What?”

      A knock sounded on the back door.

      “Emma? It’s Genie.”

      “Hang on,” she said. “Genie’s here.”

      “Don’t you dare hang up. I want to hear what happened.”

      Emma hurried to the door and let Genie in, automatically locking it behind her as her father required for peace of mind. As her father liked to put it, there were too many idiots in the world now to ever leave a door unlocked. “Hey, Genie. I’m on the phone with Tasha. Make yourself at home. Want some iced tea?”

      “Yeah, but I can get it. Thanks.”

      Leaving Genie to serve herself as she had several times in the past, Emma moved back to the stove and the phone she’d left behind. “I’m back.”

      “So what happened?” Tasha asked, not even sparing a moment to greet Genie. “The suspense is killing me. The guy called you a hooker?”

      Emma heard Genie gasp.

      “Not in so many words, but yeah. Now that I’ve had time to think about it, I think he only said it to get rid of me,” she clarified. “But he grabbed me, so I slapped him.”

      “Good for you!” Tasha said. “But if that’s the case, why would you want to tutor him? The pay can’t be that good.”

      Genie pulled out a chair at the kitchen table and seated herself. Normally Emma wasn’t quite as forthcoming with Genie and confided only in the Besties, but at least this way Emma wouldn’t have to repeat everything a second time. “It is that good. I’d be stupid-crazy to pass it up. The thing is... Duncan wants me to work with Ian at least three to four days a week for the next three months.”

      “That’s not going to leave a lot of time for anything else.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” she agreed. But opportunities like this didn’t come along every day, either.

      She was tired of dealing with drunks and groping hands, but if what Duncan said was true, Ian would mind his manners now that he knew she was Bruce Dibbs’ niece. “It will mean not spending as much time in the bar and maybe cutting back on the PAWS classes, but it would take me years to earn what Duncan is offering. The next few months will be really hard, but it will be worth it because I’ll finally have the money to get my own place. With Dad getting married...”

      “This is your way out,” Tasha said. “I get it. And I totally understand and support you. So you said yes?”

      “No, not yet, but I’m going to. I ended the conversation with Duncan by saying I’d think it over and get back to him, but Tasha, he said he’d take care of transportation and everything.”

      “Wow. Think your Dad will handle your news okay?”

      Emma laughed and stirred the meat a little harder, concentrating on squishing up the bits glommed together. “Probably not, but he has other things on his mind.” Her father had told her multiple times she was welcome to continue living with him and his soon-to-be wife, that nothing would change, but who wanted to do that?

      “Well, sounds to me like you’ve lucked into a great opportunity.”

      Tasha’s voice crackled a bit due to the lousy cell service around the mountains.

      “Yes,” she agreed. “Now I just have to arrange things to make it happen.”

      “I suppose it does make sense that Ian behaved that way,” Tasha said. “I mean, think about it. What does an animal do when it’s hurt?”

      “It becomes vicious and strikes out at the people trying to help it.” Emma grimaced. She had definitely been had. Too bad she hadn’t kept a cooler head and confronted Ian on his behavior at the time. “Exactly. I was totally ready to write him off as a jerk, but now I’ve got this hurt-animal image in my head. I have to try, right? Otherwise I’d always wonder.” Ian’s anger had brought back a lot of old feelings from after the wreck, too. More than she’d thought it would.

      “Well, your uncle was right to recommend you. Who better to help that guy than you? You’ve done so well.”

      “Hasn’t been easy,” she admitted. “And I couldn’t have made it without you guys.”

      “Awww, shucks, you’re making me blush,” Tasha said with a sardonic snicker. “Don’t be too thankful. Remember that time we took you to the mall wearing absolutely nothing that matched?”

      “They did that to you?” Genie asked softly from the table, her tone horrified.

      Emma nodded toward the younger woman. “How could I forget?” she said to Tasha. “You bitches.”

      That set off another round of laughter from Tasha, and Emma smiled ruefully. At the time, she’d been furious and embarrassed by her friends’ prank, mortified by all the snickers and comments from passersby that she didn’t understand.

      But a newspaper reporter had been trolling the mall and had seen her outfit as well as her friends leading her around. He’d asked about her clothes, interviewed each of the girls, and written a story about them. He’d also mentioned Emma’s desire to kennel dogs and how her father had built her a couple pens in the family garage.

      The response had been overwhelming, keeping her supplied in spending money all year long because she wasn’t yet old enough to work at The Ace.

      The hamburger simmered in the skillet, the sound sharper, indicating the meat was completely cooked. She drained the grease, soaked up the mess she made on the counter in her distraction, and laid the towel aside. A blind cook was a messy cook.

      “I hear you puttering away. Making anything good?”

      “Taco salad.” Emma added water and the seasoning mix, holding her free hand over the skillet so she didn’t knock the contents out of the pan as she stirred. She’d burned herself too many times to count over the years performing the same move, and her fingers, palm, and wrist bore several smooth scars. But she’d become a decent cook in the process. Stir-fries were her specialty. “Tash, I need to go. Drive safe, okay?”

      Tasha had agreed with Emma’s thoughts about Ian’s injured-animal behavior. Ian had acted out. He didn’t want her there, so what better way to push her away than to come on so strong? One slap and he’d backed down. That said something.

      “Always do.”

      Emma said goodbye and pressed the End button. “Hey,” she said toward Genie. “Sorry about that, but I knew she wouldn’t let me hang up just yet.”

      “It’s okay.”

      That’s one of the things Emma loved about Genie—the woman was so easygoing. “What’s up? I didn’t expect to see you again today.”

      “You left your training whistle at class,” Genie said. “I had it in my car to give to you, but when you went with that guy, I forgot about it.”

      “Oh, Genie, thanks. You didn’t have to bring it all the way out here, though. I have others.”

      “It’s not a problem. I thought— I wanted to help.”

      “And you did,” she said, not wanting to hurt the woman’s feelings after she had done such a nice thing. “Would you mind putting it on the ring with the others?”

      “Sure.”

      Emma listened to the taco mix simmering in the pan. It had a ways to go. Enough time to get rid of Genie before Frank made it home. Emma needed to prepare her speech to break the news to her father, and she didn’t want Genie sticking around for dinner and witnessing Frank’s response.

      “Taco night, huh?”

      Wincing inwardly, Emma nodded, “Yeah. Not very elegant but I’m fixing my dad’s favorite dinner because we have some heavy-duty things we have to discuss.”

      “The job offer?”

      “Yes. He probably isn’t going to take it well. You definitely don’t want to be around to witness the eruption.” There. No mistaking that, right?

      “It smells great. I’m sure he will enjoy it.”

      “I hope so,” she said somewhat awkwardly, not wanting to be rude but really wishing she had some time alone to work out a plan in her head.

      Genie really was a sweetheart. In the past two years she had pitched in at every opportunity without being asked. Or paid. Not that Emma could afford to pay the part-time college student but very few people would ever consider working for free.

      “So you’re really going to take the job?” Genie asked. “Even though he acted like a jerk?”

      “It’s the opportunity of a lifetime. I’ll be fine, Genie. I can handle myself.”

      The silence of the kitchen was broken by the bubbling of dinner and the low hiss of the gas stove.

      “I know you can. I’m going to go. I just wanted to drop that off and make sure you made it home okay.”

      “I did. Thanks for watching out for me. I’m sorry you wound up driving to The Ace only to have to turn around and go home.”

      “No problem. See you in class tomorrow.”

      “Absolutely.” Emma led the way to the door, murmuring yet another thanks and goodbye.

      Back at the stove, she stirred the soupy meat once more. Still not done.

      The dogs continued to bark and jump at their gates, rattling them loudly enough to be heard through the wall separating the kitchen and garage.

      She was quick at picking up the different pitches and knew the dogs the way most people knew someone’s voice.

      At present, she kept Goliath and three dogs for clients either on vacation, away on business, or recently home from the hospital and unable to care for their pet.

      She also had two Lab pups about six months old that would later go into training as service animals for the blind or disabled, and Roxy, her own service dog and graduate of the Seeing Eye program.

      But one particular bark stood out from the others. That low-pitched wuruff belonged to Buttons, the Basset hound. A grumpy old fellow, the dog had a tendency to complain but not like this. At least not unless his dinner was late. He’d already been fed, walked and—was he growling?

      He must have spotted Genie.

      Roxy nudged Emma’s calf, ready to go.

      Some might think it silly, but Emma felt she and Roxy had an understanding. Roxy was her one and only, and so long as Emma didn’t let the kennel animals into Roxy’s domain on a permanent basis, Roxy didn’t lead Emma face-first into anything.

      “Emma?” Genie called from within the garage-kennel.

      Emma hurried to open the door, and the woman burst inside. “Genie, what’s wrong?”

      “The pups are loose. I tried to get them, but they won’t come to me. They’re heading into the woods.”

      Great. Just what she needed. “Roxy, stay,” she said, flipping the dial on the stove to Low and removing the towel tucked into her pocket for ready use. She tossed it onto the counter with the others and raced to the door, lifting her white stick off the kitchen table as she passed. She grabbed the first whistle she found. “Pull the door shut so Roxy can’t follow us, okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      Genie followed Emma into the garage, and the door shut with a hurried slam.

      Emma headed toward the yard. She’d long ago memorized the number of steps it took to get everywhere inside and outside the perimeter of her father’s house, but the white stick came in handy when the dogs tumbled around her feet. She’d learned to shuffle instead of step after one too many falls from tripping over them. The trick was not shuffling in public out of habit when the dogs weren’t around.

      The barking became more frantic and frenzied when the animals spotted her. “Okay, okay, calm down!”

      The garage held four individual cages that opened into run paths extending out into the driveway and yard. The set-up gave the animals room to play off a leash but protection from the weather if needed.

      The dogs made excited jumps at the kennel fence. Emma ran her hand over the metal mesh as she passed. Goliath. Penelope. Digger. Buttons. Buttons was agitated and panting hard. “Oh, you old hound, calm down before you make yourself sick.”

      Her statement was met by an excited bark off to her left—outside the kennel cages. “Having fun, aren’t they?”

      “Looks like it,” Genie said.

      “I wonder how they got out,” Emma said, sighing.

      “The gate is open. You should see Tucker’s ears flopping. He might be ornery, but he’s so cute.”

      Buttons licked her fingers in a sloppy kiss, like he was apologizing for the pups’ misbehavior. But she was the one to blame. She obviously hadn’t fastened the gate correctly in her haste to get inside. “Tink? Tucker?”

      Emma whistled, hoping they’d make things easy on her and return quickly.

      There was a reason she’d nicknamed the pups TNT. Tink was usually well behaved, but Tucker was a firecracker who often riled Tink up in one way or another.

      “Tucker?” This time she blew the training whistle. “Tinkerbell, come!” Emma could hear the pups in the yard, their tags clanking against their collars as they ran.

      She gripped her cane tighter and left the shade of the garage. Sweat immediately beaded her forehead and pooled between her breasts as she followed the length of fence down the sloping yard, Genie beside her.

      The sound of a splash drifted through the air, and Emma stumbled along the rutted path to the pond near the house. “Tucker, when I get my hands on you...”

      All she received for her grumbling was an excited bark that relayed their fun. Baths were not Tucker’s thing but swimming in slimy, scum-coated pond water? Oh, yeah. He loved that.

      Emma tried calling the dog repeatedly. Genie even found a small stick and waved it in the air hoping to entice him with a game of fetch. When none of those worked, Emma groaned. “Let’s head back. I want to check on dinner and⁠—”

      Emma caught a hint of sound and paused, tilting her head to better hear it.

      An alarm?

      High and shrill, it didn’t sound like their neighbor’s security alarm but—a fire alarm?

      The kenneled dogs began to bark in sharp panic.

      “Noooo.” It couldn’t be. She took off, running toward the house as fast as she could.

      “Emma!” Genie called.

      “We have to get back. Hurry!” Every step fueled the terror growing inside her.

      The caged dogs howled in tune with the smoke alarm shrieking in the kitchen. No. Oh, please. “Just be smoke. Just be smoke!”

      Emma stumbled up the three garage steps to the kitchen entry, but the moment she put her hands on the knob, she couldn’t believe what she felt. Locked? It was locked?

      She banged her palms on the door. “Roxy!” She kept twisting the knob, but it wouldn’t budge.

      Praying Roxy had gone to the front of the house away from danger, Emma hurried down the steps. “Genie, call 911.”

      “Emma, we have to get out of here. What are you doing?”

      “Call 911 and get the dogs out! I’ll get Rox.”

      “Emma, no! You can’t go in there!”

      Genie grabbed Emma’s arm and tried to stop her, but she yanked loose and kept going, around the kennel cages, out the open garage door, staggering over every dip and rut and rock to be found as she made her way to the front of the house. “Roxy, come!”

      She pulled at the door but the rarely used front entrance was locked as always.

      Emma dropped to her knees and felt for something to throw at the window, but the steps were clear. No potted flowers for the dogs to dig in or knock over, no decorative gnomes to chew on. Nothing.

      Not knowing what else to do, she pulled the shirt she wore over a camisole off her shoulders and wrapped it around her hand, barely sparing a second to take a deep breath before she plunged her fist through the window as hard as she could.

      Choking smoke poured out of the opening, more smoke than would be created by taco mix getting cooked too crisp.

      Emma coughed and jerked the shirt off her hand, holding it over her mouth and nose as she reached inside to unlock the door next to the window. “Roxy!”
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        * * *

      

      What had she done? The question repeated itself over and over in Emma’s head as the enormity of the moment set in. Sirens blared, every shriek tearing through her trembling body as help arrived.

      The dogs howled from within the older, rusting cage near the property line where Genie had led them all to safety, but Emma didn’t waste her time trying to calm them. Nothing would help when they were so focused on the multitude of vehicles pulling into the driveway, on the engines and brakes and the crunch of gravel, the orders shouted as the Stone Gap Mountain Fire Department set out to battle the blaze.

      “Emma? Emma?” Laney. Oh, of course her sister would be on duty today of all days.

      “She’s hurt,” Genie said. “And she hasn’t said anything since... Since she got Roxy out.”

      The adrenaline and determination to save Roxy was gone, replaced with the overwhelming and numbing shock of catastrophe that left her entire body clenched into a hard knot.

      What had she done? One little mistake, one moment of distraction—and she’d caused this?

      “Were you burned?” Laney asked. “Emma?”

      Emma heard the metal-on-metal scrape of latches being flipped a split second before her sister jumped into EMT mode, grabbing at her wrists, shoving a mask over her face.

      “Stop pushing my hands away, and let me look at you,” Laney ordered.

      Emma stopped—but only because she wasn’t aware she was pushing Laney away in the first place.

      The hiss and crackle of the fire seared her mind, and she imagined the items in the house as they burned. Pictures, quilts. Precious memories.

      What had she done? A nearly hysterical laugh bubbled out of her chest. “It’s really on fire?”

      Laney didn’t answer. Not at first. And Emma realized she’d asked the stupidest question of all.

      “Don’t worry about that now, you hear me? Your arm is bleeding,” Laney said. “Let me take a look. Hold still and let Jim put that oxygen mask back on you.”

      “No. No, I’m—” The elastic band of the mask pulled at her hair and slid into position, cutting off her words. Laney and her partner obviously weren’t listening to her.

      She’d barely breathed any smoke after breaking the window to get Roxy, but her throat itched and burned, and her arm throbbed, like someone had repeatedly stabbed it. “Check Roxy.” She pulled the mask off again. “She needs this. Roxy was inside the whole time.”

      “I’ll check her but not until you put that back on,” Laney ordered.

      “We have another mask,” Jim said. “I’m holding it in front of her now.”

      Jim’s words brought a fresh sting to her eyes, one that had nothing to do with the smoke. “Laney...I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      Laney ran her hand over Emma’s head and fit the mask back into place.

      “Just breathe. You’re in shock. It’s okay, Em. It’ll all be okay.”

      How could it be okay? Only minutes ago, she was in the house and everything was fine and now...

      How could she have made such a mistake? She was fine, alive, the kennel dogs safe, thanks to Genie. Rationally she knew that was all that mattered, but a part of her wanted to scream and howl like the animals because this wasn’t a little mistake like stubbing her toe or burning cookies. She’d burned down their house!

      It was gone. She didn’t need her sight to know that. In the time she’d sat there surrounded by the dogs and Genie, waiting for help to arrive, she’d heard the fire roar through their small, old house, every hiss and pop and shatter of glass, the strange, rushing sound of the fire growing bigger, burning hotter.

      What was left couldn’t be more than the rubble being finished off by the flames. She only hoped, given the drought, the firemen were able to get it under control before the brush and forest caught, too. Their neighbors’ homes? Please, God, not that.

      “Dad’s here. Brace yourself,” Laney said.

      Emma barely had time to take a breath before her father swallowed her in a bear hug.

      “Oh, baby girl. Thank God. You’re okay?” Frank demanded.

      She tried to nod but couldn’t. She’d destroyed their home, their belongings. Everything. No, she wasn’t okay. “Dad, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what happened.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “It’s not okay.” Why did they keep saying that? How did you make up for something like this? All the years in the house, all the memories. Gone.

      Emma felt the rubbery grip of Laney’s fingers gently exploring the wound on her arm after Frank loosened his hold.

      “The cut is long but shallow. More blood than anything. I don’t think you’ll need stitches, but the doc might not agree.”

      “Emma, you’re alive. That’s all that matters,” her father said. “Any idea how it started?”

      Emma wet her dry lips. “I was cooking and talking to Tasha, then Genie arrived to drop something off and when she left...”

      “The pups were loose,” Genie added. “I couldn’t get them to come to me.”

      “So I left the stove to help her. I turned the heat down to Low a-and—” She had to stop and take a breath, remembering how she’d tossed the towel onto the countertop. “The towel.” Where had it landed? Too close to the flames? “I threw a towel onto the countertop and told Genie to shut the door. I didn’t want Roxy nudging her way out behind us. I was just trying to get outside to the pups before they went too far. We were only gone a few minutes. I tried to get inside to get Roxy, but the lock must have jammed. So I ran to the front and broke the window to unlock the door.”

      “You went back inside?” her father demanded.





OEBPS/images/blind_mans_bluff.jpg
"
STONE GAPA»'MOU’NTAIN

N,





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





