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      Moriah Jensen eyed the black Escalade with Illinois plates rolling down the dinky little town’s Main Street through the convenience store window. Tugging on her baseball cap, she made sure her face was concealed as she hid behind the magazine rack to the left of the front door. The driver and the vehicle’s two passengers had their windows down as they swiveled their heads in every direction. It was obvious they were looking for someone . . . well, not just anyone—they were looking for her.

      Shit. How had they found her again? She was in the middle of Ohio, in some town too tiny for its own Walmart. It was far from being the bustling metropolis Chicago was. How could they have picked this town, of all places, to look for her? This couldn’t be happening. She’d been so careful, staying under the radar by using an alias and not using her ATM card. She’d picked a name similar to her own, Maura Jennings, so she wouldn’t slip up and not respond to the fictional name.

      Her driver’s license! Fuck! She had given her real driver’s license to the police officer yesterday when the college girls, who’d given her a lift, had gotten into a fender-bender on the way into town. Moriah hadn’t been able to run from the scene because it happened right in front of a patrol car. After the officer returned her license, she’d been allowed to leave, and she thought that was the end. But it must be how the men in the Escalade found her.

      Damn it! She had to be more diligent, and at the first opportunity, she’d have to figure out how to get a forged license with her alias on it . . . something which could pass a cop’s inspection. It would be better if she didn’t get pulled over at all, but shit happened. And mistakes like that could get her arrested or, even worse, killed.

      She glanced around the store, grateful no one was paying attention to her. In jeans and a bland T-shirt, she wasn’t wearing anything that would make her stand out. Hopefully, no one would remember seeing her if the men came there asking questions. Hiking the strap of her large duffel bag higher on her shoulder, she watched the vehicle turn left at a traffic light two blocks down. When it was out of sight, she pulled her hat down further, exited the store, and hurried across the parking lot in the opposite direction.

      The duffel and her backpack felt heavier with every step, preventing her from running as fast as she wanted. But she couldn’t leave either one behind—she needed the money, gun, and what few clothes she’d grabbed on her way out of Chicago.

      The girls she’d gotten a lift from while hitchhiking had dropped her off last night at an old motel a few blocks away. With the bus station nearby, it was perfect for her to rest before getting a ticket to someplace far away from here . . . and Chicago. She headed in that direction now, and not wanting to be seen, she stayed behind the buildings and anything else that would conceal her. Her heart pounded in her chest every time she had to be in the open, and she prayed she would make it out of this bum-fuck town alive. She knew those men would have no problem killing her to get what they wanted.

      Twenty minutes later, Moriah was huddled in the back of a bus heading to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and from there, she would get another ticket to God-only-knew-where. As long as it was taking her far away, she didn’t care. She had nothing left to care about—nothing except her own life.
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        * * *

      

      Inching forward in silence, with his face painted tan and dark brown, the same colors of his camouflage fatigues, the man was almost invisible in the terrain surrounding a small village south of Mosul, Iraq. United States Navy Lieutenant KC Malone lay a mere forty yards behind a dilapidated structure where two U.S. Army pilots were being held captive. The building, a little larger than a tiki hut, was one of eight still standing in the otherwise destroyed and abandoned village, which was now occupied by ISIS forces. The men had been taken hostage after their AH-64 Apache helicopter had been shot down six weeks ago, but their current location was far from the crash site as they’d been moved by rebel forces several times. However, less than thirty-six hours ago, CIA intelligence had finally been able to pinpoint their position. Members of SEAL Team Six were being sent in to retrieve the men before they were moved again or killed in retribution for the recent slaying of a high-ranking ISIS leader.

      It was two minutes before oh-four-hundred hours, and the entire camp of twenty-three terrorists was asleep, except for three guards who looked as if they desperately wanted to join their comrades. KC and his team had parachuted to a landing zone approximately three miles away and approached the village in stealth. They’d been hiding for the past two hours, waiting for the guards to succumb to early morning fatigue and begin dozing off. The other fifteen members of the team were strategically spread out, surrounding the village, and awaiting KC's go-ahead order. Chief Tobias Anderson III was on his left, ready to recover the hostages with him. The rest of the team would provide cover and distractions. A support team was two minutes out by chopper if shit went south. The original Blackhawk helicopter also remained nearby, waiting to swoop down for extraction of the team with their recovered charges.

      KC scanned the area one last time through his night vision goggles, checked the time, and then tapped the microphone on his communication headset. "It's a go."

      He had to keep himself from chuckling when he heard a soft voice respond through his earpiece. "Here comes trouble!"

      A half second later, an ammunition storage shack on the far side of the camp exploded in a thundering wall of flames. The terrorists, known in military speak as tangos, poured out into the compound in confusion and dropped to the ground as automatic gunfire was sprayed in their direction from all sides. KC and his chief quickly reached the back of the building housing the hostages and snuck their way around to the front entrance.

      The ISIS rebels desperately tried to return fire at the invisible enemy well hidden in the dark of night. Those who were still alive were too busy running for cover to notice the two men entering the simple wood and brick structure. KC hurried over to the nearest man lying prone on the ground. Although the pilot was covered in dirt and grime, the lieutenant could still distinguish the remnants of the U.S. Army flight suit. The man appeared weak but alert. "Captain Nichols?" When the man nodded, his eyes widening in disbelief and hope, the SEAL continued with wry humor. "U.S. Navy, here to save your sorry fucking asses, sir. Are you able to run?"

      The emaciated Captain nodded his head again and scrambled to his bare feet with the help of his rescuer. "I think so.”

      “Where’s Lieutenant Fisher?”

      “Over there,” Nichols replied, indicating the southwest corner of the dirt floor. “He was beaten up pretty badly yesterday. Been in and out of it all night."

      KC reached behind him, where he had a pair of combat boots and black socks hooked to his belt, and handed them to Nichols. “Here, quick. Throw these on. Figured you’d need them. I brought a pair for Fischer, but I doubt he’ll be running.”

      Rushing over to the unconscious man lying near the back wall, KC did a quick assessment. He thanked God when he found the man was breathing and had a weak pulse. Unable to rouse the young pilot, he picked him up and threw him over his shoulder in a fireman's carry as if he were a five-pound sack of potatoes. He indicated for Nichols to join Chief Anderson where the big man stood at the door, his eyes and weapon aimed outside, providing cover. Speaking into his com-set, Malone informed the rest of his team that the hostages had been recovered, and they were ready to haul ass to the extraction point. “Pick up the action, boys, so we can slip out of here and get a head start.

      The sound of gunfire immediately increased from the blackness surrounding the camp. Anderson, Nichols, and then KC, carrying Fisher, filed out of the hut, disappearing over a nearby hill as fast as possible in absolute silence. KC had no trouble carrying the unconscious man on his back over the treacherous terrain. The lieutenant barely weighed a hundred and forty pounds after his ordeal. The four men were met by two other camouflaged SEALs about fifty yards out. One took point, leading the group, while the other man and Anderson covered the rear to ensure they weren’t followed. Even though it was still dark, the humidity hung on the men like wet blankets, and while the SEAL team was used to conditions as miserable as this, the hostages were weak from abuse and malnutrition. Anderson had to grab Nichols several times when the captain stumbled.

      Three minutes after they cleared the first hill, KC’s team gave the all-clear, and he passed it on to the Army support staff back at base. In his head, he counted off thirty seconds, and then the remaining tangos and village exploded under a U.S. airstrike. At the same time, the last of the team caught up with the others. A few moments later, the helicopter that would carry them away from this hellhole appeared and landed half a football field away. Ducking low as they approached, the team climbed on board with the two rescued soldiers, and then the big military bird lifted back off the ground. The well-practiced landing and takeoff had taken less than ninety seconds.

      KC glanced around and surveyed his team—all were present and accounted for, with no signs of injuries. The hostages were alive and secure. Lieutenant Fisher was already being tended to by the team medic and showed signs of awakening. Thank God. It had been another successful mission. He wished they all went this smoothly, but that was like praying for the sky to fall. There were no guarantees in his business. The older he got, the more that sad fact was proven.

      Captain Nichols, who was seated next to him, tapped KC on his upper arm. "Not that I'm ungrateful for you rescuing us, but Army is still going to kick Navy’s fucking ass at the next football game."

      “I don’t think so, sir. Hoo-yah!”

      The helicopter cabin erupted in a chorus of hoo-yahs, followed by relieved laughter as everyone relaxed and settled in for the long ride back to the base. KC closed his eyes and looked forward to heading home for four weeks of well-deserved leave.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you fucking mean you can’t find her? It’s a two-bit, fucking town without a fucking Walmart. How big can the place fucking be?”

      Leo Simmons cringed at the chewing out he was getting over the cell phone. He’d fucked up big time, and Hernandez was giving him a chance to fix it. If he didn’t find the bitch and the money, he was as good as dead when the drug dealer got his hands on him. Running would be futile since the man had connections across the U.S. Maybe he could make it over the Canadian border or down into Mexico before they caught up to him. But he’d rather find Susan’s sister and put a bullet in her brain for taking what was his . . . well, not really his, but his boss’s.

      When Hernandez stopped his rant to take a breath, Simmons tried to placate him. “The guy at the motel said she’d already left. We checked the bus depot and then drove up and down the main strip. There’s no sign of her, but we’ll keep looking.”

      “You fucking better. This is your fucking screw-up. Fix it!”

      The call disconnected, and he wanted to throw the phone at the brick wall of the convenience store they were parked next to. That bitch had to be here somewhere. A cop ran her license late last night somewhere in this hick town. Apparently, she got into a car accident with a bunch of chicks. Simmons and two of Hernandez’s flunkies had driven all night to get here, but the fucking cunt was nowhere to be found. They couldn’t even find the car the chicks were in to ask them about her.

      Kicking a bottle across the parking lot in frustration, he strode back to the Cadillac where his partners for this trip were waiting. Climbing in the back seat, he slammed the door. “Let’s drive around again. That bitch has to be here somewhere.”
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      Releasing a heavy sigh, KC turned off his car’s engine in the driveway of his uncle’s beach house. The small, blue cottage was trimmed in white and sported a quaint widow’s walk while resting just beyond the dunes of the pristine shoreline. Facing the Atlantic Ocean on the Outer Banks, the three-bedroom house sat on the edge of a sleepy little town named Whisper, North Carolina. The town was more of a small, tight community where everyone knew everyone else instead of a bustling tourist area. Not that it mattered to KC one way or the other. He just needed a place to crash when he was on leave from “saving the world,” as his Uncle Dan proudly told everyone.

      Whisper, about ninety minutes south of where his SEAL team was stationed in Little Creek, Virginia, was the perfect place to wind down and recharge his body and mind. KC was so exhausted he didn’t know if he had the strength to get from his vehicle to the back door and into his bedroom before falling fast asleep. Taking a deep, cleansing breath, he forced himself to open the car door, grab his canvas duffel, and shuffle his way to the porch. He loved the smell of the salt water—fresh and crisp. It was part of why he’d joined the Navy instead of one of the other military branches.

      The other reason was the impression a retired Navy SEAL had made during KC’s high school career day many years ago. He saw the proud, steel look in the man’s eyes as he described the intense training and commitment required of all SEALs, and KC knew right then he wanted to experience it for himself. With his uncle’s encouragement, he enlisted as soon as he graduated from high school, and five years later, he survived the grueling six-month SEAL BUD/s (Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL) training program. He had proudly served in the Navy ever since.

      Putting his key into the lock of the back door, he felt the weeks of cumulating tension begin to purge from his body. This place was his comfort zone—his Eden. The cottage and surrounding area always fortified him, and it wouldn’t take long for him to feel like a normal person again. It would temporarily rid him of the feeling of walking a very long tightrope, worrying if the current mission would be the one when he or one of his teammates didn’t come home alive.

      KC couldn’t pinpoint when the job had gone from an adrenaline rush to an extremely stressful career, but at thirty-five, he wondered if, maybe, his time in the SEALs was over. For the fourth time since he’d left the base, he contemplated taking the position of SEAL Training Instructor, which had been offered to him. He’d turned it down twice in the past because he was dedicated to his team and didn’t want to leave them, but now he was having second thoughts. Not about his team because, aside from his uncle and two brothers, the men in SEAL Team Six were family to him. However, the missions they’d been on lately were starting to take a toll on him—mentally and physically. As things stood now, he was still up in the air about his decision, but he’d have plenty of time to think about it during his month-long leave. For now, though, he only wanted to climb into bed. In his current condition and mindset, he could probably sleep at least forty-eight hours before his body finally rejuvenated itself.

      Letting his military green duffel drop inside the door with a thud, KC relocked the deadbolt, flipped the light switch on, turned around, and froze.

      Fuck a damn duck.

      The last thing he expected when he arrived at his uncle’s place was to be confronted by a slim, auburn-haired woman. She wore nothing but a terrified look on her face and a thin white T-shirt, which barely reached her shapely thighs. She was also pointing a black and very deadly, semi-automatic 9mm at his chest.

      “Who the hell are you, and how’d you get in here?” the woman demanded. The strength of her voice was in total contrast to the fear in her eyes and the unsteadiness with which she held the heavy gun in her outstretched hands.

      What the fuck had he just walked in on? Some transient who broke in, looking for a place to sleep? Well, if she was a transient, she was a darn cute one. Damn, he really was tired if he thought an intruder with a gun was cute.

      He held his arms out, palms open, to show her he wasn’t armed—well, he was, he just wasn’t prepared to let this crazed woman know it yet. He kept his voice low and calm. “I could be asking you the same thing.”

      “I asked you first.” Her weapon remained pointed at him as she inched her way to the left, putting several pieces of furniture between them.

      He kept his demeanor and hands steady. “I’m KC Malone. This is my uncle’s place, and I stay here when I’m in town. Now, why don’t you lower that gun before someone gets hurt?”

      The woman narrowed her shockingly blue eyes. Even at the distance separating them, he could see they were the color of the shallow waters of the Caribbean Sea. Nevertheless, she showed no signs of relinquishing her perceived vantage point. “That someone is going to be you if you move a muscle. I rented this cottage from Dan Malone, and he didn’t mention anything about a nephew.”

      “That’s impossible.” He shook his head slowly in disbelief. “Uncle Dan would never rent this place.”

      Her chin tilted up in defiance despite the slight tremor in it. “Well, apparently, he would, and he did. Three days ago. To me. Now leave.”

      He noticed the gun’s weight was taking its toll on the woman’s extended arms as they began to shake and sway. He let out a loud, weary sigh. “What can I say or do to convince you to set the gun down, or better yet, put it away?”

      “You can leave, that’s what you can do.”

      “Sorry, honey, that’s not going to happen.” He noticed her eyes flared in silent fury at the personal endearment. “What else?”

      “If you’re Dan Malone’s nephew, prove it.” Her tone told him no matter what he said, it wouldn’t make a difference to her.

      KC scanned the room and realized that if his uncle did lease the cottage to this insane woman, he’d kept it fully furnished. Nothing had changed, and all his uncle’s things still decorated the comfortable room. There was no evidence of personal items which might belong to the woman who stood before him. Even though he thought it was strange, he ignored the simple fact for the moment and pointed to the mantle over the red brick fireplace. “The picture on the left is of my uncle, brothers, and me on last year’s fishing trip. My hair’s a little longer now, but that’s me on the far right. I’m in most of the photos around the room, but that’s the most recent.”

      He stayed perfectly still as the woman approached the fireplace to look at the picture, keeping enough distance between her and KC to ensure he wouldn’t attack her. He knew he could easily overtake her, but she was obviously scared, and there was no point in anyone being hurt unnecessarily. She glanced quickly at the photo and then back at him but said nothing. Evidently, she was still wary.

      “And the football trophy next to it is from my senior year of high school when we won the state championship. It has my name on it. If you let me take my wallet out, I can show you my license.”

      The woman thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “OK, but slowly.”

      KC eased his leather wallet out of his back pocket and tossed it on the floor at her feet. Keeping the gun trained on him, she cautiously lowered herself to the ground to pick it up. Opening the smooth leather case, she studied his license and then tossed the brown wallet back to him. He caught it in his right hand and slowly returned it to his rear pocket, keeping his left hand where she could see it.

      The tension in her face and shoulders eased slightly, but she pointed the weapon at him. “Okay, I’m convinced you are related to Mr. Malone, but it doesn’t explain what you’re doing sneaking in here in the middle of the night, scaring the hell out of me. You have to leave. Now!”

      KC let out another frustrated sigh. The situation was getting old and annoying really fast. “Look. I already proved I’m Dan’s nephew. Can you put away the damn gun before you accidentally shoot me?”

      Her hand shook. “How do you know it would be an accident and not on purpose?”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. He lowered his arms and bent to retrieve his duffel bag, only a smidgen faster than a snail’s pace so as not to alarm her. “Look, lady, I wasn’t sneaking in here. I still don’t know who you are, and right now, I’m too fucking exhausted to give a damn. Shoot me, or let me go to bed. It’s two o’clock in the morning, and I haven’t had more than a two-hour nap in over fifty-four hours.”

      Her jaw dropped as he began to walk toward the hallway which led to the two downstairs bedrooms. “But . . . but you can’t stay here.”

      He stopped and glared at her over his shoulder. “Why the hell not? It’s the middle of the night, and I’m about to drop dead of exhaustion. I’m not getting back into my car to find another place to sleep when there’s a comfortable bed just down the hall. I’m also not going to hurt you. Trust me, you’re safer with me than almost anyone else. We’ll work this out in the morning. Right now, I’m going to go to sleep.”

      The woman stared at him in shock, mouth agape, gun in hand, as he strode down the hall. He entered the smaller of the two bedrooms, shut the door behind him with a faint resounding click, and turned the lock. He honestly didn’t think she would shoot him, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

      What the fuck was Uncle Dan up to now? She had to be someone the older man decided to help—he was always coming to the aid of people down on their luck. And from the look of her, she fit the Dan Malone profile of a person who could use a helping hand. While he wouldn’t deny she had been sexy as sin in her T-shirt, pretending to be a female Rambo, she was a little too skinny. And the dark circles under her eyes appeared to be from more than having her beauty sleep interrupted. It was too late to wake his uncle, although KC was tempted, so he quickly stripped down to his boxer briefs and literally fell into bed. The last image in his mind as sleep overtook him was a pair of long legs and a white T-shirt.
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      What the hell? Moriah lowered herself to the couch and continued to stare at the door the stranger had closed moments before. She still wasn’t sure what had just happened or why the man, KC he’d called himself, was still here and what she would do about it. Hell, she wasn’t even sure if that was his name. She’d only looked at his picture when she glanced at his license, too scared to take her eyes off him for long.

      She couldn’t go back to sleep with a strange man across the hallway from her room. She couldn’t force him to leave on her own, he’d proven that. She also didn’t want to call Mr. Malone in the middle of the night to come over and get his nephew out of there. And she definitely didn’t want to call the police to remove him—that would result in too many questions she couldn’t answer. Moriah reluctantly realized her only option was to make a pot of coffee, stay up, and wait until KC woke up. Then she would convince him he had to leave. If he wouldn’t, she’d have to hit the road and disappear again.

      Four miserable hours later, Moriah was still sitting on the couch, the gun on the cushion beside her within easy reach, as she sipped her third cup of coffee. She didn’t know why she bothered drinking the potent brew because it made her more nervous than she already was. Glancing around, she surveyed the family photos scattered about the room. Many of them were of Dan Malone, KC, and his brothers, who were all quite handsome. Some photos were obviously of the boys in their youth with their uncle, and others were with a couple who she assumed were their parents. In one picture, the three pre-pubescent boys were dressed as cowboys. In another photo, they were wearing pint-sized military uniforms.

      There were also pictures of a much younger Dan and a beautiful blonde woman, and from how they looked at each other, it was apparent they were very much in love. Moriah wondered who the woman was and where she was today. Scanning the multiple frames around the room and in the hallway, she couldn’t find any pictures of the woman in recent years or updated photos of the boys’ parents.

      The Malone’s appeared to be a close-knit family, and Moriah sighed, wishing hers had been the same while she was growing up in Chicago. After several long absences over the years, her so-called father finally left her mother for good when Moriah was a teenager. By then, the dream of an ideal childhood had long since faded away. She knew her mother wanted, and tried, to be there for her and her sister, but she worked long hours at two jobs to ensure a roof over their heads and food on the table. Her work and sleep occupied most, if not all, of her time.

      Fourteen-year-old Moriah had taught herself to cook and helped around the house with laundry and cleaning. She’d tried to give her younger sister a sense of consistency and lead her in the right direction. Still, Susan, then eleven, was more interested in boys and eventually drugs than listening to her sibling. While Moriah was in their apartment doing her chores and homework, Susan was running with the wrong crowd and finding endless trouble to get caught up in. There were times she barely avoided being sent to juvenile detention. Now, Moriah wondered if her sister had ended up there, would she have turned her life around and still be alive today, or would the results have been the same?

      Susan’s wild and promiscuous lifestyle caught up to her when she became pregnant at seventeen. The child’s father denied the baby was his and left town before he was born. But little Nicholas became a stabilizing rod for Susan as she tried to mature and become a good mother to her child. She agreed to drug counseling and found an evening job as a waitress at a local restaurant. With the extra income, their mother was able to quit her second job and help care for the baby.

      The little boy became the light of Moriah’s life. She loved to come home from her part-time job or classes at the local community college to play with him. The sisters and their mother doted on him as much as possible, and Nicholas was a happy child, if not a little spoiled. Moriah loved going to the local dollar store, since that was all she could afford, and finding a new toy for him or borrowing children’s books from the library. She’d read to him aloud whenever she could, and it quickly became their favorite time together. As soon as Moriah finished one book, he’d hand her another one. She lost count of how many times she’d read Winnie the Pooh to him.

      Things went very smoothly for the family for a few years. Nicholas had grown into a bubbly five-year-old and peppered everyone with “why” questions from morning until night. His grandmother appeared younger and more relaxed than she had in years. Susan stayed clean, and Moriah was one semester away from her teaching degree. It seemed as if things were finally going well for all of them.

      But about seven months ago, Moriah started to notice the tell-tale signs that Susan was using drugs again. Her sister would suddenly be short of money and had to borrow from Moriah and her mother. She’d begun asking them to babysit Nicholas more and more. She would also come home much later from the end of her shift at the local Chili’s, and Moriah was left wondering if her sister still had the job. The most noticeable change was Susan’s appearance, which began to go downhill as she cared less and less about her clothes and hygiene. Her weight dropped drastically. Moriah knew all the signs pointed to a crack cocaine user—hell, their seedy neighborhood was full of them.

      Through the neighborhood grapevine, she’d discovered her sister was dating a small-time drug dealer named Leo Simmons. Moriah knew the asshole by reputation only. He’d started pushing drugs on his high school classmates before he was arrested and expelled for possession. At the time, he was still a minor, so the courts gave him a slap on the wrist and a short stint in juvenile detention. After his release, he returned to the drug business, and if the rumors she’d heard were true, he was being protected by a few crooked cops.

      Moriah had given her sister an ultimatum—break up with the dirtbag or move out. Without Nicholas. Moriah refused to allow her nephew to be exposed to his mother’s dangerous lifestyle. Susan begged forgiveness and swore she would stop seeing Leo. She cleaned herself up again and, for a few short weeks, appeared to be back on the right track. Moriah would never stop blaming herself for taking Susan’s word that everything would be okay.

      Shifting on the couch for what seemed like the hundredth time in the past hour, she stared out the row of windows facing the beach. The sun was beginning its slow crawl up the clear horizon, bathing the sky in hues of ripe pineapples, cherries, and tangerines. It was so beautiful and peaceful at the shore, and Moriah wished she could live here forever. The sounds of the pounding surf had comforted her over the past few days. She’d loved the feel of the silky sand between her toes during the few times she’d dared to venture out onto the beach.

      Charming was how she would describe Whisper, North Carolina. She’d seen the center of the little town twice. Once, when Dan Malone had driven her through it on the way to the cottage, and again, when she’d taken a cab to the grocery store to stock up on a week’s worth of food. It was the type of town where people could easily walk around the mile length of stores and municipal buildings instead of driving. She wondered if they held picnics and parades in the main square on the 4th of July or any other day. She’d read about many small towns that celebrated that way in the romance books she’d cherished since she was a teenager. A voracious reader, she couldn’t get enough of books. Since arriving in Whisper three days ago, she had already gone through two local history books she’d found on a shelf in the cottage and was currently on chapter five of a well-read copy of Jaws.

      Growing up in Chicago, Moriah could never imagine living in a place that didn’t bustle twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. She was, however, beginning to think she could learn to enjoy the slow pace and quiet atmosphere of a small community. It was too bad she wouldn’t be around long enough to find out.

      As the sun continued its climb in the east, the rest of the morning sky turned into a colorful mural, and Moriah contemplated her unexpected visitor. KC was incredibly good-looking, and she was annoyed at herself for noticing. Well, any woman with a pulse would have noticed, she told herself.

      With broad shoulders and a chiseled chest and back, he stood about six-five, taller than most men she knew. Thick medium-brown hair hung a few inches past the nape of his neck, and his wicked, hazel eyes were captivating. A scar over his right temple almost ruined what could be a movie star’s face. He hadn’t used a razor in several days, which added to his bad-boy attractiveness. In a snug black T-shirt and tan cargo pants, it had been blatantly obvious he was in excellent physical shape, and she wondered how he managed to stay that way.

      Shaking her head, Moriah tried to rid her mind of the images of the man. In a few hours, she would convince him to leave, then try to figure out what she would do next. Dan Malone hadn’t run a credit check on her when she rented the cottage from him, nor did he ask her to sign a lease. She didn’t tell him she wouldn’t be staying long and let him assume she would be around for a while. No one in Whisper had any idea who she really was. And no one knew the horror that had taken over her world four short months ago and left her running for her life.

      Shit, she missed her family. Don’t think about them. Don’t think about Momma, Susan, and Nicholas. There’s nothing you can do for them now. You’re safe for a few days. Just think about what you’re going to do next and where you’ll go from here.

      Moriah glanced at the closed bedroom door and prayed she was safe for now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dan Malone straightened up his small kitchen as he waited for the pot of coffee to brew. His rescued Labrador mix, Jinx, lay across the threshold between the kitchen and living area, waiting patiently. A combination of at least three breeds, the gentle but protective mutt was the perfect companion for a single, older man. Approximately six years old, he was completely charcoal black except for the tip of his tail and the area around his muzzle, which were stark white. As a result of his coloring, the big dog appeared to have a permanent grin. As a puppy, before he’d found his forever home, his tail had somehow been broken and hung at a crooked angle. He was very affectionate, and Dan adored his canine sidekick. The dog never argued with or heckled him like his three nephews enjoyed doing. Jinx was his best friend in life, and neither would have it any other way.

      After the last of his nephews had ventured off into the military, Dan had found the beach house too quiet and moved into the one-bedroom apartment above the hardware store he owned. He preferred to keep both places exceptionally tidy. There was never any clutter, and everything was kept in its proper place—a throwback to his Army days, he supposed.
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