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      “I will absolutely not marry you.”

      New Year’s Day. The day for resolutions and goal-setting. The day to leave the previous year’s blunders and pitfalls in the past, to look to the future with hope and determination.

      My hope for a future filled with anything good was ruined the moment my father demanded I meet him in his office. I entered the room where my parents, Matthew Johanssen, and his son, Daniel, stood. Their sleazy smiles twisted their lips, and an air of arrogance swirled so heavily around them they reeked of it.

      Never mind Daniel had been my boyfriend for over a year. There was no way I was marrying him. Hell, I didn’t even want to be dating him.

      Anger suffused my pores. My jaw ached from the tension in it, and my nails were digging so harshly into my palms it was a wonder blood wasn’t dripping onto the Persian rug beneath my feet.

      Glaring at Daniel, I saw the complete ruination of my future if I went along with this. I’d been the obedient debutante daughter long enough. It was time I finally put my foot down.

      Both of them.

      They could not make me do this.

      Roger Marquess had never been a particularly overly affectionate father, but I did remember a time when he had been kind with a deep laugh that fell easily from his thick lips. His green eyes that matched mine had lost their luster long ago, and that laugh I’d loved so much had vanished around the time I hit puberty. Now he was cold and calculated. He had stress lines etched around his lips and eyes, and deep wrinkles dug into his forehead. His body was his temple, kept in shape through hours of golf and tennis and working out at the country club gym. While I still thought he was one of the most handsome men in Charleston, I hated everything that came from inside of him.

      “What did you do?” I asked, glaring at him and wishing arrows could shoot from my eyes straight to his heart. At worst, they could possibly get the broken muscle beating again.

      His face, tanned from frequent rounds on the golf course, turned as white as a sheet, and his typically overly confident demeanor wavered.

      “What I can to keep you safe—the only thing I can do.” For the first time in years, my dad turned pleading, bloodshot eyes to me. They softened, begging me in his silence in a way that rocked me back on my heels.

      He didn’t know. He couldn’t know that being with Daniel was the least safe place I could ever be.

      Next to me, my mother’s hand wrapped around my elbow. It shook, and she hadn’t separated from me since our presence in my father’s office was demanded. I fought the strong urge to shake her off even though her touch was unwelcome. It wouldn’t do to cause a scene.

      “What does that mean?”

      Matthew all but sneered at me and my defiance. To him, women were still meant to be silenced and relegated to the kitchen. His son was no better. If anything, he was worse. He was shrewd and seemed inhuman, and every time he looked my way, hairs prickled on the back of my neck. And his wife? She was barely seen in public, and when she made brief appearances, she appeared to be a shell of a woman. Maybe she was there in body, but her mind and spirit had long since been broken.

      “It has been agreed.” He leisurely sipped a glass of Scotch from my dad’s crystal highball set. I would bet that if I were to smash that crystal to his face, seeing blood splatter from his nose as I broke it would be the best thing that happened to me all year.

      “I am twenty-eight years old, not twelve, so I suggest you start talking to me like an adult and not a child. As far as I’m aware, we are in the twenty-first century, meaning if I do not want to marry someone, I do not have to.”

      He sucked in a breath between his teeth and set down his glass with such a cold, calculated move my back straightened involuntarily. He leaned in almost imperceptibly, but it felt like he was inches from me when his glare pierced me. “Refuse, and it’s your father who will pay with blood. And that’s only minor compared to what will happen to you.”

      “What?” I stumbled back, my mom’s firm grip on my arm the only thing keeping me upright.

      Next to Matthew, my dad blustered and pleaded, but it all roared in my ears like an incoming hurricane.

      I faced Daniel. His arrogant, soulless expression made me want to vomit. I hated him slightly more than the rest of them. “Why? I don’t want this, and I certainly don’t love you.”

      “You’ll learn your place.” He said it with the excitement of a man plucking lint off his suit, like I was inconsequential—and to him, I was. I’d learned that long ago. Still carried bruises from it.

      My place. My place? Where in the hell had I been transported to, the Victorian era?

      I gaped at him, shocked and yet unsurprised. This wasn’t the worst thing Daniel had done to me, but he would never hurt me again.

      Matthew turned to my dad, who was still blustering but regaining the natural color in his face.

      “Get control of your daughter. You know her fate if you refuse.”

      My fate? What in the hell did that mean?

      Dad turned to me with regret sparking in his green eyes. He blinked slowly, and his shoulders slumped forward. “Adrianna…”

      This fight was worthless. They could try to force me to do anything they wanted, and hell, Daniel had done enough of it. Nothing would come from more verbal sparring.

      I was trapped, for now. While my head might have been spinning at the threats issued toward my father, at the way my dad begged, I wasn’t afraid.

      For the first time in my miserable, protected life, I was feeling alive. Brave. Strong.

      I clung to those thoughts, because it seemed I was going to need this newfound strength.

      “Fine.” It wasn’t the four-letter word I wanted to use, but I still spit it out like a curse.

      Daniel stepped forward then and curled his hands arounds my shoulders. My spine went rigid as he pulled me from my mom’s hold toward him. Like he knew exactly where they were, his fingertips pressed against the bruises he’d left on my arms only days ago, and I fought against the instinct to flinch and spit in his face. My fight turned him on, made him harder in places that filled my stomach with disgust.

      No, I had learned a year before that it was always better to be pliant.

      One of his hands, palm cooled probably from the ice that ran in his veins instead of blood, brushed up my throat, stalling on my pulse before cupping my cheek.

      “We will marry on February fourteenth. The plans are already in motion.” He raked his eyes down my body, leaving me desperate for a shower and a wool coat. “The day to celebrate love is the perfect day to begin our love story. Don’t you agree?”

      Not a love story—a nightmare. Still, I knew how to behave, how to play the part.

      All I saw in his lecherous gaze was evil. If Daniel had ever had a soul, he’d sold it long ago.

      “Sure, Daniel.” I said it with all the venom coursing through my body. I’d find a way out of this, but it wouldn’t be today. I had six weeks, but if I wanted that time to plan without suspicion, I had to be agreeable.

      “Good. Then let’s finalize the details.” Matthew clapped his hands then slapped my dad on the back, turning them back to where files lay open on my dad’s desk.

      I stayed silent, dismissed as soon as I agreed, although I knew they didn’t need it.

      They were already making plans.

      This was a foregone conclusion.

      A fire I thought I’d long since quenched rose up from my gut and spread through my veins, making the roots of my hair feel like they were burning.

      I would acquiesce on this day to this agreement, but it was the last time I’d do so.

      Because I would marry Daniel Johanssen over my dead body.
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      There’s still time.

      You know where we are.

      Please come.

      

      My friend Jillian’s last text had come in only ten minutes earlier, and I’d been staring at it ever since, debating…waffling. My sweaty palms gripped the phone tightly in both hands so it didn’t slip right through all the dampness. I could do this. I could leave and go where no one could easily find me.

      I blinked in the mirror. My green eyes were bright as the grass outside and crystal clear. They weren’t cloudy. They didn’t show the emotion of the loss. They didn’t show what they were supposed to, either. There was no happiness or joy. No bright-eyed hope.

      If there was anything at all in them, it was fear.

      With my French-manicured thumbs trembling, I scrolled back through our texts.

      It’d been months since I spoke to Jillian before she’d come to Charleston the previous summer for her ex-boyfriend’s wedding. At the time, I’d been hurt she’d avoided all of us just because her ex turned out to be a major douche and cheated on her with a mutual friend of ours, who he ended up marrying. That mutual friend, from what I’d heard, was absolutely miserable. Served them right, I figured. Unless I was forced to be social, I didn’t keep in touch with anyone from my former circle. Jillian was the only person who had ever been real anyway. We’d kept in touch since the wedding, frequently enough that the night I called her crying when I got engaged, she cursed like a sailor, screamed at her own fiancé, and then downed a bottle of wine with me via FaceTime.

      I’d told her straight up I wasn’t inviting her to this farce. If I decided to go through with it, I didn’t want to see her sadness. I didn’t want her to see me be weak.

      I cried for hours. She started telling me I didn’t have to go through with it.

      I didn’t. Logically, that was the truth. I could have stomped right out into that church filled with hundreds of people I barely knew and hundreds more I didn’t know at all and called the whole thing off.

      Only I didn’t know what would then happen to my dad.

      Leaving meant risking his life, or so I feared. I knew so little. While I was irrevocably pissed at him and barely remembered the man I used to know as a little girl, did I want him hurt? What else could they have meant when they said he’d pay with blood and my fate would be worse? I’d received no answers to my questions over the last six weeks. My mom had watched with me with a strange, nervous look in her eye. My dad had barely been home at all, but that wasn’t all that abnormal.

      As for Daniel? I’d spent less time with him in the last month and a half than I had at any other point. I’d had to attend a dress fitting, but other than that, I was told all the details were taken care of.

      Absurd. None of it made sense to me, and I was just as much in the dark as I’d been on New Year’s Day. All I knew was that if I walked out the door of the bridal suite and down the aisle to Daniel, I’d be signing my name to a lifetime of misery, abuse, and—from what things had sounded like that day—maybe worse.

      The door opened and my phone slipped through my fingers, making me lunge to grab it. I tripped, collapsing onto the tufted ottoman as my mother stepped inside.

      “Are you ready?”

      “Mom.” I gasped, pressing my hand to my chest. If it had been Daniel, he’d have grabbed my throat in his grip for my foolish, klutzy behavior. “You startled me.”

      She dropped her clutch onto a chair and headed toward me. She was dressed in an elegant, champagne-colored gown with one thick strap that crossed diagonally over her shoulder across her chest. Ruched across her breasts and fitted to her trim waist, it flowed like silk to the floor. My mom was gorgeous, with auburn hair that shined from frequent keratin treatments.

      “Your bridesmaids are worried.”

      My bridesmaids—like they cared about me at all. I hadn’t even had a choice in who stood up with me, not that I wanted anyone I knew to see me. I was one hundred percent certain my cousins and Daniel’s sister had only agreed because who in their right mind would turn down the opportunity to stand front and center when the mayor’s son got married?

      Please. If they only knew how horrific he could be.

      “They’re fine.” I’d insisted on getting ready in a room alone. I didn’t care if half the city heard and declared me some diva princess for insisting on a private bridal suite.

      My eyes darted to the open window. Outside was a row of rose hedges.

      If I jumped, the pain from the thorns slashing my skin would be minimal compared to the pain I’d endure for a lifetime if I stayed.

      “Are you okay, honey? Truly? I know this isn’t ideal.”

      I saw the dimness in her eyes. Once a cobalt blue and always sparkling, they’d dulled over the years.

      For well over a year, I had fought being tied to Daniel because I feared it would result in this: the lifeless eyes that would someday become mine if I stayed.

      My chin wobbled. This was a risk—a huge one. Mom could go straight to my dad, and he’d haul me down the aisle with an iron grip on my bicep before I could try to run.

      The alternative, though…

      Mom and I were no longer close. She had been far too beaten down over the years to show affection anymore, but at one time, she’d loved me and showed it. She’d been gentle and patient and baked cookies despite my father constantly reminding her she had a full-time chef for those types of frivolities.

      She was the only good thing in my life.

      “Honey…” She came to me then settled perfectly manicured but barely aged hands onto my shoulders, brushing back hair and fiddling with my veil. “Talk to me. Nervous?”

      The words lodged in my throat like a handful of cotton.

      For a moment, there was a flash of fire in her eyes, the mom I remembered. That spark helped, and my wobbling chin firmed. There had been a time when I could tell her anything. I hadn’t done it in years, but could I be honest with her now?

      I yanked my gaze off her eyes and stared at the small freckle at the corner of her top lip, the only blemish on a perfectly made-up face and flawless skin.

      “He hurts me,” I murmured, voice raspy. It was true in more ways than one. He hadn’t bruised me or hurt me since we’d gotten engaged, but I was smart enough to know it was a brief reprieve, the only blessing in the last six weeks.

      My mom’s eyes widened, but I stared at the freckle I used to kiss when the top of my head barely reached her waist.

      “What?” she asked breathlessly. It sounded like a shout, and I flinched.

      “Mom—”

      “Go.”

      “What?”

      Her hands curled around my shoulders, and she gripped me so hard I shook from it. “Go. Now. You are not doing this.”

      My mom, who had turned meek years before, had never stood so strong. I was struck by the force of her words, the weight behind them, knowing the risk.

      “But Dad—”

      “No.” Her eyes were cobalt again, shining with tears and wet. “I have been opposed to this. I knew…I knew something wasn’t right with you two, but Daniel’s family is so damn powerful and your dad is in such trouble…” She breathed, three deep inhales and exhales as I stood like a statue in front of her.

      Go, she’d said. I could do this. Truly.

      “What kind of trouble?” He was the mayor’s financial manager—how much trouble could he be in that would force him to agree to this while saying he was doing it to protect me?

      My head spun from the confusion of it all.

      “It doesn’t matter, but I can’t…I will not allow what’s become of me to touch you in any way. I want you to leave. Run. I will help in any way when I can, but it might be a while…”

      She squeezed her eyes closed and left me breathless. This was my moment.

      My chance.

      “I have a rental in the parking lot, and some money set aside,” I whispered, my voice coated with knives.

      Her eyes jumped open and went wide. Her shoulders fell as a forceful breath rushed from her. “You planned this.”

      “In case I decided to. I didn’t know…” I kept waffling because my dad wasn’t the best dad, but he was mine and wasn’t the worst either. The Johanssens, though? They were pure evil.

      She swallowed back her tears and licked her soft, pink-painted lips. “I will not let this man destroy you. I have stood quiet long enough, but this…this will not ever happen again, and it stabs me straight in the heart that this happened to you.”

      “Mom.” I lost it then, tears falling down my professionally done face. “I love you.”

      “I know.” She yanked me into a hug and held me tight, so tight I memorized her gardenia-scented perfume and the feel of her soft skin as if it’d be the last time I saw her. “I love you too, and I will not allow you to be hurt further, to endure…to become me,” she said, and a strangled sound slipped from my throat.

      She understood. God. What would she have done had I told her the truth earlier? How much pain and fear could I have been saved from? It didn’t matter now, but the realization that I hadn’t given my mom enough credit made a pain pinch in my chest.

      “I have a place to go.”

      She paused then, still holding me with arms that trembled but had never shown so much strength. “You’re right to do it. Go. I’ll hold everyone off as long as I can, but…will you call me?”

      “I will. But—”

      “When you can. That’s all I ask.”

      Maybe my mom hadn’t turned weak. Maybe she’d been biding her time to show her strength.

      I thanked the heavens it was happening now.

      “You sure?”

      “It’s time for him to clean up his own messes, not pawn it off on the innocent. Go, Adrianna, and don’t look back.”

      She stepped back then, and her hands went to my hair. Two quick tugs and my veil softly floated to the floor between us. She reached into the clutch she’d dropped onto a chair after she entered and dug into it. “Eight hundred dollars. It’s all I have on me, tips for the photographer and caterer and whatnot, but take it.”

      She pressed it into my palm, and with tears blurring my eyes, I grabbed my phone. I opened it, the text conversation I’d studied for so long and the number I’d memorized long ago on the bright screen.

      With thumbs that no longer shook, I typed out a text.

      I’m on my way. I’ll call when I’m close.

      Don’t reply.

      I shut my phone down and ripped out the SD card. For a moment I considered stomping it to pieces, but if I had the card, was there any point? I tossed it to the settee where my bag waited. I’d told everyone it was for my hair and makeup. In reality it held clothes I owned that hadn’t already been moved to Daniel’s house or to the bridal suite, packed for our honeymoon. Everything else I possessed was in the two suitcases I’d managed to pack without seeming overly excessive.

      “I love you,” my mom whispered, voice ragged. There was pain in her eyes, but there was determination there, too.

      I clung to it like a life vest.

      “I love you, too. Thank you. For understanding. For everything.”

      She nodded then, and I tore into the bag and grabbed a pair of leggings and a tank top. Quickly, she undid the two dozen minuscule buttons trailing down my back.

      The wedding dress falling to the floor felt like freedom, my mom’s quick movements and whispered assurances like angels rejoicing.

      I could go.

      And so I would.
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      Adrenaline and nerves left my body shaking so badly it took me several minutes to get settled once on the road. The last thing I needed was to crash the rental car I had set to be turned in the following week in Charlotte.

      So many who didn’t know, who didn’t understand my family or the Johanssens would think I was exaggerating. Perhaps I was to an extent, but I’d long since likened the elite social status of Charleston to a cult. No one new allowed in, no one allowed out.

      Jillian had left, though. I’d always admired her for it, for going to North Carolina for college and never looking back.

      Now, I was doing the same. I just wished I knew if it made me brave or stupid.

      Once out of Charleston, I dug into the console of my rented Ford Escape, pulled out a burner phone I’d bought the week before, and texted Jillian.

      New number.

      Be there around six.

      She and her fiancé, Klaus, lived in Charlotte, where he played for the local NHL team, but this weekend they were in Raleigh for a fundraiser with clients of hers at the marketing firm where she worked.

      It worked out better, because while Daniel might assume I’d go to Jillian if I left him, he’d have no idea I was in Raleigh.

      My head spun with plans while my hands gripped the steering wheel, cruising up I-26. I’d set aside part of the monthly stipend from my trust fund over the last year, putting it in an online bank account not connected to any other accounts. I’d set aside enough money to be able to live on for a few months if I was cautious, wanting to avoid needing to dip into my trust fund again. The longer I could hold off on Daniel’s family finding me, the harder it would be for them to get me to return.

      I would need a place to crash. A job.

      The downfall? Who would hire someone with a women’s studies degree and a resumé filled with only volunteering and philanthropy for the elite of Charleston?

      But I had time to figure it all out.

      A celebration was in order, despite the fear still prickling the back of my neck every time my thoughts drifted to my father.

      To Matthew’s warning from New Year’s.

      It’s your father who will pay with blood. And that’s only minor compared to what will happen to you.

      What in the hell had he meant? My fingers tightened on the steering wheel, white-knuckling it until I could shake off a vicious set of shivers tumbling down my spine and creating a curdling sensation in my stomach.

      Pay with blood?

      The visual alone was enough to make me feel like I was going to lose what little breakfast I’d eaten that morning.

      I ignored it, cranked up the country music radio station, and blared it until it was louder than my thoughts.

      It was an hour later when I pulled off at a rest stop, desperate for something to eat, and checked my phone again.

      Jillian: We’re at the hotel getting ready. Text me when you get here, and I’ll give you my room number. If you want to join us, I have an extra dress you can wear.

      A strangled laugh fell from my throat. A dress? Like I wanted to get dolled up to party at a fundraiser in Raleigh on the night I was supposed to get married?

      That wasn’t going to happen. It was everything I was leaving behind.

      What I needed was a night of quiet, maybe a few drinks, definitely a pint of ice cream and a half-dozen tacos. Then I needed to grab my notebook and pen and start planning my future.

      Jillian: Lots of people here I could introduce you to who can help you get on your feet. I know it’s probably not what you want but think about it. Love you.

      It was like she could read my mind from several hundred miles away.

      Thank God I had one decent friend in my life. Tears threatened to fall, burning the backs of my eyes, but I forced them down.

      I could lose control of my emotions in the hotel, when I was safely hours away from Daniel.

      After grabbing fast food, I hit the road again, and hours that felt like days later, I was pulling off the interstate, following the directions I’d printed off old-school style in case I couldn’t get a phone with a maps app. I cruised through downtown streets in Raleigh, headed for The Hills Hotel.
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      I paced back and forth beside where I’d parked the SUV. My keys were gripped in one hand, my phone in the other, and my heart? Well, it might as well have been a battering ram due to the painful beating in my chest.

      I’d left.

      I’d made it out of Charleston and four hours away, and there wasn’t a single person on the planet who knew where I was outside of Jillian and Klaus.

      It wasn’t until I’d parked my car and texted Jillian I was outside that the reality of what I’d done truly rushed through me.

      What was happening?

      How long did Mom stall? Was she hurt for helping me?

      What were Matthew and Daniel doing now?

      What was going on with my dad?

      Did they know where I was? I had planned and done the best I could to cover my tracks, but it wasn’t like I had practice in things like this. There would have been cameras at my stops. The gas station. The fast food restaurant.

      I had paid for the rental in cash, but I’d had to leave a credit card. Would they figure that out? Were they already on their way to get me?

      And if they were…what would happen if Daniel found me?

      “That’s only minor compared to what will happen to you.”

      “Oh God.” I was going to be sick.

      My knees buckled, and I sat against the back bumper of the SUV and pressed my palms to my knees.

      My breath came in short, quick spurts, and the pavement below me spun in a circle.

      Pay with blood… worse for you… only minor compared to…

      “Oh my God.” I gasped. “What have I done?”

      Rapid-fire clicking of heels cut through the roaring of my pulse in my ears followed by a voice I swore I recognized, but it came through a tunnel, making hearing anything difficult.

      A hand touched my back and I jumped, spun so fast I swayed on my feet, dizzy from the sudden movements.

      “Oh shit.” I clasped my hand to my chest. “You scared the crap out of me.”

      In front of me was Jillian, dressed to kill in a black dress that looked painted on her, hair wrapped up and tied in a bun behind one of her ears, makeup done to perfection.

      And her mouth, painted bright red, made an O shape.

      Color drained from her cheeks as she lifted her hands. “Are you okay?” She shook her head and held out her arms. “Of course you’re not. Come here, you.”

      I fell into her arms, in part because I could barely hold myself up, and in part because it was Jillian. Goddamn, I was so thankful for her.

      “I’m freaking out,” I admitted, squeezing her so tight I was almost fearful of shattering her ribs. “I can’t believe I’m here, and I’m half expecting Daniel to jump out from around a corner and beat the shit out of me. I have no idea what’s going on—”

      “Woah. Settle. I can feel your heart racing. Deep breaths, honey, before you pass out.”

      Her hand at my back made large, slow, sweeping gestures, and I closed my eyes, tried to do what she said, and fell into the rhythm she set at my back.

      “Thank you,” I finally rasped once my heart had slowed to manageable levels. “Thank you for everything.”

      “Of course.” She gave me a firm squeeze and pulled back. She smiled her beautiful smile and tilted her head to the side. “Are you okay now? Klaus is on his way and can help with your bags.” She peered into the back of my SUV, and her eyes crinkled. “Target, really? You’re running away from your wedding and you stop at Target?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I went the other day and picked up some things. Everything else I had was either packed for our honeymoon or already moved to Daniel’s.”

      “Some things?” she asked, brows rising.

      Thank God for Jillian finding the humor in this day.

      I shrugged. “It’s Target.”

      Which really said it all.
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      “You didn’t need to do this,” I said, turning to face Jillian behind me. Klaus, her fiancé, was dressed in a sharp-looking black tuxedo right behind her. Six of my Target bags hung from his wrists, and my duffel was slung over his shoulder.

      We had just stepped foot into a hotel room two doors down from theirs. They’d gotten me my own room.

      I was eternally grateful and glanced at the bed with longing. Apparently a minor freak-out, running from my wedding, and driving for four hours took a lot out of me.

      “It’s not a problem, and the room is in our name. I figured that would be better.”

      “You’re both amazing,” I said, exhaustion weighing down my words.

      “I know. I’m incredible.” Jillian grinned and went to the dresser on one wall. She bent down and opened the fridge door, where there were two bottles of white wine. “Good—they already stocked your fridge, too.” She stood, grinned at me, and went to the closet. Opening the door, she reached in and came back with a silver dress in a similar cut to hers draped over her arm, the hanger held in her other hand. “And…if you change your mind, this is the dress you can wear. Nothing really starts for a couple hours yet. We’ll have dinner first. There’s also a restaurant downstairs or room service. The fun stuff—drinks and hanging out—will be later.”

      I couldn’t help but think had I stayed in Charleston, I’d be preparing to do all those exact same things with Daniel and hundreds of people I didn’t care about watching.

      Except my mom. I flinched at the thought of her, what it cost her to let me to go—to encourage me to do so. “I don’t think I’m up for that kind of event tonight.”

      “I figured, but if you change your mind or don’t want to be alone, you can come down.” Her smile vanished and she gave me a hug. “If I could sit with you tonight and be with you, I would. You know that, right?”

      “Of course. I just don’t think being down there would be smart, either. I need to start figuring everything else out.” If only I had experience doing something productive. I shook the thought away and gestured for the bed. “Honestly, I might just crash. This week and today have been a lot.”

      “I’m sure, and I want you to know I’m so proud of you. I know this wasn’t easy, but you’ll be okay now.”

      I could only hope that was true.

      “We need to get going.” She kissed my cheek and stepped back, brows tugging together. “If you need anything tonight, text me, okay?”

      Klaus came up to her, settling his arm at her lower back. “Or me. You have my number? One of us will hear our phones.”

      On instinct, she turned to kiss his cheek. “You’re the best.”

      He grinned down at her like he wanted to argue that she was the best.

      Jealousy slithered into my veins as they so easily and flawlessly loved each other. I’d never had that, and I wanted it.

      Thank God I didn’t marry Daniel.

      I fought against slinking back in shame and turned to Jillian. “Please. Go. I’ll be fine alone, but I swear to you, if I change my mind, I’ll come find you.”

      She pressed her lips tighter, probably dying to do more to convince me, but she finally nodded. “Okay. But please, don’t be up here tonight thinking of all of that, okay? You’re here, you’re safe, and we’ll do all we can to make sure Daniel doesn’t ever get his hands on you again.”

      Tears burned behind my eyes, and I forced them to stay there by sheer will. “Thank you.”

      “Okay. Good.” Her smile was timid, but she came to me and gave me another fierce hug. “Love you, Adrianna. And I’m proud of you.”

      “Love you too. Go have fun.”

      She stepped back into Klaus’s hold. They turned for the door, and he guided her out with a hand at her lower back. As the door closed behind them, he stopped it with his palm. He speared me with a look in his oceanic blue eyes so intense I couldn’t have moved if I wanted to.

      “What you did today shows how strong you are. Keep moving, and that strength will grow. We’re both proud of you for getting yourself into a safer situation. And like Jillian said, we’ll do everything we can to keep you that way.”

      My chin wobbled and I bit my bottom lip. “Thanks, Klaus.”

      “Get some rest. Relax and enjoy your night.”

      The door clicked behind him, and once the silence settled around me, I spun in a slow circle.

      It was a basic hotel room, nothing fancy, and yet it was elegant all the same. It wasn’t anything overly special, and it was roughly the size of my bedroom in my parents’ home.

      Standing there, lights of the city sparkling through the windows, my remaining belongings on the table and floor, I’d never felt freer.

      Or more alive.
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      I don’t belong here.

      It was the first thought I had as I walked into The Hills Hotel, which was decked out with gold and crystal chandeliers and place settings that most likely cost more than my old monthly salary. I was a small-town guy from a town of four thousand people and had lived there my entire life. Grew up working on my parents’ farm, built muscles all the girls in high school fawned over by baling hay and mucking stalls in our barn.

      I’d never planned to leave, but sometimes life offered you opportunities too good to pass up.

      Which was how I ended up in Raleigh just after New Year’s.

      I never thought I’d hang up my badge and stop being a police officer, but there I was, standing in the lobby of one of the most luxurious hotels I’d ever seen, trying to figure out how I’d gone from being a police officer in a tiny town in Kansas to providing security for a fundraiser in a room filled with professional athletes from a variety of sports, politicians, some of the state’s most well-known tech CEOs, and the like.

      A hand came down on my shoulder, jolting me in the tuxedo I was dressed in for the event.

      When it came to Jaxon Hayes and his private security team, he insisted we blend in, which meant I was able to write off the Tom Ford tuxedo I’d purchased figuring I’d be at more of these shindigs.

      “You doing all right?”

      It was Jaxon himself, a standup guy who could scare the piss out of most men. Two inches taller than me and built like a beast, the man looked like he ate steel for breakfast and iron for dinner. I liked the guy, but he was tough and mean. In the six weeks I’d been working for him, I had yet to see him smile.

      He did grunt in a way once that sounded like he thought something was funny.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and scanned the ballroom. “Everything looks good.” As it would. Not only was Jaxon meticulous, but the risk level was relatively low for this event.

      “Not your usual scene.”

      “I’ll adapt.” I’d figure out how, and I’d do it soon. There was already so much of the South that was different than back home, and it didn’t have a whole lot to do with geography. The people. The stores. The rain fell different, and the smell of fresh air had a different scent. All shit I never would have known had I stayed in Kansas.

      And of course, there was the city with its constant noise and traffic. Not that I didn’t go to Kansas City occasionally. I had no problems heading into the city for a ballgame or a date night, but living in a booming urban area had never been something I wanted.

      Even now, with the small townhome I’d bought in an HOA that came with tennis and basketball courts, private gym and pool, it didn’t quite fit with the guy I’d always been.

      But is that such a bad thing?

      “I don’t doubt you will,” Jaxon said and lifted his chin toward another guy on his team. Mason Barnes was as much as Jaxon’s opposite as the moon to the sun. If I hadn’t already seen him take down an asshole weighing over three hundred and fifty pounds while armed to the gills, I wouldn’t think he took anything seriously. But even during that takedown, Mason did it with a smile that would force Chris Hemsworth to lose all his fans if his face ever made the news.

      “Charlie called,” Jaxon said, returning his attention to me while simultaneously scanning the reception hall. “She said there were some paparazzi out front a while ago during dinner, hiding, trying to duck in. Would you mind walking the perimeter to make sure they’re gone?”

      “Happy to.” The fresh air would do me good.

      “Thanks.”

      I lifted a hand in a goodbye gesture. Words weren’t needed. Hell, Jaxon spoke as little as possible.
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      I was plenty warm in my tuxedo coat as I walked around the hotel. Back home, they were having an unseasonable burst of freezing weather. My parents were worried about pipes freezing from the blistering cold temps below zero. For me, it was a warm high in the fifties, and even though the sun had long since set and there was a chill in the air, it felt like springtime, not the peak of winter.

      It would take some getting used to, and I wasn’t looking forward to the horrendous summers I’d heard so much about. It seemed to be the thing everyone talked about when I mentioned what a great day it was. “Just wait until July,” they would say with a smirk, as if I hadn’t ever experienced humidity or ninety-plus degrees.

      I was from Kansas, not Alaska.

      Like so much of what I was getting used to, I shook it off and rolled with it. I widened my loop around the building to include the bushes and parking lot, checking to ensure only invited guests were in attendance. I learned before the fundraiser began that the hotel had been closed entirely for this event, which meant there shouldn’t be anyone there without a press badge draped over their neck or an invitation they were supposed to have at every moment.

      Fortunately, I didn’t spy any of the reporters or paparazzi Jaxon mentioned.

      I made one last lap around, keeping my eyes peeled for anyone who could have slunk closer, hiding to get the perfect shot of any of the professional athletes or high-profile guests inside, and I was walking past the last alley when a flash of movement caught my eyes.

      I stopped immediately and turned. Another flash as whoever it was back there turned and paced.

      A woman.

      Stepping forward into the mostly darkened alley, I glanced to ensure no one was behind me.

      A spark of red and a sizzle I shouldn’t have been able to hear from that distance lit the air followed by the scent of cigarette smoke. My nose curled on instinct. I hated smoking, but it was the movements of the woman—pacing back and forth, bringing the cigarette to her lips as her hand trembled—that drove me closer, still keeping enough distance that I wouldn’t appear threatening.

      “Ma’am?” I called.

      She dropped her cigarette and gasped, freezing in place in the middle of the alley just below an overhead light. It was the only light in the whole area, and it shined down on her like a spotlight.

      With how gorgeous she was, she was a star on a stage, demanding all attention on her.

      Her shoulders shot back, pushing up her breasts in her thin tank top, and her leggings clung to her skin like she’d just participated in a wet t-shirt contest…and lost. Even with the pale light, I caught the way her hands curled into fists and her gaze darted behind my shoulder.

      The cigarette fell to the ground and her hand flew to her chest. “God. You scared me.”

      So much for not appearing threatening.

      I held up my hands and took a small step back. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “Excuse me?” Her fisted hands flexed as she once again glanced behind me. Nerves. If she was nervous, why was she here? Alone?

      I gave her body another quick scan, unable to stop myself from soaking in her curves. She wasn’t dressed for the event inside, and only invited guests were supposed to be on the premises. But her outfit said she wasn’t a reporter either. With my interest piqued and arousal at the sight of her stirring, the unbidden question of if she was wearing underwear or a bra came to the tip of my tongue.

      I bit down on it. Now is not the time, asshole. I needed to get laid—that was the problem. Going months without anything but my hand was taking its toll.

      “What? Why?”

      “For one, you’re a woman alone in an alley, and even though this is a nice hotel, bad things can still happen. For two, only invited guests are allowed on the premises this evening.”

      “Right,” she mumbled. “I was invited.”

      And not at all dressed in the ball gowns all the other women wore that had to cost thousands? I doubted it.

      “Listen, it’s my job to make sure the event runs smoothly and safely. How about we finish this inside.”

      For a beat, her eyes raked my face and my chest, dropping lower before shooting back up, and when they did, her cheeks were darker.

      Embarrassment? Attraction?

      I hoped like hell it was the latter. I let her look her fill while she chewed her bottom lip.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, slaking the desire skating down my spine. Goddamn she was gorgeous. Dark red hair twisted and piled on her head, makeup minimal, those large green eyes…like fresh-cut grass in the spring. So damn bright and vivid even as she narrowed them and wariness flickered in her expression.

      Her hairstyle said she belonged inside. The rest of her? Not so much. What was she doing out here?

      “Is asking me that in your job description, too?”

      “I’m here working security, so yeah, making sure a woman alone is okay is in my job description.” It was also tattooed in my DNA, the reason I became a police officer in the first place. I had an inherent and deep instinct to protect. “Also, seeing a woman who looks like she’s been crying is just something I hate to see. But like I already said, invited guests only tonight.”

      She wiped beneath her eyes then and walked closer to me on shaking legs. “And like I said, I was invited.”

      The scent of her cigarette still wafted in the air, but now there was also perfume. Coconut, something that reminded me of a tropical vacation and palm trees and too many rum drinks. Women in string bikinis. Tan lines when those bikinis were peeled away.

      Which only made me wonder about her. Her tan lines…if she’d have any…

      I caught her wiping beneath her eyes again, bringing my attention to the puffiness around them, and I stepped in front of her.

      “Were you out here crying?”

      She sniffed and dropped her hands. “I know that isn’t in your job description.”

      It wasn’t. Neither was envisioning her in a bikini or out of it, or wondering if she was wearing underwear.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked more quietly, softly. I wasn’t always a chauvinistic asshole.

      My question must have stunned her because her eyes widened and her lips parted. Slowly, she blinked away her surprise, and those green eyes turned to the color of a forest before a storm.

      With a smile that was utterly fake, she said, “Nothing. It’s the best day of my life.”

      “And that makes you cry?” Why did I care so much about her? Care that she was upset? Or sad, or whatever? I was here to do a job, not have my dick get hard because of a woman I’d probably never see again. Hell, for all I knew, she could have been taken. It was too dark to see if there was a tan line on her naked finger.

      “Therapeutic cry,” she said, stepping to the side. “And none of your business.”

      I turned, stunned by the way my dick jolted at her voice and attitude. I waited until she passed me then followed her at a distance toward the hotel. I needed to figure out if she belonged, but crowding her personal space seemed rude given her tears.

      Right before I followed her around the corner, I dropped my face into my hands and scrubbed away the vision of her ass in those leggings as she’d walked away.

      “You’re working, asshole. You moved here to work, to do something new.”

      Yeah. All true.

      But I’d also moved here to find a woman, and no one had tempted me as much as her in well over a year.
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