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      “Mom! It’s her! It’s her!”

      The whisper shout carried across the hotel lobby. Well used to being recognized, Isobel knew she should keep walking. That was what she’d been trained to do. Not to interact with the public, except under controlled circumstances. But a quick glance to the left, behind her dark glasses, showed her a child of maybe ten, standing with his mother. The boy clutched a violin case in his hands as he stared at Isobel with wide-eyed excitement.

      Feeling the weight of her own instrument case in her hand, she wavered. She was early for their scheduled departure to the venue. Her keeper hadn’t made it downstairs yet. Saying hello to a fan wouldn’t hurt anything.

      Switching directions, she strode over, shoving her sunglasses to the top of her head and offering a warm smile. “Hello.”

      The kid lost a couple of shades of color from his cheeks, blue eyes going even wider as he blindly tapped at his mother’s arm. “You’re… You’re Elizabeth Duncan.”

      To the rest of the world, anyway.

      But she didn’t drop the smile. “I am. And what’s your name?”

      “T…Tobias.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.” She nodded to the case still clutched in one white-knuckled hand. “Do you play?”

      Tobias nodded like a bobblehead doll.

      His mother wrapped an arm around his shoulders. “For a couple of years now.”

      “That’s wonderful. I’ve been playing since I was little, too.” Isobel remembered what it was like when music was new, when she’d been able to play simply for the joy of it, and she envied the child.

      Apparently emboldened by the interaction, Tobias took a step forward. “You’re my favorite musician! I have all your albums on my phone!”

      Warmed by his enthusiasm, she dialed up the smile. “Thank you. I’m flattered. Are you in town for a competition?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Are you nervous?”

      He hugged the case a little tighter. “Yeah.”

      Isobel remembered those days, too. She crouched down to the boy’s level and dropped her voice. “Can I tell you a secret?”

      He leaned closer. “What?”

      “I get nervous, too.”

      “You do?”

      “Sure do. Know how I beat it?”

      “How?”

      “All those butterflies and ick that you feel when you’re nervous about something are the same physical responses in your body as excitement. So you can kind of reprogram that message in your brain by telling yourself that you’re excited. And once you pick up the instrument and start to play, you lose yourself. Everybody else doesn’t matter.”

      “Wow!”

      Enjoying the conversation and feeling a little reckless, she made a snap decision. “You wanna try it?”

      “How?”

      Isobel knelt and opened her own violin case. “Play with me.”

      Tobias’s eyes went big as saucers. “Really? Now?”

      “I have a few minutes. What’s your competition piece?”

      “‘Han Solo and the Princess’ from The Empire Strikes Back.’”

      Grinning, she lifted her instrument. “I approve. C’mon.”

      The boy scrambled to pull his own violin from the case, and they checked their tuning. She’d already drawn the bow across the strings when she felt the shift in the air, that frisson of cold that told her she’d miscalculated, and her time was up. But she was in it now. A crowd was already beginning to circle around them. Her manager would do nothing in front of prying eyes or rolling cameras, so she’d finish this out and wring every drop of pleasure from the encounter.

      Isobel let herself sink into the music, glorying in the synergy that came with playing with someone who held true talent. The boy was good. Not as good as she was at his age, but few people were. By the end of the song, every single person in the massive lobby had stopped to listen. Multiple phones were held up, recording. As applause echoed through the space, Isobel lowered her violin and beamed at Tobias. “Take a bow.”

      Pink all the way to the tips of his ears, he clumsily folded himself at the waist beside her.

      At the edge of the crowd, Paul was waiting in his bespoke suit, his face an even mask. But she could see the storm beneath. He didn’t have to say a word.

      Quickly returning her violin to its case, she straightened. “I have to go. But it was really nice to meet you. Both of you.”

      Tobias’s mother beamed. “Thank you. You’ve just made his decade.”

      “Good luck with your competition.”

      The boy waved. “Thank you!”

      As soon as she was within arm’s reach, Paul’s hand settled on the small of her back. Isobel’s skin crawled at the touch, but she moved toward the exit so as not to cause a scene. She’d been well-trained not to do that, either.

      The car was waiting. The moment they were inside, Paul addressed the driver. “We’re late. Make up some time.”

      “Yes, Mr. Burgette.”

      As they pulled out of the hotel drive and into the flow of London traffic, Paul raised the privacy screen, locking them into relative isolation. “You’re playing a sold-out concert tonight. What the hell do you think you were doing?”

      The furious whip of his voice drained away the joy she’d taken in playing just to play. She sank into the seat, as if that would give her any extra space from him. “Just having a little fun with a fan.”

      “Fun? You don’t get paid to have fun. You get paid to work.”

      The truth was, she barely got paid at all because the revenue she generated through concerts and album sales went to accounts to which he held the purse strings. She was granted a small stipend. An allowance. Because he took care of everything else. That had been the pattern of their relationship since he’d signed her as a client at just twelve years old.

      “It was one song. It didn’t hurt anything.”

      “You don’t waste your talent on the unpaying masses.”

      Of course not. Because in his world, nothing was free. Including her. She was a product, not a person.

      “It’s my talent to spend where I choose.” The words slipped free, fueled by a deep-seated resentment.

      Paul’s hand snaked out, fingers closing around her wrist in a grip so hard she could feel the bones rub together. She barely held in the yelp and wince as he leaned into her space. “Your talent belongs to me. Your music. Your performances. I own you.”

      As it was true, she didn’t argue the point. Trembling, she murmured, “You’re hurting me.”

      He released her, breath coming fast.

      Isobel ran careful fingers over the tender flesh of her wrist. This wasn’t the first time he’d man-handled her, but he’d never left marks before. Gently flexing the joint, she knew she’d have to ice it or she’d never make it all the way through her performance. She’d been skating dangerously close to this edge for a long time, testing the boundaries of her prison. It seemed today she’d gone too far.

      It wasn’t like him to be careless with her. To risk her ability to perform. To leave marks where anyone could see. He was escalating, and that scared the shit out of her. She knew what he was capable of when challenged. The threat of it had kept her in this cage more effectively than any lock.

      Knowing her only move now was placation, she attempted to salvage the situation. “Dennis told me it’s good optics to interact with fans.” She picked one of the execs at her record label, knowing Paul wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize the contract that had made him a rich man.

      He sighed, his tone softening in the Jekyll and Hyde switch at which he was so adept. “Elizabeth, your job is to make the music. Mine is to worry about everything else. Including fan relations. You know we’re on a very tight schedule. Courtesy of your little free concert, we’re going to be late for soundcheck, and it’ll throw everything else off. Do you know how many people are waiting on you?”

      As if she were some sort of diva making unreasonable demands instead of spending ten minutes with a fan? But Isobel felt the familiar weight of guilt settle over her. There were dozens of people who’d be at the venue. Lighting and sound technicians. Roadies. Security. Not to mention all the additional musicians who were part of her show. All those livelihoods depended on her doing her job.

      Keeping her gaze downcast, she gave him what he wanted. “I’m sorry, Paul. It won’t happen again.”

      “No. It won’t.” The finality in his tone warned her that the already short leash he kept her on was about to be tightened to a chokehold.

      Her stomach curdled at the idea of her world shrinking that much more. Things would get worse before they got better. She knew first-hand they could always get worse.

      The intercom buzzed. “We’re a mile out, Mr. Burgette.”

      Eyes on the passing streets of London, Isobel took in the signs. A pub. A clothier. A coffeeshop and internet cafe. Some sort of tourist shop with the Union Jack motif screaming from the window displays of every product it could be printed or pasted on. These were places she was never allowed to venture because they weren’t part of Paul’s plan, and he’d effectively cut her off from making any friends who might have enjoyed such frivolity.

      They arrived at the venue, and Isobel schooled her features, knowing all eyes would be on her until the soundcheck was over. She understood her role here and played it well.

      As Paul had predicted, everyone was waiting. More guilt trickled through her at that, and she made quiet apologies, hurrying to the stage. She blessed her years of experience for allowing her to smile and nod and give the appropriate feedback when asked, even though her mind wasn’t on it. She usually found solace in holding her instrument and coaxing out the music that was both her passion and her prison. But she felt the ache in her wrist where he’d gripped her and knew it was now or never.

      She needed to get out. Needed to run. And it needed to be soon, before Paul did more than leave some bruises.

      With an odd sense of calm, Isobel made it through the rest of the soundcheck, going through the motions, looking for an opportunity. It came when she spotted Paul walking off with the venue manager. She’d met the other man last night and knew he could talk the ears off a donkey.

      Flagging down Paul’s assistant, Veronica, she let some of the exhaustion show. “Hey, I’m going to go catch a nap in my dressing room before tonight. Will you see that I’m not disturbed until it’s time to get ready?”

      “Of course. Hair and makeup will arrive at six.”

      That would give her two hours. “I’ll be ready.”

      She didn’t let herself hurry. That would draw attention. People were everywhere, going about the business of preparing for the show later that night. There was security, but that was on the venue, not directly on her. Once she’d closed herself into her dressing room, she locked the door and emptied her purse, carefully working her fingers into the hole in the lining to retrieve the stash of cash she’d been secreting away for months. She counted the bills. It was only a few thousand pounds. Not a small amount, but a paltry sum to fund an escape.

      It had to be enough.

      She’d make it enough.

      Keeping a few bills out, she returned the money to her hiding place and repacked her purse, taking only those things she deemed necessary, which didn’t include the mobile phone loaded with spyware that told Paul every little thing she did. There was little to nothing she wanted from this life. Knowing her long, honey blonde hair would be memorable, she twisted it into a knot to hide its length. She wished she had a change of clothes, but she’d have to make do.

      Urgency beat in her blood. Now that she’d made the decision, every cell in her body screamed at her to flee. When it came time to slip out of the dressing room, she hesitated only briefly, staring at her violin case where it rested on the counter. The idea of leaving it felt like amputating a part of herself. It was the last piece she had of her father. But she had a concert tonight. People would notice if she left carrying it and would remember. No one, especially Paul, would ever imagine she’d leave it behind. That would hopefully buy her more time.

      Swallowing down the tears, she stepped out into the hall.

      No one took special notice of her as she wove her way through the labyrinthine corridors to one of the exits. At least, not until she made to leave.

      A security guard raised his brows. “Help you?”

      Fighting to keep her breathing even, she smiled and hoped it didn’t look as fake as it felt. “You can, actually. I heard there was an excellent kebab shop in the neighborhood, and I thought I’d nip out to grab one before the show. Do you happen to know where it is?”

      There was staff to run such errands, but evidently the man was either used to the eccentricities of the talent or really loved his kebabs. “Course I do. You want Kebabish. You’re gonna go out this door to the left. At the end of the alley, you’ll take a right, and go about two blocks. You can’t miss it.”

      “Thank you!”

      He opened the door for her. “The lamb shawarma is brilliant.”

      “I’ll definitely have to try it.” She stepped outside. “Back in a bit!”

      Forcing herself not to hurry, she followed the alley to the street, in case he was watching. Then she turned in the opposite direction and hurried back the way they’d driven to the venue. Her heart thundered with every step as she scanned the signs. Spotting the souvenir shop, she slipped inside, quickly purchasing a Union Jack baseball cap and a t-shirt with a profile drawing of the late Queen Elizabeth. A block farther down, she found her intended destination. A half-dozen people were scattered through the internet cafe, everyone intent on their screens.

      Isobel purchased an hour’s time from a bored clerk behind the counter near the door, then made her way to the bathroom to change into the t-shirt and hat. The more like a tourist she looked, the better. As she stripped off the long-sleeved blouse she’d been wearing, she noted the bruises already coming up on her wrist. Those were noticeable, too, but there was no help for it. She just hoped no one asked questions.

      Settling in at a station in the back, Isobel followed the instructions and logged in. And at last she had the opportunity to browse without restriction. This was the piece of her escape she’d never been able to orchestrate before: transportation.

      A quick search pulled up several websites dedicated to used cars. She clicked the first one and scrolled through, finding few options that fit within her meager budget, none of which had an automatic transmission. Chewing her bottom lip, she moved to the next and repeated the search with similar results. The third site produced more options and had a chat function to allow messaging with the seller. She sent an interested query to every one she could afford and waited, watching her time tick down. Without a phone, she had no way to call any of them, and who knew how long it would take any of these people to respond?

      With six minutes left on the timer, a reply popped up.

      Isobel leapt, saying she wanted to purchase the car and asking if the seller was able to meet this afternoon.

      To finally sell this thing, I’ll meet you right now.

      That didn’t bode particularly well for the vehicle, but desperate times.

      I’ll take it. Where can I meet you?
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      Ewan McBride eyed the storm clouds building on the horizon above the endless stretch of empty hills. Riggs Moor was one of the most remote places in Britain, which was exactly why they’d chosen it. No cell service. No people. Hell, the nearest public access road was two-and-a-half miles from the trailhead, and they were well beyond that. It was a good place to face demons.

      Ewan had conquered most of his, but his friends were still working on it.

      Beside him, Finley Patterson unsnapped the chest and waist straps of his pack and slipped it off, leaning it against a rock. He stretched, loosing an enormous sigh as he took in the view. “Damn, I needed this.”

      “Which part?” Alex Conroy wanted to know. “Us or being well the fuck away from civilization for two weeks?”

      “Both. It’s harder than I thought it’d be, going back into the real world. How do you make it look so bloody easy, McBride?”

      Following his friend’s example, Ewan shrugged off his own pack and dug out some electrolyte chews and water. “It’s no’ easy. I’ve just been at it longer than you.” Some days, those four years since he’d left the military felt like forever. His life now was a world away from his former career as a Royal Marine. He’d followed all the advice, done all the things he’d been advised to do to properly integrate back into so-called normal life. But after all the things he’d seen and done in the line of duty, he’d never feel fully a part of civilian life. That was why he needed these trips with his brothers in arms. They were who he felt most himself with. They were each others’ touchstones.

      Patterson sucked down water. “Do you actually like running a pub?”

      The Stag’s Head had been an impulse buy when Ewan had returned to Glenlaig. The place had been part of the village for more than a century. Old John Drummond had run it for decades before Ewan had been born. When he’d died, his kids, who’d long since moved away and built lives elsewhere, had put the business up for sale. They’d wanted to wash their hands of it and had given Ewan a good price.

      “It’s fine. It’s no’ demanding work. Nobody’s trying to shoot at me. I’m no’ having to do anything hard or difficult, and there’s value in that because it’s given me time to process all the shite we saw and did. It gives me a function in the community. They seem to appreciate it. And it’s nice being close to family. My parents and sister are there. My cousins, too.”

      “But the people.” Patterson shuddered. “Sometimes I see these wankers getting all bent out of shape over things that dinna matter, and I just want to bash their faces in.”

      “Aye, that’s hard,” Ewan agreed. “But every day gets a little easier. It helps that I actually like where I’m from. At least, insofar as I like anybody. Though I will admit, it’s no’ as good as hanging out with you lot.”

      Conroy pressed a hand to his chest. “I’m touched by your sincerity.”

      Ewan grinned. “You ken you’re my favorite arseholes, aye? Even if it isnae quite the same without Quinn.” Callum Quinn, the last of their quartet, hadn’t yet finished with his military service.

      Patterson clapped them both on the shoulder. “He’ll get there, eventually. I did.”

      “Aye, but I’m worried, if he disnae make the call himself soon, a mission’s going to make it for him. His head wasnae in a great place the last time we spoke.” And that had been a few months.

      “We’ll be there for him either way. At the moment, I’m glad I like you lot, as it looks like we’re about to be trapped together in tiny spaces for a while. That storm’s looking mean.”

      Ewan returned his gaze to the boiling clouds. “I was just thinking that. Disnae look like the sort that’s going to blow through quickly.”

      A roll of thunder underscored the point.

      Patterson shrugged. “We willnae melt. God knows, we rode out worse while we were deployed.”

      Conroy grimaced. “Aye, but now we dinna have to. Frankly, the idea of sleeping in the wet—which surely we would if that storm’s got the kind of teeth I expect—is no’ my idea of a good time.”

      “Civilian life has made you soft, mate,” Patterson scoffed.

      “Maybe, but I have to second his unpopular opinion,” Ewan put in. “There’s no proper cover out here. Nothing to stop the wind. It’s a two-hour hike back to our vehicles. I say we head back to them and drive until we find a pub. Get a hot meal and check out the weather report. Then make a decision what we want to do next.”

      Patterson made a few more insults to their manhood before giving up the argument and shrugging his pack back on. “Fine. But you arseholes are buying the first round.”

      With one more glance at the boiling clouds, Ewan tugged the rain cover over his pack and strapped it on again. “I’m thinkin’ we’d best pick up the pace. That storm’s moving fast.”

      “I’m for that.” Conroy took off at an easy jog, and Ewan fell into step behind, with Patterson bringing up the rear.

      They’d already hiked more than eleven miles today, and that after ten days of trekking through other remote woodlands around the country. His muscles ached, but he tuned out the pain, as he’d been trained to do, and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other. The three of them ran in silence, all scanning the terrain around them for an enemy that wasn’t there. It felt strange to be making this trek in formation, but without a rifle in his hand. Yet he had no desire to pick one up again.

      The storm rumbled closer, creeping over the hills and covering everything with a premature darkness before letting loose great torrents of water. Ewan was soaked in seconds, as if a great bucket had been dumped over his head. He kept moving, his feet squelching in his boots. By the time their vehicles came into view, his muscles were at the edge of their endurance, and he was pretty sure he’d added several blisters—not that he’d admit either fact on pain of death. Despite his efforts to remain active, he wasn’t in full mission-ready shape anymore.

      With no discussion, the three of them loaded their gear and formed a convoy for the drive back to civilization. In the twenty minutes before the next proper village appeared, Ewan’s muscles had cooled, and he’d begun to shake, despite the fully cranked heat of his 4x4. No one was out on the high street when they parked. A sensible response to the gale. He considered digging out a set of dry clothes from his pack, but they’d get soaked before he went three feet. The performance fabrics he wore would dry quickly enough once he got out of the rain.

      The pub was dim when they stepped inside. His gaze automatically took in the room, thinking they’d do well to paint the walls white to make it seem less like a cave. But he didn’t give a damn about the decor once he saw the low fire burning in the grate. He made a beeline for it, weaving through empty tables and chairs.

      From behind the bar, an older woman, with graying hair pulled back into a thick braid that hung over one shoulder, called out in a thick Yorkshire accent, “Sit anywhere you like.”

      Conroy and Patterson brought up the rear, circling up around the fire.

      Conroy extended his hands toward the heat and sighed. “Wouldnae have had one of these out on the moors tonight.”

      “Much as I want to give you shite about that, I willnae lie and say this doesnae feel amazing,” Patterson admitted.

      The bartender crossed over, menus in hand. “It’s filthy out.”

      Ewan pivoted, putting his back to the flames and willing his clothes to dry. “That it is.”

      “What can I get you?”

      “Coffee to start thawing us out. Then a meal, if your kitchen’s still open.”

      “I’ll see that it is. And I’ll scare up some towels for the lot of you.”

      “Much appreciated. Thank you.”

      She came back with three steaming mugs of black coffee and a stack of towels that had seen better days. But they were dry, which was the only thing that mattered. The three of them began mopping up.

      “Have you seen the weather forecast?” Conroy asked the woman.

      “I have. Nasty business. This storm’s massive. Stretches all the way into Scotland. They say it’ll be with us for three whole days.”

      “Three days? Well, that puts an end to our hill walking and camping plans, gents.”

      “We could pick a new location,” Patterson suggested. “Head on down to Wales.”

      The voice of reason, Ewan grabbed a menu. “Let’s eat before we decide anything else.”

      Over pints of lager, bowls rich beef and potato stew, and a thick, crusty bread, they discussed their options. In the end, after checking the projected weather, they called it, deciding to go ahead and split, making their respective ways home.

      With back-thumping hugs and promises to meet again in a couple months, they set out, with Patterson headed to his temp job as a trail guide in Wales, Conroy back to Manchester and the construction job his brother-in-law had hooked him up with, and Ewan back to Scotland. It was a six-hour drive and already late. He ought to find somewhere to stay the night. But the food had rejuvenated him, and the prospect of sleeping in his own bed was too great to resist. Putting on an eighties rock playlist, he pointed his Land Rover toward home.

      He was regretting his life choices nearly five hours later as his eyes burned from the strain of trying to see through the lash of rain that had beaten his vehicle the entire drive. Mother Nature was having a right tantrum, and he felt as if he were taking the brunt of it. Having lost the storm-dark twilight, he was relegated to the true dark now as he navigated the empty Highland roads. His internal compass was solid, but he’d found himself relying on the GPS more than usual because he couldn’t see enough of the landscape to fully determine where he was.

      The middle of bloody nowhere. That’s where.

      There were no more vehicles on the road here than there’d been back in Yorkshire. Because everyone with an ounce of good sense was tucked up warm in bed, riding things out. At least he’d be in his eventually, and no one expected him back at the pub before Monday, so he could sleep in.

      Mother Nature threw down more lightning, as if insulted by the mere thought.

      Ewan slowed even more from what felt like a glacial pace, not knowing what lay beyond the next bend. What he spotted—improbably—was light. It was aimed upward, with dark slashes breaking the beam. It took his brain a moment to catch up to what he was seeing.

      Headlights from a compact car that had been crushed beneath a toppled tree.
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      Isobel hunched over the steering wheel of the Mini hatchback that was older than she was, as if those scant inches would somehow make the view through the windscreen clearer. The wipers swiped at the glass, hardly able to keep up with the torrential downpour. Anemic headlights cut only a car’s length ahead through the pitch black. She’d been driving for hours, and her body ached from sustained tension.

      She’d left London with no real plan and no specific destination in mind. The car certainly hadn’t come with built-in GPS, and without her phone, she was driving blind. Instinct had propelled her onto the M1 and urged her north. Her only goal had been to put as much distance between herself and Paul as humanly possible. At this point, she was most certainly lost, knowing only that she’d crossed the border to Scotland a while ago, leaving the main roads and following winding tracks into the Highlands.

      By now, her concert time had come and gone. All those people whose livelihoods depended on her doing her job would be impacted by this reckless act. Guilt kept creeping around the edges of her mind, and she consistently shut it out. For once, she had to think about herself first. This was about escape and possibly literal survival. If Paul got his hands on her now, after she’d walked away hours before a sold-out show, she didn’t want to imagine what retribution would look like. Thousands of fans would have been on their way to the venue already. He never would have imagined she’d run, so they wouldn’t have made the announcement about cancelation until everyone had already arrived.

      What had he told people? Had he tried to save face? Claimed she was ill? Or had he involved the police, contending some sort of foul play? Her mouth went dry at the idea that the police could be looking for her.

      If they found her, she could tell her side of the story, but she had little faith they’d believe her. She had no proof. Nothing but her word. And experience had shown her that was worth very little. Paul was charming and excelled at twisting the truth just so to support his version of things. He’d no doubt convince the authorities she was having some sort of mental breakdown and that he’d tried to stop her for her own good. Hell, he’d spent years gaslighting her, trying to convince her that everything he’d done since her mom had died was for in her best interest. Just like he’d convinced her mom to sign the contract that essentially signed over her life.

      Isobel was his golden goose, and he’d done and would do anything to keep her. Who had been on the receiving end of his wrath? Was someone else paying the price for her deception? He wasn’t above punishing others for what he viewed as her misdeeds.

      She slammed the door on that line of speculation. For years, Paul had kept her in line by constantly bringing up the consequences others would face for her behavior. She’d never wanted anyone else to feel the sting of his mercurial temper, so she’d bowed to his control. So often and so far that she’d nearly broken. He’d conditioned her to take ownership of his behavior. But that was bullshit. In her stronger moments, she knew that. It was those moments that had allowed her to conceive of leaving at all. But she wished she’d made a more thorough plan.

      Yes, she’d escaped. But for how long? Getting away had felt like such a huge, insurmountable thing that she hadn’t considered what came after.

      She needed somewhere to go to ground. A place to hide and figure everything out. At this point, she’d settle for somewhere to simply rest for a few hours. But at this time of night, nothing would be open. She hadn’t seen a town or even another vehicle in an hour. There was nothing but this lonely stretch of road, winding through the mountains, and the storm seemed to getting worse.

      Maybe I should turn around.

      Even as she thought it, lightning flashed, striking so close, her vision went white. With a scream, she slammed on the brakes, feeling the tires slip and the car begin to spin. Seconds later, it came to a stop with a bone-jarring crash. Her body whipped forward, head banging against the steering wheel before the airbag deployed—too late—and everything went black.

      It was the sound that woke her. A high-pitched whine and a frantic swish-swish she finally recognized as her galloping pulse. Or maybe that was the wipers.

      Everything hurt.

      That meant she was alive. Right?

      Something thumped against the driver’s side window, and Isobel jolted back, eyes flying open with a shriek.

      A man stood outside the car, torch shining in. For one terrifying moment, she thought Paul had found her. But as the next flash of lightning illuminated the man’s face, she registered it wasn’t Paul. Big and fierce, this man looked like he was ready for battle. Soaked from the rain, he looked like he’d done battle to get to her. Scratches marred his stubbled cheeks.

      He was saying something, but her ears were still ringing, and she couldn’t make out the words.

      The light withdrew, and Isobel blinked again, blearily taking in her surroundings. She was… in a tree? No. A tree had fallen on the car. The bonnet was crumpled, and part of the roof had caved in, narrowly avoiding her head. The windscreen was a spiderweb of cracks.

      That was bad.

      Squinting, she peered out her window again to see the man doing… something. Was he sawing through a limb? The view was fuzzy. Because of the rain or her eyes, she didn’t know.

      The driver’s side door opened, and she startled again, shrinking back. Had she passed out? That probably wasn’t good either. How long had she been unconscious?

      The man crouched, blocking the wind and rain with the considerable bulk of his body. “Are you okay?”

      She stared at him, taking in the broad shoulders and hard face, addled brain trying to assess whether he was a threat. But though he looked like some kind of warrior, her instincts told her he was a protector, not a predator.

      “Can you move? Is anything broken?”

      The urgency in his tone made her push through the mental fog to try to answer. She wiggled her fingers and toes. “I… I don’t think so?” Her tongue felt heavy in her mouth.

      Leaning into the car, he reached toward the seatbelt buckle. “I’m going to get you to a hospital.”

      No. No, they’d find out who she was at a hospital. Someone would contact Paul, and all of this would have been for naught.

      In a panic, she grabbed his wrist. “No hospital.”

      His gaze searched her face, and his tone was patient. “You have a head injury.”

      Terror gave her strength, and she squeezed tighter, needing to make him understand. “No hospital. Promise me.”

      He looked down, and she saw the moment he registered the bruise that had come up livid on her wrist in the clear shape of fingers. Rage darkened his features for a fraction of a second. But not at her. She knew the difference.

      His hand covered hers where she still gripped his wrist, a gentle touch at odds with the fierceness of his expression as he met her gaze. “I promise. No hospital.”

      At his assurance, the last dregs of her energy drained out, and the darkness slid over her again. This time, she didn’t fight it.
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        * * *

      

      It was after two in the morning by the time Ewan pulled up to his house several miles from Glenlaig. Rain still streaked his 4x4 windows, though the worst of the storm seemed to have abated. His passenger had been in and out of consciousness on the drive. He didn’t like that. Didn’t like the idea of not getting her checked out. But he’d promised no hospitals, so for now, he’d get her inside and use his own training in field medicine from the military. He knew enough to assess for the concussion she’d almost certainly sustained in the crash. Maybe once she felt safe, he could convince her to let him call in Doc Albright.

      If she stuck around that long.

      First things first.

      He slipped out of the driver’s seat and unlocked the door, swinging it wide and flipping on the overhead light before hustling back to the Land Rover. She didn’t stir as he opened the passenger door and released the seatbelt, but at least her head had stopped bleeding. The gauze pad he’d taped over the cut was dark with dried blood. He scooped her up and carried her bride-style into the house. Even as a deadweight, she was so damned tiny in his arms. Slim. Fragile.

      Abruptly, her body went rigid against his chest, and Ewan knew this time she was truly awake. Her head came up, slow and cautious, and he got his first clear look into eyes that were a starburst of gold, green, and gray. His step faltered for just a moment. Christ, those eyes were a wonder. Old soul eyes.

      Then he felt the trembling in her frame and cursed the one who’d hurt her.

      “It’s all right. You’re safe.” His voice held more of a bark than he’d intended. Wanting to put her at ease, he settled her on the couch in the living room. “Just rest. I’ll get you some water.”

      When he came back a minute later, with water and first aid supplies, she was sitting up, every muscle tensed as if ready to flee. He set the bottle on the coffee table in front of her and stepped back, lowering himself into the armchair so he hopefully looked less threatening.

      “It’s a fresh bottle. Seal hasn’t been broken.” When she only stared at him, he cursed himself for putting the idea into her head that it could’ve been tampered with. “My name is Ewan McBride. This is my home. You were in an accident tonight. Do you remember?”

      If she didn’t, promise be damned, he’d be finding her a doctor.

      Her cupid’s bow mouth pulled down in a frown. “Lightning struck. I spun out. There was a tree.” It was the most words she’d spoken, and he heard the faint lilt of Scotland in the quiet rasp of her voice. It was lower and richer than he’d expected.

      “Aye. The bloody thing all but crushed your car. You were damned lucky, all things considered.” He hesitated. “I need to check you for injuries.”

      She curled in on herself, cradling her bruised wrist. “No hospitals.”

      Ewan imagined a half dozen fitting punishments for whoever had put that look on her face, none of which involved anyone ever finding the body. “Aye. I promised. But you didnae walk away unscathed. You’ve been in and out of consciousness, so I need to check. If it’s anything outside what I can handle, I can get the village doctor.” Seeing her about to protest, he pushed on. “Here. Away from prying eyes.”

      “All right.” Her voice was a quiet rasp.

      Moving slowly, Ewan relocated to the coffee table across from her, setting the supplies aside. He dipped a washcloth into the bowl of warm water and leaned toward her. Those prismatic eyes followed the motion, but she didn’t pull back, and he called that a win. Gently, he began to wipe away the dried blood that had seeped free from the bandage. Her eyes widened as she saw the red on the cloth.

      “You hit your heid in the crash.”

      She winced. “Bashed it on the steering wheel, I think.”

      “You’ve a bit of a goose egg, but the cut’s no’ bad.” He peeled away the bandage, pleased when the gash didn’t start bleeding again. His training meant he could deal with this much quicker than he was, but he had the sense that sudden movements would send her skittering. After more properly cleaning the cut, he dabbed a bit of antibiotic ointment on the wound and some arnica gel on the swelling around it, then covered the whole thing with a fresh bandage.

      He held up his hand. “How many fingers?”

      “Four.”

      Folding them down to one, he centered it in front of her face. “Follow my finger.”

      She did as he asked, her eyes seeming to track the movement without issue.

      Slipping out his mobile phone, he switched on the flashlight. “This is going to suck for a minute, but I need to check your pupil reactivity.”

      She hissed as the light struck her eyes, but both pupils constricted as expected.

      “Sorry. Do you know what day it is?”

      “Friday, June 8th. Or, I suppose it’s Saturday, now.”

      “Who’s the Queen?”

      “Elizabeth the second. God rest her soul.”

      Ewan glanced down at the T-shirt she wore with the Queen’s profile and supposed that one was a no-brainer, though blood from her wound spattered the design now. “What’s your name?”

      She went silent.

      He understood this was a matter of her deciding whether to trust him, not an inability to remember, so he merely continued with his exam, asking about the usual concussion symptoms. Headache. Yes. Nausea. A little. Blurred vision. No. Dizziness. No.

      “Can you hold out your arms?” He demonstrated, spreading his wide into a T shape.

      After a moment, she complied. He had her slowly move each joint, watching for any signs of pain or stiffness that would indicate other injuries. There was some bruising at her shoulder that he presumed crossed her torso, where the seatbelt had dug in, but no signs of breaks or internal bleeding that he could find.

      He reached toward her wounded wrist, stopping short of touching her. “May I?”

      With another hesitation, she extended the arm.

      Her hand was slim and long-fingered, with unexpected calluses. Very gently, he rotated her wrist to get a better look at the bruising. The positioning of the fingers suggested her assailant had been beside her, not opposite. Given her vehement objections to hospitals, Ewan would lay money that she knew her attacker and that this wasn’t the first time. He could see the thin tracery of veins beneath her fair skin, and it only reinforced his impression that she was fragile. Physically, anyway. If she’d run from an abuser, there was more strength here than met the eye.

      Attention on her wrist, he stroked his fingers lightly over the lines of bone to see if there was any obvious evidence of a break. “Didn’t get this in the accident.” He only murmured it, wanting to convey that he understood her fear.

      “No.”

      A million-and-one questions popped into his brain. Who put his hands on her and why? Where was she coming from? What exactly was she running from? But he asked none of them, because he could see she was barely holding it together.

      Releasing her, Ewan sat back. “Well, you’ve likely got a concussion, and that wrist disnae seem to be broken. What you need right now is rest. I’ve a guest room. I’ll go make sure there are clean sheets and get you something to sleep in.”

      He felt the weight of her gaze as he left the room. She was such a little thing. What the hell did he have here that wouldn’t swallow her up? After a few minutes of pawing through his dresser, he turned up a T-shirt and some athletic pants. They’d dwarf her, too, but the pants at least had a drawstring she could maybe tie tight enough.

      When he came back, she was cuddling one of the sofa cushions, looking lost.

      “No one will bother you here.” The words slipped out. A reflexive reassurance that probably meant little. She still hadn’t decided whether to trust him. He held out the clothes. “Well, except me. I’ll be waking you every hour. Concussion protocol.”

      She accepted the clothes. “Thank you.”

      Ewan jerked a nod. “C’mon.”

      He showed her to the guest room across from his. It was Spartan, as most of his house was. His mom and sister had been after him since he moved in to do more with the place. He’d put them off, wanting to take his time. But as he showed his unexpected guest the space, he wished he had more to offer her than this simple bed and straight-backed chair in the corner. “It’s no’ fancy. It’s only me here, and I dinna need much.”

      “It’s a lot more than I expected to have tonight.”

      Turning, he caught the bloom of embarrassed color in her cheeks. He found himself wanting to fold her into his arms. To soothe the distress in whatever way he could. Feeling his own cheeks heat beneath the two weeks’ growth of beard, he took a step back, shoving his hands into his pockets. She was vulnerable, and the last thing she wanted was a fumbling hug from a big brute like him. “There’s an extra blanket in the closet, in case you get cold.” Because it occurred to him she might not be tall enough to reach it, he pulled it down himself and set it on the foot of the bed. “I’ll be across the hall if you need anything.”

      She nodded.

      With nothing left to say, he moved to the door, pausing only to add, “You’re safe here.”

      “Ewan?”

      His name on her lips only intensified the desire to shield and protect her. But he turned and met her gaze. “Aye?”

      “Isobel Donnchadh.”

      Her eyes were lit with some sort of resolve. He had no idea whether that was resolve to tell him the truth or stick to a fiction. Right now, it didn’t matter. He’d meet her where she was.

      “Goodnight, Isobel.”

      Dipping his head in another nod, he walked out, wondering exactly what the hell he’d gotten himself into.
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