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      Demolition is his specialty. But nothing prepared him for the single mom next door.

      Former Navy SEAL Garrison “Demo” Holt came to South Carolina to rebuild his life after his military career went up in smoke. Now a counselor for troubled teens, he’s determined to protect those who can’t protect themselves—even if it puts him back in the line of fire.

      Katelyn Ellis has spent years keeping her son safe by staying invisible. She knows what happens when the wrong people notice you. The last thing she needs is her protective, former-military neighbor getting involved—especially when someone from her past is still hunting her.

      But when danger closes in and a violent coastal storm shatters the fragile safety she’s built, Katelyn has no choice but to trust Garrison.

      As threats escalate and secrets unravel, Garrison becomes the only thing standing between her family and deadly revenge.

      A swoony small-town romantic suspense featuring a protective hero, a courageous single mother, and a powerful story of faith forged in the fire.
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      You know those moments where you find yourself sitting behind the wheel of a car that seems destined to run off the road?

      Maybe you aren’t even the one driving it, but you’re an unwilling participant in an event that is going to shake the very foundation of your life.

      You know, the kind of thing that leads up to a moment when you find yourself standing in the middle of a hole, shovel in hand, and instead of trying to get out you just keep digging?

      Yeah, me too.

      I can’t even count the number of times I’ve been standing there, holding that shovel, knowing without a doubt that I should set it aside so I can get out of the pit, but I just keep digging because that’s what I know.

      It’s what’s comfortable.

      What feels safe.

      Because man is it easy to want to cling to that illusion of control when everything else is spiraling.

      In the world today we are told to be stronger. That we can manage everything ourselves, all we have to do is keep trucking forward.

      After all…everyone has the same twenty-four hours in a day, right? (Hearing this brings me a huge wave of frustration because everyone’s twenty-four hours looks INCREDIBLY different.)

      Why can’t you take on another sport?

      Or classroom activity?

      Or…INSERT RANDOM THING HERE?

      The noise is SO LOUD. Deafening.

      And sometimes, standing in that pit feels a lot more comfortable than making the conscious choice that it’s too much.

      That we can’t do this alone.

      That we need to set that shovel aside, give up control, and just get out of the pit.

      Because the fact is…NONE OF US CAN do it alone.

      And I know that’s a hard truth to swallow, especially in a world that is constantly telling us to do more.

      To be more.

      To have more.

      Even sitting here at my keyboard, I’m exhausted. Not because I’ve done anything particularly difficult today, but because my to-do list is constantly growing and expanding in my mind.

      All of those millions of tiny things that society tells me I should be doing.

      And as I sit here, I’m reminded that the only thing we HAVE to do, is turn our eyes to God.

      Then Jesus said, “Come to Me, all of you who are weary and carry heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.” (Matthew 11:28)

      When we take a minute to do that. To bring our burdens and really sit with Him, the noise of the world is drowned out by His peace.

      Pure, wonderful peace.

      Because we’re not focused on all the millions of things we should be doing, we’re focused on Him. On the fact that we are already enough because we are His.

      The fact is, NOTHING we do here will get us into Heaven. None of those endless tasks, to-do lists, or activities will lead us into eternity with God. (Ephesians 2:8-9)

      You know what will? Faith in our Lord, Jesus Christ, and the sacrifice He made for us.

      The dishes can wait (I know, it makes my eye twitch to say it, too).

      The laundry won’t fold itself, but it’ll be there later.

      That extra sport? Classroom activity? Not mandatory.

      We. Are. Enough.

      Because HE IS EVERYTHING.

      So let’s throw down that shovel.

      Pray and let Him lift us out of the pit.

      Let’s remain rooted in Him even as the world tries to blow us down with the hurricane of things meant to keep us so occupied, that we can’t see the firm foundation we are already standing on. (1 Peter 5:10)

      Because, darling, we were fearfully and wonderfully made. (Psalm 139:14)

      The same God who created the mountains and each and every star, formed us in our mother’s womb. (Psalm 139:13)

      NOTHING this world throws at us can change that.

      NOTHING that happens to us in this world will diminish that light.

      (Ephesians 1:13-14)

      We are not powerless because He is standing with us.

      So let us pick up God’s armor and stand firm in His truth.

      

      
        
        -Jessica

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To those carrying heavy burdens.

      You don’t have to do it alone.

      Matthew 11:28
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            Katelyn

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time I’ve reached the last flight of stairs leading toward my apartment, the double shift I just pulled at the diner hits me like a tidal wave. My feet throb with every step, and I know they’ll likely be swollen by the time I do manage to get my shoes off.

      If only I could get away from my fear of elevators, then I could have saved myself a lot of pain. Unfortunately, that fear outweighs any desire I have to be off my feet right away. Besides, it only takes a few extra minutes to make the climb.

      And, stairs are good for you, right? Isn’t that what the experts say?

      My final text from Thomas came in two hours ago, so I know he’s already home and in bed, sleeping in preparation for school tomorrow. Though, I suspect that’s only because he made it a point to be in bed before I got home in order to avoid the conversation we are absolutely going to have about his struggling grades.

      Stormwatch Landing was supposed to be a fresh start for us. In a lot of ways, it has been. But moving constantly has caught up to my thirteen-year-old, and his grades are suffering for it.

      No more. It’s the promise I made to myself when we moved to this small South Carolina town. We will be here until he graduates—no matter what.

      I sigh as I step onto my floor, then head down the hall. Unease trickles up my spine when I notice the door to my neighbor’s apartment is cracked open. He seems to be a kind man, though we’ve shared nothing but a wave here and there.

      Mainly because, whenever I see him, my entire nervous system goes straight into overdrive. The guy is attractive with a capital “A”. Make that all caps. As in: should be on the cover of every magazine everywhere.

      Considering my luck with handsome men, I’ve done everything I can to avoid him. Including hiding out whenever I hear his door open or close. Even if I’m already on my way out. Because, in my experience, they have heavy hands and very little internal substance. Thomas’s father ensured I understood that.

      Still…why is his door open? I cautiously approach, trying to look through the crack in the door without actually peering inside.

      And then a knocked-over teacup catches my attention. I move in a bit closer, and my gaze lands on what I can see of a Bible lying open, halfway dangling off the coffee table as though it had been tossed there.

      More unease slices through me, and I know, without a doubt, something is wrong.

      “Hello?” I ask as I knock on the ajar door. “Are you—” The door swings open, revealing a battlefield inside.

      Adrenaline surges through my system as I race inside, looking for my neighbor. What if he’s hurt?

      What if the person who made this mess is still here?

      I pause long enough to withdraw my phone and preemptively dial 9-1, not finishing the call just yet. “Hello?” I move farther into his living room, then come around to the side of the couch. As I turn toward the hallway and spot the bare-chested man face-down in a pool of his own blood, that adrenaline kicks into overdrive.

      The scene is straight out of a horror movie, right down to a man wearing a ski mask, lying directly behind my neighbor. His eyes are the only part of his face that’s visible, and they’re frozen open, staring at the ceiling.

      Dead.

      My stomach twists, and panic pulses through me as I fall to my knees beside my neighbor while dialing the last 1 and hitting Call. I put it on speaker and set it on the floor next to me as the nurse I’ve tried so hard to bury surfaces.

      “9-1-1, what’s your emergency?”

      “My neighbor has been attacked. Male, mid-thirties,” I trail off as I feel for a pulse, then breathe a sigh of relief when I feel the faint thump against my fingers. “Faint pulse, thank God.”

      “What is your location?”

      I rattle off the address. “I’m going to roll him over to see where the blood is coming from.” Both of my hands are already slick with his blood as I slide them beneath his muscled chest and waist. With great effort, I manage to roll him over.

      It takes me all of a heartbeat to find his injury. I find a massive, jagged wound in his side, and the blood has begun to slow, which means he doesn’t have long.

      “Nasty stab wound,” I tell the dispatcher.

      “We have help on the way.”

      “Thanks.” I rip the sweater over my head and press it to his side, then glance over at the other man. “There’s another man here, but—” Maintaining pressure with one hand, I reach over and feel for a pulse on the other man.

      There is none.

      “The other man is dead.”

      “There’s another man?”

      I nod, then realize she can’t actually see me. “He’s wearing a mask. I just found them this way. My neighbor is breathing, but—” I scream when a large hand grips my wrist. My gaze lands on my neighbor’s, his dark eyes wide and pleading.

      “Help. Her,” he chokes out.

      I scan the room. “I don’t see anyone else. I can’t leave you to look, or you’ll bleed out. Help is coming, okay?”

      Her. Who is “her”?

      His eyes roll back in his head, and I press firmly onto his injury as the blood continues to pound in my ears.

      “No, stay with me. Are you there?” I try to wake him, but his head lolls to the side.

      “Ma’am, are you still there?” the dispatcher asks.

      “Yes, sorry. I’m here.” My throat tightens. Is there someone else here? Someone else who needs help?

      “Did I hear that right? Is there someone else there?”

      “I don’t see anyone else,” I say. “And I don’t want to risk leaving him to check. He’s going to die if I release the pressure.” Tears swim in my eyes. Please don’t die. There’s so much blood.

      So. Much. Blood.

      Panic begins to push through my rational mind, and even though I know I’m safe, my body’s fight or flight kicks into gear, and I want to run away.

      Far and fast.

      “Stay right there. Help is on the way.”

      “Okay. Please hurry.”

      My gaze drops to where his hand has gone limp on my wrist. His chest is slick with his own blood, and it saturates the diner uniform I’m wearing, staining the rust-colored skirt a shade darker.

      Those eyes flutter open again, but they’re glazed over and staring straight up at me as though he can’t really see me.

      “I’m here,” I tell him. “You’re going to be okay.” Please be okay.

      “I—” he starts, but his eyes roll back into his head, and he falls silent again.

      “Stay with me, okay?” I say again. “Please stay with me.”

      But he doesn’t stir again. In the distance, sirens grow closer, but his breathing grows more shallow.

      Because I don’t know what else to do, and he’ll need a miracle to survive, I lower my head and pray.

      “Our Father, Who art in Heaven, hallowed be Thy name.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Garrison

          

          Three Weeks Later

        

      

    

    
      The ache in my side isn’t unfamiliar, but man, is it frustrating. I’m genuinely beginning to regret not taking Sawyer up on his offer to crash in my guest room so I wouldn’t be alone my first night home from the hospital, but after having absolutely no privacy for the last two weeks, I’m more than ready to be alone.

      Freshly showered, I make my way down the hall, stepping carefully around the dark blood stain still saturating the carpet. It’s been partially cleaned, but I’ll likely have to have it cut out and re-carpeted to fully remove the evidence of my near-death experience two weeks ago.

      My living room has been re-set at least, my Bible placed back on the coffee table. The mug Tessa had been drinking out of when she was abducted has been washed and put away, thanks to my friend, Anastasia Knox. So, there’s that.

      I glance around, grateful to be home. My gaze lands on the door I left partially cracked in my desperate attempt to wash myself. Instead of closing it right away, though, I continue into the kitchen.

      Pain management and water. Then I’ll close the door.

      Man, what I wouldn’t give for some real pain meds. But with addiction in my bloodline, the last thing I want to do is tempt that monster. So in lieu of something stronger, I reach for a bottle of Advil sitting on my counter and open it up, dropping two into my hand. The tiny blue gel caps will hopefully take the edge off enough that I can sleep. Then tomorrow, I’ll get started on getting back to my normal life.

      First up, checking in on the community center. I’ve been assured things are running smoothly in my absence, and I’m sure they are, but seeing it for myself will put my mind at ease.

      With the community center on my mind, I reach up to pull a glass down. I move too quickly, though, and pain shoots through my side. A hiss escapes through clenched teeth as the glass falls and shatters against the tile floor of my kitchen.

      Shards fly in all directions, leaving me standing—barefoot—in the center of what might as well be a minefield.

      Fantastic.

      

      “You have got to be kidding me.” With a frustrated sigh, I band one arm around my injury, then carefully cross toward the living room to grab my phone. There is absolutely no way I am going to be able to get on the ground to clean that up easily. Which means, as much as I don’t want to admit it, I need help.

      Besides, if I can’t even get a glass down from the cabinet, then I’d say I’m probably in some serious trouble here, and dealing with Sawyer’s sarcastic comments is likely going to be worth the extra help.

      I’ve nearly reached my phone when the front door swings open.

      Did he somehow read my mind and show up?

      As dark as it is, I can hardly see, and before I can reach for the light, my hand closes on a soft shoulder.

      A woman screams, and spray hits my face.

      I snap my eyes shut as they ignite, and I let out my own painful cry. Tears stream down my cheeks, and breathing becomes an impossibility as all oxygen vanishes from my vicinity.

      “What is⁠—”

      My back hits the wall hard enough to knock what little air is in my lungs out, and I fall to the ground, coughing as I frantically try to breathe. Fire spreads through my lungs, and I struggle to draw in even a single clear breath.

      Head swimming, I can’t see.

      Can’t feel.

      I’m helpless against the assault on my senses.

      “Oh no! I’m so sorry!” a woman cries out, her voice panicked. “Come on. We need to get you to fresh air!” She pulls at my hand, and I struggle to my feet. An arm comes around my waist, and she guides me out into the hall, but my balance falters.

      The coughing turns to choked gasps, and panic sets in as I realize just how much trouble I’m in if this collapses my lung again. My heart hammers so hard against my ribs I’m sure it’ll shatter them.

      “Thomas, open up!” the woman calls out as she beats on what I imagine is a door.

      I can’t see a single thing.

      Nothing but darkness.

      “Mom, what⁠—”

      “Help me get him into the kitchen; then call 9-1-1.”

      9-1-1? I just got out of the hospital. “No. No ambulance,” I try to argue, but my voice is barely audible. It comes out as a slur of unintelligible grunts.

      “We have to get you help,” she says, tone steady as she leads me through what I’m assuming is her apartment. She could be leading me right off a cliff, and I wouldn’t be able to do anything about it.

      My eyes are burning.

      My lungs are on fire.

      Is this how I go out? A Navy SEAL and demolition expert taken out by a can of pepper spray wielded by his gorgeous neighbor? If that is who came into my apartment. I can only assume at this point it was her. We didn’t walk far enough for it to be anyone else.

      “Head down so I can rinse your eyes,” she says. Her fingers thread through the hair on the back of my head as she guides me forward. I obey, not really having much of a choice. Besides, if she can get me relief from this agony, I’ll take it. Cold water hits my eyes. It stings, burning my already sensitive eyes like tiny granules of glass behind my lids. I grind my teeth together, focusing only on staying upright.

      At least the pain in my side is muted, thanks to the agony I’m suffering internally.

      Seconds pass, and soon, slow relief creeps in. I groan as the pain in my eyes slowly ebbs. As time keeps on ticking, my breathing becomes a bit easier, but when my head swims and I sway, I know I’m not out of the woods yet.

      “Are they on their way?” she asks.

      “Yes. A few minutes out,” her son replies.

      “I am so sorry,” she mutters to me. “I thought you were dead. They told me you were dead. I thought you were an intruder. When you grabbed me, I panicked⁠—”

      “Death would be preferable at this moment,” I groan, unsure if she even hears me. Did I even say it out loud? I have absolutely no clue.

      My legs give out, and I fall over, darkness stealing the small sliver of light that rinsing my eyes gained. I don’t even feel the impact of the floor, nor the pain that should have followed.

      The last thing I hear is a woman’s scream before the entire world goes silent.
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        * * *

      

      Light assaults my sensitive eyes as I open them and stare up at a stark white ceiling. Fluorescents hang directly above me, mounted on the tiled ceiling, and the all-too-familiar beeping of machines pulls my attention next.

      I’m back at the hospital. Fantastic.

      “He’s awake!” A teenage boy I recognize instantly comes into view above me. Thomas Ellis. He spends the occasional afternoon at the center—or at least he has since he and his mother moved in next door to me three months ago.

      His wide blue eyes are staring down at me, a relieved smile on his face. “Mr. Holt, it’s good to see you awake,” he says.

      “Thank the Lord,” a woman replies, her tone soft but slightly strained. My gorgeous neighbor comes into view next when she steps up beside my bed. Her blonde hair is pulled back into a tight ponytail, her hazel eyes focused intently on me. They’re rimmed with red, likely from the pepper spray.

      “Are you okay?” she asks. “Thomas, call the nurse.”

      Before I have the chance to argue that I just need a moment, Thomas has already pressed the call button on the side of my bed.

      My head is throbbing, the pain in my side coming back with a vengeance as each second passes by.

      “What happened?” I manage.

      “My mom pepper-sprayed you,” the boy says with a smirk at his mother.

      Her cheeks turn a deep pink.

      “Yup. I remember that.” I try to sit up, but fresh pain shoots through my side.

      “No, you need to stay down.” Slender hands grip my right shoulder and gently press me back down. Her touch ignites something else in my blood, despite the lingering pain from my initial injury and being pepper-sprayed. I still beneath her hands and let her guide me back down onto the bed.

      “You know, I’d hoped not to see you for quite some time, Garrison,” Doctor Alex Jones comments as he comes into the room.

      “You and me both, Doc,” I groan.

      “We’ll give you some privacy.” My neighbor—Katelyn, if I’m remembering right—takes her son’s hand and pulls him toward the door. As soon as it closes, I shift my attention to the doctor.

      “Good news. The lung didn’t collapse again, but you did set yourself back on the healing process quite significantly.”

      Fantastic. “What am I looking at?”

      “We need to keep you for a few days so we can monitor your oxygen levels, but⁠—”

      “I want to go home. Is a stay necessary?” I’d just gotten free of this place. Am I really going to have to stay longer? Anxiety is already threatening to get the better of me. I hate hospitals.

      With a passion.

      The stench of death clings to every inch of the halls. Something no amount of sterilization can remove.

      Alex hesitates a moment. “Since your lung didn’t collapse again and you’re able to breathe freely on your own, I could send you home tomorrow. But the only way I’m okay with it is if you agree to absolutely no heavy lifting. No exertion of any kind. Just rest.”

      “Deal.”

      “And, you need someone to stay with you.”

      “Done,” I agree without hesitation. If it means I get to go home, then I’ll allow the good doc himself to follow me home.

      “If you feel off in any way, you don’t hesitate to call.”

      “I can do that.” Excitement pushes past some of my exhaustion. Home. My bed. My shower. It’s within reach—again.

      The door opens, and Sawyer breezes in, a sucker in his mouth and a grin on his face. I am never going to hear the end of this.

      “I told you I should have stayed with you,” he says as he stops beside my bed. The humor leaves his face. “You going to live?”

      “That’s what the good doctor here says. I get to go home tomorrow.”

      “With restrictions,” Alex adds. “And supervision.”

      “Well, I’m happy to be your delightful new babysitter,” Sawyer comments as he pulls the sucker from his mouth. It’s a habit he’s taken up recently. Something I’m pretty sure has everything to do with trying to distract himself in any way, now that the woman he’s secretly in love with is in a serious relationship with an FBI agent based out of Savannah, Georgia. “We can even braid each other’s hair. I also happen to give an amazing manicure.”

      “Fantastic,” I reply, already regretting my decision. “Maybe Cowboy is up for staying.”

      Sawyer snorts. “Why do you hurt me when I show you nothing but love?” He turns to Alex. “You can count on me.” Sawyer offers a mock-salute, then drops down in a chair by the bed. The same one Katelyn was sitting in when I woke up.

      I have to admit, I’d much prefer her to be there again. Even given the fact that she pepper-sprayed me in my own apartment.

      “Great. Then tomorrow we’ll look you over, and as long as everything looks good, you can head home.”

      “Thanks, Alex,” I say.

      “You’re welcome. How’s your pain?”

      “Manageable.”

      “You’re sure you don’t want anything? I wouldn’t let them when you were brought in, but if you’re hurting⁠—”

      “Nah, I’m fine,” I reply, although it’s far from the truth. I hurt worse now than when the blade first pierced my skin.

      “Then I’ll be back to check on you later.” He offers me a friendly smile before leaving the room.

      I can feel Sawyer staring at me, so I turn toward him, only to see a bright grin on his face. “Want to tell big brother what happened?”

      “First of all, we’re the same age. Second, not really. Who called you?”

      “Rose. She tried Zane first, but since he and Tessa are out of pocket on their honeymoon boat trip, I was next on the list.”

      I’m not surprised that Rose made the call. She’s a nurse here at the hospital and a surrogate mother to all who come into this place. Since I imagine my neighbor had no idea who to call, she took it upon herself to notify someone.

      Zane Knox, a man I served under when I was a Navy SEAL, married his high-school sweetheart last week in a private ceremony right here at the hospital. Afterward, they’d taken off on a sailing trip eighteen years in the planning.

      “Fantastic. Weston and Ryker weren’t available?” I ask, honestly wishing any other member of my team could have come. Weston Hayes, AKA Cowboy, and Ryker Granger, AKA Tank, are both quiet men, and neither of them would be giving me a hard time right now.

      Probably.

      “You know you love me,” Sawyer replies. “Seriously, though, what happened? Rose said something about you being pepper-sprayed?”

      “My neighbor thought I was dead.”

      “So she pepper-sprayed you?” His grin is infuriating. “That seems like a perfectly logical way to treat someone coming back to life.”

      “She heard me break a glass in my apartment and came in. It was dark. She wasn’t expecting me—and, well. You know the rest.” I close my aching eyes and lean back against the pillow.

      “So,” he says, trying to keep his voice steady but failing. I can hear the laugh he’s trying to hide. “You were pepper-sprayed in your own apartment. That’s got to be a first.”

      “She kept apologizing. It was an accident.”

      “One we will no doubt laugh about weeks from now.” Sawyer stands. “I am glad you’re okay. I need to check in with Anastasia; she was worried about you, too. I asked, and you don’t have any dietary restrictions. Want a coffee?”

      “Please.”

      “You’ve got it.” Sawyer pauses by the bed, his expression and tone turning serious. “Stop almost dying, Demo. You’re shaving years off my life.”

      I grin up at him. Sawyer might be the most sarcastic man I’ve met, but he has a huge heart, and there are very few others I’d trust the way I trust him. “I’ll work on that.”

      “Good. I’ll be back in a few.” He leaves the room, though the door remains cracked. Just as I’m closing my eyes again, a faint knock draws my attention.

      “Come in.” My throat burns as I call out, but seconds later, Katelyn moves through the doorway, and my body warms for a different reason. Which, in my current predicament, makes absolutely no sense.

      She’s gorgeous. The kind of understated beauty that steals my breath—a poor choice of words at this present moment, but it’s the truth.

      More than once over the past few months since she moved in, I’ve lingered outside my apartment, hoping to pull her in for a conversation. But her hours are all over the place, and I started feeling like a creeper, so I gave up and just decided that, if a conversation was meant to happen between us, it would.

      Bright hazel eyes stare back at me as she comes to stand beside my bed. “An apology doesn’t make up for it, but I am so sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Thanks for saving my life. Again. You’re the one who found me before, right?” That’s what they’d told me, at least. That my neighbor found me lying in a puddle of my own blood, clinging to life, and called the emergency in.

      She kept pressure on my wound, unyielding despite being inches from a man I’d killed just before getting stabbed.

      “I did what any normal person would do.” She takes a seat in the chair.

      “The doctor told me, if you hadn’t gotten pressure on the injury when you did, I would have been dead before the paramedics arrived. So, thank you,” I say again. “Ironically, I planned on coming by tomorrow and bringing you cookies or something. Are cookies enough for saving someone’s life these days? I forget.”

      My joke earns a slight smile, and my heart leaps at the sight of it. When her expression turns somber again, the entire room darkens as though someone took the sun out of the sky. “It’s my fault you’re lying here again. I’m so sorry,” she says again. “When I heard the glass break, I thought someone had come back to steal from you since—well, you were supposed to be dead.”

      “So you went in armed with pepper spray to stop a robbery?”

      “I had 9-1-1 dialed and ready if need be.”

      The fact that she was so willing to put herself at risk makes my stomach churn. What if it hadn’t been me? What if someone else had decided to take advantage of my not being home? Stormwatch Landing is a safe place, but it’s not without its problems.

      “They had to tell everyone I was dead,” I tell her. “I’m sorry for the lie. I imagine you probably wouldn’t have assumed someone was breaking in if you’d known I was alive.”

      Her eyes darken slightly, and if I’m not mistaken, there’s a hint of pain hidden in them. Darkness she likely tries really hard to ignore. “I really am glad you’re okay.”

      “That makes two of us.” Exhaustion is already pulling me under again, but I don’t want this conversation to end. Not when I’ve been trying to get her attention for the last few months. “Well, you’ve saved my life twice now, and we haven’t even properly met yet. I’m Garrison Holt.”

      “Katelyn Ellis. And since I’m the one who nearly killed you that second time, I shouldn’t get the credit.”

      “I’m giving it to you anyway,” I reply. “How did you know what to do to rinse it out, by the way? Do you have a lot of experience with pepper spray?”

      She shifts in her seat, a telltale sign of discomfort. “Just intuition.” She stands. “I need to get my son home. I left my number with your nurse, so if there’s anything you need, please let me know. I want to help. It’s the least I can do.”

      I hate that she’s already leaving, but I can also see her flight response in action. The fact that she is taking the blame for my being back in the hospital clearly has her spooked. “Thank you, Katelyn. Seriously, it’s no big deal at all. Just an accident.”

      She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “You’re welcome, Garrison. I hope you feel better soon.”
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      “I can’t believe you pepper-sprayed him,” Thomas jokes as we climb the steps to our apartment. “I mean, do you even know who he is?”

      “Do you?” I ask, unsure if I should be amused or concerned that my son seems to think the guy next door is the coolest person he’s ever met.

      “Uh, yeah. Everyone in school talks about them. Plus, I’ve met him a few times after school at the community center.”

      This is the first place my son has managed to make friends, and those friends spend their afternoons playing basketball at the community center next door. “Who is ‘them’?”

      “The whole team,” he replies, his tone annoyed as though I should have already known. “Garrison, that guy who came to see him today, and the others. They’re Navy SEALs. Like, the ones you see in awesome action movies, Mom. Just living next to the guy got me cool points.”

      I stop and turn toward him. “Navy SEAL?” He nods. “It’s not just a rumor?” Did I seriously assault a member of the United States Military? Oh, this just keeps getting better and better.

      I can see the headlines now. LOCAL MOM ASSAULTS VETERAN IN HIS OWN HOME.

      Thomas grins and shakes his head. “Didn’t you see the size of him? I mean, the guy must work out all the time.” My son keeps walking up the steps, clearly unconcerned with the fact that I’m reeling.

      A Navy SEAL?

      Right next door to me?

      Thomas is right; the guy is built like a soldier, all solid muscle and broad shoulders. I’m still not quite sure how I managed to hold his weight long enough to keep him from getting hurt when he collapsed right before the paramedics arrived, but I know I’ll be feeling it in the morning. Maybe even later tonight after the adrenaline wears off.

      “He’s a cool guy, though. Super nice.”

      “He seems that way.” Here’s hoping he doesn’t press charges. I hadn’t had the courage to ask him outright, but based on the way he thanked me, I’m going to assume he won’t—hopefully.

      The last thing I need is my name on an official police report.

      “I heard he can kill a guy with just his pinky finger,” Thomas says, wiggling his own in demonstration. “That he and the others once went into a fully armed compound and—” As Thomas continues, my thoughts drift back to Garrison in that hospital bed. On how pale he’d looked, how vulnerable despite his size.

      I’d genuinely grieved when I went to see him and they told me he hadn’t made it. My heart hadn’t wanted to believe that a man who had been so kind to my son, who’d seemed to have made such an impact in so many lives, was taken from this world in such a horrific act.

      And then I pepper-sprayed him.

      I fight the urge to groan. Why hadn’t I just paused a moment? Asked a question? Knocked before entering? Embarrassment heats my cheeks.

      Maybe I’ll make him cookies or something. My way of trying to make nice so he doesn’t decide later on to have me arrested for assault.

      “Are cookies enough for saving someone’s life these days? I forget.” Garrison’s attempt to lighten the mood pops into my mind, and I can’t help but smile softly. He’d seemed in high spirits. And maybe if I play off his joke, he’ll stay that way.

      We reach the landing, and Thomas is still telling likely fictitious yet heroic stories of bravery in the face of danger, even all the way up to our door. I pause and take a deep breath, my gaze landing on Garrison’s apartment door. It’s been closed, but unless someone else came by to lock up, it’s unlocked.

      My thoughts drift to the broken glass and the lingering effects of the pepper spray. He certainly won’t be able to clean it up, and I’d hate for him to come home, try, and collapse again.

      “Head on inside and get ready for bed, okay?”

      “What are you going to do?” Thomas asks as he unlocks the door with his keys.

      “I’m going to head over and open some windows to make sure Garrison—Mr. Holt— doesn’t come home to the stench of pepper spray in his apartment.”

      “Want help?”

      I smile at my boy, so proud of the man he’s becoming—even if he does struggle from time to time. His heart is good, and the rest will fall into place. “That’s okay. You head in and get your homework done. I’ll let you know if I need help.”

      “Sounds good.” Thomas heads into our apartment, so I push open the door to Garrison’s.

      The stinging stench of lingering pepper spray immediately assaults me, so I cover my nose and mouth with my arm, then head over toward the patio doors and throw them wide open. Fresh air coming in, I head back inside and turn on the ceiling fan before I get to work cleaning up the broken glass in his kitchen. Thanks to the fact that he’s incredibly organized, it doesn’t take me long to find the broom.

      As I’m putting it away, my gaze lands on the blood-stained carpet.

      My heart begins to race as I recall what he’d looked like lying there.

      He’d been pale—far too pale to be alive. Or so I thought.

      And there had been so much blood, as evidenced by the massive stain right in front of me.

      I shiver, then shake my head, trying to clear an image that will likely never fully go away. Did it hurt him to see it when he got home earlier? To know that he nearly lost his life in that spot?

      At least, blood is something I’m well-versed in cleaning up. I may not be able to take back the fact that Garrison is back in the hospital because of me, but I can hopefully make his return easier.

      Leaving the balcony doors open, I head back next door to my apartment. It’s not much—but it’s home. The small, single-bedroom apartment is exactly what I’d needed when I drove clear across the country for a fresh start.

      One that both Thomas and I desperately needed. The couch folds out to my bed, and I’d insisted on Thomas taking the back bedroom. He thinks it’s to give him space—and it is. Partially.

      The other reason is far too sinister to share with my son. A boy who, at the age of thirteen, has already had way too much of his innocence stolen.

      I walk into the small laundry room off the kitchen and grab my bottle of hydrogen peroxide, a cleaning cloth, and a protein bar, then head for the front door. Thomas’s bedroom door is closed, and his music is blaring, so I don’t bother letting him know I’m headed back over. Hopefully, he’s in there doing his homework. If not? Well, that’s a conversation for tomorrow. Because tonight, I just don’t have it in me.

      Once back inside Garrison’s apartment, I apply the hydrogen peroxide to the blood stain, though I’m not confident it will get all of it out. Not when there’s so much and it’s already set. Still, I’m hoping that I’ll be able to at least get most of it. That way, he doesn’t feel like he needs to be down on his hands and knees to clean it.

      The apartment door opens, and I jump as a striking woman with blonde hair pulled back into a tight ponytail strolls in. She sees me and freezes, looking just as shocked as I am. I recognize her from town, but I don’t know her name.

      And then it hits me—she’s come into the diner with Garrison and his friends before. My cheeks heat. I’m mortified. How did I not know he had a girlfriend? Of course he has a girlfriend! A guy like that? No way he’s single. And here I am, scrubbing the floor of his apartment. Will she think⁠—

      “I’m so sorry. I was—the door was—I’m sorry.” I grab my hydrogen peroxide, then start for the door.

      “No need to apologize,” the woman says, her expression shifting from shock into a friendly smile. “Wait, you’re the one who found him the night he was—” She swallows hard and points to the blood. “You saved his life.”

      “Yeah. Katelyn,” I tell her. “I live next door. I also happen to be the one who pepper-sprayed him earlier,” I blurt. “I thought someone was robbing the place, and—well. Anyway, I was just trying to clean up a bit.” I’m blabbering, a nervous habit of mine. As much as I know I need to slow down, choose my words more carefully, I can’t seem to stop.

      “That’s really sweet,” she replies, her smile widening. “I’m Anastasia Knox. I own the coffee shop in town. You work at the diner, right?”

      “I do.” I swallow hard. “Sorry, I can get out of your way. I was just trying to help.”

      “Oh no, you don’t have to leave. I’m just here to grab him a few things.” Anastasia sets her purse on the couch, then moves past the stain and down the hall. I don’t miss the way she avoids looking down at it as she walks past it. Definitely can’t blame her there. It hurts me to see it, and I don’t have any personal ties to him.

      Unsure what else to do, I drop down and start blotting at the peroxide I’d put on the carpet. The blood saturates the cloth as I dab at it. Now that I know it works, I saturate even more of the stain. If it keeps this up, most of the blood will be gone. A bit of relief surges through me.

      So the peroxide can set, I wash my hands, then step into the doorway of the bedroom. Anastasia is packing a black duffel bag as she hums happily, moving around the space as if she lives here, too.

      Does she?

      “So, is he going to be home soon?” I ask.

      “Doctor said maybe tomorrow. Though if it were up to me, he’d be staying until he was completely healed. Stubborn men, am I right?” She hoists the duffel bag up, then turns to face me. Standing this close to her, I can see a fresh scar on the side of her cheek. A puckered, red line that spans from nearly the corner of her mouth back toward her jaw.

      His words from that night come back to me. “Help. Her.”

      Is this the “her”?

      “Thanks so much for cleaning that up,” Anastasia says. “I tried, but didn’t have much luck.”

      “Hydrogen peroxide is the trick,” I tell her.

      She shivers. “Let’s hope I don’t have to remember that. Seriously, though. Thank you, Katelyn.”

      “It’s the least I could do. I did put him back in the hospital.”

      Anastasia smiles softly. “It was a total accident. Water under the bridge. You have to come by the coffee shop. Let me treat you to a coffee and a muffin as a thank you.”

      Now I smile, appreciating her kindness. I’m not sure I would have known what to do if I found a strange woman in my boyfriend’s apartment, but Anastasia doesn’t seem like the jealous type. Whew. Let’s just add drama to the list of things I’ve had enough of in my life. “That’s really not necessary, but thank you.”

      “It’s absolutely necessary. I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      I swallow hard. “Uh, sure. Maybe.”

      “Great.” Anastasia smiles again, then reaches into her pocket and withdraws a set of keys. After working a silver one off, she offers it to me. “Here’s the key. Can you lock it up for me? I need to get this over to him, then get back to the shop to get everything ready for tomorrow. Nothing like being the owner and only employee.”

      “Uh, sure.” I take the key.

      “Great. Thanks. And, Katelyn?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t beat yourself up over the pepper spray. Garrison’s the most understanding guy in the world, and he’s not at all upset.”

      “I do feel guilty, but thanks for saying that.”

      “Anytime. See you tomorrow at the coffee shop!” she calls out as she leaves me standing in the apartment. I stare down at the key in my hand. Who would give a stranger a key to her apartment? Do I just have that “I won’t steal anything” face?

      Turning, I survey the place. It’s decorated plainly but organized, and a black leather-bound Bible sits on the coffee table. There are no pictures on the walls, but there are mix-matched frames on various shelves of the bookcase.

      Before I study those closer, though, I do another round of cleaning on the stain, then wash my hands. After drying them on a towel, I cross over to the shelves to get a closer look at what things a man like Garrison Holt would put on display.

      Random books, ranging from non-fiction to fiction, line the shelves, but it’s the pictures that really capture my attention. Garrison wearing a military uniform, standing in front of a bunch of small children. There’s a little girl in his arms, and she’s laughing and looking up at him like he’s her entire world.

      Honestly, they’re all looking at him like that.

      Then there’s a photo of him standing in front of a group of teenagers outside the community center. He’s smiling widely, and each of them—even the ones you can tell are trying to fight it—has a grin on their face.

      Is that who Garrison Holt is?

      A man who loves working with children?

      A man who does good in a world riddled with evil?

      Swallowing hard, I turn away and head back toward the stain. Stay focused, Katelyn. The guy wouldn’t want me going through his stuff, and neither would his incredibly sweet girlfriend.

      So, even though I would love to know more, I focus only on what I came here to do—make things easier for him when he comes home.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I get back to my apartment, I’m exhausted. My arms are sore from scrubbing, but I’m more than happy with the results. I’ll check back in tomorrow morning before my shift, but I was able to get most of the stain up, leaving only a dark shadow.

      Thomas is sitting at our small dining room table, math book open, with an apple in his hand. He glances up at me. “That was a while.”

      “I cleaned up the blood.” I throw the now-empty bottle of hydrogen peroxide into the trash and add it to the running grocery list pinned to the refrigerator.

      “That was nice. You okay?”

      “I am.” I smile at him, forcing the exhaustion down. “How are you doing?”

      “Fine. Almost done.”

      “Yeah?” Joy warms my chest. He’s been working so hard to get settled in this new school, and I know keeping his grades up has been a struggle since even before our world was turned upside down. With them falling the way they have lately, seeing him actually put forth effort makes me happier than I can say.

      “I can’t go to baseball camp if I don’t get my grades up.” He grins at me. “That’s fueling my motivation.”

      My stomach plummets because financially? I’m not entirely sure how I’m going to swing the cost of the five-day baseball camp he wants to go to over spring break in just over a month, but I know he’s desperate to go. “It’s a good motivation to have,” I reply as I head into the kitchen for a glass of water. Hopefully, the liquid will ease my dry throat.

      How am I going to afford four hundred dollars? The payment is due in less than two weeks, so I’d better figure it out soon. Maybe I can find out if anyone else in town is hiring. Another job won’t hurt. Who needs sleep?

      He writes something down on his paper, then closes the binder and math book. After stretching, he grabs both and stands. “I’m going to head to bed. Practice starts first thing in the morning.”

      “You said you need to be at the school by six?”

      “Yeah. I can walk if I need to. I know it’s early.”

      “Absolutely not,” I reply. “It’s not early at all. I am so excited for you, sweetie.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” He smiles at me, a wide, bright smile that intensifies the fear in my heart. Because if he knew just how impossible it’s going to be for the camp, uniform, and equipment, I know he’d give up on his dream to play baseball.

      “You’re welcome. See you in the morning.”

      “See you in the morning. Love you, Mom.” He kisses me on the cheek.

      “I love you, too, honey. See you in the morning.”

      With one final smile, he heads into his bedroom and closes the door.

      As soon as I’m alone, I wrap both arms around myself and struggle to keep my emotions in check as I fight the horrible thoughts that we were better off before.
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