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Chapter 1


[image: ]




Becca’s eyes flew open with the hiss of the hydraulic door, the sound unnaturally loud in the serene atmosphere. Her body vibrated in tune with the rumble of the bus as she leaned forward to peer out the tinted window. Her lower back throbbed, and her eyes felt like she’d rubbed sand in them. The bright neon glow of an Exxon gas station poured in through the smudged glass, creating bobbing, oversized shadows and throwing a harsh light across the face of her ten-year-old son, David. 

He slumped sideways in the seat next to her, his head flopped against his backpack, and his glasses skewed at an unnatural angle. One leg was tucked beneath him, and the other stretched out on the floor. It was the type of miserable-looking position only a child could manage to sleep in. 

The click of an intercom sounded, and the gravelly voice of the driver filled the quiet. “Butte, Montana, ladies and gents. It’s 7:35 p.m., and we’ll be here about twenty minutes, so it might be a good time to hop off, use the bathroom, replenish your snacks, or stretch your legs. Next up is Missoula in about ninety minutes, and then Big Pine after that. I hope you’re enjoying your trip so far, and I thank you folks for traveling with Greyhound.”

Becca caught a whiff of body odor, stale coffee, and potato chips as passengers roused and began to shuffle past in the narrow aisle. She gently shook David’s shoulder. “Hey, buddy. Wake up. Time to get off and walk around for a few minutes.”

The child raised his head, slack-jawed, sleep imprints from the strap of his backpack leaving short slashes across his cheek. “Are we there yet?”

Becca straightened, keeping her groan to herself. It felt like someone was grinding their thumb into her kidney area. That sometimes happened if she slacked on drinking enough water, and right now, she had no idea when she’d last had a glass. “No, not quite. But we’re making good progress.”

David bumped up his glasses with his knuckle. “What does that mean? We’ve been on this stupid bus forever.”

Becca sighed. It had been ten hours since they’d left Billings, so not forever, but she agreed it felt like it. She forced a smile. “It means another couple hours, and we’ll be there. Are you hungry?”

He shrugged. “I dunno. Maybe. Kind of.”

“Okay, c’mon. Let’s go inside and see what they have.” She folded the light jacket she’d tossed over him, shoved it into the tote beneath the seat, and then reached to smooth David’s cowlick. He jerked his head away irritably, and Becca dropped her hand. Who could blame the kid for being grumpy? She was cranky, too. Actually, cranky was far too tame a word to describe the roiling jumble of fear and anxiety that had gripped her insides for the past twenty-four hours. She wasn’t even sure what she was most afraid of—what lay ahead or behind. But she’d never been a complainer and didn’t intend to start now. 

Becca waited for the aisle to clear before standing and twisting in a stretch. She instinctively patted her pocket for her phone, only for the painful reality to hit.

Oh, yeah. 

No phone. 

Becca still couldn’t believe she’d ditched something that had cost her three hundred bucks. She’d loved the stupid phone, relied on it, and felt naked without it. Tossing it had been an impulse decision, made in a moment of blind panic, and maybe, now in hindsight … unnecessary. Then again, maybe not. Even non-techy people knew that unless you were out of cell range, your phone revealed precisely where you were at any given moment on any day. 

That very fact used to offer a degree of reassurance. Knowing someone could find her if she was ever in an accident or lost was a comfort. She’d even gotten a kick out of the monthly Google location reports. It was fun remembering her visit to the library, the museum, or the new hiking trail she and David had explored. Who cared if people knew where she’d been or where she was now? She had nothing to hide. 

But that was then.

And as she and David had waited at the Billing’s bus depot that morning, her every nerve humming with terror, her phone had segued from a benevolent companion to a deadly and sinister device that could foil her hurriedly thrown-together escape plan. She’d powered it off, slipped it into her empty coffee cup, and whispered a silent apology before discreetly dropping it in the trash. 

It had hurt—physically hurt—to do it. She told David she’d lost the device—one of the few times she’d lied to her son. That hurt, too, equally as much as ditching the phone. 

Becca’s tired eyes swept the dimly lit interior of the bus, searching for any hint of danger as she led the way down the narrow aisle. The cool October air was laden with the strong scent of diesel as she and David trekked across the blacktop and entered the brightly lit convenience store. The bored-looking young man behind the counter set aside his phone and perked up as a dozen new customers entered the store. His surprised expression told Becca that either he wasn’t familiar with the bus schedule or this wasn’t a routine stop. 

Her palms grew sticky as she pointed David toward the men’s room, wishing he was still young enough to accompany her into the women’s room. But that ship had sailed long ago, and David would have been mortified if he’d known she was even remembering such a thing. He was a good, smart, responsible kid, perfectly capable of taking himself to the bathroom—in a normal situation. But right now, nothing felt normal. And the thought of having him out of her sight for even a moment was terrifying. 

Becca rushed into the women’s room, did her business, and washed her hands without waiting for the water to warm. She chanced a glance of her reflection in the mirror above the sink and regretted it immediately. She looked as awful as she felt—pale and unkempt with dark circles below her large brown eyes, her long, chestnut hair limp and lackluster, crying out for a curling iron. But there was no time to worry about such trivial things now. She quickly dried her hands on a rough paper towel and hurried back out the door, nearly bowling over a teen girl in her haste. Becca mumbled a quick apology as her eyes searched the small retail space for her son. 

Her knees went weak when she spotted David’s bright red Montana Viking hoody near the deli case. A tall, bearded stranger stood beside him, someone Becca didn’t recognize from the bus, and her rapid heartbeat sped up even more. But the clerk handed the man an order of chicken wings a moment later, and he turned from the counter with a smile of thanks. Becca hugged her middle and slowly exhaled, commanding herself to get a grip. One of these days, her pessimism would give her a heart attack. No one knew where they were. They were safe. 

If safe was still a thing.

Her secure little world had shattered yesterday at 7:16 p.m. Becca remembered the precise time because she’d just glanced at the clock on the microwave as she waited for it to finish heating the beef and bean burrito she’d splurged on for dinner. It smelled divine, and Becca’s stomach was in mid-growl when the knock sounded. 

She opened the door without even looking through the peephole, expecting her college-age neighbor, Bridget, who always asked to borrow one thing or another. But instead of the willowy young woman, Becca found herself staring at the sternum of a towering, bearded man in a leather overcoat and heavy black boots. 

The stranger moved with surprising agility for someone his size, and before Becca could even think to protest, he’d pushed his way inside and closed the door behind him. He filled her tiny living room with the scent of stale cigarettes and danger and demanded she pay fifteen hundred dollars toward her ex-husband’s gambling debt.  

The goon hadn’t laid a hand on her. He hadn’t needed to. His menacing bearing and tone had been plenty to convince Becca to hand over the $500 cash she had stuffed in her sock drawer. When he demanded the additional thousand, Becca swore it was in the bank, not her apartment, and that she’d get it for him as soon as the bank opened in the morning. His promise to return at 9:30 a.m. had left her shaking and petrified and thanking God that David was spending the night at a friend’s house. 

After the man left, Becca stared around in a frantic daze, trying to process what had just happened. The additional money she’d pledged wasn’t in the bank. It was hidden not ten feet away, nearly in plain sight beneath her desk, stuffed in a white, business-size envelope, the second to the last in a new box of fifty. It would have been so easy to find. Why hadn’t the goon searched? Either she’d been convincing, or he possessed a deeply hidden shred of decency beneath his threatening exterior. 

Whatever the reason, it left Becca nauseous with relief that he hadn’t taken the only money she had left to her name. The only money she’d managed to withdraw from her and Mark’s account before he got ahold of it and gambled it away. It was earmarked for a new apartment, which she and David would need soon. 

Her good friend Willa, one of the few people who understood why she’d left Mark, was taking a three-month internship in Georgia to become a communications specialist. She’d been kind enough to offer her apartment to Becca during her absence. It had been a lifeline when she most needed it, and Becca would be forever grateful. But Willa would be returning next month, and Becca had been diligently apartment hunting, counting on her remaining money to make it happen.  

But now, her barely sufficient nest egg had shrunk to only $1,000, and her breathing room had gone from a month to mere hours. 

Fourteen hours

So now what? How was she supposed to keep David safe? She had no family to turn to and couldn’t take him out of Montana. Not legally, anyway. She couldn’t ask Willa for more help. Not when she’d already done so much. Besides, the idea of admitting to anyone that her ex had sunk so low as to have a loan shark after him was mortifying. Willa couldn’t protect her anyway. No one could. The only option for her and David was to flee Billings before the goon returned.

Becca had spent the night frantically scrolling through her phone in search of women’s shelters in the region that might offer temporary safety and—since the car had been repossessed six weeks ago—for bus routes that ran near them. Most shelters that popped up were either too close to be safe or too far away to be feasible, but she’d called four possibilities. The first demanded a referral from a caseworker. The next two had no spots but offered to add her name to a waiting list. 

A waiting list! As if she’d requested a table at some stupid restaurant. 

Ragin’ Moon Refuge in Big Pine, Montana, was the last of the search results. It didn’t sound like a shelter exactly … Becca wasn’t quite sure what it was … but it was four hundred miles away in western Montana and only six miles from a bus stop. She’d burst into tears when the kind, pleasant, sleepy-sounding woman on the other end of the line told her that she and David were welcome and someone would pick them up at the Big Pine bus depot. Becca had been too relieved to ask any questions. Only after hanging up did she realize it was three o’clock in the morning. 

A waving hand in front of her face pulled Becca back to the present, and she blinked to see David studying her, his brows pinched. “Earth to Mom. Are you okay?”

She forced a smile. “Of course.” She gestured toward the deli counter. “Just trying to decide what I want. Anything look good?” 

David shoved up his glasses. As usual, the lenses were so smudged it was a miracle he could see anything. But he got annoyed when she drew it to his attention, so she bit her tongue. “I’ll take a burrito and some jo-jo’s and …” he gave her a sly smile. “Can I have a root beer?”

Becca hesitated for a heartbeat. She wasn’t a nutritional hawk by any means, but she rarely allowed sugary soft drinks. But right now, considering how she’d just turned the poor kid’s world upside down, it seemed a small concession. “Sure. Why not?”

David grinned and pumped his fist, clearly surprised. “Yes!”

“What can I get for you guys?” The gray-haired woman behind the counter offered a weary smile.

Becca waited for David to respond before adding a large coffee and a chicken breast to the order. It was probably unwise to drink coffee so late in the evening, but she was sure the painful thumping in her temples was partly due to a lack of caffeine, and right then, it appealed more than food. 

The woman handed over the order a moment later, and Becca grabbed a handful of napkins and a straw before leading the way back outside. They’d spent too much time sitting already, and Becca felt safer keeping the bus in sight. She’d paid nearly $200 of her precious thousand for the tickets. There was no money to waste on new ones if the Greyhound left without them. 

Becca shivered as she rested against the rough brick façade of the building, wishing she’d added creamer to the bitter coffee and feeling much older than her thirty-one years. It seemed impossible that only a year earlier, she’d been sure the worst was behind her and Mark. She’d believed his lies, confident that he’d gained control of his gambling addiction for good and that the future was hopeful and bright. 

She’d been such a fool. 

David stood beside her, slurping his root beer with obvious glee while Becca fought to keep from tearing up. She and Mark weren’t anywhere near ready to be parents when she’d gotten pregnant at only twenty-one. But David had quickly wormed his way into both of their hearts. And now, not only did Becca love him more than life itself, but she wouldn’t mind having another child or two. 

The very thought doused her with shame. More kids? She could barely take care of the one she had. She cast a wistful glance at David as she choked down another swallow of coffee. She prayed that he’d forgive her for this someday. That one day, he’d understand. 
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The deep grumble of the bus seemed to lengthen and slow, and Becca braced a hand on the seat in front to steady herself as her body tilted to the right. “Okay, folks,” the driver announced, sounding far too cheerful for the time of night. “Welcome to Big Pine. There are no facilities here, so please stay seated unless this is your stop. We’ll be back on the road in just a few minutes. If this is your stop, thank you again for traveling Greyhound, and I wish you a pleasant stay.”

Becca resisted the crazy urge to laugh. A pleasant stay. As if they’d reached their vacation destination or something. As if Big Pine wasn’t proof that life had turned upside down. David swiveled from the window to face her, his wide-eyed expression full of concern. “There’s nothing here, Mom.” His breath smelled of sugar and fried potatoes. 

Becca forced a goofy smile. “We’re here. You think that’s nothing?”

He didn’t return her smile. He jerked his thumb toward the window. “No, I mean, out there.”

She peered out. The glow of two street lamps cast a paltry pool of light over a rustic log building. Much of the structure was obscured in shadow, but Becca could make out a large elevated deck of wood planking and a long, ancient-looking bench that took up most of the back wall. A large sign proclaimed Big Pine, the painted letters ghostly white against a backdrop of a forest scene. Becca exhaled a soft breath. Talk about quiet, dark, and remote. Compared to Billings or even Missoula, David was correct; there was nothing.

“Yeah, well, it’s a small place, okay? Plus, it’s 10:30 at night,” she added, unsure who she was trying to reassure—herself or David. Then she noticed the few vehicles parked in the postage stamp-sized gravel lot—all three pickup trucks. The sight of them soothed her. Trucks were synonymous with Montana—familiar and comforting, proof that they weren’t in a completely alien land.  

The cab light flashed in one of the pickups as the door opened, and a man stepped out. Even from her higher perch, Becca could see he was tall and well-built, wearing a Stetson and camel-colored leather jacket. He positioned himself beneath one of the street lamps, his boots spread in a wide stance and his hands shoved in his back pockets.

Becca’s stomach clenched. The woman she’d spoken with on the phone had promised someone would be there to meet them at the depot. But she hadn’t specified who, and in Becca’s rattled state, she’d just assumed it would be the woman herself. She glanced around inside the bus. Only about a dozen passengers remained, none of whom appeared to be standing or gathering their things. Were she and David the only ones getting off in this desolate place?

She broke out in a cold sweat. What if the man outside wasn’t from Ragin’ Moon Refuge? What if he was somehow connected to Mark? To the loan collector, or—

“Mom?” David wrinkled his nose and squinted at her pitifully. “Let’s get off already. I’ve had to go pee for about an hour.” 

Becca blinked at him, his childish voice penetrating her curtain of fear, bringing her back to reality. Mark had no idea where she was, and neither did the goon who’d pushed his way into the apartment. She and David were safe. They were okay. It was a mantra she planned to keep repeating to herself. 

She glanced back out the window at the unknown cowboy. Yeah, he looked a little intimidating, but not … unfriendly, not threatening. Becca curled her nails into her sweaty palms, clinging to the memory of her conversation with the woman—Carol, was it? Or Colleen? Yes, Colleen sounded right. The realization calmed her. The first name of her fifth-grade teacher had been Colleen. Colleen Parsons. She was funny and engaging, wore bright purple nail polish, and always smelled of honeysuckle. Becca wasn’t sure why she remembered so many details about that particular teacher, likely because fourth grade was the year of the accident. The year that changed everything. 

At any rate, the Colleen from the refuge had been so kind and compassionate, so welcoming. They’d have to trust her. What other choice was there?

Becca gave David a playful elbow to the ribs before clamoring to her feet. “You’ve had to pee for an hour, huh? See what happens when I let you have soda?”

He rolled his eyes at her. 

The bus driver waited outside the steps to the bus, offering a smile and a hand to Becca as she climbed down. “Did you have any luggage, ma’am?”

“Yes,” she replied. “Two bags.”

“Alrighty, give me a minute, and I’ll get those for you.” 

“Thank you.” Becca shivered as she turned to ensure David was beside her. The air was chilly and carried the faint scent of damp earth and vegetation mixed with diesel. She untied the sweater from around her waist and pushed her arms through the sleeves, reluctant to move away from the security of the bus. The man in the Stetson moved forward, and Becca raised her chin and faced him as he approached. He touched the brim of his hat with two fingers, an old-fashioned gesture Becca found endearing. “Mrs. Pierson?”

She placed a protective arm around David’s shoulders and nodded. “Yes, I’m Becca. And this is my son, David.”

He tipped his head at each of them, then offered a hand to Becca. “Nice to meet you both. Antonio Lascari from Ragin’ Moon.” His voice was resonant, the tone both deep and pleasant. “Call me Tony,” he added. 

She placed her hand in his. It was large and slightly rough, but his grasp was gentle, and his eyes were kind. She felt herself start to relax. 

“You talked with my mother this morning,” he continued. “Colleen Lascari.”

Becca blinked. Had it only been this morning? She swore she’d lived a week in the last twenty-four hours. “Yes, but it seems like so much longer,” she said, the words slipping out unintended. “But she said you had room for us.”

“That we do.” He gestured behind her. “I think the driver’s waiting for you to claim your luggage.” 

“Oh.” Becca wheeled around. The driver was indeed looking in their direction, standing beside the sizeable under-bus baggage compartment. 

David quickly straightened. “I’ll take care of it, Mom,” he said, darting away before Becca could react. She stared after him, baffled by his decisive reaction. Then she glanced back at the man beside her and realized that David was trying to impress him. Interesting.

Tony smiled. “Helpful kid.”

Pride encircled Becca’s heart like a warm blanket. “He is,” she mumbled. “He’s a …” She started to say ‘great kid’ but emotion unexpectedly choked off her words as she watched David struggle to keep one of the large bags upright as he tried to extend the handle. After all that had happened, Becca wasn’t sure why the trivial scene was enough to break her—but it nearly did. A light touch on her elbow made her turn back. 

Tony had moved closer, his head ducked toward hers. “You guys are safe now. Just so you know.”

Becca blinked up at him through blurred vision, at this stranger she’d known for all of one minute. With his hat and the low light shadowing his face, she could only make out a fringe of dark hair and a square jaw. But his voice held all the sincerity in the world, and his simple words were a comforting balm, seeping through her exhausted body like thick, warm molasses. Becca knew if she dared open her mouth, she’d start bawling. She wavered in place, unsure how much longer she could stay upright. 

He seemed to understand. He gently removed the tote from her arms and slung it over his shoulder before moving to the baggage compartment, where David stood with two matching brown and black bags. He crouched down and exchanged words with the boy, jerking his thumb toward the parking area. David frowned with concentration as he listened, then nodded, seeming relieved to relinquish one of the bags as Tony reached for it.

Becca observed the brief exchange, strangely moved. David motioned her over and then rose on his toes to speak into her ear. “He’s a Ford guy, Mom,” he declared, obviously pleased. Becca drew back and wrinkled her nose in horror. “Quick then, let’s run back to the bus before it leaves.”

David shook his head as though she were beyond hope as he fell into step behind Tony. Becca laughed softly to herself as she followed, thankful for the bit of comic relief. David had been a die-hard Ford man from the time he was old enough to crawl, thanks to his dad's influence. She’d always found the whole truck rivalry humorous—though you didn’t dare admit it in Montana, where insulting a guy’s rig was deadly serious business. Becca favored Fords herself, but chiding David by claiming the superiority of Chevys was much more fun.

The small wheels on the luggage bogged down in the gravel as they reached the parking area. Tony collapsed the handle on his and hefted the heavy bag by its carry strap, but David plowed doggedly ahead, dragging the suitcase through the rocks, grunting with the effort. Becca reached to help, but David’s scowl and a quick shake of his head stopped her. For whatever reason, he was trying awfully hard to appear capable, and the last thing she wanted to do was embarrass him. She patted his shoulder. “Thank you, honey. I appreciate the help.”

“No problem,” he said, forcing his way forward. 

Becca winced at the abuse being inflicted on the poor bag. At least they only had a few more yards to go. Hopefully, the wheels would survive—they’d need the suitcases again, probably sooner than later. The realization filled her with an overwhelming weariness. But at least they’d made it to Big Pine. Mark and his troubles were twelve hours and several hundred miles behind them. She’d ditched her phone and paid cash for the bus tickets … hopefully, no one knew where they were. Becca took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. One day at a time, she reminded herself. One day at a time.  

“Here we are.” Tony halted before an older, three-quarter-ton Ford, red and silver, jacked up. Even in the darkness, Becca could tell it was a cool truck. 

“Hey, Mom?” David fidgeted beside her. “Is there a bathroom around here? I really gotta pee.”

“Um …” Becca looked around her. 

“The depot’s closed for the night,” Tony said. “Ragin’ Moon’s only about ten minutes away. But if you can’t wait, go on around the other side of the truck.”

He opened the back door, the cab light bright enough to reveal David’s wide-eyed expression. “Outside?”

Tony chuckled. “Sure, why not? Don’t tell me you’ve never peed outside before?”

“Uh …” David turned to her with a deer-in-the-headlights look, and it took all Becca’s efforts not to laugh. She assumed the answer was no. They lived in an apartment house in Billings, after all.  Not exactly the kind of place you relieve yourself outdoors. But she wasn't sure from the hesitant look on her son’s face. Heat rushed to her cheeks as she held her palms up in surrender. “I don’t need the answer to that,” she said. “That’s guy stuff.”

David snickered, looking positively tickled as though he’d just been granted permission for some rite of passage. “I can’t wait,” he said before dropping his backpack and trotting around the other side of the truck. Tony didn’t comment, but Becca caught his smile as he stowed the luggage in the back seat.  

They pulled out of the depot and onto the rural highway at the same time the bus did. The Greyhound headed further west while Tony swung the truck north. Becca relaxed into the comfortable leather of the passenger seat, the steady hum of the engine and the warm air blowing through the vents making her instantly sleepy. 

The truck’s headlights carved through the darkness, revealing rocky shoulders and occasional darting shadows. A half-moon shone down, and twinkling stars spilled above like fairy dust, clear and bright without the competition of city lights. The sight soothed Becca’s spirit. It was one of the things she loved most about Montana—the vast, expansive sky and its enormity, which made her feel both small and finite.  

Far ahead, a tiny cluster of lights marked a town, and Becca wondered if it might be related to Ragin’ Moon Refuge. She supposed she should ask at least a few questions about this place they were going to and what to expect. But instead, her eyes drifted shut.

The jerk of her head falling to the side, plus the sound of the truck downshifting, made her eyes fly back open. She smothered a giant yawn with the back of her hand as Tony swung the truck left and followed a long, winding graveled drive. A few moments later, he crawled to a stop before the most enormous, intricately carved gate Becca had ever seen. She gazed out the windshield in admiration. 

At least ten feet tall and forged of weathered steel, the gate had rows of vertical slats wide enough to see through but not wide enough for anyone to slip through. Silver horseshoes and spurs hung from the gate’s crossbars, glistening in the moonlight. The centerpiece was a life-size bronze cowboy, hat pulled low, his hand resting on a holstered revolver. Ragin’ Moon Refuge was spelled out in an arch across the top, each letter a foot high. 

The silence from the backseat told her that David must have conked out. Had he been awake, he would have commented for sure. Becca couldn’t imagine what a gate like that must have cost. “Wow,” she managed as it began to swing open. “Impressive.” 

Tony smiled over at her. “You like that now, do you? My folks had it custom-made.”

It was too dark to see beyond the truck’s headlights, but Becca got the distinct feeling Ragin’ Moon Refuge wasn’t a typical shelter. The thought left her intrigued and frightened as they passed through the gate. “H-how many women are staying here?” she asked.

“We have five cabins. Three are occupied at the moment, counting yours,” he said.

Her tired brain took a moment to absorb his words. “Cabins?” she echoed. “I assumed David and I would just have a room, you know, like in a typical shelter. Not that we’ve ever lived in a shelter,” she hastily added. “It’s just what comes to mind when I hear the word is all.”

“Uh, huh,” Tony remarked calmly. “We do things a little differently here.” He pointed toward a large, ranch-style house illuminated by the glow of outdoor security lights. “My family lives there in the main house. And over there,” he moved his finger in the opposite direction, “are the guest cabins.” 

Guest cabins? 

Becca squinted, barely able to make out the small structures. They appeared to be spaced in a short row, maybe twenty yards from one another, each lit by a pool of light from a porch lamp. Alarm suddenly twisted her insides. “I … I guess I should have asked your mother more questions,” she stammered. “Guest cabins, as in rentals? How much do they—?” 

“Nope,” Tony cut her off with a shake of his head. “Not rentals. They’re avaiLable based on need. All we ask is that you …” he stopped himself, glancing over at her with a wry smile, the reflection of the blue-tooth screen on the dash tinting his face an unnatural color. “You know what? Don’t worry about any of that tonight. Just try to get some rest. Mom will be over in the morning to explain everything to you.”

Becca swallowed. Everything? His words were both reassuring and a bit sinister. What had she gotten herself … and David … into? “Okay,” she managed, for lack of a better response. She slid her teeth back and forth as Tony maneuvered slowly along a wide dirt lane, dimming his lights as he passed the first two cabins as though he didn’t want to disturb anyone. He pulled in and parked at an angle in front of the third cabin. “Here you are. This is the mountain aster cabin. I’ll get it unlocked and then grab your luggage for you.”

Becca nodded, knowing he’d probably miss the acknowledgment. She sat motionless as Tony climbed out, his tall frame creating shadows as he passed in front of the headlights. The cabin was closer to a cottage. An adorable, country-style structure with a covered front porch and a wooden slat railing. A plaque made of driftwood hung from the bottom of the handrail beside the steps, the words Mountain Aster scrawled in neat but sloping script against a background of sunflowers, no doubt painted by a child. 

Becca’s throat suddenly burned as she fought back tears. She’d expected a cramped, run-down room in a dorm-style building, possibly a shared bathroom. She’d never imagined a private cabin in the middle of some ranch. It was like an answer to a prayer she’d never dared to utter. It was like some miracle. 

She’d been too ashamed to tell David they were headed to a shelter. He already knew they only had one month left at Willa’s apartment and would soon need to find another. So when Becca had picked him up that morning, she’d explained that something sudden had come up, and they needed to move out sooner than expected. Which was true. She added that Big Pine was simply a stop-gap for a week or two while she searched for somewhere else to live back in Billings. 

Also true … probably, maybe?

She knew that once they arrived at the shelter, she’d be forced to come clean and tell David the rest of the story. Well, at least part of the story. He loved his dad. And though Mark had done a lot of idiotic things, he adored his son. And Becca refused to tarnish David’s image of his father by admitting that his actions had brought a violent loan collector to their home. Maybe someday, when he was older, the truth would come out. But not now. Not at the tender age of ten. 

Tony unlocked the cabin door and reached inside. Warm yellow light illuminated the window and spread across the porch. Becca reached back and jiggled David’s knee. “Hey, buddy. We’re here.” 

The sound he made was more whimper than anything, his bravado of only moments before gone. Now, he was simply an exhausted little boy. “Too tired.”

“Yeah, I know. But once we get inside, we’ll finally be able to go to bed.” 

“Where are we?”

“Ragin’ Moon Refuge, remember? And check it out; we’ve got a cool little cabin all to ourselves.” 

“Mmm,” he mumbled, unimpressed, and Becca knew he had no clue how much worse their accommodations might have been. She climbed out of the truck and opened the back door. David half fell toward her, and she grabbed his arm to keep him from stumbling as his feet hit the ground. “Hey, careful now. You’re too big for me to carry.” 

She wrapped an arm around his waist, and he sagged against her as they moved toward the cabin. Tony passed them on the steps and returned a moment later, packing both suitcases. He set the luggage on the tile entryway beside Becca. “Hang on one sec, and I’ll grab your tote and backpack.” 

She nodded, too overcome for words. The cabin was small—less than a thousand square feet, she guessed—but unbelievably cozy and inviting. The soft beige walls, wooden furniture, and western-themed throw rug gave it a rustic feel, but the glass-topped coffee table, stainless steel appliances, and recessed lighting lent it a modern look. A bouquet of pink mums adorned the tiny kitchen table. There was even a fireplace, though it wasn’t lit. 

Tony walked past her and deposited the tote and backpack on the couch. “Bedroom, bedroom, and bathroom,” he said, quickly pointing out the location of each. “Beds are made up and ready; extra blankets are in the closet should you need them. Mom left some toiletries on the bathroom counter, and the fridge is stocked with the basics.”

Becca opened her mouth and closed it again. She swallowed. “I … I have no idea what to say. It’s … wonderful.”

Tony gave her a warm smile that cut through her exhausted stupor, and for the first time, Becca realized just how handsome he was. “You don’t have to say anything,” he told her. “Welcome to Ragin’ Moon Refuge.” He hitched his chin toward David. “Better get that kid in bed before I have to pick him up off the floor.” He dropped the house key on the arm of the couch and backed toward the door. “Like I said, Mom will be over sometime in the morning to answer all your questions. Until then, try to get some rest. Looks like you’re overdue.”

Becca gave a rueful laugh. She recalled her reflection in the restroom in Butte and could only guess how much worse she looked now. “Uh, yeah. Thank you so much, Tony.”

He touched his hat brim. “Prego,” he said before stepping out the door and closing it firmly behind him. 

Becca frowned after him. Had he just said something in a foreign language, or was her fatigued brain playing tricks? She released a huge yawn and dismissed the thought. They were here. They were safe. And for the moment, nothing mattered besides sleep. 







OEBPS/images/7c5b8638-5455-431c-8877-8d6383d7f133.png







