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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The hallway outside Rob Thorne’s study was too quiet.

      Mack Callan stood with his back against the mahogany-paneled wall, phone in hand, eyes tracking the corridor’s sight lines like he’d done a hundred times before. To anyone passing by, he looked like another security contractor checking messages. Unremarkable. Exactly what he needed to be.

      The earpiece tucked against his ear told a different story.

      “—Montana routes are lucrative, but we need assurances.” Mateo Vega’s voice came through clear, courtesy of the FBI’s undercover agent wired for sound inside the study. “My organization has invested considerable resources in establishing distribution networks.”

      “Your networks.” Rafael Guerrero’s tone carried an edge. “The Gulf operates independently. We’re proposing a partnership, not a merger.”

      Mack’s jaw tightened. Two cartels negotiating territory in Rob Thorne’s private study while two hundred guests sipped champagne twenty yards away. The old Marine had no idea his annual charity gala was providing cover for a drug trafficking summit.

      “Gentlemen.” A third voice cut through the tension, and Mack’s blood went cold. “Security is airtight. We can speak freely.”

      Blake Bennett.

      Mack’s hand moved instinctively toward the Sig Sauer concealed beneath his suit jacket before training reasserted itself. He kept his breathing steady and his body still. It had been two years and three months since he’d been forced out of his unit. Since Blake had blamed him for a disaster of Blake’s own making.

      And now his former spotter was in that room, not as a prisoner or informant, but as part of the operation.

      “Hawk.” The FBI handler’s voice crackled in his other ear. Claire Dawson was hidden in the house’s east wing. Mack had worked an op protecting Claire only a few months ago when a serial killer had come after her. “Did you copy that? Blake Bennett is inside.”

      Mack subvocalized, barely moving his lips. “Copy.”

      “Did you know he was involved?”

      “Negative.”

      “All right, stay in position. Our UC is getting good intel. Do not engage.”

      Mack’s fingers drummed once against his thigh—the only outward sign of the fury coiling in his chest. Blake hadn’t just fallen far—if he was working with one of the cartels, he’d crashed through the bottom and kept digging.

      Through the ornate window at the corridor’s end, snow fell in thick curtains, already accumulating on the mansion’s grounds. Montana in November. He’d been here just over a year, working for Shadow Point Security. This job was an expansion of their usual missions, taking on FBI contract work.

      He’d never expected his past to catch up with him, especially not like this.

      “The product moves through established channels,” Vega continued. “What we need from you is⁠—”

      Movement at the far end of the hallway yanked Mack’s attention from the audio feed.

      A blonde in a burgundy dress with a matching purse was opening doors one by one, leaning in, then moving to the next with an exasperated expression.

      Another lost guest was looking for the bathroom. Standard wandering civilian at a party this size.

      Mack straightened, preparing to redirect her. She definitely didn’t want to be near the negotiations going on inside.

      She moved to another door, opened it, and peered in. She swore softly under her breath and moved on.

      Getting closer.

      Closer to the study door.

      Mack pushed off the wall, starting toward her.

      She turned her head, and the breath stopped in Mack’s lungs. The floor fell out from beneath him. Two years, and she could still do this to him with a profile view.

      Two years of silence, of distance, of trying to forget the woman who’d chosen her lying brother over him, and believed Blake’s version of events. Who’d handed back his ring with tears streaming down her face and walked away.

      Alyssa. Here she was at this party. Walking straight toward danger.

      She reached for the study door handle.

      “Wait—” Mack’s voice came out louder than he intended, but she didn’t hear him. The door was already opening.

      In his earpiece, chaos erupted. Chair legs scraped. A sharp intake of breath.

      “Oh!” Her voice carried down the hallway. “I’m so sorry, I was looking for the restroom.”

      “Who are you?” Vega’s voice was cold and sharp as a blade. “Who let you back here?”

      “Bennett, you said security was locked down,” Guerrero said angrily.

      “I don’t know who she is—” Blake’s voice, and even through the audio feed, Mack could hear the panic barely controlled. Liar. He knew exactly who she was.

      An enforcer’s voice came next, heavy and flat. “Boss, want me to grab her?”

      “Yes. Find out who sent her. Quietly.”

      Alyssa’s voice again, backing away. “Sorry, wrong door! I’ll just⁠—”

      The door slammed—he heard it echo down the hallway. Through the gap between the door and the frame, he saw her turn, walking fast.

      Mack was already moving, crossing the carpet in long strides. Alyssa hurried down the hallway toward him, face pale, eyes wide and locked over her shoulder on the study door behind her like she was trying to process what she'd just seen. She hadn't noticed him yet.

      The door flew open.

      The enforcer emerged. Six-two, two-twenty, neck tattoos creeping above his collar. Dead eyes that locked onto Alyssa’s retreating form. “Hey! Stop!”

      Alyssa’s step quickened, her heels clicking faster on the hardwood. Not running yet, but close.

      The enforcer’s hand moved inside his jacket.

      Mack closed the distance, putting himself between the enforcer and Alyssa. The man tried to push past. “Move!” he ordered, but Mack had already made his choice. Fighting here would blow everything. He needed a different play.

      There was no time for subtlety. He lunged forward and caught Alyssa around the waist from behind, pulling her back against his chest. She gasped, her body going rigid. “What⁠—?”

      “It’s okay, babe. I’ve got you.” He pitched his voice loud enough for the enforcer to hear, gentle enough that it might actually calm her.

      He felt the exact moment recognition hit—the way her breath caught, the slight tremor that ran through her frame.

      The enforcer stopped three feet away, eyes narrowing. “Who the hell are you?”

      “Her boyfriend.” Mack turned Alyssa to face him, needing to sell this, needing the enforcer to see a couple, not a threat. “She got turned around looking for the bathroom.”

      Her eyes met his, shocked and confused. Those green eyes he’d once known better than his own now stared at him like he was a ghost.

      Or her worst nightmare.

      Trust me, he tried to say with his gaze. Just this once, play along.

      “The boss wants to talk to her.” The enforcer reached for his phone.

      Mack kept one arm around Alyssa’s waist, pulling her closer, and pressed his lips to her temple. The scent of her shampoo hit him like a physical blow—vanilla and something floral, exactly the same after two years. His chest tightened.

      “You scared me, Lys.” The nickname slipped out before he could stop it. “I thought I lost you in this crowd.”

      He felt her tremble against him. Fear or shock or recognition, he couldn’t tell. Maybe all three.

      Mack shifted his position slightly, keeping Alyssa behind him, his free hand loose at his side—ready to draw if this went sideways. “She didn’t see anything,” he said in a steady voice. “Just a bunch of guys in suits having a boring business meeting. Right, babe?”

      Alyssa stuttered. “Um…yeah.”

      The enforcer’s hand stayed on his phone. “She walked into a private meeting.”

      “And walked right back out.” Mack kept his voice reasonable, but his body language said something else entirely. Try to take her and find out what happens.

      “I’m just an artist hired to sketch portraits for the party,” she said.

      “Wrong door,” Mack added. “Simple mistake.”

      “Boss said⁠—”

      “Let them go.”

      Mack’s gaze snapped to the study doorway. Blake Bennett stood there, perfectly still, his expression controlled in a way that made Mack’s instincts scream danger.

      Their eyes locked.

      Two years. Two years since Blake’s lies had cost a Marine his life and nearly destroyed Mack’s career. Two years since Alyssa had chosen her brother’s version of events over the truth.

      And now Blake was here, working with cartels, and his sister had just stumbled into his operation.

      Alyssa tensed. “Bla⁠—”

      “We’re on our way out,” Mack cut her off. “Just leaving before the storm gets worse.”

      Blake’s eyes narrowed, understanding the double meaning.

      “Boss said to bring her in for questioning—” the enforcer started.

      “I said let them go.” Blake’s voice carried command authority, the kind that didn’t invite argument. “She’s nobody. We have business to finish.”

      His gaze stayed on Mack. This isn’t over.

      Mack stared back. Bring it.

      “But I…” Alyssa started again, but shut up when Mack squeezed her side.

      Blake added, quieter but no less threatening, “Make sure your girlfriend doesn’t wander into private areas again. Could be dangerous. People value their privacy.”

      The enforcer looked between them, then shrugged and headed back to the study. Blake lingered another moment, his eyes dropping to Alyssa, and something flickered across his face. Regret? Concern?

      He disappeared into the study, the door closing behind him with a soft click.

      Mack counted to five, making sure they were alone, then turned Alyssa toward the main party. His hand settled on her lower back, guiding her forward. “Walk. Now. Don’t look back.”

      She started to pull away, to turn, her mouth opening⁠—

      “Not here, Lys.” He kept moving, kept her moving. “Keep walking.”

      She obeyed. Muscle memory, maybe. Or shock. Either way, she matched his pace as they entered the main ballroom.

      Two hundred guests filled the ballroom. Servers passed by with trays of champagne. The string quartet played an upbeat tune. Laughter and warm light gave the illusion of safety.

      “Mack, what is going on?” Alyssa said. “What are you doing here? Who are those men back there, and why was Blake acting so weird?”

      Mack pulled his earpiece from his pocket—he’d ripped it out before intervening—and put it back in. Claire was practically screaming.

      “—your position immediately! Hawk, respond! Hawk!”

      Mack replied calmly. “A civilian is compromised. I’m extracting her.”

      “Negative, stay in position.”

      “Too late. She’s burned. They’ll kill her.” He kept his expression neutral, nodding at a passing couple like nothing was wrong.

      “They’ll what?” Alyssa said two octaves too high.

      “Who is she?” the handler wanted to know.

      Mack looked at Alyssa. Her face was pale, but composed. Detail-oriented as always—her gaze raked over him, taking him in and trying to understand. Two years hadn’t changed that about her.

      “It’s complicated,” he said into the mic.

      He pulled his phone out, texted Grizzly. Exfil now. Front entrance. Hot.

      Response came immediately. Two min.

      Mack grabbed her arm and hauled her out the far doors. “Get your coat.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      Mack rubbed a hand over his face. “I’ll explain later, but we need to leave right fucking now, Alyssa. You just walked in on cartel negotiations, and regardless of what Blake did, it won’t be long before those men come after you.”

      “You’re being ridiculous,” she said. But her voice shook, betraying her fear. “There’s no way Rob would allow cartel leaders in his⁠—”

      Rob Thorne materialized near the coat check, his weathered face creasing with concern. “Leaving already? Alyssa, you alright, sweetheart?”

      Mack’s brain catalogued the familiarity in the older man’s voice. Rob knew her well enough to use her first name, to call her sweetheart. He knew Blake, too.

      Had Blake set up the negotiations?

      “She’s not feeling well.” Mack grabbed her coat from the attendant. He draped it over her shoulders. “I need to get her home.”

      “Of course, of course.” Rob patted Alyssa’s arm. “Feel better. Thank you for coming tonight. The guests love their portraits. We’ll catch up soon.”

      She managed a weak smile, and Mack guided her toward the entrance. A few feet, and she jerked her arm away. “I don’t know what the hell is going on, but you don’t get to march me outside and send me home.”

      “Are you not listening to me?” It was everything he could do not to throw her over his shoulder, firefighter-style, and haul her out the door. “I’m trying to save your life.”

      Through the glass doors, snow fell in sheets. The circular drive was already covered, maybe three inches accumulated. How long had he been inside? Two hours? The weather had turned fast.

      Headlights cut through the white curtain as the SPS SUV pulled up.

      Alyssa stopped at the top of the steps, turning to him. “Explain. Now.”

      Infuriating woman, demanding explanations at the worst possible moment.  So like her.

      Behind them, the enforcer emerged from the hallway, spotted them through the glass, and reached for his phone.

      “Not now.” Mack took her hand—her fingers were ice-cold—and pulled her down the steps. The cold hit like a fist, wind driving snow into their faces. She slipped—stupid high heels were all wrong for this weather—and he caught her.

      Grizzly opened the rear door, thinking they’d both sit back there. Mack lifted Alyssa up and took her to the passenger side. Closing her door, he cut off her protests and returned to the driver’s side and Grizzly.

      “I need you to go back in.” Mack slid into the driver’s seat. “Take my position. Rob still needs security, and the FBI op isn’t done.”

      Grizzly’s eyes widened. “You’re taking the civilian home? In this storm? You sure that’s wise?”

      “Not up for debate.” Mack tossed him the venue security credentials from his pocket. “Tell Wolf I had to extract a compromised civilian. He’ll understand.”

      “Copy that.” Grizzly stepped back, clearly thinking this was a terrible idea, but knowing better than to argue. “Be safe out there.”

      Mack shifted into drive and pulled away from the mansion, checking his mirrors. Grizzly ducked inside right before the enforcer barreled out, phone to his ear, watching them disappear into the snow.

      “Put your seatbelt on,” Mack said.

      Alyssa fumbled with it, her hands shaking. The buckle’s click sounded too loud in the confined space. “I can’t believe…”

      Her voice trailed off. She was right there—no buffer between them. Just her and him and two years of silence.

      “What just happened back there?” That was Alyssa—always processing, always trying to understand before reacting.

      Mack focused on the road. The long driveway was barely visible, the tire tracks already filling with fresh snow. “You walked into a meeting you shouldn’t have seen.”

      “Those men⁠—”

      “Are dangerous.” He turned onto the main road, or what he hoped was the main road. Visibility was dropping fast. “They’re drug traffickers.”

      “I don’t believe it. Rob would never⁠—”

      “Mr. Thorne didn’t know.”

      “But Blake was in there.” She said it with a note of incredulousness. “You must be mistaken.”

      Because it was easier to believe her brother was the golden boy and could do no wrong.

      “I was officially working security for Rob Thorne.”

      “And you knew those men were there?”

      “Yes, Alyssa.”Always with the questions. “There was an undercover op going on that you nearly blew.”

      The SUV’s radio crackled. “All units, I-90 eastbound closed at mile marker 96. Major multi-vehicle accident. Whiteout conditions. Estimated closure: four to six hours.”

      Mack’s hands tightened on the wheel. The interstate was the direct route to the Shadow Point compound.

      His phone buzzed. A weather alert popped up on the built-in dash screen. Blizzard warning extended through tomorrow morning.

      The GPS chimed helpfully. “Rerouting... calculating alternative route...”

      Alyssa was watching him. He could feel her gaze on the side of his face. “Where are you taking me?”

      “SPS compound. You’ll be safe there.”

      “The what?”

      “Shadow Point Security. It’s who I work for now.”

      “And you’re doing sting operations in wealthy families’ estates with drug traffickers? Oh, this is one for the books. Have you lost your mind?”

      If he looked at her now, if he saw those green eyes he’d once known better than his own reflection, he might lose his cool.

      But up ahead, he saw flashing lights. “Shit,” he said under his breath.

      She sat forward. “Looks like a pile up. The police are diverting traffic.”

      “If the interstate is closed, the compound’s unreachable.” He slowed, followed the snake of cars and trucks onto a state road.

      “I can’t believe this,” Alyssa said, shaking her head. She pulled out her phone. “I’m calling Blake and getting an explanation.”

      He shot out a hand, stopping her before she could dial. “He won’t answer, trust me. Not until the negotiations are over, and then, he’s going to be walking a fine line between turning you over to the cartel and figuring out how to keep you safe.”

      “You’re talking about my brother!”

      He slammed a hand on the steering wheel, wishing he could pass all the slow vehicles. “Yes, that’s the one. Your brother, who’s apparently working for cartels these days.”

      The headlights flashed off a sign a few feet ahead. Tremble Back Pop. 214 with an arrow pointing to the right.

      He snorted and shook his head. What were the odds he’d end up within spitting distance of his family’s cabin?

      “I don’t believe you.” She shook her head. “I don’t believe any of this. This must be a mistake.”

      “I want you alive, Lys.” The nickname slipped out again. He’d used it so naturally once, back when she was his, back before everything shattered. “Those men saw your face, and you weren’t supposed to see theirs. No one but those in the meeting were to know they were there.”

      “Why did you say I was your girlfriend?” She pushed herself against the door as if trying to put as much distance between them as possible. “Why did you...” Her hand rose to her temple, where he’d kissed her. “I want to go home." Her voice was small, scared. "I need to process this. I can't⁠—"

      "I'm working with the FBI. Your brother's in the middle of it. He's not who you think he is."

      She just stared at him, continuing to press herself against the door.

      He ignored her, taking the next turn, grateful to leave the pack of slow-moving vehicles behind, even though the road toward Tremble Back already had six inches or more of snow on it.

      Her voice was low, scared. “Why are you doing this?”

      Because it’s the only way to save you. Because even after two years, even after you broke my heart, I would still burn the whole world down to keep you safe. Because you’re still Lys to me, even if I have no right to call you that anymore.

      He said none of those things. “Because it was the only way to get you out of there alive.” His voice came out rough. “They would have taken you. Questioned you. Hurt you.”

      Killed you, his mind supplied, even though he didn’t say it. But she heard it anyway—he saw her face pale in his peripheral vision.

      “And Blake?” Her voice was barely audible. “What was he doing in that room?”

      Mack’s jaw worked. The windshield wipers slapped at the snow, barely keeping up. High beams reflected off a wall of white, making visibility even worse. He eased off the accelerator.

      “He must be working for one of them.”

      “Working for…a cartel?”

      “Yes.”

      A sharp intake of breath. Then nothing. Just the sound of the storm and the heater and the engine laboring through deepening snow.

      When she spoke again, her voice was hollow. “Did you know I was going to be there tonight? Did you know I was in Montana?”

      Finally, he looked at her.

      Her eyes searched his face for something. Truth, maybe. Or proof that this was all a terrible nightmare she’d wake up from. “I didn’t know you were in Montana, Lys.” The admission cost him something. “You told me to leave you alone two years ago, and I did.”

      Her expression shuttered. Right. Because she’d been the one to end it. The one to walk away. She had no right to look hurt by his words.

      “But you’re in danger now.” He turned back to the road, gripping the wheel harder. “And whether you like it or not, I’m all you’ve got.”

      The road climbed into the mountains, visibility dropping to almost nothing. Wind buffeted the SUV, and Mack fought to keep them steady. His phone buzzed again—weather alerts, GPS trying to reroute, messages he didn’t have attention to spare for.

      Beside him, Alyssa was silent. He could feel questions building in her, the same way he used to feel storms coming when they were together. She wanted answers.

      But every answer would lead to more questions, and some of those questions he couldn’t answer without breaking about five different security clearances and putting her in even more danger.

      “Mack.” Her voice was softer now. Tired. “Where are we going?”

      “To a cabin,” he said. “It’s not secure like the SPS compound, but it’s off the grid. They won’t find you there.”

      “What happens when we get to this cabin?”

      Good question.

      Two years of staying away. Two years of building walls. Two years of trying to forget the only woman who’d ever made him want to tear those walls down.

      And now he was driving into the mountains with her, about to be trapped in close quarters for God knew how long. Blake knew they’d left together. The cartels knew her face. And he’d just put himself between Alyssa and all of it.

      Like he hadn’t learned his lesson the first time.

      The next few minutes were a war against the blizzard. The cabin appeared through the snow like a ghost—small, solid, buried in drifts. Mack pulled the SUV as close as he could and killed the engine.

      He looked at her one more time before he got out. She was watching him with those eyes that still haunted his dreams, still broke his heart.

      "Wait," he said, and trudged through the howling wind to her side. When he opened her door, the storm tried to rip it from his hands. He reached for her. "I've got you."

      He scooped her up out of the passenger seat, and she buried her head in his chest as the blizzard raged at them.

      The walk to the front door took three times as long as it normally did. Once he finally got her inside, he set her on her feet, closed the door, and set the security system.

      She shook snow off herself. “What is this place?”

      He took her coat and hung it up, then brushed snow from his own hair. “Welcome to my home,” he said. He'd never thought she'd be here. Never wanted her here. Except that was a lie, wasn't it? He headed to the kitchen before she could see his face. “Make yourself at home.”
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      The cabin was exactly what Alyssa would have expected from Mack.

      Spare. Functional. Military-neat in a way that went beyond habit into something that resembled control. A kitchen with clean counters and a coffee maker that had already been put to use. A living area with a couch, a chair, and a fireplace someone had laid but not lit. No throw pillows. No artwork on the walls. No photographs anywhere.

      Alyssa stood in the middle of it, dripping melted snow onto the hardwood floor, and did what she always did when she needed to understand something.

      She studied her environment.

      Slate gray, she thought. He used to like slate blue, like a November sky right before snow. Now he and this interior are darker. Storm-cloud gray with edges like broken glass.

      Everything in the cabin was chosen for purpose, nothing for comfort. The furniture was good but impersonal, the kind of pieces you bought because you needed somewhere to sit, not because you wanted a home. There were books on a shelf—military history, tactical manuals, one battered paperback with a broken spine she couldn’t read from here. That one, at least, had been read for pleasure.

      It was the portrait of a man who had stopped letting himself want things.

      She knew whose fault that was.

      You’re fine, Bennett, she told herself. You’re alive, you’re warm, and the guilt spiral is not helpful right now. Save it for when you’re not dripping on the man’s floor.

      Mack moved through the space behind her like she wasn’t there. She tracked him in her peripheral vision the same way she used to track him across crowded rooms as he checked the window locks, tested the deadbolt on the front door, and pulled out his phone, scanning something she couldn’t see.

      His suit jacket was gone, tossed somewhere between the door and the kitchen, and his dress shirt was untucked, the sleeves rolled to the elbows. The scar on his left hand caught the lamplight.

      She looked away.

      On the kitchen counter, beside the coffee maker, sat two quarters. He’d emptied his pockets when he came in. She recognized them before her brain fully registered what she was seeing—the particular worn gleam of them, the way they sat slightly overlapping, familiar as a fingerprint.

      She’d given him those quarters. His grandfather’s, re-engraved with their initials and the date he’d proposed, pressed into his palm before his first deployment as a Scout Sniper. Bring them home to me, she’d said.

      He had. And then she’d sent him away anyway.

      She turned her back to the counter.

      “Here.” Mack appeared at her elbow without warning—she’d always been in awe of how quietly he moved for a man his size—and held out a folded stack of clothing. Dark gray sweatpants, a navy henley. “Bathroom’s down the hall. Get out of the wet dress.”

      “Thank you,” she said automatically.

      Old Alyssa—she heard it in her own voice, the reflexive compliance, the smooth social response. Take the clothes. Say thank you. Make yourself easy.

      She took the clothes. But she didn’t move.

      “You said Blake was working for them.” She kept her voice level. “I want to know what that means.”

      Mack was already turning away. “Change first.”

      “I’m asking you a question.”

      “And I’ll answer it.” He crossed to the window again—she was starting to suspect he’d check it every five minutes until dawn—and looked out at the wall of white beyond the glass. “After you change. You’re soaking wet, and it’s thirty degrees in here until the heat kicks in.”

      “I’m fine.”

      He turned and looked at her for the first time since they’d gotten out of the car—those gray-blue eyes doing the thing she’d forgotten about, the thing where he assessed a situation so thoroughly you felt like a problem being solved.

      “Your hands are shaking, Lyssa.”

      She looked down. They were. Had been since they’d fled the party, she realized—she’d been gripping the clothes tightly enough to white-knuckle it and hadn’t noticed. The small tremors were unmistakable now that she was standing still.

      Fine. He had a point.

      She hated that he had a point.

      “I want answers when I come back,” she said and walked down the hall to the bathroom before he could respond.

      She locked the door and stood with her back against it for ten full seconds, breathing. Her bag slid to the floor next to her still-cold feet.

      Okay, she told herself. Okay. Take stock.

      She was alive. She was warm, or getting there. She was in a cabin in the middle of a Montana blizzard with her ex-fiancé, being hunted by a drug cartel that apparently included her brother. Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking, and there was a warning pressure building behind her right eye that she was refusing to acknowledge.

      Completely fine. Totally manageable.

      She peeled off the wet dress with fingers that fumbled on the zipper, changed into Mack’s clothes, and tried not to think about the fact that the henley smelled like him—cedar and something clean, the same soap he’d always used. Some things, apparently, didn’t change.

      Don’t, she warned herself. Absolutely do not.

      She ran cold water over her wrists to stop the shaking. It helped, marginally. Then she opened her bag—miracle of miracles, she’d kept hold of it through the entire disaster—and found her pocket sketchbook and a charcoal pencil wedged beside her migraine medication and her phone.

      She looked at the medication. Then at her phone.

      Jenna first.

      She dialed. It rang four times and rolled to voicemail. Jenna’s voice filled her ear, bright and warm and so achingly normal that Alyssa’s throat tightened without warning.

      “Hey, it’s Jenna! Leave me something fun!”

      “Jen.” She kept her voice quiet, steady—Mack would hear her if she wasn’t careful, and she didn’t want him to hear this. She didn’t want to explain it. “It’s me. Something happened tonight—I’m okay, I’m safe, but I might not be home for a day or two. Don’t worry. I’ll explain everything when I can. Just...” She paused. “Lock the apartment door. Okay? Love you.”

      She hung up and stared at herself in the mirror.

      She looked terrible. Mascara smudged under her eyes, her hair half-fallen from the updo she’d spent forty minutes constructing that afternoon, pale enough that the scar through her eyebrow stood out against her skin. Mack’s clothes swallowed her. She looked young and scared, and nothing like the independent, self-sufficient woman she’d been constructing, piece by piece, over the past six months.
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