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Prologue




Rebecca’s hands shook as she reached for the door handle. She tightened her grip around the knob and twisted. Half expecting to find it locked, she released a slow breath when the latch retreated into the wood. 

With her ear pressed to the opening, she listened for signs of life. Voices drifted down the hallway from the office, the words indiscernible. 

She had to go now while she had the chance, but her feet stayed planted firmly in place. Her whole body trembled as her wide eyes flitted around the hallway in search of movement. If they caught her, she would never get another opportunity. They would lock her in her room—her prison—permanently, instead of only at night.

Before she could talk herself out of it, Rebecca shifted the backpack higher on her shoulder and slipped out the door, latching it closed behind her. With her shoes in hand, she tiptoed down the carpeted hallway. Each step she took away from her room caused her heart to pound faster. 

Dizziness crashed into her, causing the room to spin. 

“Shit, shit, shit.” Rebecca squeezed her eyelids shut and braced herself against the wall to keep from tumbling to the ground. Ignoring the sense of urgency that twisted knots in her stomach, she willed the sensation to pass. After several deep breaths, her equilibrium stabilized and she straightened.

The door at the end of the hall creaked open, amplifying the voices inside. Sucking air through her teeth, Rebecca hurried to the closest room and wiggled the knob. Locked. Her heart pounded as she searched for a place to hide before the pair noticed her presence. With no other options in sight, she rushed down the stairs, her socked feet barely a whisper on the carpet. By the normalcy of their tone, she doubted anyone had spotted her, but their conversation grew closer, suggesting they were on the move…right behind her.

At the bottom of the stairs, Rebecca slipped into the kitchen and hunkered behind the island. The fridge fan kicked on, causing her to flinch. While the voices ambled closer, she worked to slow her breathing, afraid they would hear her panting, even from this distance.

A shadow moved in her peripheral vision and Rebecca couldn’t stop the involuntary squeak that came from her throat. Half a dozen reasons for her presence in the kitchen flew to the tip of her tongue, but none would adequately explain why she cowered out of sight wearing a backpack filled with clothes and money.

Swallowing, she chanced a peek at the figure standing over her. With her mouth parted, Margarete scanned Rebecca from head to toe, finally landing on the bag slung over her shoulder and the shoes in her hand.

“Thank you for coming, Robert.” A female voice in the foyer broke through the panicked haze around Rebecca’s mind. “As always, I appreciate your valuable insight.”

“Of course.” The rustle of clothing muffled the man’s words. “Give me a ring if you don’t see the results we expect.”

While the pair exchanged farewells, Rebecca inched backward toward the dining room. Without so much as a glance in her direction, Margarete let out a sharp hiss and gave her a barely perceptible shake of her head.

Once the door shut behind the visitor, footsteps headed toward the kitchen. Margarete reached into a cabinet and pulled out a silver tray. Apathy replaced the confusion in her expression.

“Good afternoon, Dr. Sharpe.” Margarete walked away from the island, and Rebecca had to resist the urge to grab her around the ankle and pull her closer. “I’m making a snack for Rebecca. Do you want anything?”

“No, thank you.” The breath caught in Rebecca’s throat as the footsteps entered the kitchen, stopping on the other side of the counter. “Once you finish, I can take it upstairs with me. I need to check on Rebecca, anyway.”

Margarete pulled a knife from the drawer and cut thin slices off a block of cheese she’d gotten from the fridge. “I don’t mind checking Rebecca’s vitals if you need to get back to work.”

Dr. Sharpe hesitated. “Is there some reason you don’t want me to see Rebecca?”

“Yes.”

The blood rushed in Rebecca’s ears while she waited for Margarete to reveal her secret.

Slowly, Margarete set the utensil on the counter and lifted her face. “You know how upset Rebecca can get. She will respond more calmly to a friendly face.”

Fingernails drummed on the marble countertop. Dr. Sharpe sighed. “You’re right. I would rather spend my time reviewing the notes Robert gave me than deal with a petulant teenager.”

With a grunt of acknowledgement, Margarete picked up the tray of snacks and followed Dr. Sharpe. Rebecca tiptoed to the edge of the island and peered around it to find Margarete standing in the doorway, the professional aura dissolving into sadness. Her kind eyes met Rebecca’s.

“Thank you,” Rebecca mouthed. Once Dr. Sharpe found her gone, she would blame Margarete for carelessly allowing her to escape, if she didn’t outright accuse her of aiding Rebecca. What consequences would Margarete face for looking the other way? Rebecca pushed the thought from her mind, afraid it would crack her resolve.

After a curt nod, Margarete hurried away from the kitchen. Rebecca forced herself to count to one hundred before leaving the safety of her hiding place. When she stood, she noticed an unopened roll of crackers on the counter. She smiled. Since Margarete usually cleaned up after herself as she worked, she suspected the woman had intentionally left them out for Rebecca to take with her.

She stuffed the pack into her bag and scurried to the doorway. A quick check confirmed the coast was clear. Her stomach fluttered as she hurried to the entrance. With one last look over her shoulder, she opened the door and stepped into the afternoon sun.

Once she’d tugged on her shoes and hastily tied the laces, Rebecca straightened and mentally planned out her next move. Although she still had a long way to go, she allowed a tiny trickle of hope to seep through her defense.

She was finally free.








  
  
Chapter 1




Ayawn tugged at Kate’s lips. Despite going to bed early, exhaustion weighed on her more than usual. She suspected her dreams had caused her fitful sleep. Although she couldn’t remember any of them—she rarely did—she had woken more than once in a sweat with her heart racing. 

“Next.” The bored barista watched with disinterest as Kate blinked herself out of a stupor. When Kate reached the counter, the teen’s eyebrow ring disappeared underneath her magenta bangs. 

Was that her way of saying she was ready to take Kate’s order? Without the mental energy to decipher social cues, Kate took the girl’s blank stare as a yes and cleared her throat. “I’ll have a venti iced vanilla latte with an extra shot of espresso.” She swallowed another yawn. “Make that two shots.”

The barista tapped on the register. “Name?”

“Kate.” After paying for her drink, she shifted to join the cluster of customers next to the pickup counter. While she waited for her order, she checked her phone and rolled her eyes when she read the message from Piper.

Running late. Cover for me?

She typed her response—Don’t I always?—and hit send as the barista set her coffee on the counter.

“Iced vanilla latte for Kate.”

Kate opened her mouth to thank her, but the girl had already turned her back on the counter by the time she reached it. “Youths,” she muttered to herself.

Drink in hand, she turned toward the door. A split second too late, she noticed the figure standing behind her. Before she could stop her momentum, she collided with the man and coffee spilled from the opening of her plastic cup onto both of them.

“Oh, my gosh!” Kate’s eyes widened at the tan spots that stained his sky-blue shirt. “I’m so sorry.”

Expecting him to yell at her, Kate glanced up when the man laughed instead. His gray eyes crinkled with amusement. “Not your fault. I clearly walked into your blind spot.”

“Still, I should have watched where I was going.” Kate tugged several napkins from the holder and blotted his button-down shirt. Her fingers brushed across the wet fabric that clung to his sculpted pecs, snapping her back to reality. Why in the world was she invading a stranger’s personal space? Her cheeks flushed as she pulled out a fistful of napkins and thrust them at him. “Sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it.” The man flashed her a smile as he dabbed at the wet splotches. “No harm done.”

Kate grimaced. “Except ruining your shirt first thing in the morning.”

“Yours, too.” He gestured at her.

With a start, she realized her midsection felt cold and damp. She glanced down and frowned at the large spot on her blouse. “Aw, man. I liked this shirt.”

“Eh, a bit of cold water and detergent will get it right out.” The man reached around her and tossed the soaked napkins into the trash bin.

As he straightened, a sensation of déjà vu slammed into her. Kate froze and squinted at the man, studying his features. Between her tall stature and heeled boots, he was only a couple of inches taller than her. Sandy blond hair hung disheveled over his forehead, creating an odd contrast to his otherwise clean-cut appearance. Although he seemed familiar, she had no recollection of meeting him before.

Seemingly oblivious to her stare, the stranger gestured to her coffee. “I ruined your caffeine fix. Sounds like you need it this morning. Two extra shots of espresso?”

“What?” Kate croaked. Was he in line behind her when she ordered? With a shake of her head, she checked her clear cup. Although quite a bit had spilled in their collision, she still had over half left. “Oh. It’s okay. A venti probably would’ve made me jittery, anyway.”

“Are you sure?” The man gestured to the register. “I can order you another one.”

Normally, she might have considered the offer in the hope that he intended it as a chance for them to spend a few more minutes together. Instead, Kate waved a hand through the air. Their strange interaction had left her flustered and she worried she would say something stupid if they continued to chat. “No, it’s fine.”

“Aiden,” the barista shouted over the din of the café. “I have a hot mocha for Aiden.”

“That’s me.” Aiden flashed her a smile. “Have a great day.”

“At least it’s not a Monday,” she said. “That would definitely set a bad tone for the week.”

He winced. “It is Tuesday, though. We’re not even halfway done yet.”

Kate watched while he grabbed his cup, steam wafting from the hole in the lid, and headed for the exit. With another glance at her, he lifted his drink in a salute and weaved his way through the crowd to the door.

Once he disappeared from view, Kate slumped into the empty chair next to her. The wet fabric of her shirt tickled her stomach, but she barely noticed. If she had met Aiden before, surely he would have said so. And if she hadn’t, why couldn’t she shake the feeling that she knew him?








  
  
Chapter 2




“I’m here!” Piper rushed through the door and hurried to the desk beside Kate. “Whew, you wouldn’t believe the traffic today.” 

Kate raised an eyebrow. “You walk to work.”

“Sidewalks get busy, too.” After pulling a water bottle from her tote, she flung the bag into a drawer and reclined in her chair. “Did anybody ask about me?”

“Yes, the CEO called. He wanted to present you with an award for punctuality, but he gave it to me since you weren’t here to accept it.”

“Funny.” Piper gathered her sleek, black hair behind her head and used the scrunchie on her wrist to secure it in a ponytail. With her hands busy, she used her chin to gesture toward Kate’s stained shirt. “What happened to you?”

“I bumped into someone at the café.” Kate picked up her half-empty cup and shook it, rattling the ice. “This got in the way.”

“Why didn’t you go home and change?”

“Because, unlike you, I care about getting to the office on time.” To accentuate her point, Kate pointed to the clock on the wall.

Piper’s manicured nails clacked against the keyboard as she typed in her password. “Tardiness is a small price to pay to avoid walking around with a dirty shirt for hours.”

“The guy I bumped into told me to use cold water and detergent.” Kate twisted her mouth. “Do you think dish soap would work? We probably have some in the break room.”

Straightening, Piper swiveled her chair to face Kate. “Guy?”

Kate huffed through her nose. “A member of the male species, yes.”

Piper wiggled her eyebrows. “Was he cute?”

Unbidden, heat rose in Kate’s cheeks. She ducked her head, allowing her hair to fall in a curtain around her face. “How is that relevant?”

“Which means yes,” Piper said. “Did you get his number?”

“No.” Before Piper could protest, Kate rushed to add, “He offered to buy me another coffee, but I got this weird vibe.”

Piper’s nose scrunched. “Like a serial killer vibe?”

“Not that extreme. It was more like I knew him but couldn’t remember from where.”

“Isn’t that the plot of half the romance novels you read?” Piper asked. In a dreamy tone, she said, “The instant they met, they felt like they’d known each other their whole lives.”

“It hits a little differently in real life than in fiction.” Kate slurped the last drops of her latte through the straw and eyed the door to the break room, wondering whether she should grab a cup of coffee. Despite the extra shots of espresso, she couldn’t shake her exhaustion. “Have you noticed anything unusual in my sleep data lately?”

If Piper thought anything unusual about Kate’s random change in subject, she didn’t show it. “No. Why?”

“Nothing, really.” Kate picked up a pen and twirled it between her fingers. “I noticed I’m more tired than usual lately. I just wondered if the data showed anything.”

Piper snorted. “You probably can’t sleep because you have to wear that stupid thing all the time.”

When the medical tech company, Morphionics, hired her as a tester three years ago, Kate had hoped to keep her distance from their experiments. To her dismay, her assignment included testing both the hardware and software of their latest equipment under development.

Although the company originally designed the head piece to track brain activity during sleep, they had recently expanded the functionality to record dreams. When they’d first announced the new capability, Kate found it difficult to accept the validity of the feature. Once testing started, though, they asked participants to write notes about every detail they remembered from their dreams and assigned one of Piper’s colleagues to compare their reports against the videos. According to Piper, her coworker found dream matches in over ninety-five percent of cases. Slight variances were attributed to memory leaks after waking. After hearing the thoroughness of the company’s review, Kate had to admit, either Morphionics was telling the truth about this breakthrough technology or they were running an intricate scam.

In an abundance of caution, Morphionics wanted the new technology to undergo extensive trials before pushing it to market. According to her boss, they could only garner the desired sample size if they included employees in the process. In the end, leadership had given her an ultimatum—participate in the study or leave the company. Without a college degree, Kate doubted she could easily find another job with a comparable salary, so she’d begrudgingly agreed.

Kate opened an email from her boss and scanned it, but her distracted brain barely processed the words. “You’d tell me if you saw anything noteworthy, though, right?”

As part of the biotechnology team, Piper sifted through the test subjects’ dreams and noted her observations on patterns, variances, and content. The analysis sounded subjective and highly intrusive, but Kate had little say if she wanted to stay employed with Morphionics.

“Of course. Everything in your data looks perfectly normal.” Piper cast a side-eyed glance her way. “Your bizarre ass dreams are a different story, though. I think you need to cut back on the horror movies.”

“What are you talking about?” Kate asked. “You know I don’t like that stuff.”

“You need therapy, then.” Piper shuddered. “I have to skip past some of them, they’re so creepy.”

“I guess it’s a good thing that I don’t remember them.”

“That’s not normal, you know.” Piper motioned toward her monitor. “You can always watch them here, if you want.”

Kate scrunched her nose. “No, thanks. It’s bad enough you do.”

“Better me than someone else around here.” Piper scooted her chair over to Kate’s desk and leaned against it on her elbows. Lowering her voice, she said, “If I had to wear that thing, no way would I let Dominic review my recordings. I’m pretty sure I had a dream about him the other night.”

Kate’s gaze slid to the man sitting across the room. Although they technically worked on the same project, she knew next to nothing about him except that he was a developer on the device software. Any time their paths crossed, he barely acknowledged her presence, much less spoke to her. At first, she’d taken it personally, until she realized he acted the same way around everyone else at the company…including Piper, who could get almost anyone to talk.

Per usual, Dominic kept his attention locked firmly on his work, either unaware or uninterested in the office chatter around him. His chiseled jaw worked side to side as he stared at the data on his screen. When he leaned forward to dig through one of his desk drawers, a lock of black hair fell across his face, which he impatiently swept away. As he straightened, his chocolate-brown eyes settled on her. Butterflies swarmed in Kate’s stomach and she jerked her gaze away. 

Once she was sure the flush had receded from her cheeks, she chanced another peek in his direction. Although Dominic’s attention had returned to his laptop, a hint of a smile curved his lips. 

“Like you would care if he knew you had a wet dream about him,” Kate said.

“True.” Piper pursed her lips as she watched Dominic, not bothering to hide her interest. “Maybe then he would at least pay attention to me.”

“There, there.” Kate patted her on the shoulder. “Don’t fret. You have plenty of other options to sate your needs.”

“Also true.” Piper wiggled her eyebrows. “What do you think his deal is, though?”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t think I’ve seen him interact with anyone in the office.” Piper rested a finger against her cheek. “Except during that team meeting when his boss asked him a question.”

“Introvert?” Kate suggested.

“You’re an introvert,” Piper said. “He’s aloof. It’s kind of creepy, if you ask me.”

“Says the person who would talk to a brick wall if it would respond.” Kate shrugged. “Not everyone feels the need to socialize with their colleagues. We don’t have to make friends at work. That’s a myth corporations tell their employees to boost morale.”

Piper’s lower lip jutted out. “Rude.”

“Don’t pout. You know what I mean.”

Piper scooted to the edge of her seat, a smile on her face. “I do, and I forgive you.”

Kate rolled her eyes. “How gracious of you.”

“That’s what best friends are for.” Piper rolled back to her desk and picked up a pair of headphones. “Now, leave me alone. I have to watch your dreams so I can tell my bosses how weird you are.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Kate tied the belt on her fluffy robe and headed to the bathroom. Just the act of turning the knob on the tub loosened her tense muscles. After a mentally taxing week, she relished the thought of relaxing in the warm water with a cozy fantasy book. 

While she waited for the bathtub to fill, she twirled her dark brown hair into a bun. Leaning over the counter, she tilted her head down to examine her roots. The sandy blonde had started to peek through, which meant she would need a touch-up in another week or so.

As she pushed the last bobby pin into place, her phone chimed from the bedroom. Kate ignored it. If she wanted to wind down, she needed a screen-free, quiet evening.

Another notification dinged. 

With a sigh, she walked to her nightstand to switch her phone to silent. The second she picked it up, it started to ring and Piper’s picture appeared.

For a moment, Kate considered declining the call. As much as she loved her best friend, talking to her was like standing in the path of a tornado—she swept in, stirred things up, then vanished without bothering to clean up the pieces.

Her finger hovered over the telephone icon. She knew Piper planned to go dancing tonight. What if she needed her help? She imagined her friend, drunk and stumbling down the street alone. Or worse—beaten and battered, left to die in a dark and quiet alleyway.

Mentally bracing herself, Kate swiped up to answer the call. “Hey, Piper.”

“Katie!” Piper’s words were steady and clear. Apparently, the night hadn’t kicked off yet. “Whatcha doing?”

“Oh, you know me.” Kate checked the progress of her bath. Halfway full. “I’m at a wild party as we speak.”

“Ha!” A rustling noise filled Kate’s ears, followed by Piper’s muffled voice speaking to someone. Although Kate could only pick up tidbits of the conversation, it sounded like a rideshare. “I’m headed to the club. Come with me.”

Kate rubbed her temple. This was why she hadn’t wanted to answer. “Not tonight, Piper.”

“Katie, please?” Piper whined. “I need a wing woman.”

“You have other friends. Ask one of them.”

“They’re all catty.” A horn honked and a male voice muttered indistinguishable words. “Besides, I can trust that you won’t try to steal a guy out from under me. Last weekend, Ava totally swooped in while I went to pee and snagged someone she knew I was interested in.”

“You need better friends.” Kate grabbed a towel from the linen closet and set it next to the tub.

“That’s why I have you.” Piper paused. “Right, Katie?”

Kate narrowed her eyelids. The fact that Piper kept calling her “Katie” set off alarm bells. She only did that when she expected Kate to get mad at something she did or said.

“Yes.” Kate drew the word out.

“So you’ll come out with me?” A car door slammed. With luck, Piper had arrived at the club and she would soon get too distracted to continue pestering Kate.

“I really don’t feel like going out, Piper.” Kate shut off the faucet to the tub and went into the bedroom to get her e-reader. “My brain is tired. I just want to wind down and go to bed early.”

“You’re boring.”

“This is not new information.” Kate slid a hand into the water to gauge the temperature. Perfect. “Now, I have a bath calling my name. Have fun, stay out of trouble, and text me when you get home.”

A knock rang through her apartment. Kate frowned toward the front door. Who would visit her unannounced at nine p.m.? “Hold on, someone’s at the door.”

“Oh, really?”

Kate’s hand froze inches away from the underwear she’d discarded on the floor. “Piper?”

“Yes, Katie?” Her words echoed through the phone’s earpiece and the door.

A growl rumbled Kate’s throat as she stormed across her apartment. When she thrust it open, Piper stood on the other side, an innocent grin splashed across a face adorned with glitter makeup. She wore a crimson halter top paired with a pair of tight black jeans that hugged her hips. Her black and silver boots added a couple of inches to her diminutive stature, although Kate had no idea how she could walk, much less dance in them. Her long hair hung in loose curls with red ribbons interspersed throughout them. 

“No.” Kate crossed her arms over her chest.

“Come on, Katie.” Piper’s lower lip jutted out. “You’re at home alone on a Friday night.”

“Better than in a crowded club surrounded by smelly, loud drunk people,” Kate retorted.

Piper smacked her on the arm with the back of her hand. “You need to live a little!”

The words cut through Kate and she flinched. Before she left home, her mom never would have allowed Kate to go to a party or hang out with the few friends she had, so Kate didn’t bother to ask. She certainly wouldn’t risk sneaking out of the house in an act of teenage rebellion.

Once she moved to the city, Kate spent most of her effort on adapting to her new life, leaving her with little time to make friends. All that changed when she started her job three years ago. Despite Kate’s social anxiety, Piper had wormed her way into Kate’s life, and she felt herself opening up to new experiences. No matter how frustrated Piper made her, Kate would always appreciate how her friend had expanded her horizons.

Across the hall, a door creaked open and a head full of gray hair wrapped in a tight bun peeked out. The woman’s steely black eyes scanned Piper from head to toe, her scrunched face telling them she didn’t approve of what she saw.

“Hi, Mrs. Covington!” Piper waved at the woman. “Wanna go dancing with us tonight?”

The woman grunted and retreated inside her apartment, slamming the door shut.

“I guess that’s a no.” Nonplussed, Piper shooed Kate out of the way and strode past her, heading straight for the bedroom. “You, on the other hand…”

“Fine.” When Piper squealed, Kate jabbed a finger toward her. “Just for a little while.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Piper’s words grew quieter as she disappeared into the closet. “Oh my God, I need to take you shopping. I’ll have to get creative unless you want to look like a nun. Do you mind if I rip the sleeves off this shirt?”

Kate let out a sigh as she followed her into the bedroom. She already had a feeling she would regret this.








  
  
Chapter 4




The instant Kate stepped inside the club, she wanted to turn around and run. Music thumped from the speakers in time to flashing colored lights along the ceiling. The stench of stale booze and sweat filled her nostrils as she walked toward the bar, arm in arm with Piper. They skirted around a puddle on the sticky concrete floor and Kate scrunched her nose. She did not want to know what made that.

“A shot will help!” Piper shouted over the racket, her mouth an inch from Kate’s ear.

Although she doubted her friend’s words, Kate nodded. With her free hand, she tugged the bottom of her sparkly fitted black top, but it did nothing to cover the sliver of skin that peeked out above the tightest pair of jeans Piper could find in her closet.

When they reached the bar, Piper hoisted herself up so that she perched on the edge of the counter on her belly with her feet dangling several inches from the floor. The bartender angled his head toward her. Her mouth moved, and although Kate couldn’t hear her voice over the din of the music, the bartender must have, because he nodded and reached underneath the counter. He set two shot glasses on the bar top and filled them with clear alcohol. After Piper passed him her credit card, he pushed the shots toward her and moved on to the next customer.

“Here!” Piper thrust one of the glasses into Kate’s hand. “Drink up!”

Kate stared at it. “What is it?”

“Vodka.” Piper rolled her eyes at Kate’s wrinkled nose. “You can order a fruity drink later. This will help you loosen up now.”

Piper held up her shot glass and gestured for Kate to do the same. Their glasses clinked together and Piper tossed the alcohol into her mouth. Closing her eyes, Kate raised the glass to her lips and drained the shot. The liquid burned as it trickled down her throat. She coughed, causing a grin to break out on Piper’s face.

“Come on, tough guy.” Piper looped her arm through Kate’s and bumped her with a hip. “Time to dance.”

As they made their way onto the dance floor, Kate was grateful that she’d drawn the line at her footwear. If she’d worn the stiletto heels Piper had found under her bed instead of flats, she would have almost certainly fallen on her face by now…or into one of the sweaty bodies that pressed against her as they plunged deeper into the crowd.

Kate tried to mimic the sway of Piper’s hips as they moved to the beat of the music, but she felt utterly ridiculous with her small, jerky movements. Despite Piper’s promise that it would take the edge off, it seemed like the vodka had only made her hot and anxious. 

The swarm of bodies shifted and jerked Piper away from her. Kate’s eyes widened and flitted across the dance floor as she searched for her friend. Against her will, the mob pulled her in its current until she could no longer see the bar. The deafening pulse of the music caused her heart to race. Her chest tightened as she gasped for breath. The stench caught in her throat and she let out a strangled cough.

Delicate fingers wrapped around her arm. Kate whirled to face the owner of the firm but gentle grip, finding a curvy woman with turquoise highlights watching her. She gestured for Kate to come closer. Hesitantly, Kate lowered her ear toward the woman’s mouth.

“It’s like sliding on ice.” She made a snaking motion with her hand. “Better to go with the flow than fight against it.”

With Piper nowhere in sight, Kate stayed next to the stranger and studied her movements. After a moment, the woman reached out and tilted her head with her eyebrows raised. Assuming she wanted permission to touch her, Kate swallowed and nodded. The stranger’s hands rested gently on Kate’s hips, guiding them side to side. As her panic subsided, the tension eased from her muscles and the rest of her body swayed to the beat.

Her companion flashed her a smile of encouragement. Although she lowered her hands, the woman danced close to Kate and watched her protectively, which hinted at how terrified she must have looked when they first encountered each other.

Sweat dribbled down Kate’s cheek. She had no idea how long she’d stayed on the dance floor, but her energy was waning. When she made a drinking motion to her dance partner, the woman gave her a thumb’s up and shifted her attention to a burly man nearby. Kate blew out her cheeks and shuffled back through the crowd. Heeding the woman’s advice, she didn’t fight against the bodies pushing her this way and that, instead shimmying where they guided her until she broke free of the mosh pit.

Kate scanned the length of the bar for an opening and spotted Piper near the end, chatting with a man. She leaned toward him, her hand resting on his shoulder. With her ruby-red lips set in a flirtatious smile, she gazed up at him while he spoke.

When the man bent his head to whisper in Piper’s ear, Kate involuntarily let out a snort. As expected, her friend didn’t need a wing woman. At least her distraction meant that Kate could leave without Piper putting up a fight.

Before they became too entranced, Kate hurried over to Piper and tapped her on the shoulder.

“There you are.” When Piper shifted to face her, she wrapped an arm around her companion’s midsection. “I looked everywhere for you.”

“Right.” Kate smirked. “I think I’m ready to head out. Are you okay here?”

“Of course.” Piper batted her eyelashes at the man beside her. “Aiden will take care of me. Won’t you, Aiden?”

The name tugged at Kate’s memory. She frowned as Piper’s companion turned toward her. When the dim light from the bar hit his face, Kate instantly knew where she’d heard it. The hair prickled along her arms. “Are you following me?”








  
  
Chapter 5




By Piper’s side stood the stranger Kate had bumped into at the coffee shop days earlier. A shiver ran across her when she remembered the odd sensation she’d gotten while talking to him. Had she seen him before the café without realizing it? 

“Kate?” Piper’s gaze bounced between Kate and Aiden. “What are you talking about?”

Aiden’s eyebrows scrunched together. “Have we met?”

Although his confusion appeared genuine, suspicion coursed through her. She watched him for signs of deception, her muscles tense. “I bumped into you with my coffee earlier this week. Remember?”

When recognition flashed across his face, Piper squealed and clapped her hands. “This is Coffee Shop Guy? How weird!”

“Weird is not the adjective I would use to describe it.” Kate stared at Aiden, her eyelids narrowed.

He held up his hands, palms out. “A coincidence, I assure you.”

“Right.” Kate jerked her head toward the empty corner at the end of the bar. “Piper, can I talk to you for a minute?” When Piper hesitated, she added, “Please?”

“Sure.” Piper patted Aiden’s chest. “Be right back. Don’t leave, okay?”

Aiden smiled at her. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

Once they were safely out of earshot, Kate whirled to face her friend. “I think you should go home with me.”

“What?” Piper’s eyes lingered on Aiden, who leaned against the counter with his hands clasped. “No way. He’s hot.”

“That’s not the point.” Kate snapped her fingers in front of Piper’s face to regain her attention. “It’s probably a strange fluke that he showed up at the same place as me two days this week, but what if it’s not? A fling isn’t worth it.”

Piper’s face molded into a scowl as she took a step away from Kate. “You’re into him. You should’ve just said so.”

Heat flared up Kate’s neck and cheeks at the accusation. “What the hell, Piper?” She shook her head. “That’s not true. I just think it’s safer if you come home with me.” Realizing an attempt to get Piper to end her night early would probably fail, she added, “Or at least go to a different club.”

Piper flapped a hand in the air. “You’re overreacting. Aiden didn’t even realize who you were until you reminded him. This is the same side of town as the coffee shop. It’s not that much of a stretch that he would frequent both.”

When Kate glanced over at the object of their discussion, he sat with his back against the bar, watching the dancers. His toe tapped to the beat of the music. Behind her worry, she had to admit he didn’t behave like someone following her. He’d flirted with her friend and barely even noticed her presence when she’d stopped to talk to Piper. Paranoia had probably caused the anxious knot twisting in her stomach.

“Fine.” She pointed at Piper’s crossover bag. “But share your location with me now so I can find your dead body if I need to. And I want you to text me the second you get home.”

Piper giggled as she dug out her phone. “How am I supposed to text you if I’m dead?”

“My point exactly.” After confirming that Piper had sent her a geotag, Kate whirled on her heels and strode toward Aiden with her shoulders back and chin up. When she reached him, she leaned close and lowered her voice. “If I find out you hurt a single hair on her head, I will hunt you down and make you pay.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Aiden lifted his drink in a salute before taking a sip.

Piper edged between them and jerked her head toward the exit. “Goodnight, Katie.” Her pointed words told Kate how her friend felt about her continued protective presence.

Kate wrapped Piper in a hug. “Call me if you need me.”

At the door, she glanced at the pair once more. Her interruption already forgotten, Piper laughed at something Aiden said and scooted an inch closer. His eyes stayed locked on his companion, not even drifting away for a second. 

“It’s a coincidence,” Kate muttered to herself as she shoved the release bar.

The brisk night air hit her and Kate lifted her face to the sky with a sigh. She hadn’t noticed how hot and stuffy the club was. Hoping the fresh air would help her shake off the remaining tension, she decided to walk to her apartment instead of ordering a ride.

After half a block, embarrassment replaced her paranoia. Although living in a city offered a modicum of anonymity, it also meant she could have bumped into the same people a number of times without recognizing them. The only reason she remembered Aiden was because of their unique encounter. Piper had a point. He probably lived or worked in the area, like her, so he might frequent dozens of the locations she did.

With her mind on Aiden, Kate had operated on auto-pilot as she walked to her building. She blinked to focus her awareness and realized the spacing between the street lamps had increased, leaving long shadows between them. Unlike the crowded sidewalks around the club, she didn’t see any other pedestrians on the road ahead.

Although she lived in a safe neighborhood, the eeriness of the deserted street created goosebumps along her arms. She froze when the leaves on a nearby bush rustled. Kate balled her hands into fists at her side and cursed herself for not bringing her pepper spray.

Her breath hitched when something shifted in her peripheral vision. A mouse emerged from the shadows and darted across the sidewalk. At the appearance of the creature, she slumped and closed her eyes, releasing slow breaths through her mouth to slow her racing heart.

Footsteps farther down the street spurred her into action. Kate glanced behind her, eyes wide, but saw no one around. Swallowing, she continued toward her apartment, walking with purpose despite her mounting fear.

A sense of déjà vu slammed into her, causing her to gasp. Although she had no idea why, she felt the sudden urge to flee. Kate quickened her pace.

The footsteps sped up, too. As her building came into view, Kate broke out into a jog. Was it her imagination, or was the person behind her closing in? With the entrance so close, she didn’t dare slow down to check. Instead, she focused on getting to the glass door.

As she scrambled up the stone steps, she tugged her phone from the front pocket of her tight jeans. The case slid out of her sweaty hands and flew into the iron railing with a hollow clang. Cursing, she bent to pick it up and checked the sidewalk in the direction from which she’d come. A figure in a dark hoodie moved in the shadows, headed straight for Kate. 

Her breath caught in her throat. She grabbed her phone and jabbed her shaking thumb onto the fingerprint reader. Denied.

“Shit.” Kate looked at the stranger. The person’s unhurried pace suggested they weren’t after her…or they knew they had her trapped.

It took three more tries before the home screen appeared. Kate slammed the back of the unlocked phone against the scanner next to the door. A green light followed by a click announced her success. She flung the door open and rushed into the vestibule. Once she made it safely inside, she grabbed the handle and pulled it toward her until the door thunked closed.

“Is everything okay, Miss Kate?”

Kate screamed and whirled around. When she saw the owner of the gruff voice—Stewart, the night doorman—she tried to nod and say yes. Instead, her fear bubbled to the surface and tears sprang to her eyes.

His chair scraped across the tile floor and Stewart rushed around the front desk to wrap her in a hug. “Hey, it’s okay. You’re safe.”

Kate drew in a shaky breath. She swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded. After swiping away her tears, she looked up at Stewart and forced her lips into a smile. “Thanks, Stewart. I think I’m fine now.”

“Are you sure?” His eyebrows drew together as he scanned her from head to toe. “Do you want me to call anybody?”

“No, that’s not necessary.” Kate straightened and stepped away from Stewart. “I had a bad night, that’s all.”

“Okay, then. Let me know if you change your mind.” Stewart plucked a foil-wrapped chocolate from the glass candy bowl on the corner of the desk and pressed it into her palm. “Here, take this. Chocolate makes everything better.”

“Yes, it does.” Kate tore open the packet and popped the bite-sized bar into her mouth. “Mmm, it’s working already.”

“Good to hear.” The concern didn’t leave Stewart’s face as he returned to his seat. “If you need anything at all, you call me right away.”

“I will, Stewart,” Kate said. “Thank you, again.”

Before she headed to the bank of elevators, Kate couldn’t resist a peek through the glass door. Although she half-expected to find the hooded figure waiting outside for her, she saw nothing but empty shadows.









