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        To every woman out there

        who’s had to be her own white knight.

        You’re amazing. You got this. Keep on rocking.
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      Tione Kingi bolted upright at the warning bark. Laying his book on the pillow, he extended a tattooed arm to scratch his Chihuahua, Pixie, behind the ear.

      “What is it, girl?”

      Pixie yapped again, her tiny body vibrating with nerves. She scrambled to her feet and jumped to the floor, landing on light paws. Trevor, a bull mastiff, lifted his massive head to watch her dart toward the cabin door. Bella, the border collie, perked her ears up, and Zee the rescue pup stretched and circled before settling back onto her bed. It seemed that Trevor, Bella, and Zee hadn’t heard anything, but that didn’t mean much. Pixie was the most sensitive, and she reckoned something was out there. Tione sighed, scratched his bearded chin, and slipped from the bed. Chances were that all she’d heard was a possum in the trees but it was worth checking. As Tione yanked his sneakers on, Pixie started to growl.

      “Yeah, yeah. Be patient, will you?” he muttered. Maybe she needed to do her business. Wouldn’t be the first time one of them had disturbed him under false pretenses.

      Switching on the security light, he opened the door. Pixie shot through the gap like the proverbial rocket and raced down the slope toward the lodge—his place of employment. She vanished from the illuminated patch of garden and into the shadows, barking and snarling like the mata kai kutu—warrior—she believed she was. Something had really set fire to her tail. A flurry of yaps ensued. The kind she made when she’d locked sight on her prey. With a reluctant glance back at his bed, Tione closed the door to keep the warmth inside and then followed her into the dark.

      A moment later, he heard something that gave him pause. The squeak of a rusty hinge. There was no way a possum had made that noise.

      Someone is out here.

      In his backyard. Trying to get into the lodge.

      Whoever it was, they had a prime view of him silhouetted against the forest by the security light. The barking continued, and his shoulders stiffened with tension. Moving out of the light, he padded along the strip of lawn between the flower beds. Slowly, his vision adjusted and he could make out a figure at the lodge’s back entrance. The person tried the handle, then paced over to a window and pried at it.

      Seriously? Who would want to break into the lodge at Sanctuary? And why?

      It didn’t matter. Fact was, they were.

      “Oy!” he shouted, hoping to catch them off guard. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      The figure jerked around, their face hidden beneath a deep hood. They froze for all of two seconds and then broke into a run. He gave chase, closing the distance quickly. The would-be thief was slower than he’d expected, and moved awkwardly. He reached out and grabbed a fistful of the thief’s jacket. The guy was smaller than he’d seemed from a distance. Perhaps a teenager out for a thrill.

      And then the thief took him by surprise. He’d assumed that once caught, he’d see he was outgunned and stop. Maybe cuss for a while. Instead, the kid fought like a fucking hellcat. Small and slight, but no less fierce for it. Arms flew, limbs twisted, and a kick landed solidly in his nuts, but within a matter of seconds, Tione had him pinned to the ground, struggling to break free.

      “Let me go,” a voice hissed. “I won’t let you hurt me. I won’t.”

      Tione went rigid. That voice. The soft, petite body beneath his. Not a teenage boy.

      A woman.

      “Bloody hell, I’m not going to hurt you,” he growled, his guilt over manhandling her growing by the second. “Why were you trying to break into the lodge?”

      She whimpered. “Break in? I just wanted—” He shifted his weight, and she cried out. Shit, he couldn’t have hurt her that badly. They’d tussled for only a few moments. Was she playing him?

      She sniffled. Damn, she was convincing. Real sobs wracked her body as she whispered on repeat, “Please don’t hurt me, please don’t hurt me, please don’t hurt me.”

      Disgusted with himself, and with her, he reared up and yanked off her hood before she could retreat. Then his stomach hardened and his mouth dropped open.

      “Motherfucker.”

      His gaze swept her face, inventorying injuries. Purple cheek, left eye swollen shut, split lip encrusted with blood, a deep wound at her temple that was weeping fluid. Dark smudges ringed her neck and looked an awful lot like impressions from someone’s fingers. Big, male fingers. Like his. But he hadn’t grabbed her by the neck. None of this was his doing. Someone had worked this woman over with as much finesse as a bulldozer.

      Her eyes squeezed shut, and even though they weren’t touching, he could feel waves of fear emanating from her. She was terrified. Completely and utterly scared shitless. Jesus, who was she, and what the fuck had happened to her?

      He didn’t recognize her. Although to be fair, with her face how it was, he couldn’t be sure. He guessed she might be blonde, but in the dim light, with blood set into her hairline, it was impossible to tell for certain. She scuttled back, drew her knees to her chest and winced, her mouth contorting in pain. His chest constricted. Her injuries must extend beyond her face. Who knew how battered the poor thing was beneath that oversized jacket?

      Taking a mental step back, he tried to remain calm. Yeah, she’d been searching for a way into Sanctuary, but he didn’t know it was for a nefarious reason. Fact was, she looked like a woman who desperately needed help. Exactly the type of woman that Kat, his employer, was notorious for taking in.

      “Why are you here?” he asked.
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      Megan had been so close.

      So damn close to escaping Charles. She’d given it her best shot and the bastard’s goons had still managed to track her down. She hadn’t been sure if she could survive another beating, and she couldn’t fight her way out because the guy on top of her was big. Not tall, but stocky and muscular. Worse than that, he’d had angry eyes.

      She couldn’t budge him.

      Now she was weak. Judging by the pain that stabbed her every time she moved, she’d guess her ribs were broken, and she could barely see out of her swollen eye. She was in worse shape than a hunk of tenderized steak. Closing her eyes, she rested her pounding head on the cold ground. Was this how it all ended for her? In the dirt, miles from home. No one would even know where to look. How long would it take before her family noticed she was missing? She’d quit her job months ago, when she moved in with Charles, so nobody would expect to see her at work in the morning. As for her friends, well, she’d hardly seen them lately.

      Tears still burned in the backs of her eyes. Was there any point continuing to plead with the bearded rock of a man hovering above her? She swallowed, her throat aching. It didn’t matter if begging was useless. She had nothing to lose.

      She forced her lips to move the way she wanted them to. “Please don’t hurt me.”

      Her voice was husky and raw, nothing like usual. She repeated herself. The man’s black brows drew together and he pulled back. Even though every damaged part of her body screamed in protest, she hauled herself out of his reach. If she tried to run again, he’d catch her, but the distance helped her think. She noticed his lips were moving, but with her pulse drumming in her ears, she couldn’t hear a word he said. His dark eyes scanned her face, some of the lines around them easing so they seemed wary rather than angry.

      His lips moved again.

      “I can’t hear you,” she rasped. Why was he bothering to talk at all? Why hadn’t he thrown her over his shoulder and tossed her in the back of his car? Charles would want her returned immediately, before anyone noticed anything was amiss. His professional future depended upon it. She made an effort to slow her breathing and tune out the furious hammering of blood and adrenaline through her veins.

      The man scowled and said with exaggerated patience, “Who are you, and why are you here?”

      “You don’t know?”

      “If I knew, would I be asking?”

      She laughed. Only once, and her ribs paid the price, but it felt good. “You don’t know.”

      A statement this time. This man wasn’t here to drag her back to Charles. She’d misunderstood. Now he was looking at her like he suspected she wasn’t right in the head. And who knew, maybe she wasn’t. But she was so wonderfully relieved, she didn’t care if she sounded like she had a screw loose.

      “I’ve got no fucking clue who you are,” he said. “I live in a cabin behind the lodge and as far as I can tell, you were trying to break in.”

      “You live here? At Sanctuary?” She hadn’t screwed up so badly after all. Maybe she was safe, at least for now. “Do you work here?”

      He nodded. Tears streamed down her puffy cheeks, stinging her injured lip. She’d made it. She wasn’t going to be returned unwillingly to Auckland to live out the rest of her life as a captive trophy wife.

      She’d done it. She’d escaped.

      Turning her gaze heavenward, she stared up at the thousands of twinkling stars interspersed with the twisting ribbons of pink and purple that were the Milky Way. For the first time in months, she was a free woman, beneath a starry sky. The skies in Auckland were never like this. She eased back onto the ground and let all the tension seep from her body.

      She was tired.

      She was sore.

      But goddamn it, she was free.

      Something wet nudged the top of her head. The dog’s nose. It had stopped barking, but pranced around her body, sniffing curiously.

      “Are, uh, you okay?” the man, who still hadn’t told her his name, asked.

      “I am,” she replied, with feeling.

      “Looks like you need a doctor.”

      “No.” The word flew from her lips before her brain had fully processed it. She got to her feet, cringing at how much it hurt. “No doctors.”

      “Okay, okay.” He held his palms up in a gesture of peace.

      “Can I—” She swallowed her nerves, and wiped her gritty palms on her thighs. “Can I see Katarina? I’m here to stay at Sanctuary.” Stringing so many words together brought more tears to her eyes, but she powered on. “I’ve heard wonderful things about her, and I wasn’t trying to break in, I promise. I was just checking whether anything was open, or if I’d have to sleep in my car.”

      His eyes widened in disbelief. “You’d have slept in your car in that condition?”

      He scrubbed a hand over his dark beard, then bent and scooped the dog up with one arm. His bicep bulged and a fresh wave of relief overcame her because he had no intention of hurting her with his powerful body, even though he definitely could if he wanted. He must have twenty pounds on Charles, who’d managed to knock her around just fine.

      “Fucking hell.” He pinned her with a look. She couldn’t tell the color of his eyes, but they were black in the moonlight. “You’re going to be trouble.”

      “No I’m not,” she said, shrinking away from him. “Please, take me to see Katarina. I won’t do anything to cause a problem.” She’d promise him almost anything at that point.

      “Fine.” He sighed. “I’ll need to wake her up. She’s probably in bed. I’ll dig out the first aid kit, too. Even if you won’t see a doctor, we need to do something about that cut on your forehead.”

      She touched a finger to the gash and hissed. With her fight or flight reflex fully engaged for the past hours, she’d forgotten about it. Head wounds bled a lot, so she must look a fright.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      He shook his head. “What happened to you?”

      She didn’t answer, and he didn’t ask again as he led her to one of the doors she’d tried to open earlier and fished a set of keys from his pockets. Casting a glance over her shoulder, she searched the shadows for movement but didn’t see anything.

      She prayed that meant nobody was out there.
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      Once he’d unlocked the foyer entrance, Tione waited while their unexpected guest limped up the stairs with Pixie on her heels. He wanted to help but he’d seen the way her eyes followed him, like she was waiting for him to lash out, and he didn’t want to frighten her. Instead, he closed the door and led her to Kat’s apartment, where he knocked softly. Something rustled, low voices murmured, and then the door cracked open.

      “Tee?” Kat asked, opening it wider and shoving hair out of her eyes. “What’s up?”

      “You’ve got a problem.” He spoke quietly so the woman behind him wouldn’t hear.

      She frowned. “What is it?”

      “Come out here and see.”

      Stepping into the hall, Kat’s gaze traveled to the mystery woman but in the dim light she hadn’t yet noticed the extent of her injuries.

      “Kia ora, sweetheart. I’m Kat. How can I help you?”

      “I found her outside, trying to get in the garden entrance,” he said.

      Kat glanced at him irritably. “Arohamai, sorry, but I was talking to…” She trailed off, waiting for the woman to fill the gap.

      “Hope,” she rasped in that gravelly voice he suspected had more to do with the bruises ringing her neck than anything else. “You can call me Hope.”

      Interesting choice of phrasing. She hadn’t actually said her name was Hope, just that they could call her that. It didn’t slip past him, and he was pretty sure it didn’t get by Kat either. His friend came closer, offering her hand, but it froze in midair.

      “Oh, my God.” With that, Kat hip-barged Tione to the side and stared at Hope in horror. “You poor thing! What happened? Wait—don’t tell me now.” She turned to him. “Take Hope to the pink bedroom. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      Just as he’d feared, she was ready to take the girl in, no questions asked. This was exactly why she needed him around. But he’d wait before he raised his concerns. Right now, Hope needed tending to.

      “Come with me,” he ordered, leading her to the guest room with pink decor. The door stood ajar and he switched the light on before letting “Hope” in. She went straight to the bed and settled on the edge of it. The artificial light cast her vicious facial bruising into sharp relief. Her left cheek was a map of mottled purples and blues, and the wound at her forehead was still bleeding. Her eyes were downcast, and she wore a baggy black jacket and loose pants. It was easy to see how he’d mistaken her for a boy. Dark blonde hair was tied in a tail at the nape of her neck, but a few strands hung around her face, sticky and red.

      “You’re a mess,” he said, bending to stroke Pixie’s trembling body. “What happened?” She kept her head down and didn’t reply. Crossing the room, he bent to study her wound more closely. “This might need stitches.”

      She shivered. “Tape will be fine.”

      “You’re cold?” It had been brisk outside, and her body was probably putting all of its energy into healing.

      “No, I’m fine.”

      “Liar.” He switched on the heat pump that was mounted on the wall. “There you go.”

      “Thank you.”

      Kat bustled into the room carrying a bucket and a large plastic container, and closed the door. The scent of disinfectant followed her, and Pixie backed away, put off by the strong antiseptic odor. Laying the container at the foot of the bed, Kat sat on the bed beside Hope and lifted a steaming cloth from the bucket, then wrung the water from it.

      “Let’s get you cleaned up. This might sting a bit.”

      “I can handle it,” Hope mumbled.

      With painstakingly careful movements, Kat dabbed the dried blood from Hope’s upper lip and down the side of her face, where her head wound had been trickling for long enough to cake it on thickly. If Tione were the type to faint at the sight of blood, he’d be a goner, but true to her word, Hope didn’t make a sound. Before long, the water in the bucket had turned red and her face was clean.

      Kat turned his way. “Tee.”

      He jumped to attention. “Yeah?”

      “Can you fix Hope a hot meal? We need to take a look under her jacket and take some photos, and I doubt she’ll agree to that with you looming in the corner.”

      “Yeah, sure. Be back in ten.” Leaving Pixie with the women, he went to the kitchen and grabbed a portion of pumpkin soup from the freezer. He doubted Hope would be capable of eating anything that involved much chewing. He heated the soup, cut fresh bread and slathered the slices with butter, then poured enough soup into a bowl for two average-sized meals. He suspected she might need a good feed.

      When he returned to the bedroom, Hope’s outer layers had been stripped off, and she was propped up in bed wearing a t-shirt he recognized as one of Kat’s. She took the bowl from him, and he noticed bruises up her forearms, as though she’d been trying to ward her attacker off. Hot fury knifed through him. Whatever she was involved in, it wasn’t right for someone so slender and helpless to be victimized like that.

      “I think she has a broken rib,” Kat said. “Maybe several.”

      His jaw clenched. No wonder she’d been in pain when he landed on top of her. But what had happened? A car accident, or was something more sinister at play?

      “Thank you for the soup,” Hope said, but didn’t meet his eyes. “It’s very kind of you to make me a meal at this time of night. I’m sorry for causing a fuss.”

      He shrugged, a little uncomfortable with her gratitude after he’d contributed to her pain. “No problem.”

      She took the spoon between shaking fingers and tried to ladle the soup into her mouth. When it became apparent she couldn’t manage it, she ripped a chunk off the bread and dunked it.

      Tione turned to Kat. “She can’t stay here. Something serious has happened to her. We should take her to hospital. She needs more care than you can give.”

      Kat sighed. “You’re probably right, but we can let her sleep and take her in the morning. There’s not much anyone can do about busted ribs. Trust me, I know.”

      “What if there’s more damage than we can see? We need to call the police.”

      “No.” Hope, who’d been eating ravenously, now spoke. She dropped the bread and put the bowl down. Her uninjured eye was wide, her skin pale. “No, no, no, no, no. I don’t need a hospital—except for the ribs, I feel okay—and I won’t talk to the police. Not under any circumstances.” She started to ease the covers back and swing toward the edge of the bed, her face crinkled with effort. “If you don’t want me here, I can go. Don’t call them, just let me get my things and I’ll get out of your hair.”

      If Tione had been suspicious of her before, this cemented it. Kat, however, was not of the same opinion.

      “Hold on, slow down. No one said we don’t want you here, honey.” She sat on the end of the bed and gestured for Hope to get comfortable again. Or at least, as comfortable as she could be. “If you don’t want the police involved, that’s okay. We won’t force you into anything.”

      Hope’s shoulders were stiff, her expression wary. She didn’t trust them. That was all right with him. He didn’t trust her, either. What kind of person turned up in the middle of the night, black and blue, and insisted no one call the authorities? Someone who was in trouble with those very authorities, that’s who.

      “Tee?”

      He grunted. “Yeah.”

      “You can head back to bed now. I’ve got this.”

      He was reluctant to leave, but her tone brooked no challenge. “Fine.” He scooped Pixie into his arms and, instead of returning to his cabin, went to the room Kat shared with Sterling, where he rapped on the bedroom door. “Sterling, wake up.”

      Kat’s boyfriend groaned. “What?”

      “I need to talk to you.”

      “Now?”

      Tione didn’t reply, and after a moment, a light appeared beneath the door and it opened. Sterling wore gray track pants and a blue t-shirt. His blond hair was tousled, his jaw stubbly, eyes bleary.

      “This better be good.”

      “It is. I caught a woman trying to get into the lodge. She’s beat up pretty badly. Kat is with her at the moment, but the girl refuses to talk to the police or go to hospital. I don’t trust her, and I think she lied about her name.”

      Sterling sighed. “I’m not going to get back to sleep, am I?”

      “Just take a look and let me know what you think. I’m going to make them both hot chocolates, then go home. I won’t be making any ground with Kat tonight, but you might.”

      He nodded. “What room?”

      “The pink one.”

      The two men paced out to the hall, where Sterling went left and Tione turned right. He put Pixie outside, then heated milk and dark chocolate in a pot, mixing until they combined. He inhaled the rich aroma and gave into temptation, pouring a small mug for himself as well as two for the women. He added marshmallows to each, drank his, then carried the remaining mugs to the pink room. The door was ajar and he pushed it with his foot. When Kat glanced between him and Sterling and narrowed her eyes, he handed her a mug and kept a blank expression.

      “Hot chocolate.” He placed the other on the wooden cabinet beside the bed. “One for you, too.”

      “Thank you,” Hope said.

      He bit the inside of his lip to keep quiet, waved at both women, and went into the hall to wait for Sterling. A moment later, the other man joined him.

      “Well? What do you think?”

      They walked down the hall together and paused outside Kat and Sterling’s room.

      “I think she’s had a rough day,” Sterling said.

      That much was obvious.

      “And I agree, she’s hiding something,” he continued. “But if Kat trusts her enough to let her stay here, that’s okay with me.”

      Of course it was. Sterling was absolutely smitten, and Tione shouldn’t have expected anything different.

      A furrow formed between Sterling’s brows. “Strange thing, though. I could swear she looks familiar.”

      “Huh.” Now that was interesting. “But you don’t know from where?”

      “No, but I’ll think on it.”

      “You do that.” With a racing mind, Tione left the lodge, wandered across the garden to his cabin, brushed his teeth and went to bed. Whatever “Hope” was up to, he’d figure it out.
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      “Thank you for not calling the police,” Megan said to Kat as the other woman peeled back the blankets and rubbed anti-inflammatory lotion into her multi-colored torso. To distract herself from the licks of pain dancing up her side, Megan applied the lotion to her forearms, breathing in the familiar menthol smell. She closed her eyes and rested her head on the pillow, feeling like her limbs had been infused with lead. Everything was heavy and sore. But the weariness was more than physical. It was soul deep.

      “No problem.” Kat probed her ribcage with firm fingers and Megan hissed in pain. “Might be broken.”

      “Or bruised.” She’d known as soon as Charles’s foot had connected with her body that he’d done some damage but she wasn’t convinced they were broken.

      “This isn’t from a car accident.”

      Megan didn’t want to reply, but she also didn’t want to get kicked out. It had been so long since anyone had touched her with as much kindness as Kat did. Since anyone had smoothed a hand over her skin with the intention of healing rather than hurting. Charles had isolated her from anyone who might fill that role, and she hadn’t even realized it was happening until she was alone.

      She cleared her throat, and winced when it burned. “No, it’s not.”

      The other woman nodded. “Is this the first time?”

      “No.”

      Kat made a sound of distress in the back of her throat. A moment later, she said, “You’ll tell me when you’re ready.”

      Thank God. Kat wasn’t going to push her. She wasn’t going to force her to voice what had happened. Hot tears prickled in her eyes and she tried to contain them, but they slid from the corners and rolled down the side of her face, soaking into the pillowcase.

      “Thank you,” she said, her tongue thick in her mouth. “A… friend… told me that Sanctuary is a good place to start over. That’s what I want. A fresh start.”

      Was that too much to hope for?

      “Look at me, Hope.”

      Megan opened her good eye, guilt pulsing through her at the lie about her identity. The jig would soon be up, but the longer she could be anyone other than Megan Talbot, the better. She wanted to make it as difficult as possible for Charles to find her. Then, once she had her life under control, she’d reach out to her family.

      “Listen to me, sweetheart.” Kat’s expression was gentle. She sat on the edge of the bed and took Megan’s hand in hers. “I don’t know your story, but I can tell you’re wahine toa—a warrior woman. You stay here and we’ll do everything we can to give you that fresh start.”

      Megan swallowed, afraid to let herself be happy yet. What if everything came crashing down? Kat didn’t know her, and the man she’d called Tee certainly didn’t trust her.

      “Your friend doesn’t want me here.”

      Kat waved a hand. “He’ll come around. Tee doesn’t like new people, and he wants to make sure no one takes advantage of me.”

      “He’s a good friend, then.”

      She smiled softly. “Yeah, he is.” She squeezed Megan’s hand once, then released it. “I’m going to get you an ice pack and some painkillers. Be back in a minute.”

      While she was gone, Megan studied the room. Pink walls, white curtains, and a small wooden desk in one corner. It was in the style of buildings from the early 1900s, but recently renovated. The room was charming. She could be happy here. Footsteps padded down the hall, then the door eased open and Kat came back in. She had a bundle of ice cubes wrapped in a towel, and pressed it into Megan’s side. In her other hand was a water bottle.

      “There you go. It won’t help as much as it would have when the damage was first done, but it might slow the bruising a little.” She set a pair of tablets and the bottle on the nightstand.

      Watching her, Megan did her best not to cry again. Most days she was self-contained, but at the moment, she felt like a faucet that had finally burst under pressure.

      “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      Kat’s hands stilled.

      She continued. “I could be a fugitive for all you know.”

      “Don’t be silly. You’re a good person who’s come upon rough times. Everyone needs help sometimes, and I built Sanctuary to be a place where people could get that, whatever their situation may be.” She reached up and, ever so gently, stroked a hand through Megan’s hair.

      The tears started to fall again. Such a simple, sweet touch. Charles had stopped bothering to be gentle with her a while back, and these days, she rarely saw anyone else without him around. He wouldn’t let anyone near enough to her to discover his secret. Their secret. She couldn’t even visit her family without him tagging along or monitoring her calls.

      “Thank you.” Shuffling up in the bed, she took her hot chocolate in hands that trembled. Her split upper lip throbbed as she drank but it was delicious. Rich and creamy. She’d been cold and hollow on the inside, but together the soup and hot chocolate had warmed her. When she’d drained it, she set the cup on the nightstand and lay down again.

      “Will you be okay here until morning?” Kat asked.

      “Yes,” she murmured, already well on her way to falling asleep. “Lock the door, please.”

      “Okay. Sleep well, Hope.”
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      The following day, Tione didn’t see their new guest. He didn’t know whether she even left her bed, other than to visit the bathroom. Kat collected food from the dining hall for her and disappeared into the pink room with it. She also carried a black suitcase from the ancient car in the parking lot—which he assumed belong to Hope—to the guest room. The second day after her arrival, Hope hobbled into the dining hall, her head ducked low. She’d showered, so her hair was no longer matted with blood, and the swelling on her cheek had gone down, her bruises now in hues of blue, green, and yellow. The family of four eating breakfast at one of the round tables stopped and stared.

      The little girl pointed and asked, “What’s wrong with that lady’s face?”

      Her dad hushed her, but if possible, Hope’s head ducked lower and her shoulders hunched. He watched her slink to the hot water urn and fix herself a cup of tea. While the tea brewed, she scanned the room, her eyes settling on him. Taking her cup, she headed his way, her gaze skittering to the exits.

      “Hello,” she said when she stood across the counter from him.

      He leaned forward on his elbows and she glanced at his inked forearms. He wondered what her opinion of tattoos was. She seemed the type to find them intimidating. Up close, he could see her eyes were brown. It had been impossible to tell until now.

      “Kia ora,” he replied.

      “I, uh…” She swallowed, drawing his attention to the ring of purplish-brown around her throat. Definitely finger marks. Whatever her situation, no woman deserved to have someone bigger and stronger choke her. No person did, ever. “I wanted to thank you. For helping me the other night.” Her voice was less scratchy than it had been. Softer. More feminine. “I know it must have looked bad when you caught me trying to get in. Thank you for stopping to listen rather than just kicking me out.”

      Frowning, he tried to think of something to say. Her gratitude had caught him unaware. Especially when he’d done nothing to deserve it. He’d chased her when she was already frightened, and hurt her when she was injured—even if it had been unintentional.

      “Don’t mention it.”

      She looked down, her lips pressed together. The tear in her upper lip had scabbed over. “Okay. I’m heading back to my room in a moment. Thank you again.”

      He watched her go to the breakfast table and slather jam and cream cheese on a croissant before carrying it out, wondering how much courage it had taken for her to approach him. She reminded him of a puppy who’d been kicked one too many times. In the case of a dog, it took a lot of patience, positive reinforcement and love before they stopped being skittish and trusted a person again. He had no doubt Kat would appoint herself the chairperson of the Let’s Fix Hope Club and begin a campaign to erase the shadows from her chestnut eyes.

      He still thought they ought to call in the professionals. She needed real help. The kind Kat couldn’t give her. The woman was clearly in trouble, and they weren’t equipped to deal with it. Across the dining hall, the mother of the family rose and came over to him.

      “Who is that poor young lady?” she asked quietly.

      “Her name is Hope,” he told her. “She arrived Friday night.”

      “What happened to her? Is there anything we can do to help?”

      “No idea what happened, she won’t talk about it. At least, not to me. As for helping, you’d be better off asking Kat.”

      She nodded. “I will. Thanks, Tione.”

      As she returned to her children and husband, he stared at the exit Hope had passed through and, for the first time in years, his fingers itched to scramble over a keyboard. To enter the strokes that would bring up her whole life story for his viewing pleasure. He didn’t like not knowing. Clenching his fists, he shook his head. Even if a bunch of gangsters turned up looking for her—not that he thought they would—he wouldn’t return to his old ways.

      He couldn’t.
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        * * *

      

      Everyone at Sanctuary was so nice. Katarina was everything Megan had hoped and more. She’d taken it upon herself to be Megan’s personal savior, keeping her warm, comfortable, and fed. She even had her friend Brooke visit so she had company. Brooke was an ethereal blonde with a penchant for quirky t-shirts and an unending amount of good cheer. When she’d turned up on Sunday morning and walked in with a bright “good morning, gorgeous,” then beamed at Megan with no hint of shock or caution as she took stock of the assorted bruises and injuries, Brooke had earned her eternal affection.

      The only person who seemed less than thrilled by her presence was the gruff guy who worked in the kitchen. Tione. Since he clearly didn’t want her there, she hadn’t talked to him after that first breakfast. She’d collected her meals and refilled her mug as quickly as possible, and tried to make herself small and inconspicuous so she didn’t attract his ire.

      She could understand his concern. In his shoes, she’d be suspicious, too.

      But he didn’t worry her. Not too much, anyway. Behind his inscrutable expression and rough exterior, she got the impression he was a good person. After all, what did external appearances matter? Charles gave every impression of being an upstanding gentleman when nothing could be further from the truth. Unfortunately, by the time she’d realized that, it had been too late.

      No, appearances didn’t mean a thing. People should only be judged by their actions.

      Shifting her weight, she brushed up against Brooke, who was sitting beside her while they watched a cupcake-baking reality TV contest.

      “That one looks good,” Brooke said as the camera zoomed into a cherry cola cupcake frosted with vanilla and topped with a glace cherry.

      Megan shook her head. “It’s undercooked, and the frosting is too soft; it’ll slip right off.” Sure enough, a moment later it oozed over the sides, losing its shape.

      Brooke turned to her, mouth agape. “How could you tell that?”

      “Experience.”

      “You like to bake?”

      “You could say that.” Up until she’d moved in with Charles, she’d worked in a high-end bakery, and before that, she’d apprenticed under a world-renowned pastry chef in Paris. But Charles had convinced her to quit her job, because why would she need to work when he could afford to take care of her?

      Fool.

      “You should use the kitchen while you’re here. I’d love to eat something Tione didn’t make.”

      Megan frowned. “His food is perfectly tasty.”

      Brooke grinned. “Yeah, but he doesn’t have the widest repertoire.”

      She considered this. She missed being in the kitchen. Except for the pulse-pounding days when she’d taken on private commissions while Charles was at work so she could raise money to leave—which she’d spent constantly in fear he’d turn up and demand to know what she was doing—she hadn’t had an outlet for her creativity. The menus for his parties had been elegant but simple. Nothing to excite her. Besides which, it was hard to enjoy herself when she was afraid he’d decide her efforts were subpar and make his disapproval known as soon as they were alone.

      She shivered, an icy sensation sliding down her spine.

      No, don’t think of that. Think of strawberry cupcakes and delicate pastries.

      She nibbled on her lip. “Do you think he’d let me? I don’t think he likes me very much.”

      Brooke waved a hand. “Pfft. That’s just Tee. He’s growly around everyone. It’s his way. Trust me, it will be no problem at all.”

      Megan rested against the headboard. She wanted to believe it. But she couldn’t shake off the shadow that had descended on her. Even when Charles wasn’t here, he managed to ruin her mood.

      “Are you okay?” Brooke asked.

      “Yes, I am.”

      At least, she would be, once she was certain she’d made a clean break. Two and a half days had passed with no sign of him, so maybe he couldn’t find her. Or perhaps she’d misjudged and she wasn’t important enough for him to bother coming after her. He’d said his promotion depended on her—that his boss loved her—but perhaps he’d exaggerated. She clung to that thought and burrowed into the blankets, but she couldn’t quite get warm again.
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        * * *

      

      Megan was watching World’s Best Cake Makers and scribbling notes when someone knocked on the door. Everything inside her stilled, as it did whenever someone visited.

      “Who is it?” she called.

      “Sterling.”

      Swinging her feet off the bed, she eased her weight onto them. She was healing, but it was slow, and moving hurt. Especially her torso. She unlocked the door and cracked it open.

      “Hi.”

      “Hi,” he replied, his blue eyes locking on her face, something lurking in them that made her anxious. Knowledge. “Can I come in?”

      “Please do.” Politeness was so ingrained in her that she found herself stepping aside and indicating for him to take the seat in front of the desk before she’d even made a conscious decision to do so. Damn it, she needed to work on that. She couldn’t very well invite Charles into her room if he came to collect her.

      “What can I do for you?” she asked, untucking the hair from behind her ear so it fell over her face and obscured her features. She’d tried to keep her distance from him over the past few days in the hopes he wouldn’t recognize her, but the way he was looking at her made her think that her grace period had come to an end. Would he spill the beans, or would he keep her secret?

      “Megan, I know who you are.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut and exhaled between clenched teeth. He’d called her by her real name. There was no point in pretending anymore. Slowly, she backed over to her bed and sunk onto it. “What are you going to do about it?”

      “Look at me.”

      She forced her eyes open, willing to do whatever he said if he’d keep quiet for a few more days. Another week, maybe. Enough time for her to figure out her next step.

      “Mark is my friend,” he said.

      She nodded. “I know.”

      It was because of her brother’s friendship with Sterling that she’d heard of Sanctuary in the first place.

      “He’d be beside himself with worry if he knew what happened to you. How long do you think it will take before your family notices you’re not in Auckland anymore? Do you really want them to wonder where you are, and whether you’re all right?”

      “I’ll call them soon,” she said, desperation creeping over her. “I promise. Please, just let me go on being Hope for a while longer.”

      His expression didn’t flicker when her voice cracked. Sterling was a cool customer. Always had been. Mark’s total opposite.

      “What kind of trouble are you in, Megan?”

      “Stop saying my name.” Her throat clogged with unshed tears. “I can’t tell you. Not yet. I just need a little more time. Please don’t mention this to Mark or Kat.”

      Slowly, he nodded. “Fine. You’ve got three days to tell your family you’re safe, otherwise I’ll call Mark. Is that fair?”

      “Yes, thank you.” She swallowed and the tension ebbed from her shoulders. Three days was more than she would have had if he’d outed her now. “I won’t let you down.”

      “Don’t.” He stood, and brushed imaginary lint from his jeans. “When you’re ready to talk, you know where I am.” He met her eyes. “I’d like to help you.”

      She started to get up as he left, but he gestured for her to stay where she was. The moment the door clicked shut behind him, she got up anyway and flicked the lock. Then she wondered how on earth she was going to explain herself to her family.
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      Tione grabbed a tray of eggs from the fridge and set them on the counter, then glanced outside. The sun streamed through the clouds, giving the appearance of more warmth than was actually there. Trevor and Bella frolicked in the garden and, as he watched, Trevor tripped over his overly large feet and went muzzle-first into the dirt. Tione shook his head. Giant goofball. He cracked an egg into a glass mixing bowl and was about to crack another when the kitchen door opened.

      “Hi,” a soft voice said. Not Kat.

      He turned. Hope hovered in the doorway, looking around the kitchen with interest. Her hair hung loose around her shoulders, a slight wave to it, and she wore light blue jeans and a pink blouse that didn’t cover her arms. Her bruises were fading, and the one on her face had turned a strange shade of yellow.

      “I look a fright, don’t I?”

      He realized he’d been staring. “You look a damn sight better than you did.”

      The edges of her lips curved up. It was barely perceptible, but he noticed. In general, he noticed far more than people expected him to.

      “Thank you.” She shifted from one foot to the other, sucked in a deep breath, and then made eye contact with him. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      He blinked at the unexpected question. “With lunch?”

      “Yes.”

      Well. This must be the first time anyone had offered to help him cook. It was his job. What he was paid for. Suspicion flared. She’d avoided him for the past few days. Why was she here and offering to help now?

      “No, thanks. I’ve got everything under control.”

      To his surprise, she didn’t lower her gaze and hurry out. Instead, her expression turned earnest. “If you’re worried I’ll get in your way, don’t be. I have some experience in the kitchen, and I promise I won’t get under your feet.”

      She didn’t flinch when he appraised her from head to toe. Apparently she wasn’t as mousy as he’d thought. Sighing, he went to run a hand through his hair, then remembered he was wearing a hairnet.

      What could it hurt? He relented. “Okay.”

      She beamed, and not even the ugly scab on her lip could dim her smile’s brightness. “What are you making? How can I help?”

      He washed the egg off his hands and dried them on a towel. “We’ve got two options for lunch today: quiche and filled rolls. You can finish cracking these eggs and then dice some of the vegetables for the quiche.” He gestured to the other counter. “There’s a list of quantities over there, and they’re all in the fridge. I’ll get started on the pastry. Does that sound okay?”

      She vibrated with excitement. It was odd, but then he was beginning to think Hope was an odd girl. “Perfect. Where are the hairnets?”

      He fished one from the top drawer and handed it to her, then watched as she washed her hands and crossed to the eggs. “Be careful not to drop the shell in.”

      She cracked the first egg with a deft movement, draining the innards out and setting the remnants aside in a neat pile. His eyebrows rose. She hadn’t been lying when she said she was familiar with a kitchen. She cracked a second one and he set to work on the pastry, blitzing together egg, flour, butter and a little water, then dusting the countertop and rolling the pastry out. By the time he’d got it to the appropriate thickness, cut it to size and pressed it into the pie tin, Hope had finished with the eggs, found the chopping board, and was quickly growing a pile of finely diced carrots, which were exactly the right size, and consistently chopped. He was impressed. He was also impressed by the quick, economical movements with which she peeled and cut. There were no hesitations. If he’d wielded a knife the way she did, he’d have lopped off a finger.

      “Are you a chef?” he asked.

      “No.” She didn’t so much as falter.

      “A cook? A caterer?”

      “No, and no.” She finished the stack of carrot, laid the knife down, and turned to him. “What about you? Did you apprentice to be a chef, or are you just good in the kitchen?”

      He didn’t like how she’d turned his questions around on him. “I’m not a chef.”

      According to his qualifications, he was a software engineer. Funny how life worked out.

      Something out the window caught her attention, and he followed her gaze. She’d spotted Trevor, and her entire body had stiffened. Great, she was probably afraid of dogs.

      “Whose dog?” she asked. “Does he live here?”

      “That’s Trevor. He’s mine. And yes, he lives here. You’d better get used to it.”

      He waited for her to freak out. For her cheeks to pale and her tongue to trip over itself, but she just smiled and said, “That’s cool. I love dogs, especially big ones. He looks like a lovable goober. Can I meet him later?”

      He grunted. “Suppose so.”

      Shaking his head, he wondered what to make of this woman. She came across as a jumpy, jittery mess one minute, but a warm, competent person the next. Which version of Hope was real?
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        * * *

      

      Was being attracted to scruffy beards and tattoos a side effect of being abused by a clean-shaven man with virgin skin?

      Megan would have to look into that, because she was finding herself impossibly attracted to the surly cook. Everything inside her was so mixed up that she didn’t know how to act around him—or anyone else. It was like a tornado had whipped through the emotions she’d contained so carefully over the past few months and sent them spinning wildly out of control. She’d been a brittle pane of glass, and now she was spider-webbed with cracks. Her words felt foreign in her mouth, and when she moved, her movements were jerky, as though there was a disconnect between her brain and her limbs. She imagined this was how it would feel to be a ghost inhabiting someone else’s body.

      The only thing that made sense was baking. She needed it. And heck, chopping vegetables and cracking eggs was hardly what she most wanted, but the rhythm was familiar and for the first time in days, her hands had stopped trembling. So she ignored the way Tione cast sidelong glances in her direction, and the long silences that could have been awkward if she were the type who needed to fill them.
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