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      Zaya still wore the same clothes she’d worn the day she was captured, and, after all these months, they were little more than filthy rags that barely covered her. With temperatures dropping now, she’d wished countless times she’d put on something different that day. Maybe a few layers—her favorite leggings, a long-sleeved shirt and sweater, even an extra pair of socks. But, then again, that last morning of freedom had been filled with thoughts of Julian, not what clothes she might need in a wintry 6x9 cell.

      She shivered and pulled the tissue-thin blanket over her shoulders. Every day the air cooled by significant degrees so she knew winter was coming on. While it was hard to be grateful for anything her captors did, she’d nearly cried when they handed the small blanket to her. Captured operatives did their best not to show emotion, but as hope of rescue leeched away from her, that had been harder to control. It didn’t matter now, though. She was going to die in a cold, dark cell in central Afghanistan. The thought chilled her on the inside.

      Zaya curled into a ball, trying to preserve what little body heat she had. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been warm. Well, that wasn’t true. If she closed her eyes, she remembered Julian’s arms wrapped tight around her, his lips on hers. The heat from his touch had blazed through her veins like wildfire. But Zaya didn’t want to remember so she kept her eyes wide open, wishing the cold could numb her heart and mind as easily as it had her toes. Julian wasn’t coming. There would be no rescue. This frozen rock cell was her tomb, its icy touch the last thing she would know before she died.

      The clanging of the door down the hall signaled that it was time for the next meal. She drew in a breath, then wished she hadn’t, as her stomach rolled even thinking about the watery bean soup and crust of bread she’d been living on. Her captors had tried to use spices and spinach to make it somewhat edible, but Zaya still had to choke it down. The smell of the spices mixed with unwashed bodies and waste made her want to retch. She pulled the blanket over her nose and breathed through her mouth to calm her stomach. Even with the revolting food and surrounding odors, she still had hunger pangs. They were a strange comfort now, a reminder that her body was functioning and could still feel.

      Some days she wished she couldn’t.

      The small section cut out of the metal door lifted and a bowl was shoved in. If she didn’t eat within the next ten minutes, the bowl would be taken away, but Zaya didn’t care. She lay near the door, the food an arm’s length away, but turned her back and closed her eyes. She couldn’t do this anymore.

      Just let me die.

      The thought flitted through her mind, and she fought it for a moment. Only cowards gave up. She could stay strong until Julian found her. But even with all his resources and the Griffin Force at his disposal, he hadn’t been able to do it so far. Maybe the mission to save her was destined to fail. She knew that would torment him. Julian hated to admit he couldn’t do something. His drive for success was what made him the best. But with every day she spent in captivity, it looked like Nazer al-Raimi had won the battle and maybe the war.  Fighting terrorism had cost her everything, and having a front-row seat to their failure was salt in the wound. It was over. She couldn’t fight the inevitable. She was too tired to go on.

      Closing her eyes, she finally went to the corner of her mind she rarely allowed herself to go. Laughing in the sunshine with Julian. Teasing him about the premature gray in his beard. Kissing him in their favorite coffee shop. Tears burned her eyelids. She’d never thought he’d give up looking for her, but maybe he had. How else could she explain the fact that she was still here? She pulled the blanket tighter. Being a covert operative had been her lifelong dream, but those dreams had never ended alone in a filthy cell. But, maybe it was for the best that they hadn’t found her. Then they’d never know she’d stopped fighting and had given up.

      It hadn’t been that way at first. They’d moved her several times during her first two weeks of captivity and she’d spent her time plotting escape attempts. Each one had met with failure and beatings. That’s when they’d started using drugs to keep her docile, and then she’d ultimately ended up in this basement prison. Trying to keep track of the days, she’d made markings on the wall, but when her guard found them, she’d been moved farther down the hall to this darker cell, which looked like a medieval dungeon. She’d paced her prison, exercised her body and mind, to try to stay strong. Hope had burned bright then, but eventually, with barely any food and injuries that wouldn’t heal, Zaya no longer had the energy to fight. She was ready for death and hoped it came quickly.

      Sighing, she turned back over and stared through the darkness at the bowl. Even with the unappetizing smell, her stomach growled, and her hand reached for it. Curling her fingers around the clay, she pulled it to her and quickly drank the liquid.

      I can survive one more day, she told herself. Hang on for just one more.

      After pushing the bowl away, she lay back down, but before she could close her eyes, the door down the hall clanked open again. Zaya’s stomach sank. Saif. Her jailer. Her interrogator. Even in the cold air, sweat trickled down her back. He was the man who ruled her nightmares with the whip he always carried in his hand.

      “Zaya,” he boomed. “I’ve thought of more questions for you.” He ran the handle of the whip across the door of her cell, his beady eyes gleaming in the light from the candle he carried in his other hand.  She hated him. Loathed everything about him, from his pride at speaking fluent English to the way he enjoyed hurting others.

      She sat up slowly and drew her legs underneath her. Her hand automatically went to her hair to smooth it, but instead of a familiar long braid, there were only short spikes. Saif had cut it during one of their “sessions.” Rage filled her, effectively covering her helpless misery. That was why operatives were drilled constantly about compartmentalizing emotions. They didn’t help in situations like this and made everything worse.

      “I’ve told you everything.” Her voice sounded weak to her own ears. She was so tired and didn’t have the strength for another beating.

      He opened the cell and took a step inside towering over her. If she were standing, even with her 5’8” frame, they’d be nose to nose, but he rarely allowed that. He liked to feel bigger than he was and forced everyone to sit or kneel in front of him, as if he were a king of some sort. If they refused, he put them in the box—a narrow wooden contraption that compelled the person inside into a kneeling position. Saif had left her there for hours. Her knees still had scars from her many trips to the box. But with his whip in hand, Zaya knew today’s visit wasn’t about feeling superior or sending her to the box. He wanted answers and would punish her to get them.  The soup she’d just eaten roiled in her stomach. She couldn’t endure another session with Saif. Hanging on was starting to sound like the worst idea she’d ever had.

      He toed her knee with his boot. “I think you need a bit more encouragement to truly tell me everything.”

      “There’s nothing more to tell, I swear it.” She backed herself against the wall. “Please. I don’t know anything.”

      Saif chuckled, a sadistic echo that radiated prickles of dread down her spine. “But I think you do.” He nodded to the guard behind him, who stepped forward to take the candlestick from Saif, who then grabbed Zaya by the arm. She knocked over the bowl trying to find her balance, but he merely dragged her behind him down the hall.

      She knew the room he was taking her to like the back of her hand. A metal table was in the middle of it with restraints for her hands and feet. When she didn’t answer his questions, he would whip the sensitive soles of her feet and palms of her hands. It was his specialty.

      He pushed her inside and she bit back a cry of agony when her aching knees hit the concrete floor.

      “Get on the table,” he ordered and watched as she hauled herself to a standing position. Pain arced through her heels, still sore from their last session. Gritting her teeth, she sat on the edge of the table. She didn’t have a choice. There were consequences to resisting being tied down, and it would take weeks to recover. If she did as he asked, their time together and her recovery would be shorter.

      She lay down and waited while he buckled her hands and feet into the leather straps. Exposed and vulnerable, she carefully watched Saif finish making sure she couldn’t move. Exhaustion and despair enveloped her. She couldn’t go on like this. The tiny flicker of hope she’d felt in her cell, telling her to hang on was snuffed out as she looked at Saif, tapping his whip on his thigh.

      Turning her face away, she stared at a stain on the wall. Sometimes, if she could concentrate on something else, it helped get her through the pain of Saif’s “questioning” sessions.

      He didn’t approach her right away, but she could feel his eyes staring. “We don’t have to do this, you know. Just tell me about Julian Bennet’s life—the places he goes, the people he cares about—and your suffering will be over.” His words were soft, deceiving. She knew what he said was a lie, but part of her wanted it to be true, if only to make the pain stop. When she didn’t respond, he touched her foot with the whip handle. He used that maneuver to scare her, but today, resignation mixed with her fear, making his techniques seem more bearable.

      Tell him about Julian?  Did Saif want to know that Julian liked his coffee black with only a dollop of cream and no sugar? That he had a cat named Milo? No. He wanted to know about Griffin Force, Julian’s resources, their black sites, and how much Julian knew about Nazer al-Raimi’s network. Revealing anything would be like signing Julian’s death warrant. “I’ve already told you. I was only a runner. I never met Julian.”

      The whip snapped her left foot, and she clenched her teeth. He would go easy on her at first, whipping slowly until she refused to give him the answers he wanted. Then it would get ugly.

      “I know you aren’t a runner. You were seen with him.” He got down in her face, his mouth twisted into a snarl. “How many operatives has he recruited for Griffin Force?”

      Not enough, she thought. Or I wouldn’t still be here.

      But before she could finish that thought, an explosion rumbled through the old complex. Ceiling tiles fell on her torso, and she flinched, but with her hands and feet shackled, she couldn’t protect herself.

      Saif took three steps to the door and yanked it open. “Waheed!” he shouted, but his guard didn’t answer. Saif shut the door again and came around to unshackle her. His fingers were clumsy as gunshots sounded outside.

      Could this be the rescue she’d prayed for? If so, she needed to stall so they’d have time to find her. If it wasn’t, and it was a rival terrorist cell storming the complex, she definitely wanted to be far away from here as fast as possible.

      “Where are you taking me?” Zaya asked, trying to decide whether to attempt an escape. Maybe Saif also knew more than he was saying.

      “You’re valuable enough that I have my orders to take you directly to Nazer if anything like this happens,” he said, then clenched his teeth as more ceiling tiles fell. “I need to get you out of here before this building falls down on top of us.”

      He grabbed her arm again and pulled her off the table. She set her foot on the floor and cried out in pain. Saif didn’t slow down, and dragged her to the door. Before he could touch the handle, though, it burst open and three men in full combat gear rushed in. Saif tried to push Zaya in front of him, but her foot was too tender, and she dropped to the floor. Everything was moving so fast, but felt like slow motion. The men were pointing guns and yelling for Saif to get on the ground. She turned her head in time to see Saif point a gun toward the tac team leader, but he didn’t even have time to blink, much less pull the trigger before he was killed.

      Saif’s body dropped heavily to the floor next to her. Am I dreaming? The men’s combat boots surrounded her, their voices a mix of American and British accents. Could Julian have finally found me?

      The obvious team leader, dressed in black, leaned over her and she blinked up at him. “We’re going to get you out of here, Z.”

      Z. No one called her that except her closest friends. Hope swelled in her chest. This had to be Griffin Force. She just couldn’t place the voice yet.

      He put his hands out as if he wanted to help her stand, but hesitated. “You’re pretty banged up,” he said carefully, looking her in the eye. “It’d probably be best if I carry you.”

      “We gotta get out of here,” the man next to him said, touching his earpiece. “Nazer’s called for reinforcements, and they’re on their way.” He stood next to the first man and stared down at her. “I know you’re hurt, and we’re going to take care of that, but we’ve got to get you to the helo now, or we’ll lose our window.”

      Zaya could only stare, her tongue thick, tears clogging the back of her throat. It was over. The nightmare was over. Nodding was all she could manage, and she didn’t protest when he put her in a fireman’s carry and they hustled toward the door.

      From her perch over his shoulder she lifted her head to see Saif’s body on the floor. Rage filled her again. His death had been so easy. No suffering. No torture or threats or prayers for death. Part of her wanted them to stop. To somehow let her mete out justice for everything he’d done to her. But it was over now, and she just wanted to be free. To go home.

      Home.

      A tear slipped out and blazed a trail into her hair as her rescuers rushed down the hallway of her prison. Deep down, she knew, even if they got out of there, that too much had happened for her to ever go back. Nothing would ever be the same again.

      Not even home.
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      Julian sat at the makeshift command center at the now-deserted Bastion Air Base. Not long ago, thousands of British soldiers had made this their base of operations, but now it was more like a ghost town, except for the team Julian had brought in. They were all holding their breath as they listened to the rescue team’s radio transmissions. Augie, their computer tech, sat next to him, chewing on his thumbnail and glancing nervously at Julian every few seconds. The normally chatty computer tech knew better than to talk right now. Julian’s heart was in his throat. He wanted to be there in that prison, rescuing Zaya himself, but knew he was too close to her emotionally. Letting himself near the people who had taken her would not have been a good idea. And he couldn’t risk anything that would blow the mission to get her back.

      The radio was pressed to his ear, though, and he strained for any information about her condition. She’d been gone six months and eighteen days. Vanished as if she’d never existed. Nazer had taunted him with the knowledge that he was holding her captive, saying that if Julian and his task force didn’t back off, he’d send Julian footage of Zaya being murdered in a horrific way. Even with that threat, Julian had done everything he could to find her and, at the same time, try to stop Nazer from hurting anyone else. But every time Julian got close to bringing him down, the more he worried that Zaya would pay for this cat-and-mouse game with her life.

      In the end, it was a money trail that led them to her. Julian followed all Nazer’s accounts himself, meticulously picking through the transactions to shell corporations and known government officials. He’d found a financial rabbit hole that finally linked a large payment to Saif Taraki, Nazer’s known enforcer. After that, it had been easy to find his whereabouts and follow him to the makeshift prison in Musa Qala, Afghanistan. Located in a desolate desert area mostly populated by native Pashtun tribes had made it harder to run covert ops, but Griffin Force had managed to get it done. When the intel came in that a female prisoner was being held there, Julian had the first glimmer of hope that they might have located Zaya.

      His stomach clenched as the transmission crackled over his radio. The only words he wanted to hear were “the package is secure.” But it was too soon for that. Too soon to hear anything.

      “Heading for the exit point. Coming under fire,” Jake’s voice said, his breath coming in huffs. “Make sure Bones is waiting for us.”

      Something must be wrong if they were calling for Bones. That was their nickname for the team medic Elliott Burke. Zaya’s injuries must be bad. The thought squeezed Julian’s chest until he couldn’t breathe. Part of him had expected as much, but he’d held out hope that Nazer wouldn’t hurt her, that she was merely a bargaining chip. He should have known better. Nazer al-Raimi and his men had no problems hurting anyone who got in their way.

      “Sir, can I get you something?” Augie asked tentatively, his fingers paused over his keyboard.

      “No.” Julian paced the small room, needing to burn off his anxiety. He hated feeling helpless. The months he’d spent searching for Zaya had been the worst of his life. He’d stopped sleeping for any significant length of time, reduced to closing his eyes for power naps when his body finally succumbed to exhaustion. But no matter how long he closed his eyes, the nightmares were always there—Julian running after her, hearing her scream his name, but never being able to catch up, to save her. The dreams got to be too much, so he’d lived on black coffee to stay awake as much as possible and prayed to find her.

      Even with that, he knew nothing he’d gone through would compare to whatever Zaya had suffered. His mind often jumped to worst-case scenarios until he thought he’d drive himself crazy. His fists clenched. He shouldered all the blame for her capture, and he’d never be able to forgive himself for not being there. It was his new—and only—goal in life to do everything he could to earn Zaya’s forgiveness.

      If they could get her out of there alive.

      The radio crackled again, and he sucked in a breath. Nate, Jake, and Colt were three of the best men on Griffin Force. That’s why he’d sent them after Zaya. But a small extraction team had its risks, especially when Nazer was on his home turf. He seemed to move about Afghanistan as if it were his own kingdom. Stealing Zaya back would be a huge coup, and Nazer would most likely come after them even harder if they succeeded. Julian couldn’t care about any of that. He just needed the words that she was safe.

      He pressed the radio to his ear, not wanting to miss any part of the incoming transmission.

      “Package is secure.”

      It took a moment for the words to sink in. Had he dreamed them? But then they finally registered. Zaya was on the helo. Safe. He sagged against the wall, finally slumping to the ground, unable to stand the mountain of relief pouring over him.

      “Your plan worked! They got her out.” Augie slid down the wall next to Julian, pointing at the blue plaid shirt he loved to wear when they were on ops. “Commander, I’m telling you, every time I wear this shirt, the mission ends in success.”

      “Never take it off.” Julian could hardly speak. His mind was racing ahead. Getting Zaya back would only be the beginning. Dealing with what had happened would take a lifetime. What had she been forced to endure? Could she come back from it?

      Suddenly the air in the command center was stifling. He had to get out. After pulling himself up, he jerked open the door. The air outside wasn’t any more breathable—its dryness made his throat itch—but he sucked in a few breaths anyway and tilted his face skyward. It was too early for any sign of the rescue helo, so all he got was a faceful of sun. Temperatures had been more comfortable with winter coming, but the days could still be hot. He wouldn’t be sad to leave Afghanistan behind.

      Thinking back, his last day with Zaya had been warm and bright like today—and full of so much hope. Late spring in Morocco was beautiful, and when he knew he’d be there with Zaya, he’d contacted his jeweler friend, Nabil—not because he would help with their assignment, but because Julian was ready to choose an engagement ring for Zaya. They’d been discussing marriage, and Julian was planning the perfect proposal. The Moroccan mission was supposed to have been a quick pickup of one of Nazer’s associates to take him to a black site for questioning, so there should have been plenty of time to pick out a ring. They should have been to Morocco and back within seventy-two hours, but Julian hadn’t considered the idea the pickup was a trap. He’d been too preoccupied with the ring, how he would propose, and what her answer would be.

      Their last movements together that day ran through his mind on a loop as they had thousands of times before. That last morning when they’d left the hotel, on their way to the counter-terrorism facility where Nazer’s associate Mbarek Bahnini was being held. Laughing and chatting about the little man on the sidewalk who’d tried to cheat them out of eighty dirhams to be their “tour guide.” Julian had held her close, glad she was his to love, and excited to make his proposal.

      They’d been a little bit early to the counter-terrorism facility, but it hadn’t taken long before Bahnini was brought out of the holding cell and secured in the transport vehicle. Julian told Zaya he’d meet her at the airport since Nabil’s jewelry shop was five minutes away, and he wanted to have her ring in his pocket before they got on the plane. Zaya had raised an eyebrow, but smothered her curiosity, just nodding. Looking at her trusting, beautiful face, he’d wanted to drop to one knee and ask her right then, but there was no way he would have lived down the utter lack of romance by proposing marriage to her in front of a Moroccan counter-terrorism office. Instead, he’d kissed her goodbye and watched her get into the back of the van.

      That was the last time he’d seen her.

      As near as he could guess, the motorcade had been attacked at the same moment he’d put her emerald engagement ring in his pocket. He’d been on his way to the airport in a little blue taxi when he saw the smoke just ahead. Blindly, he’d jumped out and ran for the scene. Bloody carnage everywhere. No one had been spared. Their prisoner was shot execution-style, still handcuffed in the back of the van. The driver and first guard were obviously dead, but the second guard from the back of the van had been lying half in and half out of the door. When Julian approached, he’d still been alive. Julian held his head, knowing from the rattling breaths, he didn’t have much longer.

      “Zaya?” Julian had asked, praying she wasn’t dead.

      “Taken,” the man had whispered. “Nazer.”

      It was a small relief, but those two words shook him to his core. From that moment on, the ring box in Julian’s pocket was like a cannonball of regret. There was no doubt Nazer had been after him, as the head of Griffin Force, and Julian would have been there if not for the ring. Instead, one of the most wanted terrorists in the world had gotten Zaya. The guilt was crushing.

      Julian had been driven in his hunt for Nazer before, but from that day on, he was relentless. He called in every favor he was owed and used every penny at his disposal to find Zaya.

      And now he had.

      It was impossible to stand still. He strode back and opened the door to the communications building he’d exited. Augie was at the computer, monitoring the helo. Judging from the little blip on the screen, Zaya was about ten minutes out and they had the all clear. Good.

      “I’m going down to the landing zone,” Julian said to Augie, pushing down his jitters. After all these months of waiting, Julian needed to make sure he was there the moment she touched down. Augie nodded absently, and Julian walked away. Several Griffin Force soldiers who were guarding the perimeter eyed him as he passed by, but no one approached. He was glad. Explanations, or small talk, were beyond him right now.

      Camp Bastion had a lot of empty space, but as soon as he’d received the go ahead to use the buildings on the far edge of the camp, the first thing he’d done was secure a makeshift airstrip. His steps slowed, and he began to pace the length of the landing zone, waiting for the helo. Finally, he heard it. Shading his eyes, he watched the descent. Sand briefly obscured the aircraft as it landed, and Julian took a step forward, letting the rushing granules sting his face, reminding him that this was real. She was here. His stomach was in knots as he waited for the aircraft to be safe for approach, and then he was running, needing to see her.

      The helo door opened, and Jake Williams, still in tactical gear, put up his hand. “Wait. Give her a minute.”

      But Julian had waited six long months. He pushed Jake to the side and climbed aboard. Elliott was there in the middle of the floor, his entire focus on the woman lying very still before him. A woman that looked nothing like the Zaya he remembered.

      Her long, brown hair was now short and matted. She looked filthy, but underneath the dirt, it was obvious her skin was pale and waxy-looking, as if death had claim on her, but hadn’t quite received its due. Her cheekbones were more prominent than they had been six months ago, and her one visible wrist was bruised and looked like it could be snapped in two with only a touch. His heart wrenched hard, twisting his insides and making it difficult to breathe.

      He looked at Elliott, whose eyes were full of compassion. “Y-you probably have a lot of questions, but r-right now we need to get her inside,” he said just loud enough for Julian to hear. “She needs t-treatment for an infection in her foot.”

      “Her foot?” Julian held on to the edge of the door, trying to steady himself. Standing there, frozen in place, wasn’t how he imagined their reunion. He wanted to be strong, to be able to comfort her, but it was as if his body could only stare dumbly and try to process the scene in front of him.

      “Some d-deep lacerations that haven’t h-healed properly. She’s got a f-fever, and we need to get that under c-control.” His tone was brisk as he started to move the stretcher into position for transport. “Once she’s s-settled, we can t-talk about where to go from here.”

      Julian nodded. That was reasonable. But he didn’t feel reasonable. He wanted to take her in his arms. To tell her how sorry he was. To beg her to forgive him for sending her in the van alone. Instead, he stepped back and watched as they lowered the stretcher from the helo. She didn’t move. Was she unconscious? Sleeping?

      As if Zaya had heard his unspoken question, she opened her eyes, squinting at the sun. Julian leaned over and took her hand carefully in his, feeling the raised skin of scars on her palms. What had they done to her?

      “Z, it’s me, Julian.”

      For one brief moment, she squeezed his hand and brought it to her cheek. But then her brown eyes locked on his, and he couldn’t hide his shock at her obvious pain and misery. His breath seized at how naked and raw the emotions swirling between them were.

      “I’m sorry,” he murmured, not knowing what else to say, but needing to say something and hear her voice. “So very sorry.”

      She gave a slight shake to her head, then turned away without a word, her light tugging on his hand forcing him to release her.

      “We’ve g-got to treat her now,” Elliott said, as they moved her into the triage area. “You’ll have t-time to talk later.”

      Julian folded his arms and watched them take her into the hospital, trying to calm the feelings inside him. It felt as if his soul had been raked over the coals, the hot trail of guilt and regret leaving a path that burned through his body. The agony of being separated from her had multiplied at seeing the result of her captivity. And from her reaction, she blamed him, just as he blamed himself.

      He started toward the hospital, but quickly detoured back to the command center where he’d spent the morning waiting for news. He wrenched open the door. Augie was inside, engrossed in whatever was on his computer screen. He glanced over to see who’d come in, a puzzled look on his face.

      Julian managed to get eight words, “I need to be alone for a minute,” past the lump in his throat. Augie didn’t ask any questions, just closed his laptop and scurried past him immediately.

      Once Julian was alone, he locked the door and slid to the floor again, his head in his hands. A groan escaped from deep inside, and, after that, he couldn’t stop the anguish flooding over him like an avalanche. Silent tears coursed down his face. He knew he would need to be strong for Z in the days ahead, but he needed a window of time to mourn for what she’d suffered and the fact that nothing would ever be the same again. For either of them.

      He didn’t know how long he sat like that, but a knock at the door and Augie’s plaintive voice jolted him back to the present.

      “Sir? Sir, you’re needed at the hospital. They’re calling for you to come immediately.” He was agitated, more so than usual. That meant trouble.

      Julian scrambled to his feet. The only reason the hospital would call was if something had happened to Zaya. Remembering how fragile she’d looked, alarm raced through him.

      “On my way,” he said, as he pulled the door open. She wasn’t going to die now. Not if he had anything to say about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three
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      Zaya was surprised she’d been able to sleep after her rescue, but being surrounded by armed men she trusted to protect her, combined with the soothing thwump thwump of the helo rotors as they’d flown to safety, had lulled her into a deep and dreamless sleep. Energy was starting to creep back into her veins as she lay on the gurney. She’d never liked the smell of hospitals, but that crisp, clean smell was welcome now. The men who’d brought her in were congregating outside the door and she could hear the murmur of their voices. Was Julian out there? She closed her eyes. He’d looked haunted when he’d touched her hand, and his eyes were so full of shock, then pity. She felt ugly and broken, and couldn’t bear to see that confirmed in his face, so she’d turned away.
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