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      Just call me Scrooge, Tasha thought as she watched the Besties, her friends since elementary and high school, and their significant others laugh and talk with each other in Emma and Ian’s living room.

      Emma had gone all out decorating the house for her and Ian’s first Christmas together, and the home was ablaze with lights and color. Every mantel, tabletop, and doorway had some type of decoration, and the tree… For someone who’d spent the last fourteen years blind, Emma had an eye for decorating.

      A burst of laughter drew her attention back to the couples gathered in the room. She was happy for them. Her friends deserved happiness and love, but watching it happen and being surrounded by their smiles and the loving glances they sometimes exchanged reminded her that it sucked that her significant other was MIA. And thought to be…

      Dead. Just say it. Duncan thinks it. Owen’s sister, too. They’ve given up. They’re all waiting for you to come to your senses, so just say it. Owen’s dead.

      She tried to accept what her mind told her, but her heart refused. Life couldn’t be so cruel. She’d lost her state trooper fiancé several years ago. To finally fall in love and have it happen again?

      But because Owen’s whereabouts remained unknown and the trail Duncan had attempted to track had gone cold, she was left with little hope she would receive her Christmas wish.

      Tasha turned and set her drink aside, wondering if she could slip from the house unnoticed. She hadn’t wanted to come tonight. Wasn’t in the holiday spirit at all. How could she be?

      Three months had passed since Owen Redd had disappeared while investigating his younger sister’s ex-boyfriend’s alleged death. Now Owen’s sibling sat across the room, holding her baby girl cradled against her chest while Duncan MacGregor doted on mother and baby both with unprecedented attention.

      Duncan and Bethany had married in a quiet ceremony in Atlanta, and Hollyn MacGregor had been born days later. The couple’s whirlwind relationship had left everyone with doubts, but once they saw Duncan and Bethany together, it became perfectly clear the two had simply met their match in one another.

      It was quite a sight to see. Special. Just like Emma and Ian’s newly wedded state, and Morgan’s taking-things-a-step-at-a-time dating strategy with her love interest.

      “Hey. You okay?” Morgan asked.

      Tasha faced her friend and saw Morgan’s silver Christmas tree earrings swinging from her ears like chandeliers. “Yeah. Fine,” she said, forcing a smile because she didn’t want to bring everyone down. They all struggled to cope with Owen’s disappearance and absence in one way or another.

      Morgan glowed like the sparkling lights circling the tree in the corner, all thanks to finding the man of her dreams after a heartbreaking divorce. Morgan had been devastated by the results of the Cake-Off Competition, but things had turned out better in the long run. Amazing how that happened. Morgan and Knox Stewart, former professional hockey player turned entrepreneur, seemed made for each other.

      “You sure?” Morgan asked.

      Tasha lifted her hand to her temple and rubbed the tight muscles and skin. “Headache. I think I’m going to head home.”

      “So soon? But we only just exchanged presents. Won’t you stay a little longer?”

      Not when she was the seventh wheel. Ninth if she counted Emma’s sister, Laney, and her husband, Rand, who talked to Jolie and her fiancé, Nathan Quinn, in the corner.

      Oh, why had she agreed to come tonight?

      “Tash, please. You’ve barely left the clinic in months.”

      “I’m not fit company,” she said to Morgan. “You guys will have more fun without me.”

      “That’s not true,” Morgan argued. “We love you. We need you here.”

      “And I need some headache meds and my pj’s. Mo, I’m going home. Don’t make a fuss, and give my excuses to Em after I leave. Please?”

      Morgan opened her mouth to argue, but thankfully something stopped her.

      “Fine. But text me when you get home so I know you made it safe?”

      “Sure,” Tasha murmured, slipping away from Morgan and into the hall to hurry out the door before Em or Jolie saw her and required a repeat of the same argument.

      Crisp, December air filled her nose and cooled her hot face as she made her way to her Jeep and climbed in. The road down the mountain was curvy and dark, but the drive didn’t bother her.

      On the other hand, carols on the radio annoyed her, so she hit the button to turn off the noise, preferring the hum of the motor and silence that allowed her to think.

      The streets of Stone River, Georgia, were quiet but beautifully decorated. Another reminder of the holiday she would spend alone by choice. Normally, she had fill-in coverage for her veterinary clinic, but the other vet had decided to travel north with his family for Christmas and New Year’s, and she’d volunteered to cover his emergency calls while he was gone. Her family wasn’t pleased she wouldn’t be joining them in Florida at her parents’ condo, but thankfully her father, a retired vet himself, understood.

      The brightly lit storefronts looked festive, but she passed by without giving them much attention, not stopping until she pulled into the drive next to the clinic. Her house was small but perfect for her needs, with white siding and a burgundy roof, matching shutters on the windows.

      After a quick text to Morgan, Tasha let herself in and was immediately greeted by Dexter, her one and only feline guest at the moment. She’d had a total of five cats earlier in the summer, but four were fosters she’d eventually found homes for. “Hey, Dex.”

      Tasha dropped her purse and keys onto the table by the stairs and turned toward the kitchen for a glass of water. To her left, a shadow shifted along the wall.

      Tasha gasped and stumbled away from it, fumbling for a weapon and lifting a lamp. The shade was loose and clattered to the floor. “Who’s there?”

      “Me. Instead of beaming me with that, why don’t you turn it on.”

      The voice was husky, male. Scratchy and low and pained. Familiar?

      Her heart pounded against her chest as she felt for the switch. The bright light left him closing his eyes against the glare. Not that closing them was much of a stretch since they were both bruised and swollen, as was his face. “Owen?”

      She barely recognized him. Wouldn’t have recognized him had he not spoken to her first.

      He wore stained, filthy clothes, and his face and hands looked dark with grime and bruises, his beard straggly and thick with gray. Gone was the athletic, kick-butt man with a ready smile, and in his place sat a man nearly starved and visibly broken. Owen looked to be homeless, one of many in this day and age on the city streets begging for money. “Is it really you?”

      She stood rooted to the floor, too afraid she imagined him lying there on her floor because of the loneliness of the night. Too scared he would disappear if she breathed or moved or—

      A sound burst out of her. She didn’t remember moving. Didn’t remember crossing the floor or falling to her knees. She was only aware of the moment her body slammed against his.

      Owen’s grunt of pain blew into her face. He looked awful. He smelled worse. He was injured and in pain, but she didn’t care. He was there. In her house. Right now.

      Alive.

      A brief hint of a smile curled the corners of his lips.

      “Ah, sweetheart. Did you miss me?”

      “Miss you?” she asked, barely able to get the words out over the lump in her throat. “Where have you been?”
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      Owen watched as the storm gathered behind Tasha’s eyes. Man, she was beautiful. Even more beautiful than he’d remembered.

      He should have gone to the MacGregor house first to clean up, should’ve made use of Tasha’s shower while he waited for her to appear, but he’d made the mistake of sinking down onto her floor so as not to mess her furniture, and then… he hadn’t been able to get up.

      “Let’s get you to a hospital,” she said, tugging on his arm.

      “No. I’m good.”

      “Owen—”

      “No hospitals. But I wouldn’t mind a long soak in that tub of yours.” He could see the questions she wanted to ask, the ones she buried behind her concern and the need to help him.

      “Of course. I take it this means Duncan doesn’t know that you’re here? I should call.”

      “Not yet,” he said, then softened his tone to add, “I’ll contact him tomorrow. Just help me to the tub. Please.” He’d waited too long to be here, with Tasha, and he didn’t want Duncan keeping him from her. Tasha’s presence in his life was the only thing that had gotten him through the last three months. The only person who’d kept him alive when he’d wanted to give in to the pain and the darkness, escape the suffering. Instead, he’d prayed. Pictured her in his mind and the future they’d have together if he stayed alive.

      Tasha took a steadying breath before crouching down to wrap the arm he lifted around her shoulders to help him stand. Despite the forty or so pounds he’d lost, he still outweighed her, and she staggered a bit as she straightened with him leaning so heavily against her.

      He limped his way to the bathroom and leaned his hips against the sink while she turned on the shower to let it warm.

      “You can sit in the tub and shower, then soak. I’ll get towels.”

      He reached out a hand to stop her and found himself staring down into her face. Her beautiful eyes.

      Owen lifted his hand to her cheek and started to stroke his fingers across the expanse only to pause when he saw the contrast between his dirty fingers and her pale skin. He didn’t want to sully her with all that had happened to him, all that he carried on him, so he let his hand fall to his side. “Towels,” he said, hoping the single word got her moving again.

      It did. But once again, he could feel her watching him like she did the animals in her care. Like she was afraid to move too quickly and risk scaring him— or expected to be attacked as a result.

      Owen ignored the glances she sent him from beneath her long lashes and began to shrug off his clothing. The bulky coat he’d been given at a shelter in Arkansas. The sneakers were from a border town in Texas.

      The button-down shirt and pants had been taken from one of his “guards,” and the dirt that stained them helped disguise the blood splatters on the hem of the once-white shirt and the left thigh of the pants.

      Tasha dug around in the linen closet, and he took advantage of her inattention to step into the tub, the act of lifting his feet over the side and lowering himself down bringing out every aching joint and muscle he possessed.

      Water dripped from his too-long hair, but he blinked it away and saw Tasha’s reaction to the sight of him. He’d left a man, but he’d returned a shell. Dangerously thin, bearing open wounds from blisters and cuts, a bullet. He had to give her credit, though. Despite looking like she wanted to hurl, she swallowed hard and carried the towels and soap from the closet to the tub. “Thanks.”

      “I’ll help you.”

      “I can bathe myself.”

      “I’m a doctor—”

      “Of animals.”

      “—and I can do it better than you at the moment,” she finished. “Stop being stubborn and let me help you.”

      He was too tired to argue. Mostly because she was right, much as he hated to admit it.

      Tasha folded a towel and placed it on the floor by the tub before lowering herself to her knees. She deemed his hair needed attending to first and doused the sopping mess with shampoo. Her fingers worked into the matted tangles, her nails lightly scraping against his scalp. He closed his eyes in bliss.

      “Owen… Where were you?”

      “Tomorrow. I’ll tell you tomorrow.” He could feel the tension rolling off her at being put off, but she didn’t ask again.

      She washed his hair and let it soak while she grabbed a loofah and liquid soap and began lathering his shoulders and neck.

      “What bit you? Tell me that, at least.”

      He closed his eyes and reveled in her ministrations, feeling like one of those old, foreign lords who managed to find themselves bathed by the women of the house. “Rats.”

      Her hands paused momentarily before returning to their task. She washed his back, moved around him, and scrubbed his chest, then his legs, one at a time.

      “You were shot?”

      “It wasn’t fatal.”

      “Not yet, but it’s infected. Is the bullet still in there?”

      He shook his head. “Through and through.”

      Her attention turned to his feet, and he winced when she ran the loofah over the multitudes of blisters there from his journey. He could have called Duncan for help at any point after he’d escaped, but he’d hoped Duncan’s attention would be focused on protecting Bethany.

      After the brief voice mail message he’d managed to leave Duncan before going missing, he’d known Duncan would go to the farmhouse looking for him. Known Duncan would find Bethany there and quickly discern the level of danger she faced.

      He couldn’t risk his sister being taken by the same men who’d held him the last three months, and with people thinking him dead… It was safer to travel as a homeless person. No one paid him any attention, especially not in his limping, weak condition.

      “Oh, your poor feet. Owen, why? Why didn’t you call? Why didn’t you—” She lifted her gaze to his. “Are they still out there? I thought Duncan took care of everything. I mean, the men involved in Redemption are in jail, awaiting trial. Bethany’s ex-boyfriend is testifying against them. Isn’t it over?”

      He lifted his head and stared at her in surprise. “He’s alive?”

      “Yes. He faked his death. He claimed he hoped it would keep Bethany safe, but… long story short, Charlie tried to blackmail his boss, who laundered money for a drug cartel and was skimming from them. When that backfired, Charlie left Redemption and faked his death to protect himself even though it put Bethany and his mother in danger. They…killed his mother. Bethany’s fine, though. She’s safe.”

      Good to know. But Tasha’s explanation infuriated him.

      The last three months of hell were for nothing? Owen leaned hard against the side of the tub to stay upright, trying to take it all in.

      Owen needed to talk to Duncan. Figure out what was going on.

      Three months of his life were gone, all for a man who wasn’t dead.

      What else had changed?
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