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Chapter One

Mason

Strong arms wrapped tightly around my chest like a vise, yanking me backwards and dragging me into the shadows down a dimly lit alley. A second pair of hands joined in the tussle as I desperately battled to break free. Screaming loudly to try to attract attention at the same time as twisting rapidly from side to side, I haphazardly kicked my legs out to do everything possible to dislodge the grip of whoever held me.

Cold, hard, metal jammed painfully into my temple. I instantly froze, my screams dying in my throat, heart pounding wildly as my scrambled brain recovered enough to register the barrel of a gun.

I tensed, my body becoming rigid as someone chuckled darkly beside me. “Yeah, buddy. Life has suddenly got all serious for you.” His words chilled me to the bone and carried the remnants of a foreign accent I had no hope of placing.

The guy’s arms squeezed painfully across my body, pushing the remaining air from my lungs as he dragged me deeper into the darkness and shoved me hard against a dumpster. My legs slipped under me on the greasy ground beneath my feet, as I tried to gain traction. I made a futile attempt to calm my erratic breathing, but as I pulled a shallow gulp of air down, the stench of rotting food and God knew what else made me gag. “Wh-whatever you want, take it. All of it. Phone, wallet, whatever you want,” I stuttered out.

My pulse hammered so hard in my veins their reply barely registered as the bigger, stockier guy not holding the gun rummaged through my suit jacket and pants pockets, pulling out every item he laid his hands on. There wasn’t much, only what I’d already told them. Wallet, phone, and keys, nothing else.

Looking through my new designer wallet, a thirtieth birthday present I’d received from Gabe this morning, he found my driver’s license, which he tugged out of the narrow slot before throwing the leather aside. Watching my gift land in the dirt, knowing the pristine leather would be covered in whatever crap littered the floor, annoyance flashed through me for a split second.

“Nothing,” Stocky Guy spat, pulling my eyes back to him. Forties maybe. Beard, buzz cut, definite muscle head. He held my license up to the alley entrance. “Pretty Boy.” He peered closer. “Mason Wilder has nothing.” He flicked the license away in disgust.

My heart sped up even more.

What did that mean for me?

I hardly ever carried much cash; who did these days? So the only items in my wallet were my driver’s license, gym membership, the couple of credit cards I regularly used, and a few notes. I didn’t wear jewelry or a watch, so the only item of value I had was my phone.

Roughly grabbing the front of my shirt, Stocky Guy half lifted, half dragged me farther into the alley and the darkness, away from the streetlights and safety of the sidewalk.

I turned to the other guy: taller, thinner, and with his curly hair pulled into a ponytail. Definitely the one in charge. “P-please. I don’t have anything else. I swear.”

“Shut the fuck up,” he ground out. “It ain’t my fault you don’t have more than twenty bucks.” He spat in my face. “Fucking piece of crap.”

“You got nothing we need,” he growled, “so I think it’s time we taught you a lesson; ya know, for your stupidity.”

Stocky Guy turned to his accomplice. “Whaddya think?” he asked before turning back to me, forcibly grabbing my face—his fingers pressing hard into the flesh on my chin—then painfully twisted my jaw, forcing me to look at him. “Time to make you a not-so-pretty boy.”

The other guy cackled, the empty sound sending a shiver down my spine. I was about to speak, I was sure, to say something to try to prevent what was about to happen next. I was gonna die, right here, in a dingy alley, a few feet from the bar I’d stupidly left, and where my friends had remained, not yet ready to stop celebrating my thirtieth birthday.

I opened my mouth to speak, but the first punch hit me right in the gut, the blow rattling my insides, knocking the air from my lungs. Doubling over, I fought to drag in air, but a punch to the side of the head had me seeing stars and sent me sliding to the ground. I tried to roll away and received a heavy boot to my ribs as my reward, pain instantly erupting through my chest, carving into me like a knife.

There was no letup with the punches and kicking to my body and I instinctively curled into a ball, hands covering my head, my legs drawn up tight to protect myself. Losing count of the number of blows they rained down on my battered body, I began to slip in and out of consciousness, my brain shutting down as the constant pain became too much.

“Let’s finish this,” one of them stated as the cold steel of the gun rested against my temple once more. In the distance, I thought someone shouted a warning, their voices coming from a long way off, accompanied by shots being fired, or maybe not. I was too delirious to think clearly enough to tell the difference between what was real and what was my imagination anymore.

Bang, bang, bang. The explosive release of the gun against my ear jolted me. Tearing pain ripped through my skull, and I tensed, as the last seconds of my life flashed in front of my eyes before unconsciousness took over.

Bang, bang, bang.

I awoke with a start, tangled in my soaking wet bedsheets, covered in a layer of sweat. My heart thumped rapidly against the wall of my chest trying to hammer its way out of my body.

Struggling to sit up, pain ripped through my side as my fractured ribs protested the action, the effort almost too much for me. Forcing air into my burning lungs I tried to take in deep breaths as I’d been shown by the doctor at the hospital, the ones meant to magically calm me down.

The supposed remedy wasn’t working.

Shoving a hand roughly through my damp hair, I fought to get control over my own fucking body.

Two weeks in the hospital and now a week back home, and absolutely nothing had changed.

Nothing.

Sleeping meant a repeat of the night in the alley, reliving each and every blow to my body, and feeling the unforgiving metal of the gun pressing into the side of my head, its barrel digging against my temple. The heat and searing pain of the shot that should have killed me, the one that should have ended my life, had only grazed the side of my head instead of penetrating my skull and splattering my brains all over the alley wall when Gun Guy had gotten distracted for a split second by the shouting.

Bang, bang, bang.

“Jesus.” My heart leapt again.

The door. It’s just someone at the damn door.

Carefully hauling my ass out of bed, I managed to pull on my sweatpants and a T-shirt, the same ones I’d worn for I don’t remember how many days, and stumbled into the living room and over to the entrance to my apartment.

Bang, bang, bang.

“I’m coming. I’m coming,” I grumbled, stabbing the button on the video screen on the wall beside the door, then sighing heavily at the face on the small display.

Gabe.

Turning the deadlock and newly installed bolts and iron bar, I unlocked the reinforced door and opened it wide before retreating into the kitchen.

My friends had come to a decision among themselves to become my nursemaids. Messaging or calling at least once a day or, like now, dropping round to check up on me, making sure I was okay.

What a banal term: “making sure I was okay.”

I’d never be okay again.

Gabe sauntered in carrying a takeout bag and flicked the door shut with his foot.

“You gonna lock that?” I groused. He rewarded me with a glare and a look of disbelief. My friends knew the routine, and I waited, tense and silent until all the locks and bolts were engaged, only then releasing my fingers from their stranglehold on the back of the bar chair.

Making his way straight over to me, he placed the food on the countertop, and after a couple seconds for the aromas to reach my nostrils, salt beef and sauerkraut filled my senses and made my belly rumble in appreciation.

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten. A couple of days ago perhaps, maybe more?

Gabe stared at me. “Christ, you look like shit.” Leaning closer, he sniffed and wrinkled his nose. “When did you last take a shower? You stink.”

I couldn’t remember that either. Probably longer than when I’d last eaten. Gabe looking immaculate as usual didn’t help. Dressed in a navy three-piece suit, handmade, knowing him, white shirt, pale-blue tie, and black Italian leather shoes, also handmade. He looked the epitome of a successful businessman. Me not so much.

I smoothed my rumpled clothes and gave another sigh. “We can’t all be so damn perfect.”

His laugher echoed around my empty apartment, filling the space. “I know, right?” A couple seconds later his brows furrowed, and he stared at me seriously, his eyes losing their humor as he switched into protective friend mode. “Go clean up, and I’ll sort out the food,” he ordered me gently.

Nodding, as I really did need to wash, I shuffled back to my bedroom and into the attached bathroom.

Turning on the shower, I shucked off my two items of clothing and climbed in, letting the hot water rain down on my tired body. As I dipped my head under the shower, a stinging pain zapped through my skull. “Shit.” Snapping out from under the spray, the intense throbbing a vivid reminder of the wound in my hairline, I lifted my hand and gently ran my fingers along the line of stitches holding together the deep graze in my scalp.

I was so, so lucky. I shouldn’t be here. I should be dead. Yet I wasn’t, and I had no idea why or how to handle the fact.

Everyone at the hospital kept telling me how fortunate I’d been to survive. If the bullet had penetrated a few millimeters deeper or a fraction lower, the outcome would be very different.

I knew that. Fuck, did I. It was my fucking head, after all.

Shivers racked me as my internal TV screen flickered to life and replayed the attack scenario for the thousandth time.

The fear and pain, so much pain…

Forcing the memories away, I grabbed the body wash from the tray and squeezed some into my palm and then lathered my battered body.

Gabe mentioned I looked like shit, but he didn’t know the half of it. My body was covered in bruises. Some purple, others a sickly gray-yellow color. They covered almost every inch of me, and I hated them with a vengeance as they were yet another visible reminder of the trauma I’d suffered. Like I needed one.

Emotion caught me unaware, encircling me with sharply barbed edges, digging deep, and I desperately tried to fight back the tears before they overwhelmed me. The cycle was the same each time. Why had they picked me instead of somebody else? Did I look weak, helpless? I must have. Otherwise, out of all the other people on the street, why choose me? The endless questions in my mind were a continual downward spiral I fought hard not to let suck me into oblivion.

But I refused to break down. They’d win if I did, and I’d never let them have the satisfaction. The police had informed me I’d done nothing wrong—simply a case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. If the assailants hadn’t picked me, they’d have chosen the next person who happened by.

Theoretically, I understood their reasoning, but frustration and anger continually plagued my mind, knowing there’d never be an answer. The shout hadn’t been in my imagination but had come from a cop in a passing patrol car who’d stopped to investigate when they caught movement in the alley. My assailants had fired three shots—one at me, and two at the cops, who’d instantly retaliated, ending with my attackers being shot and killed. So, according to the police, I’m safe apparently.

Safe.

A single word encompassing a whole world of images and feelings.

Cozy nights in front of the TV.

Being held in the arms of a loved one.

Safe. Something I recognized with bone-deep certainty I’d never feel ever again.

Rinsing the suds from my body along with my dark thoughts, I shut off the water and opened the shower door, cooler air filling the stall, setting off goose bumps along my skin. Grabbing the nearest towel and carefully drying myself off, I hissed at the tenderness in my muscles as I bent to rub my legs, the pain from my damaged ribs a constant ache in my side.

Shit, I was a mess.

After padding into the bedroom, I dressed carefully in clean sweatpants and a T-shirt, mindful of my injuries. I wasn’t trying to impress anyone, least of all Gabe, who’d already seen me at my worst. I wasn’t going out and hadn’t since the first day I’d gotten out of the hospital, so who cared what I wore?

Running my fingers through my damp hair to settle the too long strands in place, I emerged from the bedroom to see Gabe in the kitchen, his jacket now hanging on the bar chair. He’d pulled a couple of plates from the cupboard and set them out on the countertop, ready for the food.

When I reentered the living area, Gabe pressed a couple of buttons on the microwave. “You were in there awhile, so I decided to give them a reheat,” he said by way of explanation. When the bell pinged, he retrieved the two sandwiches, and unwrapping them from their paper packaging, placed them on the plates.

“Sorry,” I mumbled, “I didn’t realize I’d taken so long.”

He shrugged. “No problem,” and he gestured with his head as he picked up the plates. “Go sit.”

I carefully sat down in my favorite black leather armchair as he handed me my sandwich before he settled on the sofa to my right.

We sat together in silence. He was waiting for me to speak, but I didn’t have much to say. To give myself thinking time, I picked up my food and took a large bite of my sandwich. The sweetness of the salt beef slid over my tastebuds before the bitter sauerkraut followed. After days of nothing, the simple meal tasted delicious.

“So?” Gabe’s tone made me inwardly groan.

Putting down my sandwich I gave him a direct look. “I’m fine. Okay?”

He scoffed. “So fine you’ve not left your apartment in over a week?”

I sighed. I’d been doing a lot of that lately.

“Look, Gabe.” I stopped talking, as whatever I said next would be a lie. I wasn’t fine, but I wasn’t sure how to go about fixing my mess, or how to express my thoughts clearly enough to tell him so.

I wasn’t sure about anything anymore.

Sitting forward on the edge of the sofa, Gabe gave me a sympathetic smile. I fucking hated it. “Look, I know it’s a struggle, and I get it.” He held up his hands. “And I’m not trying to patronize you.”

I gave a slight head tilt, in appreciation of him saying so.

“But you can’t continue on this way. You do know that, right?”

Deep down, I did, but any decisions about how to move forward with my life were all so muddled in my mind that I struggled to find a way out.

“I do,” I replied. “But it’s hard. There’s so much noise in my head, but I can’t work out how to make it stop.”

“Maybe you should take a break for a while, get a change of scenery.”

I frowned. “Change of scenery?”

“Yeah, get out of the city for a bit. Relax.”

“Relax?” I kept repeating him, but for some reason, his words weren’t registering.

“Is there an echo in here?” he deadpanned. “Yes, get away, relax.”

Hmm, maybe. I’d not thought about leaving the city, preferring to barricade myself inside my apartment behind a solid closed door where no one could get to me. But leaving my sanctuary meant being exposed, being vulnerable, and I wasn’t comfortable with the concept at all.

Regardless, I mulled his comments over, and in theory, I agreed my current situation wasn’t healthy, and I’d reluctantly admit to going a little stir crazy, but venturing out into the city unnerved me. All the noise and the people, the narrow side streets and alleyways made me shudder inwardly. But going somewhere quiet, somewhere peaceful, away from everyone and everything currently reminding me of my assault?

“Where would I go?” I asked, unable to recall the last time I’d not worked in the office twelve or more hours a day, at least six days a week. Even if traveling to inspect a construction project in another city, I’d be on-site all day and ordering room service in the evening. I’d never had any time at all to relax and unwind.

Despite being the partner in charge of our luxury eco hotels and resorts, I didn’t have any clue where to go now.

“I have the perfect place,” he replied, answering my unspoken thought.

“Oh?” I waited expectantly for him to elaborate.

“I’ve a house a few hours up the coast in a small community, so not too many people to contend with. The place is perfect. On the edge of town and overlooking the sea, there’s even direct access to a beach only the locals tend to use.”

I stared at the man on the sofa opposite me. Gabe, who thrived on excitement and adventure, who loved nothing more than immersing himself in all the activities a major city had to offer, and I mean all, had a second home, a beach house in a quiet coastal town?

“You have a beach house?” I sputtered, incredulity clear in my voice. “Somewhere… quiet?”

Gabe snickered, “Glad to know I can still surprise you, but yep”—he held up his hands—“guilty as charged.”

“Since when?”

A dark shadow crossed his face, making me frown. When the penny dropped, I could have kicked myself. Of course, this was after his split with Karl and David.

“Sorry, I should have thought.”

He waved my apology off. “It is, what it is,” he stated far too blandly, making it obvious, despite being over two years since their split, the wounds remained painfully open. “I needed somewhere to regroup. To sort my head out. My assistant told me about the place. Apparently, her mom and dad love it, so I thought ‘what the hell’ and went to check it out.”

“I’m guessing you liked what you saw?”

A genuine smile crossed his face this time, one actually reaching his eyes. “I did, and when the house I rented came up for sale last year, I bought the place.”

“Wow.”

Gabe stared at me squarely. “So I do know something of what I’m talking about. Okay, the scenario’s not the same as yours, but I understand the need to get away and work through your trauma at your own pace, and with minimal distractions. To remove yourself from familiarity to regain some semblance of order and control over your life.”

He’d hit the nail smack bang on the head, as that’s exactly how I felt.

“It’s yours if you want it,” he said, and I instantly wanted to grab this lifeline he offered and so badly needed. As if sensing my mood, he sat back and shoved his hand into his pants pocket, and pulling out a single key, he placed it on the coffee table between us. “I got an extra one cut,” he explained. “I’ll email you the directions this afternoon.”

“You’re so sure I’d go?” I asked.

“Hell, no, but I like to be prepared.”

“Thank you.” Some of the tension I’d carried around the last couple of weeks melted away. “Really, thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” he replied simply as he pointed at the food on my plate. “Now eat. You look like a scrawny ass chicken for fuck’s sake.”


Chapter Two

Ash

The bus jostled me awake as the wheels hit a speed bump on the edge of town. They must be new, as they weren’t there before I went away, though coming up to four years since I’d left, I should have guessed the place had changed in my absence.

Another jolt, another speed bump as the bus wound along the narrow streets, the mostly white or gray wood-clad houses lining the sidewalks becoming denser as we drew closer to the center, before turning onto Main Street and the heart of the town with a host of independent shops, bars, and restaurants. Wholesome and quaint, with 1950s nostalgia thrown in. The tourists loved it.

After the bus pulled to a stop, I dragged my duffel off the seat next to me and exited the vehicle. On the sidewalk near a small park, I reacquainted myself with my surroundings. Rolling the stiffness out of my shoulders from having sat in a cramped seat for so long, I breathed in deeply and let the sharp scent of the ocean fill my senses, removing the last of the stale air-conditioning odor I’d had for company over the last few days.

Forgotten memories of walks along the sand with my aunt and surfing with my friends bubbled to the surface. I’d traveled to a lot of beaches in the last few years, but nothing held the salty sharpness of the sea in the same way as Melrose Bay.

Home. I was home.

“You gonna stand there like an ass all day, or we gonna get a hug?”

Spinning around, I stopped dead at the sight of three men leaning against the side of a beat-up old truck. Two smiling and the other, Sawyer, sporting his usual unreadable expression.

“You still got that heap of junk?” I baited him. Instantly his chest puffed out, all indignant, making me chuckle. He’d always been so easy to rile.

“Don’t go insulting Matilda,” he warned, laying his hand on the side of the battered green-and-white 1970s Chevy C10 pickup, then reverently stroking down the paintwork, before fixing me with his turquoise-blue eyes. “Or you can walk your sorry ass back out of town.”

“Yeah, don’t be rude to the lady,” Flynn tacked on, his grin wide.

“For crying out loud,” Cam groused, heading over to me. “Ignore those two.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “They’re just messing with you, ’cause you’re late arriving.”

Damn, I’d missed these guys.

Cam had filled out in the last four years. Big, with cropped brown hair, and dark brown eyes, he’d packed on some serious muscle, and it was like being hugged by a wrestler, his big arms wrapping me up so tight.

“Glad to have you back,” he murmured in my ear and hugged me some more.

“You gonna maul him to death or what?” Flynn moaned, shoving Cam out of the way. “C’mere.” And he pulled me into his arms. Shorter than my six feet by a good few inches, slim, and surprisingly strong, the air huffed out of me as he squeezed me hard. Leaning away, he flicked his auburn hair out of his pale gray eyes and grinned. “About time you came home.” Then, he added seriously, “We missed you, Ashton.”

My throat suddenly closed up, making speaking hard. “Missed you too, Flynn. All of you,” I managed to get out, casting my gaze to the others.

Flynn released me, standing to the side as Sawyer took his place in front of me. Jet black hair poked out from under his backward-facing baseball cap. His black tank and jeans highlighted the intense aqua blue of his eyes. He waited, standing casually, as if he could have cared less if I was there or not. I knew differently, so of course, closed the distance between us and gave him a hug. He went stiff for a second, then relaxed into me, briefly slapping me on the back a couple of times before pulling away. I let him go, knowing that’s about as much of a welcome as I’d get.

He slung an arm around my neck. “Come on,” he said, his voice rough. “Let’s drop your shit off so we can go to the Bayside for a proper welcome.”

“That place is still there?” I shook my head. “I’d have thought they’d have shut the stinking hole down years ago.”

He laughed, rich and deep, grabbed my bag, and slung the duffel into the bed of his truck. “Nah, new owners took over. Cleaned the place up.”

Perhaps more things had changed around here than I thought.

The four of us squeezed snugly into the front of Sawyer’s pride and joy. Thankfully, the drive didn’t last long, and after a few minutes, we turned down the quiet lane on the far side of town, pulling up on the drive of Aunt Mary Ellen’s, and now, my home.

That was going to take some getting used to.

She hadn’t really been my aunt, more a close friend of my mom’s, but growing up that’s what I’d always called her, as she’d been the closest thing to one I’d ever had. She was all you’d ever want in a favorite, and somewhat eccentric, relative. Long, silver hair piled on her head in a messy bun held together by multiple pencils or chopsticks or whatever else she’d have handy. Dressed in brightly colored dresses and baggy cardigans, she’d never be inconspicuous. She smelled of lavender and the sea and home, and I’d loved her with all my heart.

She’d become my guardian when Mom died of an overdose a couple of days after my fourteenth birthday, and only when I went to live with her, did I finally learn what having a mother was all about.

Aunt Mary Ellen and I would scavenge along the seashore, looking for shells and sea glass, while trying to spot any sea creatures hiding in the sand. There were long walks into the forest enclosing the town on all sides and cozy nights wrapped up in warm blankets as we sat on the deck overlooking the sea, drinking hot chocolate piled high with far too many mini marshmallows.

But most of all, and for the first time in my life, I’d been loved, unconditionally and unreservedly, and I’d cherished those feelings of happiness and acceptance with all I had.

Opening the door of the truck and hopping out, I grabbed my bag, pulled out my keys from the side pocket, and headed down the path. Unlocking the front door, the familiar scent of home greeted me. Inhaling deeply, I filled my lungs with the faint smell of her perfume and ever-present lavender, which I knew without checking hung in every room. Aunt Mary Ellen had loved the plant and made sure everybody knew about it.

I passed the bedrooms and walked down the hallway and through to the living area at the rear of the house, heading over to the sideboard where a photograph of us both took pride of place. Reverently lifting the frame, I absently wiped the dust off the glass and studied the image. Us, standing on the deck overlooking the sea, fairy lights strung along the railing, my arms around her, both of us laughing. The picture was our favorite, and as I stared at the two of us, my vision blurred as the reality of her death hit me hard.

She’s gone.

All the love and tenderness only she’d ever given me. Gone.

The hugs, time, and patience I didn’t deserve. Gone.

The one person ever to show me any affection and make me feel as if I could achieve anything I wanted and not be a total loss or waste of space was gone.

I kept staring until the picture turned fuzzy, and gentle fingers removed the frame from my grasp, placed the photograph carefully on the sideboard, and enfolded me in strong arms.

“We’re all so sorry,” Sawyer mumbled and held me until I cried myself out.

I was alone again. The same as always.

“Come on,” Sawyer encouraged me, turning me toward the sliders leading outside. “The bar can wait. Let’s go sit out on the deck.” He motioned to Cam. “There’s beer and chips in the cooler in Matilda.”

Cam grinned and disappeared down the hallway.

A few hours and a fair number of beers later, mellow and relaxed, we’d caught one another up on the last four years. Flynn had gone to college but returned after graduation. He’d become a full-time artist. Painting, ceramics, jewelry, recycled art—you name it. Pretty good, by all accounts, and beginning to make a name for himself on the scene, whatever that meant.

Cam had always loved working with his hands and had gone into a carpentry apprenticeship with old Mister Johanson. When he retired, Cam bought the business. In addition to kitchen and bathroom cabinetry, he made top quality furniture and was also getting attention through his website and word of mouth.

Sawyer had done what everyone suspected and become a mechanic. When I’d asked him if he’d ever thought about doing any other type of job, he’d given his usual lift of the shoulders and replied, “I was never good for nothing but mending cars.”

I’d evaded their questions with vague answers on what I did for a living, not wanting to be embarrassed after listening to their achievements, since being a full-time drifter wasn't exactly up there on the career ladder. I tried college but academia wasn’t for me, so I dropped out after my first semester. Not wanting to embarrass my aunt for being a failure had been the catalyst for me leaving Melrose Bay. Not that she’d have cared one jot what people thought, but I did.

Telling her friends I traveled around the country getting new life experiences was a far better story anyhow.

We drank and ate all afternoon. Later, after they’d gone and with arrangements to meet up tomorrow for dinner, I took my beer and sat hunched up on the steps leading down to the beach, letting the gentle roll of the waves welcome me home. The warm night air and distinctive scent of the sea provided a soothing balm to my aching soul.

A door opening on my left had me lifting my head to the beach house next door as a man stepped out onto the deck and headed to the railing, leaning his elbows on the wood, the light from the interior bathing him in a golden glow.

Tall, six two, possibly six three, his wide shoulders and broad back pulled at the material of the plain white T-shirt clinging to his body. The big arms filling the short sleeves had my blood pumping quicker in my veins. Black, or possibly navy, shorts sat low on his hips, the muscles of his strong legs shifting as he changed position.

Dark blond, mid-length hair, pushed back from his face, curled around his ear. The light sea breeze gently ruffled a few loose strands and had me itching to run my fingers through them to find out if they were as soft as they looked.

I shifted on the step, and the movement must have alerted him, as he chose that exact moment to snap his head my way. I held my breath when our eyes connected and had to grip the wood underneath me hard to ground myself as a jolt of awareness rippled along my skin.

His face, a lot clearer now as the glow from the house highlighted his profile, was stunning. Like Hollywood-actor stunning. Strong jaw, straight nose, and angled cheekbones were accentuated by the light. Pale eyes zeroed in on me like a laser freezing me to the spot. But it was his mouth that sent the butterflies fluttering in my belly. His lips were full, the top slimmer than the plump bottom one, and as if he instinctively knew exactly where my gaze had stuck, his tongue slipped out, gliding slowly over them, leaving them wet and glistening, the action holding all my attention. That was the only excuse I could think of for why it took a moment for the expression on his face to filter through my mind, allowing my brain to catch up to the situation.

Shock, followed by fear marred his features in the space of a few seconds. He inhaled sharply, his body tensing up. Then, turning abruptly, he shakily stumbled into his house, slamming the door hard behind him. A second later, I heard the turning of locks and the sound of drapes being pulled across the windows.

I sat there dazed, completely taken aback by his actions and abrupt departure. I’d done nothing to warrant his extreme response, so I had to wonder, what the hell had happened to cause such a drastic reaction?


Chapter Three

Mason

Slamming the deck door shut and turning the locks wasn’t enough. I needed to be safe, hidden, so I tugged at the drapes, yanking at them until they covered the huge windows to block everything out.

Breathe.

Cold sweat clung to me, chilling me to the bone even as my lungs burned, the lack of oxygen making my head spin. My chest grew tight, restricting movement, like an iron band strapped around me, pulling tighter and tighter, sucking the life out of me.

Breathe.

I fell to my knees, my whole body shaking as I desperately sucked in some air but couldn’t seem to get enough. I continued to try, again and again, but nothing worked, my lungs refusing to cooperate, to function.

I was suffocating.

My vision dimmed, turning black around the edges, fading until I lay in the dirt and the grime of the alley, strong hands holding me down, the cold steel barrel against my head.

“No,” I whispered. “Please, no.”

I blacked out before the gun fired.

*

Sunlight, warm on my face, drifted me into wakefulness. The usual comfy soft mattress and luxury cotton sheets were oddly solid as a rock beneath my body. Reluctantly opening my eyes, I squinted at the brightness, instantly shifting my head to move out of the burning light coming in through a gap in the drapes. Reality seeped through the fog of my mind as my surroundings gradually came into focus, the room at right angles. I lifted my head, taking stock of where I was laid out on the floor in the living area, and not in the bedroom. The hard wood surface underneath me was the reason for the stiffness in my muscles.

Why was I on the floor? And why were the drapes closed? My brow furrowed as I tried to make sense of what had happened. I hadn’t closed them once since being here, preferring the inky blue-blackness of the night, rather than the stark monochrome interior. There’d been no need with the seclusion Gabe’s house offered and with the beach house next door, my only neighbor, standing empty.

Until last night.

The memories flooded through me in a rush, hurtling into my awareness with enough speed to make me woozy. Me outside, the man on the steps startling me, the panic attack at seeing someone in the dark it subsequently triggered. Me, inside, on my knees, trembling, struggling for air as my world disappeared into nothingness.

“Shit.” I sat up, moving my head from side to side to work out the kinks in my neck, then rolled carefully to my hands and knees, gingerly getting to my feet. Mindful not to move too fast in case I got lightheaded and blacked out again.

I was a fucking mess.

Moving over to the drapes, I created a bigger opening between them, then peered through, not expecting to find anyone, but searching anyway for any signs the guy I’d seen last night lurked outside. Seeing no one, I pulled the thick material all the way apart, letting the daylight flood in and fill the dark corners of the room with its comforting brightness.

I wanted to open the doors and let the morning in, allow the refreshing sea breeze to wash away the remainder of my episode. Reaching for the french doors, my fingers shook when I took hold of the keys, and they jangled loudly in the airy space. Numerous attempts to get the metal to turn in the lock were futile, so eventually I gave up trying.

Forcing myself back into my strict routine, I showered, and dressed in a light cotton navy shirt and chinos instead of my usual shorts. Now I had neighbors, there’d be the distinct possibility of being seen, and although faded, I was well aware of the pale-yellow bruises still covering my body. Luckily, the ones on my face were almost gone, unless one looked closely, but I wasn’t up to being stared at this morning.

After making my usual Saturday breakfast of natural yogurt and fresh fruit and setting up the coffee machine, I sat on the high stool at the kitchen counter, eating the first mouthful, when there was a light knock on the window.

My eyes flicked warily to the glass doors. They locked once more with the guy I’d seen last night, instantly making me tense. Indecision as to what I should do churning in my gut, glued me to my seat.

“Hi,” he greeted cheerily through the glass and motioned to the door. “Can I come in?” I continued to stare, my heart beginning to pick up speed. Why was he here, and what did he want?

Younger than me, likely early to midtwenties, he had short, messy, dark brown hair. Strong jawline, visible cheekbones and a button nose that made him look more friendly than dangerous, the wide grin on his face only reinforcing my assumption.

His skin was tanned, and his body rangy, likely from outdoor exercise rather than from a gym like me. He appeared dressed more for surfing than running, with colorful boardshorts and a bright yellow T-shirt.

Perhaps my reasoning was due to his open nature or the fact he looked younger and, from this distance, smaller, but despite my trepidation, he didn’t make me feel scared. Apprehensive, yes, but not afraid of him. This discovery shocked the hell out of me as apart from my friends everybody else pretty much scared the crap out of me these days.

Placing the cereal bowl on the marble countertop, I cautiously made my way over to the door leading to the deck. I forced my fingers to grip the key, and the guy retreated a couple steps in readiness for me to turn it and open the door.

Up close, I was able to determine I was an inch or so taller than him, and strangely, the slight difference in height helped relax me somewhat. I mean, logically I acknowledged people shorter than me can carry guns too; they’re not exempt or restricted, but my reaction took me by surprise anyway.

I’d used Gabe’s home gym quite a bit since coming here, trying to bulk up and gain strength, ensuring I’d be able to fight back if I was ever attacked again. Plus, on Gabe’s recommendation, and after some heavy vetting, I’d reluctantly had a crash course in self-defense from a local martial arts coach to ensure I was always ready to fight, always prepared, so if this guy tried to attack or overpower me, I’d knock him on his ass.

Hmm, and exactly how did that work out for you last night? the voice in my head derided me.

I ignored the annoying reminder of my weakness and concentrated on the guy instead, studying his body language, another topic I’d watched endless videos on while hiding away. He remained calm, his eyes friendly and his relaxed demeanor nonthreatening.

So far anyway.

Returning my gaze to his face, I noted the golden tan of his skin made the whites of his eyes bright, highlighting the vivid moss-green color of his irises and instantly reminding me of the forest skirting the town.

My brows snapped together. Since when did I notice what a guy’s eyes looked like?

Lindsay’s eyes were green too, and we were together for six years, but I don’t ever remember comparing hers to my surroundings or any variation of a color. Green was green, right? So why keep noticing this guy’s eyes and the dark brown flecks dotting the edges of his pupils?

My hand hovered over the key in the lock. I wanted to twist it, open the latch, but no matter how hard I tried, my brain refused to follow through. The guy’s sunny disposition from moments ago turned to confusion as he waited. He must be wondering what was going on and why I didn’t open the damn door and let him in.

But I couldn’t. I just couldn’t.

He must have read the anguish on my face, the paralysis, the wanting to unlock and open the door, to let him in, but not being able to. He cocked his head to the side, assessing, a frown marring his smooth forehead, and for a second I panicked, thinking he’d get annoyed and leave.

Why didn’t I want him to go?

He turned and my insides dropped, panic increasing. I almost shouted at him not to go, but the words died in my throat when he walked over to the outside chairs, picked one up and positioned it in front of the doors, where he sat down, making himself comfortable.

He grinned. “Hi, I’m Ashton Michaels.” His rich voice skimmed over my skin. Low, soothing, and relaxing, making me feel immediately better. Relief washed over me that he hadn’t left me alone, and I was profoundly touched at his kindness and understanding of my situation.

I tried to speak, but the lump stuck in my throat prevented any words from getting past. “Hi,” I eventually croaked. Clearing my throat a couple of times, I tried again, louder this time so he’d hear me through the glass. “Hi, I’m Mason. Mason Wilder.” I squatted down, my eyes level with his. His grin widened, lighting up his whole face, and I was utterly mesmerized.

“Mason,” he confirmed, and I liked how my name sounded in his smooth voice.

This weird scenario of us talking, one on either side of a glass wall, should feel stupid, but for some reason it wasn’t at all. He’d sensed my distress and intuitively worked out how to help overcome the issue. No one had managed to make me relax in months, yet he’d managed to do so in seconds with hardly any effort at all.

“I wanted to come by and introduce myself.” He gestured with his head toward the other house. “I moved in next door”—he scrunched his face—“which you probably guessed by now.”

I smiled. Actually smiled. “Yeah, I figured you had.”

He turned sheepish. “I think I might have caught you off guard last night.” His statement was nicely phrased, and far better than saying he’d scared me half to death. “I’m sorry,” he continued. “I should have indicated I was there instead of hiding in the shadows.”

“It’s fine,” I said, trying to minimize my reaction as if it was nothing, instead of the panic-inducing episode it turned out to be. “I guess I didn’t expect anyone to be there; that’s all.”

“Yeah, I understand. I’d have gotten the jitters too if I found someone skulking around in the dark.” He grinned at me, and I automatically grinned back.

“What happened to the previous owner?” I asked. “The place looks lived in from what I’ve seen.” As soon as the words came out, a flush crept up my cheeks as I inadvertently revealed I’d taken a look inside.

From the outside the house appeared unoccupied, as the exterior was fairly run down, so I had only checked the place out to satisfy my professional curiosity. And to maybe pass the details on to Ty since he dealt with the housing side of the business. However, a closer look had me changing my opinion. A half-read newspaper sat on the arm of the sofa, reading glasses resting on top. An empty plate and a mug were placed on a small metal table beside it. Plus, clothes were piled up on an ironing board waiting to be attended to.

“Went over to take a peek, huh?” he teased.

“It— No, I—” This was silly. Since when did I get tongue-tied around people?

“The house does need a little work.” Thankfully, he let me off the hook, though a little work didn’t in any way cover what was needed to bring the place back from its current dilapidated state.

“So, you do get out?” he asked. “You don’t stay inside all the time?”

I shook my head. “No, not all the time.”

He mulled my answer over. “I guess I’m the only me who has you wanting to run and hide behind locked doors then, huh?” There was something odd about the way he responded, the resignation in his tone confusing me. “It belonged to my aunt,” he continued softly, and I had to take a second to work out we’d returned to my earlier question. “She died. Heart attack.” He looked away, his face pinched. “I wasn’t there.”

“I’m so sorry.” I replied, not sure what else to say. I was never much good at handling other people’s emotional stuff, empathy not being my strong point. But here, with Ashton, I had the urge to comfort him, to ease some of his pain. Not questioning why, I twisted the key, pressed down on the handle, and pulled the door keeping us apart open toward me.

“Come in,” I urged gently, surprised at the calmness in my voice, because in my chest my heart pounded like a drum. What was I doing letting him inside? I didn’t know him, didn’t know anything about him. He could be waiting to lull me into a false sense of security before attacking me, for all I knew.

I was being irrational, and of course, Ashton wasn’t likely to be an ax murderer or shoot me in the head, but the ever-present fear always simmered below the surface, ready to break free, given the slightest opportunity. I tried hard to work through that fear, to beat it, not let it win, but staying strong was proving tougher than I expected.

The warmth returning to Ashton’s face at my gesture partly eased my turbulent thoughts, confirming letting him inside my sanctuary had been the right decision. I’d have to be careful, but as long as I remained vigilant and prepared to fight, I’d be okay.

Scrambling to my feet, I stood awkwardly while Ashton got calmly to his as if trying not to spook me. He placed the chair in its original position, which I liked, his consideration showing politeness and respect. He walked over to me, crossed the threshold and entered the house. Keeping his distance, giving me space, he held out his hand. I eyed it suspiciously. Should I reciprocate? He might yank me forward if I did, twisting mine behind my back before attacking me. Looking up at the expression on his face, it was clear he sensed my struggle, and I marveled at how intuitive the man was. Did he act the same with everyone, or only me?

He didn’t try to force me, instead he stayed exactly where he was, hand extended, waiting. After an age, I lowered my eyes to watch and tentatively reached across the space placing my own hand in his, his slim fingers automatically enclosing me in his grip.

I hadn’t let anyone touch me since I’d come out of the hospital so wasn’t in any way prepared for how the sensations of his fingers on mine affected me. His hand was warm, his palm smooth, but the tingling electricity feathering over my skin and up my arm was what surprised me most.

Having been without physical contact for so long, my brain registered every minute detail about his response to me—the pulse under his skin beating faster than normal, the warmth from his hand growing, getting hotter the longer we were linked together, the slight catch of his breath.

All these tells registered as our hands entwined, and in that second, I’d never been so connected to anyone in my life.

“You okay?” Ashton asked me, his voice deeper, huskier, without the glass barrier separating us.

Nodding and realizing I still held his hand, I reluctantly released him, cooler air swirling around my palm as my arm lowered to my side.

“Shouldn’t I be asking you that?” I said, and I got a shrug in return, his response indicating he wasn't going to say any more about his aunt. “Please, won’t you sit down?”

He walked over and dropped onto the sofa making himself comfortable, his eyes taking in the room. After he’d done a sweep he whistled, long and low, making me smirk. “Nice place.” The fingers, which moments before were shaking my hand, traveled over the dark black fabric on the sofa, absently caressing the fibers, making me wonder how they’d feel gliding along the nape of my neck.
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