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        Riley

      

      

      

      I really don't know why I let my roommate talk me into this. Maybe it's because I have nowhere else to spend Spring Break. Granted, I should probably have stayed in the dorm and caught up on some studying. That's why I'm in college anyway. To get my degree to become a social worker.

      I really lucked out, all things considered. I was offered a full-ride scholarship based on my high school test scores. And it's a good thing too because with no family to put me through college, I would have had to take out a boatload of student loans to pay my way through otherwise. Actually, I probably wouldn't be here were it not for the scholarship. I don't want to start my life out in debt. I'm pretty sure I wouldn't have done that.

      No, I'd probably be working at some dive bar, running myself ragged for tips if I hadn't landed this scholarship.

      I remember when my Mrs. Miniver pushed for me to apply. I'd thought it was silly for me to even apply to colleges. But my counselor, bless her heart, had insisted on me applying just to see if I could get in. She filled out some financial aid forms for me, and that's how I ended up where I am now.

      I suppose I owe it all to her. She's the closest thing to a mother figure I've had since my mom died.

      My heart wrenches within me at the thought. Mom has been dead for five years now, but the thought of her death still hurts.

      I think of Mrs. Miniver again. I haven't seen her since I went off to college. Although she was kind to me throughout high school, she has her own family. And it's not like we developed one of those long-term relationships.

      I'm just grateful that she took enough of an interest in me back when I was in school to get me on the path I'm on today.

      Tears sting my eyes when I think of my mother. I blink furiously to try to hide them, not wanting the other girls to see them and start freaking out asking me why I'm crying when I should be just as happy and excited as they are for our trip.

      I think Mom would be proud of what I'm doing. My entire career choice was inspired by her, after all.

      If she were still alive, I'd be going home to see her over Spring Break. I'd much rather be doing that than going with a group of girls down to Daytona Beach, Florida. Yeah, I know Spring Break in Daytona is every college student's dream, but I'm just kind of lackluster about it all. I'm mostly only going because my roommate declared it was pathetic for me to stay cooped up in the dorms alone.

      Not like she and I are particularly close. I'm not really close with any of my "friends."

      I've always been that kind of friend who was a bit of a loner. I can show up and make small talk with the group, but then I can just as easily slip off and do my own thing.

      I get along well with all the girls who are going and have never really had frenemies, even if I'm not particularly close to any of them.

      We all pile into my roommate's convertible, courtesy of her overly apologetic father. He's always trying to make up for divorcing her mom. Consequently, my roomie always gets anything she wants. Her father's loaded.

      I get settled in by the door. Three of us are sitting in the back, and two girls are in the front.

      I sit silently as the girls chatter among themselves, making sure that we've got everything.

      Suddenly, I feel a prickle at the back of my neck. It runs down my spine and has my heart speeding up and my breath catching.

      I turn to look around me. I shake my head at my paranoia when I find nothing there.

      This is totally bizarre. Ever since about a week ago, I've been feeling like someone is watching me, which is crazy because who would be watching me? I don't really have any enemies, and I don't really know anyone. It's just me, myself, and I.

      It's been that way for five years now…

      Maybe I'm just so used to being alone that I'm starting to get paranoid.

      I chew on my lip as my eyes continue to scan our surroundings. Still, I think it's weird that I suddenly started feeling these little pinpricks running up and down my spine about a week ago.

      I take a deep breath and tell myself to settle down, that I'm just being silly.

      Maybe I'm just super stressed out with my course load. Maybe my roommate is right. Maybe I need to get away, soak up some sun and relax. I'm just stressing myself out too much with my studies. That's all.

      Casey throws her hands in the air where she's sitting in the passenger seat and lets out a loud "Whoo!"

      She turns up the music, and we start speeding off down the highway with the top down. Our hair whips out behind us, and I can't help the grin that overtakes my face.

      I have to admit this does feel good.

      Maybe my roomie is right.

      Maybe all I need is to loosen up a little.

      I tilt my face up, basking in the feeling of the warm wind grabbing my hair and whipping it back off my face.

      This feels good.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Parker

      

      

      I'm following behind the convertible filled with coeds. I make sure that my nondescript SUV is a discreet distance away from them so as not to draw any attention.

      Riley already senses me. I see it in the way she glances over her shoulder when my eyes are on her, the way her eyes flit all around as if she's looking for the source of the shivers running up and down her spine.

      I don't like the thought that I'm scaring her or making her paranoid, but knowing that she feels me gives me a sense of satisfaction.

      A week. I've been out for a week.

      Theoretically, I could get close enough to touch her, to talk to her.

      Yet I don't.

      Not yet.

      I frown when I see the girl in the front passenger seat throwing her hands up in the air as they go speeding down the highway.

      She's drawing attention to them, and every man in the vicinity is slowing down to look over at all the cute babes in the car.

      That one in the front passenger seat…out of all of Riley's friends, I dislike that one the most. She's trouble. Wild and uninhibited. I already know she's the one I'm going to have to worry about getting my innocent little Riley in trouble.

      Spring Break. I grimace at just the thought of it. I never went to college, but I remember very well what Spring Break entails. Hey, just because you don't go to college doesn't mean you can't show up.

      Spring Break. Too much alcohol, Girls Gone Wild, and horny dudes just waiting to take advantage of them.

      My lips press into a thin line. Nope. Not going to happen on my watch.

      The hardest part about being locked up wasn't the lack of freedom. It was being unable to protect Riley. I know very well how dangerous this world can be for a young woman on her own.

      Protecting her is what got me locked up in the first place.

      Do I regret it? Hell no.

      Would I do it again? In a heartbeat.

      I'd give up anything if it meant I could keep Riley safe.

      Riley. The girl who changed my world with just one smile.

      I still remember that moment clear as day. I'd had a pretty rough trip. I'd just gotten back on the docks. Work on the barges is no picnic. It's tough physical labor and long hours at sea.

      But the pay is good. And if you're a loner and don't have a family or anything—like me—then it's suitable. It's grueling work and kept me busy.

      Still, that doesn't mean a man doesn't get down from time to time, and I'd been feeling pretty low.

      I'd been walking along, minding my own business, when this little fairy came flying by. She'd had her nose in a book and hadn't been paying a bit of attention to where she was going.

      She bumped right into me. It wasn't more than the slightest jostle, but it was enough to grab her attention. She clutched the book to her chest and turned bright blue eyes up at me.

      "Sorry!" she apologized swiftly before gracing me with the most beautiful smile I've ever seen in my entire life.

      It reached her eyes and shined brighter than her golden blond hair. She looked like an angel standing on that street. All innocence and purity and light.

      My chest squeezed painfully. "It's okay," I finally managed to mutter gruffly, but she was already flitting away like a little butterfly.

      Panic had gripped me at the thought of never seeing that smile again. So I'd followed her.

      And I've been following her ever since.

      Well, until I got locked up.

      But I'm out now.

      I just thank whatever deity is out there that she wasn't harmed while I was locked away.

      No one is ever going to crush my little butterfly. Not while I'm alive.

      I'm sure she doesn't remember me. Why would she? I'm a nobody to her. Just some random stranger she bumped into on the street. Another face in a sea of many.

      She has no idea that her innocent actions changed my life that day.

      I followed her for weeks, learning everything I could about her. She was only eighteen back then and was waitressing at a bar down near the docks. It was summer, and she was set to start college in the fall.

      While I was proud at the thought that she was smart enough to get into college on a full ride scholarship, my chest tightened every time I thought of her being on a campus with all the young men who would undoubtedly be there.

      I'm ten years older than her. Some would say that's too old for her. That she's too young for me.

      But I don't care about her age. The longer I watched her, the more convinced I became that she's mine.

      I didn't know how I was going to approach her, but I knew I couldn't let her go off to college without at least introducing myself into her life.

      Before I could do that, though, fate intervened.

      I didn't like where she worked. There were too many men who went in there just to stare at the pretty waitresses. And Riley was by far the prettiest.

      A pair of dudes who I instantly knew were up to no good went in and tried to get too handsy with her. Fortunately, the manager threw them out before I lost my temper and barged in to take care of it myself.

      However, while they were outside grumbling, I heard them plotting their revenge. They planned on waiting until my girl got off work and dragging her into the alley out back to "teach her a lesson."

      My vision went red with rage at just the thought of it.

      Suffice it to say, they never got the chance to enact their vengeance. I came back to my senses just in time to keep myself from beating them completely to death. Unfortunately, a camera caught my actions on videotape, and I was sentenced to prison. I got out in two years on good behavior.

      Ironic that I'm the one who went to jail when, if I hadn't done what I'd done, they'd have most definitely assaulted and maybe even killed a woman. My hands tighten on the steering wheel just at the thought of it, and I take in several deep breaths to calm the murderous rage that threatens to overtake me.

      Their actions were the ones that were premeditated—not mine.

      Of course, I didn't even try explaining that to the DA. I already knew none of my excuses would matter. No, I just squared my jaw, manned up, and did my time, intent on doing the best I could to get home to Riley as quickly as possible.
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