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      Falling for him wasn’t the plan—neither was her past coming back to haunt her.

      Tori Blake rebuilt her life after a toxic relationship, determined to stand on her own. She never expected Cole Valen—gorgeous, powerful, and relentless in his pursuit—to make her question everything. Cole doesn’t do love, but Tori is different. She’s fierce, independent, and hiding wounds he’s desperate to heal.

      When her dangerous ex resurfaces, Cole vows to protect her. But Tori isn’t sure she can let him. With passion and danger colliding, will their love survive the fight for her future?
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      The dream always came the same way.

      I lay curled up in bed, every nerve stretched thin as I clutched a cold metal handgun beneath my pillow, my fingers trembling around its grip.

      Shadows stretched across the room, spilling from corners and doorways that didn’t exist.

      They pooled closer and closer until one of them unfurled, coalescing into a figure standing at the foot of my bed.

      I couldn’t see his face—couldn’t make out anything more than a silhouette.

      But the way he held himself, the familiar tilt of his head, the simmering rage in his stance, made my chest tighten in recognition.

      It was Marcus. I felt him in my bones, in the heavy press of dread that sat like a weight on my heart.

      Slowly, the shadows slithered away, revealing his features one by one—the narrowed eyes that once looked at me with kindness now dark with malice.

      The hard line of his mouth twisted into something that barely resembled human.

      I wanted to scream, to raise the gun from beneath my pillow and aim it at him, but my arms wouldn’t move.

      I was frozen, locked in place by the same fear that had shackled me for years.

      Marcus stepped closer, his face tightening with rage as he leaned over me, his voice a snarl that shredded through my veins.

      “You thought you could leave me?” he spat. “You thought I’d just let you go?”

      My breath caught as his hand shot out, fingers wrapping around my wrist, pinning me to the mattress.

      The gun slipped from my grip, clattering uselessly to the floor.

      His grip was vice-like, squeezing until pain radiated up my arm and tears pricked my eyes.

      I was powerless, just as I had been when I left, just as I had been every time he’d made me believe that I was nothing, that I’d always be his.

      My heart pounded against my ribs, adrenaline flooding my veins as panic clawed at me, desperate and raw.

      And then I woke up.

      I shot upright in bed, my heart racing, skin damp with sweat, chest heaving as I gulped in breaths of cool morning air.

      It took a few seconds for my brain to catch up, to tell myself that I wasn’t that helpless woman anymore.

      That Marcus wasn’t looming over me, ready to tear apart everything I’d built.

      I ran my hand over my face, trying to steady my breathing, to ground myself in the present.

      Five years. It had been five long years since I’d escaped him, left behind the broke, terrified girl I once was.

      I was Tori Blake now, the proud owner of a boutique in Oakridge Bay.

      The sound of my shop’s name alone helped soothe my rattled nerves. I’d worked so hard to create a life he could never touch.

      And yet, even now, Marcus’s ghost haunted me in my sleep, a specter of memories I wished I could burn away forever.

      I swung my legs over the edge of the bed, feet meeting the cool floor as I steadied myself.

      I am not her anymore.

      The words became my anchor, a mantra I clung to as I pushed the nightmare back into the shadows where it belonged.

      I wasn’t that scared, silenced version of myself.

      I wasn’t the woman who flinched at raised voices or second-guessed every decision, terrified it might be the wrong one.

      I was safe now. I was free.

      I had clawed my way out of that darkness, brick by brick, dollar by dollar, until I had built a life I could call my own.

      A life I was proud of.

      A life where his shadow couldn’t reach me anymore. And no matter what, there was nothing he could do to tear it down.

      A hot shower was my first stop, and I let the water beat down, imagining it washing away every trace of the dream.

      The steam fogged up the mirror, and as I wrapped myself in a towel, I saw myself as I was now—calmer, stronger.

      My reflection looked me squarely in the eyes, as if daring me to let him haunt me again.

      Not today, I thought, nodding back at my reflection. Not ever again.

      After getting dressed, I slipped into my routine with the comforting ease of well-worn steps.

      I went to Oakridge Grind, my favorite coffee shop just down the road.

      The place was small, cozy, with hand-painted murals of oak trees winding along the walls and a barista who always greeted me with a smile.

      “Morning, Tori! Usual?” Jamie, the barista, asked with a wink.

      "Good morning. Yes, please," I said, grateful for the sense of familiarity.

      She handed me a latte and a fresh blueberry muffin that warmed my fingers through the wrapper.

      The simple comfort of it, the taste of the coffee and the sweetness of the muffin, grounded me in the here and now.

      I wasn’t in some nightmare world where Marcus lurked in the shadows.I was in my hometown, surrounded by the life I’d made for myself.

      The walk to my boutique, Velvet & Lace, was short and peaceful.

      I loved this town and its quiet streets, the way the morning sun filtered through the trees lining the main road.

      Velvet & Lace sat on a charming corner of Main Street.

      The boutique was more than just a shop. It was the culmination of years of dreaming, planning, and relentless hard work.

      Every detail carried a piece of my heart.

      Even on my darkest days, when the world seemed heavy and hope felt like a distant memory, Velvet & Lace brought me joy.

      It reminded me of how far I’d come, a tangible proof that dreams could become reality.

      When I arrived, Candy was already there, setting out a new display with her usual enthusiasm.

      Her bright red hair and matching lipstick were as bold as her laugh, which echoed softly through the quiet store.

      “Morning, boss!” she called, giving me a smile as she fluffed the sleeves of a blouse on one of the mannequins. “Ready to make some magic?”

      “Morning, Candy,” I replied, returning her smile. “Let’s open up and do this.”

      I unlocked the door, letting in the golden light of the morning.

      Then I took a deep breath, inhaling the faint scent of lavender that I always kept in a diffuser at the back of the store.

      My boutique was a blend of vintage charm and modern elegance.

      Every detail had been chosen with care—from the rustic wooden racks to the carefully curated pieces that filled each shelf.

      Pastels, warm neutrals, and soft, textured fabrics filled the space, making it feel like a warm, inviting sanctuary.

      I’d poured my heart and soul into creating a place that felt safe, a haven for anyone who walked through the doors.

      I looked around, letting pride swell in my chest.

      This was mine. I had done this.

      Every late night spent poring over designs, every risk I’d taken, every setback I’d pushed through had led to this moment.

      This wasn’t a gift, or luck, or a handout. It was mine, built from the ground up with my own two hands.

      And as I stood there, I couldn’t help but let the pride settle in, warm and steady, filling the cracks I never thought could be mended.

      Just as I was preparing to settle into the day, the soft chime of the doorbell rang, signaling a new customer.

      I turned, expecting a local or maybe a tourist, but the sight that met me was something else entirely.

      Trouble had just walked into my store.

      He was tall, impossibly tall, with broad shoulders that filled the doorway.

      His black hair was short and perfect, as if a single hair out of place would be an affront to him.

      Sharp green eyes locked onto mine, piercing and unreadable.

      His suit was perfectly tailored, hugging his frame in a way that was both sophisticated and sinfully enticing.

      The air shifted, electrified, as he stepped inside, moving with a confidence that bordered on predatory.

      Every line of his body spoke of command, of someone who was used to getting exactly what he wanted.

      My heart gave an involuntary lurch, the lingering shadows of the dream retreating under the weight of his presence.

      He looked around briefly before his gaze returned to me.

      He studied me with an intensity that made my skin prickle, as if he could see beneath the surface, straight to the thoughts I tried to keep hidden.

      “Good morning,” he greeted with a smile I couldn’t help be wary of.
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      Nothing about meeting Tori Blake had been accidental.

      My first glimpse of her had been pure chance—a brush with fate, if you believed in that sort of thing.

      The mayor of Oakridge Bay, an old friend of my father’s, had thrown a formal gathering in town, and my father had asked me to attend as a favor.

      One quick look at my phone had shown me where Oakridge Bay even was—a small dot in the mountains of Washington, far removed from the spotlight where I typically operated.

      The people at the party had known my name, whispering about my family and the company my father and I ran.

      I was used to the questions, the people clamoring to be seen with me, the thinly veiled agendas under every handshake.

      Most were eager for any connection they could leverage. I would’ve left the second I fulfilled my obligation—until I saw her.

      Tori Blake.

      The way she moved in the crowded room was different from anyone else.

      She was quiet, blending in with the servers as she passed trays of drinks, her steps graceful, her gaze fixed straight ahead.

      It was almost as if she was there on a mission of her own.

      Not a single person had caught her attention, and she definitely hadn’t paid any attention to me.

      She didn’t have that look of greed, of calculation, that so often crossed faces when people knew who I was.

      I’d watched her for half the evening, noting the way she sidestepped the attention.

      The guarded light in her eyes that suggested she was more comfortable on the fringes.

      She wore a fitted black dress, simple but elegant, setting off her curves and hinting at the strength beneath that quiet, focused expression.

      When I’d tried to approach her at the party, she’d disappeared before I could even say hello.

      But the mystery of her haunted me, had me rethinking my flight back to Seattle the next day.

      I’d asked a few subtle questions, and by the end of the night, I had a name—and I knew exactly where to find her boutique.

      So, two days later, I found myself outside Velvet & Lace, Oakridge Bay’s answer to a high-end clothing boutique.

      A small shop, filled with clothes that somehow managed to bridge elegance and comfort with a touch of class.

      My kind of place. The kind of place that Tori Blake had clearly poured herself into.

      I pushed the door open, and the bell jingled, sounding more cheerful than I felt.

      As I stepped in, I saw her behind the counter, busying herself with some paperwork.

      She looked up, and in that instant, I was caught all over again.

      She didn’t smile. Just gave me a polite nod, her eyes flicking over me as if assessing whether I was worth her time or not.

      It was like nothing I’d experienced before. Most women I encountered weren’t shy about their interest.

      Tori? She seemed utterly uninterested. I gave her my best smile.

      “Good morning,” I said, keeping my voice warm, friendly.

      “Morning,” Tori greeted.

      She looked back at her paperwork, clearly intent on ignoring me. But that only made me want her attention more.

      The silence stretched, charged in a way I hadn’t expected. I could feel the layers beneath her calm exterior, the walls she’d built.

      But I also saw something in her eyes, a glint of wariness that sparked my curiosity, a flicker of a past she didn’t want exposed.

      Someone had hurt her.

      I could almost feel it in the way she held herself, guarded and composed, as if expecting some unspoken threat.

      “Are you the owner?” I asked, though I knew the answer.

      “Yes.” She looked up, and there was a momentary surprise in her gaze, as if she was unused to being addressed so directly. “How can I help you?”

      I tried to read her, looking for cracks in her armor, for any sign that I might gain her trust.

      “I’m here for something… unique. Something that only you can recommend,” I said.

      She narrowed her eyes, tilting her head slightly as she studied me.

      Her face was a careful mask of politeness, but there was something deeper. Interest, maybe. Or at least curiosity.

      “We have several options,” she said. “Our fall collection is fresh off the line.”

      “I’ll take a look,” I replied, leaning slightly closer, just enough to be casual, but also to let her feel my presence.

      Her gaze flickered, as if deciding whether to engage or keep me at a distance.

      She chose the latter, turning to a display without a single hint of interest beyond the professional.

      I couldn’t deny how frustratingly enticing that was.

      She walked over to a rack of dresses, her fingers brushing the fabric lightly.

      “This one has been popular,” she said, gesturing to a flowing, burgundy dress with delicate lace details. “Perfect for events, dates, formal dinners.”

      “Events and dates,” I repeated, considering her carefully. “I could see you in something like that.”

      She paused, and for a split second, a crack appeared in her calm demeanor.

      A slight stiffening of her shoulders, a quick glance that made me think she was trying to size up my intentions.

      “I’m not the type to take my own recommendations,” she said evenly.

      I didn’t miss the way she shifted her stance, the way she crossed her arms, creating a physical barrier between us.

      I leaned against the counter, keeping my tone light.

      “So you’re the type to let others have all the fun?” I asked.

      Her eyes met mine, fierce and defiant. “I don’t need clothes for fun, Mr…?”

      “Cole Valen,” I answered, watching her face for any sign that she recognized the name.

      Nothing. Just that guarded look, a flicker of annoyance, and a sense of mystery I couldn’t quite crack.

      “Well, Cole Valen, our shop is meant to give people what they need,” she said, her voice edged with a challenge. “I don’t think that includes being told what to wear.”

      “Fair enough,” I said, nodding. “But something tells me there’s more to this place than meets the eye.”

      Her eyes narrowed slightly. “Is that so?”

      “I can tell that every detail here has been chosen with purpose. It’s refreshing to see that level of care. Not many places have that. Or people.”

      My words hung in the air, charged, and I saw her shift slightly, as if my gaze had brushed too close to something private.

      She forced a polite smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

      “Thank you,” she replied, but her voice lacked the warmth that her expression feigned.

      Something in me wanted to reach across that distance, to strip away the defenses she held up like armor.

      But I knew better than to push too hard, especially with someone as guarded as her.

      Whoever had hurt her, whoever had made her flinch at the smallest kindness, deserved to pay for it.

      But I knew that the last thing she needed was a man trying to play protector, someone ready to sweep in like a hero.

      She needed control, her own agency.

      And I would give her that, no matter how fiercely my instincts clawed at me to hunt down her demons and rid her of them.

      Instead, I shifted tactics, offering her a chance to engage without pressure.

      “I have a sister,” I said. “We haven’t spoken in a while, and I’d like to find her something special. She has a similar taste to yours, I think.”

      Tori’s eyes softened just slightly, enough that I felt a hint of the woman behind the armor.

      “Your sister?” she asked, sounding genuinely curious.

      “Yes. She’s the best of us, I’ll admit,” I said, letting a small smile slip through. “She’s strong, independent… a lot like you, I’d imagine.”

      For a moment, she looked as if she might let her guard down, a faint smile touching her lips.

      But just as quickly, it faded, and she turned back to the dresses, deflecting with practiced ease.

      “Well, if you’re looking for something memorable, this would suit her,” she said, pulling a sleek, emerald-green dress off the rack.

      I took the dress, nodding thoughtfully.

      “She’d like it, I think. It has character, a bit of fire,” I remarked.

      She gave a quiet laugh, her gaze dropping to the floor.

      “Fire, maybe.” She paused, her tone softer now, almost reflective. “Or maybe just enough to keep people at a distance.”

      The words hit me harder than I’d expected.

      She might have been talking about the dress, but there was something in her voice.

      In the way she looked away when she said it, that hinted at far more.

      I wanted to reach out, to tell her she didn’t have to be on guard. But I knew better.

      Trust was something I’d have to earn, and Tori Blake wasn’t a woman who handed it out freely.

      Instead, I nodded, letting her see that I’d caught her meaning, even if she wasn’t ready to admit it.

      “Thank you,” I said, holding her gaze a second longer. “For your recommendation. It means a lot.”

      She gave me a polite nod, but there was a glint in her eye now, something that spoke of curiosity, maybe even intrigue.

      The first crack in the walls she’d so carefully built.

      And I’d be back—I knew that much. Because no matter how many walls she raised, I’d find a way through.
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      The bell chimed softly as the door to Velvet & Lace swung open.

      My heart fluttered, an instinctive reaction that I tried to shove down the moment I caught sight of him.

      Cole. His tall frame filled the doorway, and he stepped in with that relaxed, quiet confidence, his eyes scanning the shop before they landed on me.

      My pulse quickened despite my best efforts to stay composed.

      “Tori,” he said with that faint smile that I’d been trying—unsuccessfully—to get out of my head since he’d walked in here a few days ago.

      I nodded, keeping my expression neutral as I walked over to him.

      “Cole. Did your sister not like the dress?” I asked.

      His grin widened, and he shook his head.

      “Quite the opposite, actually. She loved it so much, she insisted I come back and pick out a few more things for her,” Cole said.

      I raised an eyebrow, trying to quell the warmth creeping into my cheeks.

      I’d convinced myself I’d never see him again, that he’d just been passing through.

      But here he was, and despite the warning voice in my head urging me to be careful, to stay distant, I felt myself melting just a little.

      “She has good taste,” I replied, straightening the rack of blouses next to me to distract myself.

      “If I had to be honest,” he said, his tone deepening, “I wouldn’t have minded stopping by, even without my sister’s request.”

      I froze, forcing myself not to look directly at him, focusing on smoothing out nonexistent wrinkles in the clothing display.

      I could feel his eyes on me, and my heart thundered in my chest.

      When I finally glanced up, he was watching me with that same steady intensity.

      A hint of warmth in his green eyes that made my skin flush.

      “Well, since you’re here,” I said, clearing my throat, “I’ll show you some more options.”

      I gestured toward a new selection of fall clothing.

      “We just got a shipment in yesterday,” I added.

      He followed, his presence filling the small space beside me, close enough that I could feel the warmth radiating from him.

      Close enough to make me acutely aware of how long it had been since I’d felt this alive around a man.

      I’d tried dating after Marcus, tried to convince myself I was moving on. But in the end, fear always crept in.

      That deeply ingrained distrust I’d built up like armor after Marcus had taken pieces of me and left me hollowed out.

      And yet, with Cole, that fear was tempered by something else—a cautious intrigue, a dangerous attraction that I wasn’t sure how to handle.

      He slipped a tailored blazer off the rack, inspecting it with a surprising amount of attention to detail.

      “This looks like her style,” he said, giving it a little nod of approval before glancing my way. “What do you think?”

      I blinked, taken aback.

      “You… know clothes.” My surprise slipped out before I could stop it.

      He laughed, a soft, rumbling sound that settled somewhere deep in my chest.

      “I do, actually. My sister makes sure of that. Our two younger brothers refuse to step foot in a boutique, so I’m her go-to companion on shopping trips,” he said.

      My lips tugged into a reluctant smile.

      “I suppose that would explain it,” I said.

      Cole shrugged.

      “Helps to know a thing or two. Plus, it gives me an excuse to keep coming back here,” Cole said.

      His gaze met mine again, and this time, I couldn’t look away.

      Silence stretched between us, full of tension, an unspoken pull I couldn’t deny.

      I broke eye contact first, reaching for a nearby blouse to distract myself.

      We chose more clothes.

      Finally, I busied myself bagging his selections, trying to ignore the rush of warmth that his words sent through me.

      When I handed him the bag, his fingers brushed against mine, and the small, electric touch sent a spark up my arm.

      “Thank you, Tori,” he said. “I appreciate your help. Would you let me buy you lunch as a thank you?”

      My heart stuttered. For a long moment, I couldn’t speak, my mind spinning with reasons to say no.

      I’d told myself I was done with men who made me feel vulnerable, that I’d protect myself this time.

      But the way he looked at me, steady and respectful, softened something in me. This wasn’t Marcus.

      I didn’t sense danger in his eyes, only a careful curiosity that felt… safe, even though I barely knew him.

      I bit my lip, weighing my options before finally nodding.

      “Okay.”

      “Great.” His smile widened, and he gestured to the door. “Is there somewhere nearby you’d recommend?”

      “Depends,” I said, crossing my arms as I glanced up at him. “Are you used to posh restaurants?”

      He chuckled. “Let’s just say I’m up for trying new things.”

      There was a small diner down the street.
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