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      Many years ago…

      Daisy Marston’s breath caught in her throat as she skidded to a stop. She held completely still and listened, trying to hear what she could over her pulse drumming in her ears.

      An owl hooted not far away.

      The sound sent a shiver down her spine. Hopefully, that was what she’d just heard. She’d have to assume so and keep going.

      There was no turning back now. She struggled to get a deep breath before breaking into another run. Leaves rustled all around her, and it felt as if harm awaited her at every turn.

      But she was running toward help. Someone who, if he couldn’t help her himself, could point her in the right direction. Get her into the hands of someone who would be able to protect her. Keep her safe.

      The real threat was outside the woods, a full state away. Looking for her. They had no clue where she’d gone or why. And they would never guess who she was going to see—that was exactly why she’d chosen him.

      Daisy leaned against a tree, gasped for air. Clutched her one small bag. She wasn’t athletic to begin with, but especially not now. She looked into the distance, hoping to see the house. Any sign of humanity would do.

      It was clear he didn’t want to be found, given how deep into the woods he’d built his cabin. It wouldn’t put her off, though. She needed his help, and nothing would get in her way. Not hooting owls, not rustling leaves, and certainly not whatever else stood between her and help.

      She was a survivor if nothing else. That was the one thing she’d cling to. It was what would get her to his house. Heck, it was what had gotten her this far. She’d made a lot of mistakes along the way. A lot of them. That was what had brought her to these woods in the first place. But she’d made it through everything else. She’d get through this, too.

      There was no other choice.

      Snap!

      Heart thundering, she turned toward the noise. Pressed her back against the tree and readied herself to run again, or to fight if it came down to it. Whatever it took to stay alive. To protect everything near and dear.

      A fat raccoon waddled by not even a foot away, another branch snapping as it meandered.

      Daisy breathed a sigh of relief and waited for the critter to leave her line of sight. Once her heart rate returned to normal, she pulled the map and flashlight out from the pack. Checked the compass. Confident she knew where she was going, she returned everything to the pocket then readjusted her bag. Finally, she set off in the direction she thought would get her to her destination.

      Shouldn’t be much farther now. The hard part was behind her. Safety was just ahead.

      She pressed her palm to her still-flat abdomen and imagined herself sitting in front of a warm fireplace with a mug of hot cocoa and something to eat. Her stomach rumbled at the thought.

      If only she had any snacks left, but she’d gone through those on the bus ride up.

      It couldn’t be much farther. Soon, the image of sitting in front of the roaring fire would be reality. She’d have a soft bed to sleep in and would be looking forward to going someplace where people would help her. Keep her safe.

      Daisy rubbed her soon-to-be rounded belly. He would take her where somebody would take care of both of them.

      They wouldn’t be in danger any longer.

      She took another deep breath and pressed on. It was getting darker. If she didn’t hurry, it’d be nightfall before she reached the house. Then the bigger wild animals would wake. And hunt.

      If they weren’t already.

      The thought caused her to pick up speed. At least she’d brought good shoes. With the heat wave, she’d been tempted to wear her sandals but sneakers were the practical choice for the trek through the woods. Sweaty feet was barely an inconvenience, and besides, the woods provided shade.

      Then she saw it. The house. It hadn’t been easy, but it had all been worth it.

      Her mouth went dry with nerves. If she hadn’t gone through so much effort to get here, she might be tempted to turn around.

      No. This was the right thing to do. He would help her. That was what he did. Helping people was his job. His passion. No chance he’d turn her away.

      Daisy’s palms moistened with each step she took. Her breaths grew shallower.

      What if he did refuse to help? He didn’t live way out here because he wanted a lot of visitors.

      She swallowed and held her head high. This wasn’t the time to doubt. Not after making it this far. He would help, even if it was just to point her to someone else.

      Things were about to take a turn for the better. Wasn’t just her life that would improve, but her baby’s, as well. She might be the only one who cared about her future child now, but that would soon change. They’d both be safe.

      Gravel crunched under her sneakers as she stepped out from the trees. Lights glowed inside the windows. He was home.

      Help was on the other side of those walls.

      It was a two-story structure with many big windows. All the curtains were drawn, but she imagined the inviting scene behind them. No smoke came through the chimney. She’d been silly to imagine sitting in front of a fireplace during the hottest part of the summer. It was just that a fireplace and hot chocolate brought feelings of security from days when those who loved her used to protect her.

      Daisy stopped in front of the porch. Took ragged breaths. Her life was about to change forever.

      Tears stung her eyes. She blinked them away and cleared her throat. This was no time to get emotional. Probably just the hormones, anyway.

      She shoved aside all apprehension, marched to the door, then knocked.

      Silence.

      Her breath hitched. She waited, listened.

      Nothing.

      She wouldn’t be deterred. Not after everything she’d gone through to get here. She’d wait on the stoop all night if she needed to.

      But first, she knocked again. Louder, quicker.

      Shuffling noises sounded from inside. But no footsteps, no click of a lock being released.

      Knock, knock, knock, knock!

      She pressed her ear against the door. Heard unintelligible mutterings.

      “Mr. Hawkins! Please open up!”

      “I’m not interested in what you’re selling. Go away!”

      Daisy knocked again. “I’m not selling anything! Please!”

      “What do you want?” He sounded closer.

      “I need your help!”

      “I’m not giving handouts. Go away.”

      Her mind raced for something to say that would get him to open the door. “That’s not what I need! Just hear me out.”

      Click. The door opened a crack, stopping because of a chain. One dark blue eye appeared. “You have exactly thirty seconds before I call the police.”

      Daisy’s heart leaped into her throat. “Please, Mr. Hawkins! I need help. There are people who want me dead.”

      The man on the other side of the door arched a brow. “Now I’m certainly not opening the door. Not letting them in my house.”

      She shook her head furiously. “They’re back in Oregon. Don’t know where I am.”

      The eye narrowed. “Why come to me?”

      “Because you help people!”

      “Not like this.”

      “I just need you to take me to someone who can help me. That’s all you have to do.”

      “Are you a criminal? Running from the law?”

      Daisy shook her head no. “Nothing like that.”

      “What, then?”

      She gasped for air. “I’m pregnant.”

      “And someone wants you dead for that?”

      “Yes! I’ve tarnished my family’s reputation, and my parents will want me to get rid of it. But I won’t. It’s my baby. That’s why I need your help.”

      “And you came here from Oregon to see me?”

      “You’re the only one I know who will help me.” Those dang tears stung again. “Please.”

      He took a deep breath. “I don’t know what you think I can do for you. I’m not putting up an unwed mother and her baby.”

      “You know people. Somebody who can help me. Please!”

      As Mr. Hawkins studied her, his mouth formed a straight line. “You don’t have any weapons on you?”

      She shook her head. “No. I swear it.”

      “Fine.” After sliding aside the chain, he opened the door wide and held out his hand. “Let me see your bag.”

      “Okay.” She placed it in his grasp.

      He rifled through it, then motioned for her to come inside. “You hungry?”

      Relief washed through her as she stepped into the entry. “Famished.”

      “Tired?”

      She nodded.

      “Good.”

      “What?”

      He grabbed her arms and pinned them behind her back.

      “What are you doing?” Daisy struggled against him.

      “Helping you.” He forced her down the hallway and shoved her in a utility closet. Something jammed into her back, and her head hit a broom handle.

      “I d-don’t understand.” She struggled to stand up straight.

      “You will!” He slammed the door shut.

      Click.

      Daisy pounded on the door. “Let me out!”

      “Shut up!”

      She banged so hard her fists hurt. “Help me!”

      “Quiet! Or you’ll regret it!”

      Tears streamed down her face as she hit the door and screamed.

      She’d have been better off staying home.

      “Help me!”
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      Officer Alex Mercer clocked out and headed for his captain’s office.

      Captain Fleshman. When on duty, Alex had to think of him that way. The rest of the time—like now, since his workday was over—they were best friends.

      Nick’s door was open. He was on the phone and waved him in but held up a finger indicating for him to stay quiet.

      Alex kicked back in the chair on the other side of the mahogany desk and rubbed his neck. He’d taken down a drug dealer near the high school earlier and ended up pinching something.

      After Nick ended his call, he said, “Ready for the weekend?”

      Alex shook his head. “Working overtime, remember?”

      “That’s right. Saving for a family vacation.”

      “Vacation slash late honeymoon.”

      “It’s not a honeymoon if you’re bringing the kids,” Nick teased.

      Alex waved. “Po-tay-to, po-tah-to.”

      “Zoey still wants to go to Paris?”

      “Ari talked her into Hawaii.”

      “Nice.” Nick organized some papers on his desk.

      “Got big plans for the weekend?” Alex asked. “Trying on a tux? Tasting cake?”

      “Better.” The captain’s face lit up with a fresh wave of excitement. “We get the keys to the house tonight. Time to turn that fixer-upper into our future home.”

      “If you want help, let us know. We’ll be happy to do whatever you need.”

      Nick rose. “Might take you up on that. We got the deal of the century, but it’s going to take work.”

      “I still think you’re crazy.” Alex stood and shook his head. “Buying an old house filled with stuff. You’re trading money saved for time.”

      “It’s not like the house is filled with junk. Genevieve wants to restore some of the furniture—she swears half of the pieces are antiques. We’ll probably be able to sell most of what we don’t keep.”

      Alex snickered. “To each his own. I wouldn’t want to clear out a stranger’s life, but that’s just me. When I buy a place, I want to start fresh. Move into an empty house.”

      “Do I need to show you the pictures again? It’s a spacious house with generous acreage. Exactly what we want—it just needs some work. And someone needs to go through all the stuff, so it may as well be us.”

      “Or the guy’s family could do it. That’d make more sense.”

      “His son sold it from across the country, remember? We don’t mind the work. We’re excited to dig in and see if there are any treasures. Colin said whatever we find is ours.”

      “Even if you find something really valuable?”

      Nick shrugged. “I get the feeling he doesn’t want anything to do with his father. Just wants to be rid of the property left to him.”

      “I think I’d be curious to know what was there if it was my family.”

      “Bingo!” Nick snapped his fingers. “Now we get to see what we can find.”

      “That does sound kind of fun. Maybe. If you like decluttering. Actually, I’m really happy for you all. Once it’s set up how you want it, it’ll be the perfect space for your enormous family.”

      Nick laughed. “We only have one more kid than you do.”

      “Until you two start having babies.”

      They teased each other as they left the office, then said their goodbyes to the other officers as they made their way to the parking lot.

      “Enjoy your weekend cleaning.” Alex waved as he opened his car door.

      “And have fun working.” Nick waved back before climbing into his Mustang.

      Alex sent Zoey a quick text letting her know he was on his way and asked if she needed him to pick up anything. She didn’t, so he headed home.

      The house was unusually quiet when he stepped inside. With seven people living there, something was almost always going on.

      “Hello?” Alex called.

      Nobody answered.

      He went to the garage-turned-apartment he and Zoey rented from his in-laws. It worked so they could all raise Ariana since Valerie and Kenji had adopted her when he and Zoey were teenagers. Now they were married and also had twin babies—though they wouldn’t be babies for much longer. It was nearing their first birthday already.

      Alex locked up his gun, changed into street clothes, and went back to the main part of the house. Peeked into the empty backyard. Then went upstairs. Music sounded from Ariana’s room.

      “Ari?” He knocked, but she didn’t respond. Maybe she’d left the music on before leaving. He pushed open the door.

      She looked up from her desk, eyes narrowed. “Dad, I didn’t say to come in.”

      “Ouch.” Alex brought his hand to his chest. “You didn’t hear me calling?”

      “I did.” She turned back to her textbook.

      He studied her for a moment before sitting on her bed. “Everything okay?”

      “Yep.”

      Alex took a deep breath. It wasn’t like Ari to be so short with him. They always joked and laughed. Time to ask a question that can’t be answered with one word. “What are you working on?”

      She groaned.

      “Ari?”

      “Science.”

      So much for that. “Want some help? We always make a good team on your—”

      “No!” She turned her back completely to him and scrawled something in her notebook.

      “Okay, then.” He rose. “If you need me, I’ll be downstairs. Know where Mom is?”

      She didn’t respond.

      Frowning, he went back downstairs and looked around. After finding no one again, he texted Zoey.

      Alex: Where ru?

      Zoey: Next door. Your mom wanted to see the twins.

      Alex: Ok. Heading over.

      He went to his parents’ house. Zoey, his mom, and the babies were in the living room, laughing. Alex gave hugs all around, then motioned for Zoey to follow him down the hall.

      “Is something wrong?” Her brows drew together in concern.

      “I’m not sure. Did Ari say anything to you about me?”

      “No. Like what?” Zoey tilted her head. “Is she still distancing herself from you?”

      He frowned. “She wasn’t herself at all. Would barely look at me or talk to me. Much worse than it’s been the last few weeks.”

      “Maybe it’s hormones. Boy problems. Who knows with teenage girls?”

      Alex shook his head. “It isn’t that. It’s as if she doesn’t like me all of a sudden.”

      Zoey kissed his cheek. “Don’t take it personally. We’re probably going to face a lot worse before she graduates.”

      “This doesn’t feel like normal teen problems. We were her age not that long ago, and we weren’t like that.”

      “Any chance you’re bringing your work into this? You see really crazy stuff every day, and Ari isn’t involved with anything like that. I’m sure it’s just hormones. I’d bet our vacation on it.”

      “Maybe.” But he couldn’t shake the feeling that something deeper was at play.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Explore

          

        

      

    

    
      Nick paused before sliding the key into the lock. Everyone crowded around him on the porch.

      “Hurry, Dad!” Hanna tugged on his arm. “Just open the door!”

      “Relax,” Ava told her little sister. “You and Tinsley can’t decorate your room yet. We have to empty everything out first. Remember how much stuff is inside?”

      “It’s still our room.” Hanna puffed out her lower lip.

      Genevieve arched a brow at Nick.

      “Girls,” he warned his daughters. “I know we’re all excited. Let’s just relax and think about this as a fun adventure. Who knows what treasures we’ll find?”

      “You mean junk?” Ava muttered.

      “I’m sure there’ll be some of that, too.” He unlocked the door and twisted the knob before turning to his three kids, fiancée, and her daughter. “Welcome to our new home!”

      Each person had varying degrees of excitement on their faces. Even Ava, who had been complaining about all the work the house would need. After he opened the door, the kids nearly knocked him over as they flooded inside, each racing to the bedrooms. Ava and Parker both got their own rooms, while Tinsley and Hanna were equally excited about sharing one.

      Genevieve slid her hand into Nick’s and beamed. “This place is actually ours.”

      He squeezed her hand. “And you’re sure you’re up to the challenge?”

      “I can’t wait!” She led him into the living room and ran her hand over the coffee table. “After some sanding and a new coat of paint, this is going to be beautiful.” Then she dragged him over to the large dining room table. “And this will be perfect for having people over. When Alex and Zoey bring their kids, we’ll all fit. Can you imagine?”

      Nick grinned. “I sure can. Hopefully, we can hang on to the enthusiasm because I have a feeling we’re going to throw away or donate most of this stuff.”

      “Good. We need to make room for all of our things.”

      “Dad!” Parker called. “Come here!”

      Nick groaned then exchanged a look with Genevieve. “Problems already?”

      “Maybe he found something he wants to keep.”

      “Dad!”

      “Hold on!” Nick headed upstairs for the bedrooms, hoping for the best. He was just glad that things had settled back to normal with his son after finding out that Nick wasn’t his biological parent. He’d take any house problem over more issues with Parker. He stepped into the doorway. “What’s going on?”

      Parker put his finger to his mouth. “Do you hear that?”

      Nick cupped his ear. There was a slight scratching coming near where his son stood between a wall and a bed covered in a hideous floral comforter that took up most of the room. “Might need to call an exterminator.”

      “Mice?” Genevieve’s face paled.

      Nick couldn’t help being amused. His fiancée could take down hardened criminals but she was scared of a little rodent.

      “It’s not funny.” She gave him a little shove.

      Parker pressed his ear to the wall. “Sounds bigger than a mouse. More like a cat.”

      Hanna appeared in the doorway. “We have a kitty?”

      Nick shook his head. “No, honey. Maybe mice in the walls.”

      “What?” Hanna clung to Genevieve.

      “It’s fine, sweetie,” she reassured her. “We were just discussing an exterminator.”

      Hanna’s eyes widened. “You’re going to kill it?”

      Parker rolled his eyes. “No. The exterminator will.”

      She glared at her older brother. “No need to be rude.”

      “Kids,” Nick warned.

      “He started it,” Hanna protested.

      Irritation rose from his gut to his chest. He clapped loudly. “Everyone into the living room!”

      Parker and Hanna exchanged annoyed glances before she sulked out of the room.

      Nick put his arm around his son’s shoulders. “Try to be nice, please. You get your own room.”

      “I should. I’m surrounded by girls.”

      “And they all adore you.” Genevieve gave him a friendly smile.

      Parker didn’t respond, but his expression lost some of its sourness.

      In the living room, Ava plopped down on the overstuffed sofa. A plume of dust surrounded her. She jumped up, waving her arms and coughing. “This place is so gross!”

      Nick pulled back a curtain and yanked open one of the large picture windows. “I know we could all think of more fun ways to spend a Saturday, but let’s try to focus on the positive. This house is ours! It’s huge, and after we put some work into it, it’s going to be gorgeous. We’ll be able to throw parties and invite our friends over. Trust me, it may be a mess now, but we’ll be itching to show it off. More importantly, after the wedding, we’re going to be a family. We can look past a little dust and rodent infestation.”

      Ava’s eyes widened. “Rodents?”

      “Just some mice,” Nick said quickly. “No big deal.”

      Tinsley’s eyes lit up. “I like mice.”

      “These ones aren’t pets,” Ava muttered.

      Nick clapped his hands again. “We’re here to work on our home. Do we want to tackle the main living areas first, or the bedrooms?”

      “Bedrooms!” the kids all said in unison.

      At least they all finally agreed on something.

      Nick and Genevieve went over the process they’d agreed on, separating the items into categories—trash, donations, and keeping. After the kids made their choices, Nick and Genevieve would go over everything to make sure the kids weren’t throwing anything valuable or donating anything they would want to keep.

      “What about the furniture?” Parker asked. “No way I’m keeping that bed, but I can’t exactly get it out of the doorway either.”

      Genevieve brought out sticky notes. “Green ones for keeping and red for getting rid of. We’ll figure out the furniture later. Probably have to break some of it down first.”

      Parker groaned. “How long will all this take?”

      Nick looked around the cluttered living room. “As long as it takes.”

      “I want to play football with the guys.” Parker frowned.

      “You will, but for now, we’re focusing on the house. The faster you work, the sooner we can head back home and chill.”

      As the kids all hurried back to their bedrooms, Nick turned to Genevieve. “If we survive this, blending into a family will be a piece of cake.”

      She kissed his cheek. “It won’t be easy either way, but I love your optimism. You want to tackle the master bedroom while I take on the dining room? I can’t wait to see what’s in those cabinets.”

      “Have at it.” He pulled her close and gazed into her gorgeous gray eyes. “I can’t tell you how happy I am that we’re getting married and moving here together.” She started to say something, but he pressed his mouth on hers and kissed her deeply. He pulled away before he wanted to because if he kept that up, he wouldn’t ever want to start working on the house.

      She gave him a dazed expression and cleared her throat. “Let me know if you need any help upstairs.”

      Nick just nodded, then watched her as she sashayed to the dining room. He nearly followed her, but reluctantly headed for the master bedroom. The way he was feeling, they were better off working separately. He’d never get anything done with her so close.

      He made his way down the hallway, checking on the kids as he passed their respective rooms. Amazingly, they were all hard at work and didn’t even notice him poking his head in. The master suite was at the end of the hallway. It was probably the one that would need the most work since the old man had spent most of his final days in there. Or so he’d heard.

      Nick opened the door and a waft of overdone air freshener hit him like a smack in the face. He coughed and turned on the lights. The covers were strewn across the super king bed, clothes lay all across the floor, the two nightstands were filled with medication bottles, and old framed photos showed a young family decades earlier when the old man had been in his prime. Nick pushed back the curtains and struggled to open the window. This room, more than any other, needed fresh air.

      The first thing he did was find where the air freshener was plugged in and pull it out. Then he noticed another, and another. Every outlet in the room had one.

      Had the previous owner been trying to cover something up with them? Nick walked around the room, sniffing, not sure he wanted to know the answer to his question.
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      Alex stepped out of the bathroom and adjusted the name tag on his uniform.

      Zoey glanced up at him from the bed where she was reading and nursing one of the babies. She winked at him. “My handsome man in uniform.”

      “You think I’m handsome?” he teased. “Aw, shucks.”

      She laughed. “Stop. Come here.”

      He sat next to her, tucked her hair behind her ear, and gazed into her eyes. “I wish I didn’t have to go in today. I’d love nothing more than to spend the day with you and the kids.”

      “Just me and the babies. My parents took Ari to the shore for the weekend, remember?”

      “That’s right.” Alex frowned. Ariana had left without saying goodbye to him.

      Zoey squeezed his arm. “I’m sure she didn’t mean to leave without saying anything to you. She’s been excited about this trip since my dad told her about it.”

      He nodded, though he didn’t agree. Something was going on with Ari, and it was made all the worse by the fact that she wouldn’t talk to him.

      “Give her a call on the way to work,” Zoey suggested.

      “It’s early. I don’t want to wake her.” And give her another reason to snub him.

      “On your break, then.”

      Alex ignored the suggestion. “What are you going to do today?”

      “Macy and I are going to take the kids to see Robin and Ayla.”

      “That’ll be fun.” His cousin and her daughter loved seeing the kids.

      Zoey frowned. “How many more weekends do you have to work?”

      “As many as it will take to pay for the trip.”

      “Maybe I should look for work. That way, this isn’t all on you. You switched to days to spend more time with us, and now you’re working more. Defeats the purpose.”

      He shook his head. “No, you don’t need to get a job. My overtime is enough. We need a family vacation.” Now more than ever, given Ariana’s recent attitude toward him.

      “But you deserve weekends off.”

      Alex laced his fingers through hers. “It’ll help me enjoy our trip all the more.”

      She frowned. “I should try to find something.”

      “What about the babies?” Alex glanced at the time—only a few minutes before he needed to leave. “I don’t want them in daycare.”

      “Our parents could watch them. Or I could exchange child care with Macy, if I can manage working opposite days.”

      He leaned over to give her a quick kiss. “I don’t want you worrying about it, Zo. I’ve been thinking about ways to monetize my blog. There are some advertising options I’ve been meaning to look into. I’ll do that on my lunch break today.”

      Her mouth curved down. “Speaking of your blog, you haven’t received any more threatening texts, have you?”

      “Nope. Just another troll who lost interest in me. Probably moved on to another blogger by now.”

      “Good.”

      “I’ll see you tonight.” He headed for the door.

      “Maybe I’ll look into something I can do at home,” Zoey said.

      “If you really want to.” He knew better than to disagree with her once she had her mind made up about something. “Have fun today.”

      Alex made himself a cup of coffee in his favorite travel mug before heading outside. He checked the white board where Ariana sometimes left silly messages for him when he worked odd hours.

      Nothing.
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