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Book Description
 
My name is Haley Macknight, and I’ve finally escaped my marriage from hell. But my husband, Jude Macknight, has murder on his mind. He will stop at nothing to get me back.
 
Even from a distance, he’s controlling the course of my life. It’s only a matter of time before he finds me. Before he kills me.
 
**WARNING: Due to sexual situations and dark adult content, this book is not intended for readers under the age of 18, and anyone who is unable to read books containing the following issues: kidnapping, murder, rape, and extreme abuse.**
 
 
 



Chapter One
Jude
 
Jude slid the photo into the scarlet wooden frame and held it out in front of him. A grin split his face. Going for red was a damn good idea. It would stand out perfectly against the whitewashed wall. 
Unable to wipe the smile off his face, he approached the wall and hung the photo just inches from another one. He tipped his head to the side and observed the woman in the picture. She had gone by the name of Velvet. Not her real name, but quite fitting. She’d had skin to match. He’d almost felt bad for slicing into it. But he’d long ago learned not to bring emotions into his work. Emotions were magnets for mistakes.
He had made one mistake with Velvet, but none that couldn’t be fixed. Her skin had gone gray and pasty before he took her photo. The pink in her cheeks had disappeared; her eyes were wide open in fright. Velvet had been a smart one. The look in her eyes had told him she knew he was interested in more than just fucking her. But she never could have guessed it was her life that interested him most. As soon as he took her, though, she forgot her fears and let him in—a professional all the way. Her emerald eyes, which were now blank and lifeless, had met Jude’s several times, pleading with him not to carry out whatever agenda occupied his mind. But Jude was a goal-oriented man. Nothing could stand in the way of him getting what he wanted.
He sighed and surveyed the other photos. They would keep growing in number, until he got back what belonged to him.
He turned away from his wall of victims and pressed a fist to his forehead. His eyes were closed, his heart flipping with rage at the thought of what Haley had done. Then his eyes snapped open and he pulled himself together. Focus was of utmost importance. He had work to do. The embalming needed to be done just right to ensure the corpse was well-preserved. Lucky for him, the son of a bitch who had called himself Jude’s father had done something right. He’d been a mortician by profession, and as a child, Jude had watched him with quiet concentration, learning until he himself had mastered the art. When Jude was a teenager, his father started asking him to assist him at the local funeral home where he worked. 
Jude hadn’t embalmed a body in years, not since his old man died. Time to return to his roots, put his knowledge to good use. 
With iron determination, he strode out of the room and went down to the basement to his newly renovated embalming room. He flicked on the light, stepped over to a rickety old table, and clicked open the hard plastic box on top. Polished tools lay next to one another, gleaming and ready for him. Everything he had needed he’d ordered online. He ran his fingertips over the surgical, structural, and embalming tools, and eyed the cosmetics. The ladies had to look good, even in death—maybe even better than they had looked in life.
Why hadn’t he thought of preserving the bodies of his mother and wife after he’d killed them? It would have been a good idea to keep them as keepsakes too. Proof that no one betrayed Jude Macknight. On the other hand, the satisfaction he’d gotten from watching their skin fall off their flesh and maggots feast on their meat had been priceless. 
He fixed his eyes on the embalming fluid in a jar next to the toolbox as he unbuttoned his shirt and shrugged out of it. Then he reached for the bag that held his father’s surgical uniform and gloves. 
Once he was dressed and ready to get started, he strode over to Velvet, who already lay naked and waiting on the scrubbed stainless steel surgical table. 
 
 
 



Chapter Two
Haley
 
Dustin’s expression transformed from worried and angry to broken, the specks of gold in his chocolate eyes glinting. My confession had caught him off guard. But I couldn’t erase my words, couldn’t erase the past. The girl he had known and loved went missing a long time ago. 
I slipped my hands between my knees, pressing them together, and squeezed my eyes shut. Darkness was more inviting than his disappointed face. Not seeing him also gave me the confidence to continue. “My mother… she was also a—”
“I know.” His words chipped, cracked, and broke before crashing down between us.
My eyes fluttered open. “You do?” When we dated, I was so careful about keeping my family secrets away from him. He never even met my mother, was never invited to dinner at our home. The only thing he did know about her was that she was suffering from chronic heart disease.
“Everybody knew. But Haley, you? You didn’t have to follow in her footsteps.”
“My mother died not long after you left Serendipity for New York.”
He touched my hand lightly. “I’m sorry. She didn’t get a transplant?”
“She didn’t qualify for one.” I averted my gaze. “She left a lot of debts behind. She owed a lot of people. I tried.” The humiliation sent the blood pounding in my temples. “I couldn’t see any other way.”
Dustin stood up and paced the luxury room of his jet. He jammed his hands into his pockets and turned around slowly. He came to stand in front of me. “You could have reached out to me, Haley. You knew how I felt about you.” His expression tightened. “I would have found a way. We would have found a way. You didn’t have to turn to prostitution.” He raked a hand through his hair and narrowed his eyes, his voice thick with pent-up emotion. “That’s why you cut off contact with me, wasn’t it? And there I was, thinking you didn’t love me anymore. You just cut me out of your life with no warning.”
I shook my head, tears scattering across my cheeks and clinging to my eyelids. My head hit my chest as I attempted to hide my pain from him. “I did, Dustin. I loved you…so much.” I tipped my head back again and watched his distorted features through my tearful eyes. “I’m sorry. I was ashamed.”
Dustin sighed. Then he reached out and wiped a tear from my cheek with his thumb. “Right now my priority is to protect you.”
“Thank you.” I wiped my cheek with the back of my hand, the one with the injured finger. The day before I left Jude, he had removed the splint he made for me. Though the finger was still stiff and a bit painful, it turned out it wasn’t broken, just sprained. 
Dustin reached out a hand and pulled me up and into his arms. I buried my face in his shoulder and wept with relief, so happy he was there. He smoothed my hair and whispered, “Shhhh… It will be all right. We’ll figure this out.” 


 “I don’t know if it ever will be all right. I killed a man, Dustin. I never learned how to live with it.”
His muscles contracted under his shirt. “But you’re not a murderer. I refuse to believe that. It had to be out of self-defense. It was, wasn’t it?” His voice was warm and hopeful.
I pulled back and bit my bottom lip. “I’m not sure.” The last thing I wanted to do was dive back into the past, to dig up the painful memories. But I was dragging Dustin into my mess. He deserved to know everything.
 



Chapter Three
Haley
Three years earlier
It was meant to be a one-time solution. A few nights, a few bucks. Then I meant to walk away. 
A few nights turned into a month. And then it was too late. I lost my way back. No matter how many showers I took, the stains clung to my body and soul, refusing to be scrubbed away. I never went all the way, never had sex with any of the men, but still, I felt dirty.
I slipped into a clinging sheath dress and brushed my black wig until it shone like burnished silk. Bruno would be pleased. 
He was my boss and the owner of Allure, a bar frequented by men with too much money. Only an exclusive few knew Allure was more than just a bar—the few who could afford its special services. While bartenders served drinks, Bruno Gallati served us women like caviar. Just as he had done with my mother before me. I did step into her shoes, after all, though they were shoes I never wanted to fill.
I gazed into my chipped mirror and traced my lips with ruby lipstick, thinking back to the day Bruno had first approached me at my mother’s funeral. He’d been wearing a shiny gray suit. First he’d offered me his condolences and then a job as a prostitute. I still remembered the sting that shot over my palm when I slapped him. 
“Feisty,” he’d called me, flashing a golden tooth in his smug smile. “You’ll fit in just fine. I know a lot of men who would pay well for a piece of ass like yours.”
I’d told him to fuck off, and thought I’d never see him again. Until the bills tumbled in and I was forced to sell the house and most of my possessions.
I did every job I could think of to earn money and clear the rest of my mother’s debts. But the ends just refused to meet. The money I earned was only a drop in the bucket. 
Six months after telling Bruno to get lost, I stumbled upon his business card inside my purse. How he had slipped it in, I had no idea. Nor did I know how I had managed not to find it till now.
It took another month of me resisting the urge. Then it happened. Swallowing the disgust I’d felt toward my mother when she’d fallen into the same trap, I showed up at Allure. Bruno’s face was utterly devoid of surprise.
But I had rules. I agreed to stripping, lap- and pole-dancing, and nothing more. I undressed in front of my clients in a private room, and allowed them to touch me everywhere but between the legs. No licking, no sucking, no penetration. Many times I’d trembled with fear when I saw the looks of pure lust in their eyes, afraid they would force themselves on me. To my surprise, up until now, they had stuck to the rules. Bruno was not one to mess with. He’d almost cracked a client’s skull when he tried to bend the rules on Rosemarie, one of his girlfriends whom he also pimped out. 
A few weeks after I started working at Allure, Becca Pellugrosso, a gorgeous red-head who was turning tricks to pay her way through medical school, found me crying in the toilet. I opened up to her about my financial troubles. For thirty minutes, she sat with me on the floor and tried to convince me to let clients fuck me. She said I would earn more money in a week than I could ever earn in a month.
The thought of sleeping with strange men caused me physical pain for several days. Serendipity was a small town. What would people think if they knew? I’d asked my mother the same question many times when she’d come home drunk and barely dressed. 
“Putting food on the table and clothes on your back is more important to me than pride,” she’d replied. “It’s more important to me than what people think.”
In my case, I didn’t think people would actually think much, or care. Like mother, like daughter, they’d probably think, and look the other way. The people I’d gone to school with had all moved on to colleges and jobs that didn’t leave a bitter taste in their mouths and an ache in their stomachs. I was really only worried about one person then—the person whose name remained stamped on my heart.
Dustin Brannon was the boy I’d happily and willingly offered my heart and virginity. He’d shown me not only how to love, but also how it felt to lose love. But as soon as I started working at Allure, I cut him out of my life. Though the cut was deep and painful, I reminded myself that I didn’t deserve him. How would I be able to justify my actions to him? 
I picked up my purse, switched off the light, and stepped out of my closet of an apartment in my fancy dress and heels. Tonight, I would go one step further. I would follow Becca’s advice. Bruno had informed me yesterday that my first sex client promised to shell out a lot of cash for time with me. I would be able to pay my rent for two months, with a bit left over for bills. Apparently the interested man had had his eye on me for quite some time. 
With the decision came a promise to myself. I’d do it for one week only, I’d gather enough money to carry me for a few months, and then I’d walk out of Allure for good. I’d find a job that didn’t destroy me, even if it paid less. It would be a challenge walking away from quick money, but I feared if I stayed longer than a week, I’d never leave. I’d lose myself and end up drinking to drown out my shame. Just like my mother. 
 



Chapter Four
 
Cigarette smoke plugged my nostrils and made its way to my lungs. As I did every time I entered Allure, I gave in to a small coughing fit. Not meeting the lusting glances coming from around the dimly lit room, I passed the bar and walked to the back, where Bruno’s office and two bedrooms were. Jack, the barkeeper and a man of few words, nodded my way, and I gave him a tight smile before disappearing into the back door.
In the stuffy corridor, I bumped into Becca, who was wreathed in smiles.
“Congratulations on making the leap,” Becca shouted into my ear over the rock music that filtered to the back. “It’s not that bad.” She snapped her gum and winked. “Just close your eyes and imagine yourself writing a check to pay your bills.” She planted a kiss on my cheek and headed out the door. She wore a clinging gold dress that looked like it had been melted onto her body. It was sure to drive any man wild. 
Bruno opened his office door before I could knock. In the dim velvet light, I saw that a sheen of sweat had glued a lock of hair to his large forehead. The man was always sweating. He was also grinning from ear to ear, his dull, blue eyes twinkling at the thought of the dollars I’d earn him tonight. He wanted the money, and I needed it or I’d end up on the streets. My rent was three months overdue, and my landlord was threatening to throw me out if I didn’t pay up by morning. I had to do what needed to be done to keep a roof over my head. And Bruno could finally buy himself a new toupee—one that looked real.
He rubbed his hands together vigorously, his cream suit wrinkling at the armpits from the movement. “Your client’s waiting in his car.” Strong peppermint wafted from his mouth, making my eyes water.
I furrowed my brow. “His car? Why?”
“He’s taking you to the Devine Resorts Hotel. He wants total privacy.”
“I’d rather do it here. Can’t you convince him to change his mind?”
Bruno’s expression grew hard. “The client’s comfort comes first.” He smiled again, not wanting to piss me off too much in case I changed my mind and he lost a lucrative client.
I nodded, but my insides twisted with anxiety. Every time I was alone with a client at Allure, I was scared. But the small, airless bedrooms with their heavy velvet curtains were safer because Bruno was never too far away.
“Go on, and do a damn good job. His name is Leon.” Bruno rubbed his sweaty hands together. “Don’t keep the client waiting. If you fuck this up, you’re out.”
I turned my back to him and marched out.
Outside, the night air was like crushed velvet on my skin; it smelled faintly of roses, the scent drifting on the wind from the yearly Rose Petal Festival taking place just fifteen minutes away at Serendipity Lake. Even from a distance, I heard the music and laughter of those happy people who had no problems—at least not ones that led them to sell themselves out of desperation.
My gaze swept the empty street for the car, and I spotted it immediately: a black Porsche with the headlights on. A man stood leaning against it, smoking. A thin thread of smoke curled above his head and faded into the darkness.
He was in his late forties, with a pot belly and no hair, wearing a suit that was too small for him. I’d seen him once before, when he had been someone else’s client. 
My stomach turned, and I considered bolting. Forget the money. Forget Allure. Forget Bruno. But my feet were already taking me in his direction. I’d come too close to making real money to turn back now. My knees trembled; it was a wonder my six-inch heels could carry me.
Leon flicked the cigarette butt onto the ground and pressed it into the asphalt with the toe of his shoe. He slid into the car, expecting me to do the same. I did.
“Hi,” I said, pulling the seatbelt across my chest and clipping it into place. The car was filled with the scents of new leather and wood.
“Evening, Rose.” I caught a whiff of his breath, a mixture of beer and cigarettes. I cringed just thinking about him breathing onto my face later. 
Rose was the name I used for business. It was too humiliating to use my real name, and Rose was easy and memorable. Like the wigs I wore, the fake name distanced the real me from the stranger I became at night. 
Leon started the car and I held my breath.
I turned to the window, peering past my heavily made-up reflection and black wig. The lights from the houses and shops lining the streets blurred by. 
Heavy metal music was on the radio, and my head pounded in rhythm to the beat. Leon tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. I had never been a fan of that kind of music, but though it grated my nerves, it eliminated the need for conversation. 
After ten minutes of music, Leon switched off the radio and I sighed with both relief and dread. 
“So,” he said, his voice like gravel, “what positions do you like to be fucked in?”
I almost choked on my own saliva. Now I wished he hadn’t turned off the radio. “I… I don’t know.”
“Anything goes?” He didn’t turn to look at me. “I like that. I love fucking in the ass. You up for that too?”
“I… no,” I stuttered. “I don’t like that.” The thought made me sick to my stomach. I sank my teeth so deep into my bottom lip, I tasted blood.
“Tonight is not about what you want.” His tone was suddenly chilly. “But don’t worry, I’m taking you to one of the most luxurious resort hotels in the world. I promise you’ll love everything I do to you in our suite.”
No amount of luxury would make me feel better about what I was about to do. I’d do what I had to and leave, hopefully before midnight. Then I’d go home and take a long shower.
The knowledge that I’d be able to pay my rent in the morning was the only thing that kept me from going crazy.
***
The car drove through shiny high gates and down a driveway that was brightly lit on both sides. I’d heard about the Devine Resorts Hotel; its doors were opened to the public just a year ago. I had read about the luxury of the place in the papers. I’d also read about the high cost of that luxury.
A lit-up fountain in the center of the courtyard welcomed us. Luxury cars—with designer-clad guests dripping with jewels climbing out of them—surrounded it.
“Final destination.” Leon brought the car to a stop next to a white limousine.
A gangly porter approached the car, but Leon waved him away. We had no luggage for him to carry inside.
Leon came to my side of the car and opened the door for me. Supporting my elbow, he led me into the chandelier-lit building and through the marbled lobby. More rich people. More diamonds. 
With my heavy makeup and hooker dress, I felt obvious, ashamed, and out of place.
I pulled my shawl out of my purse and threw it around my shoulders, hoping it would make me look a bit more respectable. I was reminded of the movie Pretty Woman, but there was nothing pretty about my ugly situation.
Leon led me to one of the cream leather couches on the far side of the lobby and ordered me to sit. He wouldn’t be long.
I watched him approach the reception area and talk to a pretty brunette with a sharp bob that ended at her jaw line. She peered at her screen, then flashed him a bright smile and nodded.
I dropped my gaze to avoid meeting the eyes of the other guests. I inspected my hands. The bright red nail polish on my short nails was faded and chipped in places. Bruno wouldn’t approve. He always harped on about how we should always look well groomed from head to toe. We were Allure Ambassadors.
“Our room’s ready.”
I gazed up and met Leon’s narrow eyes. My stomach turned again. He had to be rich, but he wasn’t blessed with looks. His ears pointed out, his nose was too large for his face, and all the other parts of his face didn’t seem to belong there, as if he had been given the leftovers. 
I nodded and stood, and he led me into a mirrored elevator.
“Are you spending the night here?” I asked Leon to fill the silence.
“We are.” There was a hint of surprise in his voice. “I paid for a whole night with you.”
“Bruno didn’t mention that to me.” A whole night meant more money, but the thought of sleeping next to Leon—and giving him the opportunity to do whatever he wanted to me—made me want to throw up.
“Hey, I’m not a rule-breaker.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a phone “Do you want to call him to confirm?”
With a soft ding, the elevator doors slid open.
I shook my head. He took my arm, led me out into the carpeted corridor—soft, rich, cream-colored carpets the heels of my shoes sank into.
We came to a stop in front of one of the white doors. The number 105 glinted on a golden plate. Leon slipped the keycard inside a slot. At the sound of a soft click, he pushed the door open. The sleeve of his suit jacket moved up and I caught a glimpse of his gold watch. It was 10 p.m.
In two hours, the residents of Serendipity would sprinkle their rose petals over Serendipity Lake, as they did on the first day of each summer, sending out their wishes for true love. In two hours, I’d be lying in bed next to a stranger who had bought me, the film of his sweat clinging to my skin. In two hours, I’d become my mother. 
***
Almost everything that happened after we entered the hotel suite was a blur. Leon asked me to go to the bedroom and undress while he called room service to order a bottle of champagne. It arrived within five minutes. He offered me a glass and I declined, saying I didn’t drink alcohol. He wouldn’t quit, so I accepted and took just a few sips while he drank straight from the bottle.
I remembered wishing he’d just have sex with me and let me go. But he wanted to draw everything out, to enjoy every moment.
While he guzzled down his champagne, he ran a hand up my thigh. I tried hard not to cringe. When he reached the thin elastic of my panty and slipped a finger inside, I shut off. I wanted to make it through the ordeal like a robot. I wanted not to feel, not to remember. 
I remembered nothing after that.
When I woke up in the morning, Leon was next to me in the queen-size bed. There was blood everywhere. On him. On me. On the walls. He had been stabbed repeatedly in the heart, abdomen, everywhere.
Leon was dead, and the knife that killed him lay between us, in my hand. I had murdered my client.
 



Chapter Five
Haley
Present Day
Dustin didn’t speak for a long time, just gazed into space, his jaw tight.
I stayed quiet too. I wanted to give him the time he needed to digest the information. 
He finally spoke in a thick whisper, “How did you meet him? Jude?”
I sucked in a breath and dropped my head. “When I saw the blood, I panicked. I just… I ran.”
“You ran?” He looked at me, his eyes unreadable.
“Yes. I got dressed and left. I wasn’t thinking straight. I didn’t even think of washing off the blood. My mind was numb.” I licked my dry lips and continued, “I just wanted to get out of there. I bumped into Jude at the elevators.” 
“And you told him what happened.”
 “Yes. He offered to help me. I didn’t know he owned the place.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I was stupid. Alarm bells should have gone off when he offered to make it all go away. What kind of man covers up a murder without blinking an eye?” 
Dustin’s eyes met mine. They were full of more questions. “Thank you for telling me. I’m sorry you had to go through that.” He paused. “It’s shocking, what happened, and it’s a lot to take in, but right now I want to focus on keeping you safe from that monster.”
***
Dustin escorted me out of the jet and into a Range Rover parked right in front of the tiny airport. We were in Stony Creek, Wisconsin, a small town of less than 200 residents no more than an hour and a half from Serendipity, and two hours from Madison. 
It was late in the day and the sun blinded me as I looked out through the car window. As we drove through cobbled streets sprinkled with residents who waved hello, Dustin explained that he was taking me to his ranch. “You’ll be safe there,” he said. 
Safe. I had forgotten a long time ago what that word meant. But right now, I had no choice but to trust Dustin—yet another man who promised to protect me. 



Chapter Six
 
We drove mostly in silence, the cloud of my confession hovering over our heads. 
Eventually, Dustin slowed down in front of a wooden gate bearing a sign that read Brannon Ranch. He hopped out of the car and went to push it open, then climbed back in and drove through the opening, following the wide dirt road that would take us to the house.
“Wow. This is amazing,” I breathed as I took in acres and acres of wide open fields and admired the trees showing off lush green leaves. We drove past a large barn and stacked hay bales, and then along a winding brook. My heart clenched; as a child I dreamed of someday living on a farm. I opened my window and listened to the calming sound of rushing water.
 “This is my oasis,” Dustin said softly, glancing over at me. “Nature reminds me what life is all about: living.”
We drove along the brook for quite a while until I caught slivers of light reflecting off glass in the distance. As we approached, a large house emerged through the trees. 
Someone stood on the porch—a woman. She peered in our direction, holding up a hand to shade her eyes. Could it be Dustin’s mother, Rachel? I had only met her twice, at birthday parties, but I remembered her as a warm-hearted woman. It would be nice to see her again, but would she feel the same way about me after all these years? Would she approve of her son sheltering another man’s wife? 
“Is that your mom?” I asked to make sure. My stomach was already knotting up.
Dustin glanced at me and turned back to the road. “No, that’s Grace. She and her husband Travis take care of the ranch. My mom never spends the night away from her house in Serendipity. She feels she’s closer to my father there.”
I sighed, the tension melting from my shoulders. “I understand that.” Dustin’s father died when he and his brothers were small.
Dustin parked and Grace rushed over to meet us, her salt-and-pepper pigtails fluttering in the wind. She had to be in her sixties, but looking at her soft, round face, it was easy to imagine how she must have looked as a small girl.
She hugged Dustin tightly and planted a kiss on his cheek. “I thought you wouldn’t come and see us for another month. Imagine how happy I was when you called.”
“I know how much you like surprises,” Dustin said, chuckling. “Grace, this is Haley. I told you about her on the phone. She’ll be staying here for a while.”
“Oh, yes.” Grace turned to me. “Very nice to meet you, dear. You’ll love Brannon Ranch.” She kissed me on the cheeks as well. 
I bit my lip and smiled. My eyes flitted to Dustin’s face. I tried to determine from his eyes exactly what he had told her, but he blinked and I couldn’t read them. I turned back to Grace. “I’m sure I will. Nice to meet you, Grace.” 
Grace placed a hand on my back. “Come on inside.” She ushered me up the porch steps and into the house, wrapping me in the smell of vanilla that swirled around her. Dustin followed us in.
Like Jude’s mansion, the house was spacious and full of expensive furniture. But unlike Jude’s, it felt like a home. The furniture was all browns and creams, and the reclaimed oak floors and natural stone walls radiated warmth. So did the throws and homemade pillows on the couches of the Tuscan-themed living area. What I loved most were the photos above the cast stone fireplace. I recognized the faces of Dustin’s mother and some of his brothers. There was also a picture of Grace with a man, who I assumed to be Travis, next to her. 
I caught a whiff of something meaty. Stew, perhaps. Dustin must have too, because he said, “I smell something delicious, Grace,” and opened the glass doors that led out to a patio. “What are you cooking? Trying to get me to stay longer, are you?”
“Just making your guest feel welcome. And of course, trying to get you to visit us more often.”
Dustin obviously didn’t come to the ranch often. I couldn’t understand how he could own this paradise and not live here permanently. When Grace left us to go and check on the stew, I asked Dustin.
“You’re right, I only come here a few times a year,” he said. “I thought of selling it six years ago, but Grace and Travis lost their home to a fire around the same time. They lost everything they had. I told them to make the ranch their home.” He pushed his hands into his pockets and his gaze took in the room. “To be honest, I’m glad I didn’t sell it. Coming here, even for a short time, helps me unwind.”
“It’s so kind of you to do that for them.”
“They make this place a home for me.” He pulled his hands out of his pockets and laid one on my back, between my shoulder blades. “Come, I’ll show you to your room.”
I nodded and followed him up the beautiful floating wooden staircase. Just like the rest of the house, my room was spacious, bright, and homey. It featured a large bed covered with white sheets and pillows, and it had its own luxury wood and natural stone bathroom that took my breath away. 
“I’m glad you like it,” Dustin said. “I’ll let you settle in. Come down to eat when you’re ready.” He strode to the door, but hovered in the doorway for a moment as if he wanted to say something else.
“Is everything all right?” I dropped down on the double bed, sinking into the welcoming mattress.
He moved back into the room and sat down beside me. “Please don’t feel offended by this question. I’m asking because I care about you.”
I had already told him my deepest, darkest secrets. What could he ask now that would offend me? “Okay. Go ahead.”
“Do you… have any money? Again, I’m not trying to—”
“No. No, I don’t.” I looked at the floor as shame washed over me. 
“Thought so.” Dustin stood, not meeting my eyes. I knew why. He didn’t want to see my shame, didn’t want me to be more embarrassed than I already was. “Would you allow me to give you some?”
I wanted to say no, but knew I didn’t have a choice. As much as I didn’t want to depend on another man, I would have to take some money, at least for now. “Is there anything I can do around here? You could… I mean, I could earn my keep.”
“You’re not my servant.” 
“I know.” I sighed and gave him a weak smile. “I’m scared, Dustin. I’m terrified of depending on another man for everything. It cost me so much before.”
“You’re my friend. I’m trying to help you out as a friend. Please allow me to, and don’t feel guilty about it. I’m not Jude. You know me, Haley. I can never do to you what he did.”
I bit back tears. “I know. Thank you. I only need enough for a few pieces of clothing and toiletries.”
He pulled his wallet from his pocket. He took out all the bills nestled inside it and handed them to me.
I looked down at my hand, a tear trickling onto the top of the pile of cash. 
“If you need more money,” he said, pushing his wallet back into his pocket, “please don’t be ashamed to ask.”
I nodded. “I only need your help for a while. As soon as I’m free of Jude, I want to learn to stand on my own two feet again. I want to start over.”
“And I know you will.” Dustin smiled, squeezed my shoulder, and left the room.
I placed the money on the nightstand and buried my head in my hands. Then I wept the fear, anguish, and disappointment out of my body. 
I grieved for my friend Diana. I still couldn’t forgive myself for the fact that she was dead. How did Jude sleep at night, knowing he had robbed two small children of their mother? The bastard. He clearly didn’t have a conscience.
 



Chapter Seven
 
Dinner was a pork roast, homemade bread, and rice. I enjoyed the meal at a beautiful reclaimed wood table, while Dustin went to his office to make a call. 
As I chewed, I realized it had been a long time since I’d enjoyed food so much. In the past months I’d eaten expensive food, but it had always left me hungry in some way. There was a void inside me that no amount of Beluga caviar or olives imported straight from Greece could fill. 
“This is delicious,” I said to Grace. “I can’t get enough.”
Grace laughed out loud and ladled another helping of stew into my bowl. “That makes me very happy to hear.”
I smiled. “I heard you live here with your husband. Is he around? I’d love to meet him.” Talking about her would keep the conversation from turning to me and my disaster of a life.
Grace pulled out a chair and reached for the bowl of rice. “Not here, exactly. There’s another house not far from this one. Also on the ranch.”
“Oh, so no one lives in this house when Dustin is away?”
She shook her head. “No one but Dustin when he’s in town. He insisted on us staying in the ranch house, but he has done so much for us already. We couldn’t ask for more. The house we live in is just as beautiful. My husband, Travis, is a bit under the weather today, which is why he’s not here for dinner.” She paused. “Dustin told me you knew each other as kids. I’m glad he’s stepping in to help you with… your problem. He’s a good man.”
“Did he tell you?” I put down my spoon. “About my problem?” Grace seemed like a nice person. I would have been surprised and embarrassed, but not offended, if Dustin had told her. 
“No. He just said you were in a bit of trouble and I should make sure you’re well taken care of. I intend to do just that. Starting with taking you shopping tomorrow. This is a very small town, but you will find some basic clothing. Nothing fancy.”
I nodded, somewhat relieved to hear Dustin hadn’t spilled all my beans. Sure, Grace would find out soon enough, but I would be the one to tell her—if I decided I wanted to.
Dustin walked in then. “Sorry to disrupt your dinner,” he said. “Haley, can you come to my office for a bit? There’s someone I want us to give a call.”
***
Cole Brannon was a private detective and Dustin’s brother, who lived in Serendipity. Dustin had thought it might be a good idea for me to talk to him about Jude.
I chewed the inside of my lip for a long time and slumped onto a battered leather couch, crossing my legs at the ankles. Dustin sat opposite me in an armchair.
I drew in a shaky breath. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to talk to the cops or private detectives.” I ran a hand through my hair. “Jude has the power to turn the tables on me. If his crimes are exposed, he’ll make sure mine are as well.” My eyes welled up.
Dustin leaned forward and grasped my hands. “His crimes are worse than yours. Given what you told me about that… Leon guy, you probably acted out of self-defense. Cole is a great PI. He might find evidence to prove it.”
“I don’t see how he’ll be able to do that. The only two people who should know what happened that night are myself and Leon. He’s dead, and I can’t even remember any important details. In the eyes of the law, I will look like a murderer. I don’t want to go to jail, Dustin.”
“I don’t think you will. Look, I really think you went through a terrible ordeal that forced your mind to block certain events… to protect you.” He paused and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I think that man did terrible things to you and you just defended yourself.”
I closed my eyes and traveled the road back to the past—the past I could recall. Whatever happened before I woke up with blood on my hands was a blur, a dark hole, but I remembered something small. A sensation. Amidst the fear I’d felt that night, there had been pain. My cheek and wrist had hurt, and there had been a lot of pain between my legs. I opened my eyes again and saw hope in Dustin’s eyes—hope that I would let him and his brother help me. I sighed. “Self-defense or not, I still killed a man. I wish I could remember.”
“If you want to talk to a psychiatrist, my brother Garett can help you. He can drive up here any time. Maybe a few sessions with him will jog your memory.”
I gave him a surprised look. “Garett is a shrink? Wow, your family is just everything I need, isn’t it.”
When we were kids, Dustin’s brothers had kept a distance from him, the nerd. They were embarrassed of him, as teenagers often can be of their siblings. But I clearly remembered Garett, captain of the high school football team, and every girl’s fantasy boyfriend. Girls other than me, anyway. I only had eyes for Dustin. I thought Garett would go on to become a famous football player or something that put him in the spotlight. Definitely not a shrink.
“Garett is good at his job. He’s helped a lot of patients.”
“What if I remember what really happened?” I rubbed my temples, trying to stave off an approaching headache. “I might not end up going to prison for murder, but I committed another crime by not turning myself in sooner.” My stomach churned with anxiety. “I didn’t come forward.” I did try to, once, during my marriage with Jude, on one of those days when guilt overwhelmed me but Jude had stopped me. “I can’t. I can’t risk it.”
Jude had gotten away with the murders of his mother and wife. By killing Diana, he proved his confidence in being able to get away with murder again. If we went the legal route, he would use his charm, money, and power. He’d escape justice and make sure I ended up in jail. “I can’t make a decision now,” I continued. “Can I think about all this?”
Dustin sighed but nodded. “Of course. Take all the time you need.” He paused. “I’m here, Haley. If you need me, I’m here. I am right here.”
I took his hand and squeezed it. “I know.” How did I ever let him get away? If I had told him how I felt, chosen him, my life probably would have taken a different path. But no one knows what the future holds. Maybe Jude was my destiny, and there would have been no way for me to escape him.
“For now, just feel at home and relax. You deserve it.” Dustin kissed my forehead. “Whatever you did in the past doesn’t make me see you differently. You did what you had to under the circumstances.”
“I appreciate that,” I said.
***
I went to bed early and woke up several times with my heart pounding out of my chest. I swore I could smell Jude’s cologne, feel his presence in the room. Just like that night at the Drawbridge Inn. But it was just my imagination playing tricks on me.
I drew my legs to my chest and lay on my side, keeping my eyes closed. I wanted to enjoy the safety of this place just in case it was snatched away. I couldn’t help wondering how long I had before Jude figured out that I’d escaped with Dustin, and found out where he was hiding me. The thought of him doing anything to Dustin made my heart ache. I’d never be able to forgive myself if anything happened to Dustin because of me. Maybe talking to Cole wasn’t such a bad idea. I’d thought about it all night. What kind of life would I have if I had to constantly look over my shoulder? And how long did I intend to let Dustin babysit me?
But if I did talk to Cole, was I brave enough to handle the repercussions?
 



Chapter Eight
Jude
 
Jude slammed into another prostitute, taking her body before he took her life. She wriggled and moaned beneath him, a film of sweat clinging to her skin. He swallowed his disgust and rammed into her, harder, until she screamed from both pleasure and pain. He groaned. He shouldn’t have chosen her. 
Her hair was not long enough, she didn’t have enough flesh on her bones, and she stank of bubblegum perfume. He had been desperate when he snatched her from a shady bar on the outskirts of Serendipity, a cheap place that reeked just like she did. It hadn’t been planned. He had gone in there just to have a drink.
When Jude was a child, his father drank every night after work, allowing alcohol to mess with him, and make him do things he didn’t remember the next day. The bastard was never sober long enough to be a father. Only a monster. No wonder Jude’s coward of a mother left them. But that had been her mistake. She had gone off with another man and left him with the monster. It had taken years for Jude’s scars to heal, for the memory of a cracking whip to stop tormenting him.
That was what Haley didn’t stay long enough to understand. They were more alike than she knew. They both had crappy parents who neglected them in different ways. She should have stayed so they could do things differently. She should have been grateful to have a husband like him, should have started a family, but she was stupid enough to leave him. Even after he had warned her, time and time again.
He threw his head back and stared at the wall in front of him. The bitch beneath him was doing nothing for him, but thinking of Haley did it every time. 
Everything about Haley turned him on. Her naked body next to his, the way her hair fell like freshly spun silk along the length of her spine to her tailbone. Her tears. Especially her tears, glinting like jewels on her cheeks. He had never wanted to hurt her. His love for her ran deep. She drove him mad with lust in a way even his first wife hadn’t. At first, Haley had been a replacement for Lacey, but she quickly began to hold her own. Their first year of marriage had been exquisite. Then she started hurting him, pulling away, looking at other men, and he’d had no choice but to teach her a lesson she would never forget. He had become addicted to both loving and hurting her. Love and pain complemented each other so well inside his head, inside his groin.
He wrapped the whore’s ropey hair around his hand and yanked it like a horse’s reins. She screamed, and he pulled harder. He gritted his teeth as a wave of pleasure rocked him. Moments before he crashed into her for the last time, he focused on the image of Haley’s tear-stained face. He focused on the hurt that framed her big green eyes. 
As he exploded, he groaned like an animal in pain, bruised and shattered, neglected yet again.
With his sexual need satisfied, he wrapped his hands around the woman’s neck while she was still facing away from him. She had seen his face for the last time. He wouldn’t make this mistake again. The next whore he chose would be the spitting image of Haley.



Chapter Nine
Haley
 
A knock on the door ripped me from sleep. On instinct, my chest tightened; I thought I was back in Madison, lying next to Jude. Then I opened my eyes. I was still safe on Dustin’s ranch. Jude hadn’t found me. Last night before going to bed, I had done a quick Internet search on the mobile phone Dustin had given me. I wasn’t surprised to find nothing reported about Jude’s missing wife. He clearly wanted to keep his dirty laundry out of the public eye. Not many people knew me, anyway, since he’d been isolating me for years.
“Come in,” I said. I pulled myself up in bed, then pulled the bed sheet up to my chest. I had worn one of Dustin’s t-shirts to bed, but my nipples always liked to show off when they weren’t covered by a bra. It could be Dustin, and I didn’t want to make him uncomfortable.
Now that we had walked back into each other’s lives, I couldn’t help wondering what would happen between us once my problems were sorted out—if they were sorted out. Would we pick up where we left off many years ago, or just continue on our separate ways? I had returned to his life with more baggage than most women my age. Dating me might be messy. We were also different people now, marked by our separate experiences.
The door creaked open and Grace’s smiling face peeked inside. “Sorry to disturb you so early in the morning.” She pushed the door wider and I saw the basket on her arm. “I’m going downtown for a little shopping. Better to hit the shops early and get the freshest fruits and veggies. Wait too long and only bruised pieces will be left over.” She paused. “Lucy’s Scraps is just on the way. We could get you some clothes from there.”
Lucy’s Scraps? I had to fight the urge not to laugh. Long way from designer clothes. I found it refreshing. “That would be lovely.” A sudden thought crossed my mind and I shook my head. “Actually, no, I don’t think that’s a good idea. I think I should stay here at the ranch. I’m…”
“Running away from someone?” Grace looked worried.
My eyes widened. “How do you know?”
“You have that look in your eyes, darling. The one my sister used to have when… It’s a man, isn’t it?”
I nodded slightly. What was the point in lying? I’d be spending a lot of time with Grace, and it would be better for her to know so she could keep her eyes open. Just in case. “My husband. He’s dangerous.”
Grace’s eyes widened. “I had no idea. I had no idea you were married. Did he hurt you?” Her face became suddenly pale. I nodded, but before I could say anything, Grace held up a hand. “The details are not important, just that you left him. Believe me, he won’t find you here in the middle of nowhere. Hardly anyone thinks to drop by Stony Creek.”
I had no intention of staying in Stony Creek for good. All I needed was some time to hide until Jude gave up the search for me. I needed time to prepare a new life with a new identity, if it came to that. Reinventing myself completely could be the only way out.
“If you’re not comfortable going into town today,” Grace continued, “we can go another day, or you can tell me what you need and I’ll get it for you.”
I opened my mouth to speak, then closed it again. The risk of showing my face out in the open was just too high. Especially since I was still reeling from Jude finding me within twenty-four hours the last time I ran away. Staying put at the ranch for now was the safer option. I hated asking Grace to run my errands, but I also couldn’t continue wearing Dustin’s t-shirts.
My silence must have given Grace the answer she needed, because she placed a hand on the door handle and smiled. “Let me do it. Don’t worry your pretty little head. It’s nice to have someone to care for apart from Travis.”
I’d met Travis last night.
Before Grace had left the ranch house, he’d shown up in a beaten-up pickup truck. The ranch was so big that Grace would have had to walk alone in the dark for at least fifteen minutes to get to their house. Dustin had offered to drive her, but Travis showed up before then. Like her, he was in his sixties, and much taller than her. He looked fit and healthy at his age. The way he looked at her, draped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close—I could see he loved her deeply. Theirs was a healthy kind of love. The kind I thought I’d have with Jude. Until he tried to destroy me.
 



Chapter Ten
 
I placed the jar of freshly pressed orange juice on the dining table and stood back, my gaze sweeping over the breakfast I had prepared—fried eggs and bacon, sausages, pancakes, and fresh coffee. Making the breakfast was my way of showing my gratitude to Dustin. After begging Grace for half an hour, she had finally relented and shown me where everything was in the kitchen. 
I decided not to wake Dustin yet, since it was not even 7 a.m. The air outside was still cool, so I took a light blanket from the living room and stepped out onto the porch with it wrapped around my shoulders. 
I sat there with my legs pulled up onto the porch swing, hugging my knees, and observed the beauty before me—the lush green hills in the distance, and the sounds of water coming from the brook that sparkled a few steps below.
I thought of Jude and the damage he had caused me. Tears trickled down my cheeks. I don’t know how long I sat there, feeling lost and in pieces.
A warm hand placed itself in the space between my shoulder blades. It startled me but I didn’t turn. I knew it was Dustin and I didn’t want him to remove it. I closed my eyes and reached for the comforting heat of his hand, felt it spread deep into me until it reached my heart and wrapped itself around it. Then I inhaled and lifted my eyelids. I turned around and met his gaze. 
His eyes were droopy with sleep, his hair disheveled. He wasn’t wearing a shirt and his muscles were like expertly carved slabs of stone. I couldn’t stop my gaze from ungluing itself from his eyes and chest and drifting down to the line of hair that ran down his abdomen before disappearing into the elastic of his shorts. My heart fluttered for a few moments before I felt a stabbing pain in my core, followed by a rush of shame. Even though my husband had long ceased to be my partner, I still felt guilty. I looked up at Dustin. He blinked and ran his tongue along his bottom lip. 
I bit my own lip and tried to ignore the thoughts of how we used to be as a couple, and the sexual tension that still crackled between us.
“Did you ever miss us?” he asked. 
The words hit me hard as they reminded me of what I had given up—and the high price I paid only to end up with nothing. I nodded, my heart aching. Pulling away from him, from us, was one of the hardest things I’d ever had to do. I had taken my comfort from knowing he deserved so much better than me, than what I had become out of desperation. But now, I couldn’t help looking back at the time we’d lost and the memories we had never had the chance to create. “A lot,” I said. Even during my happiest times with Jude, I had thought of Dustin. And more so when my marriage was crumbling.
They say you never forget your first love. Whoever said that was right.
He smoothed my hair back. I allowed him to touch me for a few more seconds and then I stood up, causing his hand to slide down the back of my neck and my shoulders. “I made breakfast,” I said. My voice was a whisper. 
His help meant the world to me. His arms called for me, and I wanted to walk straight into them. But I was afraid of what letting me in would do to him.
***
After breakfast, which Dustin wouldn’t stop thanking me for, he helped me into his truck. He insisted on getting me out of the house and giving me a tour of the ranch, refusing to let me shrink back from life and spend the day crying my eyes out. I had nothing to wear except for the dress I’d arrived in, so Dustin gave me a pair of jeans that were too big for me and a baggy checked shirt.
As the truck rumbled and groaned along a dirt road, Dustin filled me in on what he had been up to since he graduated from NYU with a degree in journalism. From the start, he’d had no intention of becoming anyone’s employee. So he’d launched a small online publishing company that grew to print quite fast, finally becoming the giant that was now the TMT empire. While growing his business, he had also continued studying.
“Why would you keep studying after reaching your dream? Hadn’t you had enough?”
He removed one hand from the wheel, wiped his brow, and pulled his black cap lower onto his forehead. “Studying doesn’t have to be torture. Not if you choose a field you’re passionate about.”
“And you did. You always wanted to study journalism.” I glanced at his strong, manly hands as he maneuvered the truck around potholes.
“That was just one of my passions, Haley Bradley.”
I liked that he continued to call me by my maiden name. Hearing him call me that released a tingle that cascaded down my spine, leaving me breathless. In the split second that my name slipped off his tongue, I was able to detach myself from Jude. In that moment, I returned to the girl Dustin had fallen in love with, way before Jude crept into my life.
I met his gaze as he glanced at me from the corner of his eye. “One of my passions used to be you.” There was an obvious strain to his voice. He turned away again, his jaw tense. Before I could answer, he blew the horn. I looked to the right and saw three men in blue overalls. Dustin waved at them and they all waved back. The truck rumbled on.
“My other passion was nature. My father always told us to follow our passions, and I was always drawn to farm life. My best time as a child was spent on my grandparents’ farm in Montana.” He laughed. “Although I couldn’t imagine myself being a farmer—not full-time, at least—I decided I didn’t want to give it up completely. So I bought the ranch.”
Knowing he was comfortable and successful both in an office and on the farm made him even more attractive in my eyes.
“What else did you study?” I asked, looking at out at a herd of cattle grazing in the distance.
“Agricultural science, and I did some courses in animal husbandry.”
I nodded. I was really impressed. “So when you come here you actually get your hands dirty?” I studied his profile—his strong neck, his carved jaw. I wanted to reach out and touch his stubble.
“Even though I don’t come to the ranch often, I make sure to be here for harvesting season.” He veered down another road. We drove past a large house, which he said was Grace and Travis’s cottage, a number of grazing animals, and more waving ranch hands. “I enjoy doing everything my people do. When I’m here I’m as much an employee as they are.”
He turned another corner and the barn I saw yesterday came into view, sunlight spilling over it. He drove toward it and as we approached, men started emerging, both young and old. There were at least six of them.
“I hope you don’t mind,” Dustin said, slowing down, “but I need to talk to these guys and then we can continue.”
“Sure, no problem.” Dustin was so different from Jude. He cared about people and animals. In the first weeks after I married Jude I told him I wanted to have a dog, and he said point blank that he hated animals. That night we had our first marital row.
Dustin hopped out of the truck and walked over to the men. He hugged them, clapping them on the back. 
Catching snippets of words carried on the fresh country air, I listened as he exchanged jokes with them and asked about their families.
Then I held my breath when he suddenly pointed to the truck, to me. The men followed him.
“Haley, come and meet my friends.” I gripped his hand as he helped me out, wrapping my fingers tightly around his.
He wrapped an arm around me and pulled me close. “Boys, meet the one who got away. This is Haley.” He chuckled. Somewhere in the sound of his laughter, I heard the bitterness left behind by my rejection.
“Hi,” I said in a choked voice, and they all shook my hand. Their hands were calloused, but warm. 
“Nice to meet you, Haley. We’ve heard a lot about you,” said a man missing the two front teeth from his otherwise bright smile. He introduced himself as Johnathan.
A warm blush crept up my neck. What did Dustin tell them about me?
“It’s nice to finally meet you,” added another man with a snow-white beard and hair that made him look like Santa Claus.
Dustin made a bit more small talk with the men, and then they filled him in on what had been happening on the ranch—stolen chickens, a pregnant cow, broken fences, machine operations, weed control, and more.
“I’ll take care of the chicken coop fence once I oversee the delivery of the calf,” said Johnathan. “It should happen any day now.”
Dustin shook his head. “Don’t worry about the birth. Tim already told me about it last night. I’ll take care of it. You go mend the fence. Where can I find the mother-to-be?”
Johnathan gave Dustin some vague directions and we said our goodbyes.
Back in the truck, I could hardly contain my excitement. “You’re going to deliver a calf?”
He smiled. “Not really. I just want to be there in case something goes wrong. A chance to show you that life is not all bad. There are opportunities for new beginnings everywhere you look.”




 



Chapter Eleven
Jude
 
Jude tossed a match into the fireplace and flames exploded to life. He watched for a long time as the evidence of the life he had lived for ten years burned to ashes. 
Damn Haley. They’d had a great life and now they would never get it back. Once she returned to him, they’d have to start a new one. It had been two days since she’d left. Where the fuck was she?
He had been so pissed to find her gone that when the guards searched the grounds and came back without her, he hadn’t thought twice about putting a bullet in each of their heads. They had made mistakes, and Jude didn’t tolerate mistakes. Especially not ones that messed with his life. 
On some level, he admired Haley for her guts. The day she fled, he had left the door to the house open intentionally. He had thought with guards outside and his warning hovering over her head, she would abandon her plans of abandoning him. 
She must have been a fool to believe he would give up on her. He was not the kind of man to take “till death do us part” lightly. 
His phone rang and he picked up on the second ring. Nolan. Jude had been waiting for his call all day. “Plans have changed. We have to part ways.”
“What do you mean?” Nolan sounded as if he were on a treadmill. 
“I’m saying we’ve reached the end of the road… in this life at least. I did a lot of thinking. In two days, Macknight Inc. will be history. I’m selling all my assets, and I’ve put all my houses on the market.”
“But you love your business. You’ve worked hard for it.”
“Yes,” Jude said, irritation building up in him. “But it’s not my life. My life is Haley. After I find her, we’re starting a new life. This one will only be a memory.” He rubbed the side of his face. Fuck, he hadn’t shaved for two days. There was a long silence on the other end. Jude knew what Nolan was thinking. “Don’t worry. Everything will be fine. I promise you that.”
“I worry, Jude. That’s what brothers do. I think you should give up on her and move on. She’s gone. If you want to, start over. But you have to let her go.”
Fury burst out of Jude. “That’s not an option. Don’t you fuckin’ understand—”
“No need to bring the temper out, Jude. I’m your brother. It’s my duty to look out for you. I just think this obsession is bringing out the worst in you.”
Jude laughed and then suddenly hit the wall with a balled fist. He ignored the pain. When he spoke again, his voice was low, dangerous. “You have no fuckin’ idea who I am.” 
“Wrong. I know what Dad did to us, and I also know you’re like this because of the abuse at the orphanage. But you have to move on, Jude. You have to move on from the past before you end up in jail. I’m tired of watching you destroy your life. I can’t shield you from the law anymore.”
“I never asked you to. In fact, if I remember correctly, I asked you to leave me the hell alone. You just don’t listen, do you?”
“I’m the only family you have.”
“Be my family from a distance then. I’ve given you enough money to live a great life anywhere in the world. I’ll send you more tonight. If you’re not with me, go and live your own life, and get off my ass. As soon as Haley is back where she belongs, I’ll be out of here. We’ll never have to see each other again.” 
He hung up and threw the phone across the floor. 
 



Chapter Twelve 
Haley
 
It was still dark when I woke up. For the first time since arriving at the ranch three days ago, I hadn’t woken up in the middle of the night with a racing heart. This time the darkness was thick and comforting, like a warm blanket wrapped tightly around my body, and I allowed its warmth to sink deep into my skin. The rush of euphoria left behind by my dream trickled into my veins. The last time I’d dreamed of my sister, Liz, had been on my wedding night. She looked the way she had the last time I’d seen her, wearing her pink swim suit with frills around the waist. Tonight I recognized her, though she was older, with long, flowing blonde hair and a soft oval face. She resembled my mother so much, for a moment I thought I had mixed them up. But a strong nudge within told me it was Liz. Her presence completely enveloped me. 
It had happened so fast. One moment I was sitting on the beach, gazing out at sea with my arms wrapped around me, listening to the waves crashing against the sand. Then I blinked and there she was, wearing a bright white dress that glowed in the night. A lamp in the darkness. I leapt to my feet and stumbled toward the water, wanting desperately to get near her. But each time I got close, she disappeared as if into thin air and then reappeared again out of my reach, riding the waves. 
I waded into the icy, inky water until it reached my waist. I swam and swam until the muscles in my arms screamed with pain. I finally stopped, gasping for air, spitting salty water out of my mouth. I watched her watching me, wishing she would come to me. But she just stared at me. She was so far and at the same time so near, her face as clear as if she were only a breath away. I watched a glistening tear roll down her cheek. Then she smiled suddenly, her face erased of its earlier sadness. I felt her reach out and touch my heart. Comfort reaching out to me from a distance.
My lips curled into a smile that radiated warmth from my lips to my heart. 
Liz’s lips parted and moved. She was saying something, but I couldn’t hear the words. I strained my ears but only the sounds of the waves reached them.
“What are you saying?” I asked over the sound of the water swirling around me.
Her lips kept on moving, but still the words didn’t reach me. I lunged forward into the water again to swim to her, but she lifted her hand, waved, and faded into nothingness. 
The feeling she left with me, of being loved and protected, accompanied me into the waking world.
It was 3 a.m.—still a bit too early to get up—so I decided to read one of the romance novels Grace had brought me yesterday. A few pages in I decided it was a bit too racy for me. Plus, romance was really the last thing on my mind. Unable to go back to sleep, I went downstairs for a glass of water.
I plopped down at the kitchen table and sipped my water, thinking of my sister. I allowed myself to believe she was my guardian angel, watching over me in the darkest moments of my life. I placed the glass on the table. “I’ll be fine,” I said aloud. “Jude will not win. I’ll get through this.”
A sudden prickling burned my skin, and I could have sworn there was a chill in the room, even though both the back door and the windows were closed. My paranoia had caused me to check them as soon as I got into the kitchen. 
I wrapped both my hands around the cool glass of water and started to relax, and then I saw movement on the other side of the window. I told myself it was just the branches on the nearby trees. Only it wasn’t. My heart clenched and I clutched my throat, struggling to breathe. I couldn’t breathe.
The image became clearer and I gazed into his eyes. Jude’s eyes. He gave me that barely there smile and I tried to move, to stand, to run, but fear paralyzed me. 
His grin widened and a scream rose up in my throat. I opened my mouth and it exploded out.
Before I could do anything else, Jude’s face disappeared, and Dustin was suddenly at my side.
***
“Are you sure it was him?” Dustin asked for the third time in five minutes. He had brought me into the living room. My body wouldn’t stop trembling as he held me tight, trying to calm me down. When he first touched me, I’d panicked. If Jude was really here, if he was watching me from the shadows, seeing me in another man’s arms would infuriate him. Even with the dim lighting, we could still be visible through the thin living room curtains. Dustin had refused to back off and had pulled me into his arms. 
“His face was so clear, Dustin.” Even with the slight smile on his face, his eyes were filled with evil. Another chill ran down my spine.
“I just think… You could have imagined it. It’s completely possible, since it’s the middle of the night and this man is your worst nightmare.”
I rubbed my forehead and tried to get my breathing back to normal. “It was just so clear.” The longer I thought about it, the more I started to think Dustin had a point. Why would Jude see me through a window and not come to me? I gazed at the living room windows, at the darkness beyond the sheer curtains. “Maybe you’re right.”
Dustin tightened his arms around me and I leaned my head against his hard chest, allowing the sound of his heartbeat to carry me back to the sense of safety I’d enjoyed over the last three days. I prayed he was right, that my mind was just playing tricks on me. 
Although nothing else happened after that night, the incident had reminded me that I had to make plans, and fast, before my fears became my reality.
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
Travis stood in the field with his hands on his hips, wearing a torn cowboy hat. When he heard our truck approach, he turned to look in our direction, a hand shading his eyes from the blinding sunlight. 
The pregnant cow was finally in labor after days of waiting. I had been looking forward to the welcome distraction.
Dustin stopped the truck, hopped out, and helped me out. I was grateful for the comfortable clothes Grace had bought me. She had gone for the smallest sizes she could find at Lucy’s Scraps. The clothes still looked baggy on me, but I didn’t mind. I had no reason to look fancy, and I wanted to be able to move around freely on the ranch. It had kept me busy to help her around the house, feed the chickens and pigs, and do some gardening. She never again brought up the topic of my abusive husband. Instead she told me about her niece’s adorable daughter. 
Travis greeted me with a warm smile and filled Dustin in on the condition of the animal.
“Great,” Dustin said, removing his cap. He wiped his brow before putting the cap back on his head. “I’m glad everything is right on track.” He bent down on one knee and touched the cow’s head. It blinked, then struggled to its feet. Dustin and Travis didn’t try to stop it. Dustin herded it to the nearby barn. Instead of entering, it walked around once and then leaned against the wooden wall before lowering itself back to the ground under the wide tin-roof shelter that extended out of the barn.
Then, before our eyes, it started happening. Dustin and Travis sprang into action. Travis ran into the barn and emerged with a bucket filled with clean cloths. Dustin sprinted back to the truck and returned with some chains. I asked them what they were doing and they said they were only getting things ready in case they needed to help the calf out.
As they got the cow comfortable, I backed away and went to sit on a bed of straw close to the entrance of the barn. From there, I watched in awe. I was so entranced that I didn’t even mind the smell of manure that permeated the air.
After what felt like an hour of the cow straining to get her young out into the world, she finally succeeded. The calf was sleek and new, delicate and beautiful.
Travis and Dustin’s assistance hadn’t been required after all. Once the calf was lying comfortably next to its mother, Dustin took a cloth from the bucket and wiped its nose.
I bent down next to Dustin and watched the new addition to the world. It was beautiful—brown with a few white spots and big brown eyes.
Dustin laid a hand on my shoulder and together we watched the new mother feed her baby. Travis, who was beaming from ear to ear, left us to move on to other tasks that required his attention.
“This is one of the reasons I keep coming back here,” Dustin said. “I can never get enough of seeing things like this.”
“I can see why.” I, for one, would never forget the miracle I had just witnessed—the miracle that had caused my problems to fade away for a moment. 
Suddenly, the light of the world dimmed as the sky filled with a blanket of clouds and drops began to fall. I inhaled the refreshing smell of rain.
“We better head back to the house.” Dustin helped me to my feet. “It will start pouring soon.”
As soon as he said the words, thunder split the silence, and just like that, the sky opened. We ran into the barn.
“Well,” Dustin said, peering out the door at the downpour. “I take that back. Looks like we might be here for a while. We better make ourselves comfortable.”
I hugged my arms across my chest as the air cooled.
Dustin approached me and took my hand. “Come on.” He led me to a far corner of the barn that was packed with several crates and boxes. There were folded blankets on top of them. He reached for one of the blankets, shook it out, and draped it over my shoulders.
For the next thirty minutes, we both perched on a crate next to some containers filled with oil, and listened to the raindrops hitting the panes of the tiny windows.
“Have you thought yet about talking to Cole?” Dustin finally asked, shattering the peace I’d just been enjoying.
“I did.” It was all I’d thought about over the last few days. “I still haven’t decided. Can I tell you my decision by tonight?” For now, I wanted to wrap myself in a cocoon of the peace I’d found, to enjoy the moment a little longer before being forced to face reality. Once I made a decision, a lot of things would have to change. For better or for worse.
“Take your time.” Dustin laid his hands on his knees and gripped them. “But you have to do something, Haley. You can’t let him get away with what he did to you, what he did to your friend.”
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
Once the rain subsided, we returned to the ranch house. I still trembled, even with the blanket around my shoulders. The weather wasn’t entirely to blame. It had a lot to do with being in such close proximity to Dustin. The warmth of his closeness mixed with the chill that hovered over my life and made it almost impossible to turn back the clock to what we used to be.
It was both painful and flattering that Dustin still cared so much about me. I couldn’t help but make comparisons between Jude and Dustin—two men who had changed my life in different ways. Jude had once promised to protect me, to shield me from hurt. But from the moment I’d entered Jude’s life, he had managed mine. He’d ordered me, albeit with the illusion of gentleness at first, to do what he wanted. He’d molded me into the kind of woman that fit into his life. I had offered him my freedom in exchange for security, and then love. Freedom was a high price to pay, but I found that out too late.
Dustin, on the other hand, reminded me of how it felt to make my own decisions, how to be me. He reminded me how to breathe after holding my breath for so long.
Still, the question remained: After all this was over, would I be ready to let a man take a piece of my heart again? Either way, now was not the time to worry about past or future relationships. Starting a new relationship before another had ended, before the bruising had gone down, was the last of my priorities. I had to do what was right for me first. I had to learn to stand on my own two feet again and get my life back.
***
As we walked up to the house, Grace was just stepping out. It was Wednesday, and for the past twenty-five years of their marriage, she and Travis had made sure to go out for a date lunch or dinner together. She had prepared us a lunch of mashed potatoes, roast, and vegetables, which Dustin and I ate in silence. 
After lunch, Dustin went to take a conference call in his office and I went to have a hot shower to get rid of the cold that had gotten under my skin. I pulled on leggings and one of the t-shirts Grace had brought me—white with Stony Creek in tiny red and pink rhinestones across the front. 
Afterward, I perched on the edge of the bed, wondering what my next steps would be. I still hadn’t come to a conclusion when exhaustion swept over me. 
I decided to take a short nap, but I was awakened by a nightmare I couldn’t recall, apart from the fact that Jude was in it—his angry eyes, the sneer on that face I had once found irresistible. Even while conscious, I felt his presence around me, so strong it was suffocating. On instinct, I frantically searched the bed for a white calla lily and sighed with relief when I didn’t find one. 
Still breathing heavily, I stumbled into the bathroom and threw up in the toilet bowl. The very thought of him, the memory of his cologne, nauseated me. I washed out my mouth and splashed my face with tepid water.
When I went downstairs, I found Dustin on the couch reading The New York Times with one hand and drinking a beer with the other. He must have just showered. His hair looked darker from dampness and he wore a different pair of jeans and a crisp white t-shirt.
He looked up with a smile. “Did you have a nice nap?”
I ran a hand through my hair. “Not really. I had a nightmare.”
“About him?” He placed the newspaper on the seat next to him and waved me over.
I nodded and went to sit close to him, but not close enough to touch. I wanted him to wrap his arms around me and pull me to his body. I wanted to inhale his cologne, feel his heartbeat. But I couldn’t cross that line. I was too aware of both the physical and emotional danger that might be sparked by us getting too close. 
I twisted my hands together and gazed out through the floor-to-ceiling window, watching a bird hop from one branch to the next. There was a herd of cattle in the distance, and the ranch hand Dustin had just hired yesterday was feeding a golden terrier that wagged its tail gratefully. 
“I made a decision.” I turned to face him.
His face brightened with anticipation, his brown eyes glinting.
“That’s good. I’m here to help you in any way I can.” He twisted his body until he was facing me, our knees brushing. The simple touch sent my senses spinning out of control, but I forced myself to stay focused.
“I want to change my identity and move to a big city…maybe New York.”
Dustin stiffened and leaned back. He didn’t speak for a long time. The only sound was his breathing.
“I have to do this. It’s the only way for me to be rid of him without him hurting me again. As long as I stay myself, he’ll find me. I know he will.” I paused. “And he will kill me.”
He covered my hands with his. “You know I won’t let that happen. I will do everything to make sure—”
“You can’t protect me from Jude. He’s sick and dangerous. I can’t let him hurt you too. I just need… Please just help me get a new identity. You know people. Maybe somebody will know how…” My voice drifted off and died in midair.
“I don’t think that’s the right approach, Haley. You can’t just bury who you are.”
“Why not? I’m pretty much dead already.” Heat crawled up my neck. “What I’m doing… It’s right. It’s right for me.” I paused and inhaled. “For now.”
Dustin leaned forward again and looked me square in the eye. “What if he still manages to find you? What then? What if he doesn’t stop searching?”
I hadn’t thought of that. True, Jude had the resources to get the information he needed. “There’s a possibility he won’t. Searching for me under a different name would be harder.”
He reached for my hands. “Sweetheart, how long do you intend to run from Jude?”
“As long as it takes. I have no other choice. The risk of me going to prison if I expose him is too high. I’m not ready for that.”
“It’s almost impossible to fake an identity without landing yourself in hot water. You’re scared of prison, but if you take this route, you could still end up there.”
I slid my hands from his and dropped my head into them. I broke down as the bubble of pain inside my stomach exploded and agony wrenched through my body. 
He ran a hand over my head and down my neck and back. His touch was warm and comforting, and after a few minutes, the sobs subsided.
“I don’t know what else to do.” I looked up at him, wiping the tears from my cheeks. “I feel as if every decision is the wrong one.” My voice broke. “I’m so scared, Dustin. I’m scared for me. I’m scared for you if I stay here too long.”
He pulled me to him and rocked me back and forth. “You don’t have to worry about me. I can take care of myself. I just want you to be safe.”
I pulled back and looked into his face, hope fluttering in my chest. “Or maybe… Do you think he could ever let me go? Do you think there’s any chance?” I knew the answer, but I wanted to hear it from someone else.
Dustin shook his head. “After what you told me about him, after what he did to you, I don’t think so, sweetheart.” He paused and blinked. “Some contacts of mine in Madison informed me that he didn’t even report you missing.”
“He wouldn’t do that. He wants to find me himself. And to kill me without anyone meddling.” I spoke so low I barely heard my own words.
“There’s something else you should know.” Dustin paused and patted the newspaper next to him. Since I arrived at the ranch, I had avoided reading any newspapers or magazines for fear of stumbling upon Jude’s face. “He sold all his businesses.”
I swallowed the rock inside my throat. What did that mean? A part of me wanted to hope that maybe he was afraid I would go to the cops and he planned to skip the country before they got to him, but I doubted that. 
I sighed. “He has other unfinished business.” Me. He had nothing tying him now, no obligations. He was free to move around. He had enough time to invest in finding me. All the more reason for me to stop getting comfortable and start running.
Dustin made it clear he was against my plans to change my identity, but he did agree to help me no matter what, as long as I promised to keep in touch. We spent the rest of the afternoon discussing my options. I cried some more, and so did Dustin. Then he made a call to someone who might be able to get me a new life, but he was on honeymoon in China and wouldn’t be back for two weeks. Since he was the only person Dustin trusted for the job, I had no other option but to wait.
Before I called it a night, I did finally make the call to Cole. I told him everything. I gave him the go-ahead to dig into Jude’s life for no other reason than curiosity. I had a deep need to know who the man I had married really was—where he came from, what had really made him into such a monster. 
Even though talking to Cole didn’t change my mind in the least about going to the police, I didn’t miss the relief on Dustin’s face when I told him I had reached out to his brother.
We cooked dinner together, and then he kissed me on the forehead and we said goodnight. I lay in bed for over an hour thinking about Dustin, enjoying the feel of his kiss on my skin. 
I finally reached for Grace’s novel and managed to read a quarter of it. The love story had started to grow on me, and I’d probably have finished reading it if it hadn’t been for my upset stomach, which kept me in the toilet for a good portion of the night. Once I went back to bed, I felt so relieved I fell asleep quickly. I didn’t dream of Jude or Liz. This time, I dreamed of Dustin doing the things to me I’d read about in Grace’s romance novel. 
 



Chapter Fifteen
Jude
 
Jude drew his right hand back and formed a fist, which he drove into the face of the woman beneath him. He heard a crunch.
She instantly stopped her fighting and whimpering and blacked out.
“Bitch. Why did you have to be so difficult?” Jude clenched his teeth with frustration and slammed another fist into her face, then another. The crunching sound turned to squelching. He stopped. Her face, which was now a mess of snot, tears, torn flesh, and blood, was no longer recognizable. 
The bitch had messed with his plans. Everything had been running smoothly until now. This one decided to fight him, thinking she could win against his obvious strength. Now everything was ruined. She had greatly resembled Haley, but there was no way he could take a decent photo now. No point in embalming her and keeping her in the basement with the others. He had to find a way to get rid of her body and replace her with someone else. But he also knew he had to be careful. 
The murders were all over the papers now. Cops were everywhere around Serendipity, ready to snatch up the prostitute killer. Jude wasn’t afraid of them. He could outsmart them any day. Just to prove he was untouchable, he had even had a chat with one of the cops on the street yesterday, telling him what a great job they were doing to protect the citizens of Serendipity. The fool had puffed out his chest and thanked him, and even said they had several suspects in custody. 
Jude had made a mistake with Diana Maliano. She had been discovered in the lake by a school group on an excursion. Luckily, Jude had dug into her life enough and was able to pin the crime on her good-for-nothing boyfriend. He would probably spend the rest of his life in prison while Jude continued his mission undisturbed. He was actually starting to enjoy playing cat and mouse with the law. 
He lifted his pulsing hand and studied the blood on his knuckles, then stretched out his bloody fingers to examine his ring finger. His stomach clenched with anger as he wiped away the blood to reveal the golden band. He had never taken it off. He still intended to keep his promise to Haley: “Till death do us part.”
Where the fuck was she, anyway? She must have gotten the message by now. Why the fuck wasn’t she reacting? She had his number, a private number only she knew. The only thing she needed to do was call and he’d take her back. And this time he would make sure she stayed forever.
He’d give her a few more days. If she didn’t return to him, he’d have no choice but to go out and find her. Shame, though. Part of the reason he hadn’t done that immediately was because he was so enjoying the feeling he got from killing. The raw power. He had never felt more alive.
Still naked, he climbed off the dead woman and went to the cellar. He found some bags and the tools he needed and went back upstairs to finish the job.
Just as he lifted the circular saw above him, one of his phones rang—the private one he kept for communicating with Nolan.
He ignored it. He was through with his brother. He had meant it when he’d said they should go their separate ways. He had given Nolan enough money to make himself disappear. Why couldn’t he just stop babysitting him and start over, like Jude intended to? Once he found Haley, they would have to move abroad. He already had everything prepared. 
Their next adventure would be in Kenya. The fake passports and other paperwork had been easy to get. Even though he didn’t have much faith in banks, he had been impressed at the ease of transferring and keeping money abroad. They would live a comfortable life. But at the start, they’d have to live without the luxuries they had been accustomed to in the U.S. It didn’t matter. What mattered was that they would be starting a new life. He would be giving her another final chance. If she misbehaved again, he’d have no choice but to kill her in Africa, and no one would ever know.
The phone wouldn’t quit, so he dropped the saw and lunged for it. He pressed the button to switch it off. Then he switched on the saw and got to work.
 



Chapter Sixteen
Haley
 
“Going for your walk already?” Grace called from the kitchen when she heard me coming down the stairs.
It had become my routine over the past five days: At 5:30 p.m. I’d go for a short walk on the ranch, which included visiting the baby calf and its mother, sitting next to the babbling brook, and dropping by to greet the ranch hands who were usually getting ready to end their work day and hit a local pub. Sometimes Dustin accompanied them.
I entered the kitchen to find Grace’s back turned to the door. She was kneading dough on the worktop.
“I want to see if I can catch Dustin and the boys. I plan on tagging along today.”
Grace turned and gave me a motherly look. “Tag along? You mean to Krug?”
I inhaled. It sounded silly to my ears and the idea gave me stomach cramps just thinking about it, but I needed to get out. “That’s the plan.” I had been a prisoner for a long time. Earlier in the day I had even ventured out of the ranch, just to get my feet wet, and stopped at a few tiny shops nearby. I’d bought some necessary items. I felt uncomfortable having Grace run my errands again.
Grace smiled brightly. She had been trying to get me out of the house for a while. “I thought your going to the shops in the morning would be a rare occasion. I’m proud of you, love. That man shouldn’t stop you from living your life.”
I breathed in deeply and dropped into one of the chairs. “It’s scary, though. I keep worrying that he will see me. Today, at the drugstore, I saw someone who looked just like him from the back. He turned around and it wasn’t him.”
Grace went back to her kneading. “Like I said before, I don’t think you have anything to worry about. He wouldn’t think to come looking for you in this back of beyond.”
I rested my chin on my balled-up fists. “You don’t know him. A man with an obsession and too much money usually gets what he wants. I know it’s crazy, but even when I’m here, I feel him watching me.”
“But you can’t put your life on hold. You’d go just about mad. Either you go to the cops or you hide well and live your life.”
“Going to the cops is not an option at this point. I’m going for the second option… for now.” In just a little over a week, Dustin’s friend would be back from China to help me start my new life. “You’ll probably be gone when we get back. I’ll see you in the morning?” I stood and kissed Grace on her soft cheek.
“I’m guessing you’ll both eat at Krug? They have the best potato soup, served with fresh bread. I highly recommend it.” She turned back to her dough. “Say hello to Linda and Anton for me. They’re originally from Germany, you know. Been here fifty years, though.”
I stopped at the door and folded my arms, wanting to know more. “Are they the owners of the pub?”
“They sure are. Apparently krug means jar or jug in German. Try to have some fun, let your eyes sparkle for one night. You can continue worrying again tomorrow.” Grace laughed.
“I’ll try.” I waved goodbye and left the house.
Dustin and his men were overjoyed when I told them I’d be joining them.
“We’ll be the talk of town, being accompanied by such a pretty lady,” Johnathan said, nudging Mitch, the new ranch hand.
I laughed, climbing into Dustin’s truck as the others got into their own cars.
***
Krug, which was divided into a bar area and a restaurant area, was a bustle of activity.
Dustin took my arm gently and spoke into my ear, trying to raise his voice above the folk music, laughter, and conversations. “Once they all get wasted, we can get something to eat.”
“Sounds great.” I watched a woman in a German dirndl push her way through a crowd of cheering men with a tray topped with plates of the largest pork chops I’d ever laid my eyes on. My mouth instantly watered. Forget the potato soup Grace had recommended. I needed to taste those pork chops.
“Do you know your mouth is open?” Dustin said as he led me to the table they had reserved in the back.
“Mine?” My eyes widening. “That’s not true.”
He cocked an eyebrow and pulled out a chair for me. “You were staring at Linda. Or was it what she was carrying?”
I laughed and sat down. “That food just looked so good.”
Dustin took a seat and so did the other men. They were already shouting out their orders. Except for Mitch, who was clearly still finding his place in the group. I could imagine it was difficult for him, since the others were much older than him. He had to be twenty, twenty-five at the most, with the biggest and bluest eyes I’d ever seen, and the looks of someone who should have been in Hollywood doing commercials or movies. Maybe he would one day. Dustin said he was only working on the ranch for a month.
“On second thought,” Dustin said, “would you prefer to eat first? We could get away from this crazy lot.” He slapped Sam on the back, a man who was opposite Mitch in age. I always wondered where he found the strength required to work on the land.
I shook my head. “No, let’s have a drink first.”
The boys cheered. “Our kind of girl,” one of them said. Mitch just stared at me, unsmiling. But he didn’t look unfriendly either.
The beer appeared quickly and the men poured it down their throats like water. Watching them drink reminded me of my mother for moment. I imagined her in a place like this, surrounded by men, drinking herself silly, letting them touch her, do things to her. But I pushed away the bad memories. People drank all the time and had fun. Not everyone ended up like my mother. I intended to enjoy myself too. With a soda.
In the end I had two Sprites and Dustin had mineral water, claiming he didn’t like to have a drop of alcohol in him when he was driving.
The guys asked me about my background. I hoped they were not the type to read tabloids. Although Jude had done his best to keep our life private, it still leaked sometimes, but only the glamorous part of it—not the parts that counted.
I didn’t tell them much, just that I grew up in Serendipity and attended the same school as Dustin. Dustin told them a bit about how we had dated. Mitch’s eyes finally lit up and he seemed to come alive with interest.
“You two make a bloody good-looking couple,” Sam slurred.
“Well, thank you.” Dustin looked at me. He didn’t elaborate that we were just friends now. And that I was actually married, even though I had no ring on my finger. Just the pale mark it had left behind.
“You really do,” Mitch said. He pulled out his phone and focused his attention on it for the next thirty minutes, looking up only when Linda and Anton’s teenage daughter, Rosemarie, appeared at the table with more beers.
After another half an hour, Dustin suggested we get some food. I accepted happily. The conversation at the table was no longer making sense as it was being drowned in alcohol, and my stomach was starting to groan louder.
Since it was too loud at Krug, we decided to go eat somewhere else.
“How do you do it?” I asked Dustin as we strolled comfortably side by side past a closed bridal store and a gambling joint, music and the clink of machines spilling out of the door. It was darker outside now and the small streets were starting to empty.
“Do what?” Dustin had his hands inside his jeans pockets. Was it to keep them from touching me?
“You make more money than anyone I know and yet you live a normal life.”
“Normal life is more fun.” He moved out of the way to let a toddler run by, chased by his exasperated mother. “Money doesn’t have to be the evil some people think it is. It doesn’t have to change you unless you let it.”
“So what do you do with all of it?” It was clear what Jude did with his money. It had been hard to miss.
“I do spend it on nice things. I have houses and the jet, and other toys, but I don’t let riches define me. I use the rest of my money to do good.”
“Like?” I just couldn’t stop. He fascinated me. I wanted to know everything about the man he had become.
“I recently built a second school in Nigeria. And I have an adopted daughter in South Africa, an orphan. I send money to give her the best shot at a life.”
I looked at him with renewed awe. “You do? What’s her name?”
“Malika.” He halted in front of a small restaurant with a meat and spice aroma wafting out of it. “Should we eat here?”
“Sure, why not?” I didn’t care where we had dinner. I just wanted to sit with Dustin, to talk to him.
We got a small, round table in the back and gave our orders.
“I love this town. I come here when I need a break from the big world. People here treat me like a resident. They don’t care what I own.”
“Do they know who you really are? About your firm?”
“Many do. They just don’t bring it up in conversation. They like me. I like them. They give me my privacy, and I help many of them out financially.”
“No wonder they look at you with so much respect.” I folded my arms in front of me. “You’re a wonderful person. I knew that from the moment I met you. There was just something about you.”
Dustin leaned forward and whispered, “And yet you didn’t stay with me.”
“You know why.” I leaned back in my chair. “My life was complicated.”
“I loved you. I wouldn’t have given a shit. I’d have been there for you. You didn’t have to do it alone.”
“I wish I’d believed that at the time. Too late now. I wish I could undo all of it.”
“We would probably have been married by now,” he said with a tiny smile. “You were the girl for me. But you wouldn’t take my calls or return my letters.”
“I was hurting.” I paused. “And I was doing things…”
“It’s okay.” He took my hands. “Let’s forget all that. Let’s fix what can be fixed.”
What could be fixed? My heart, my life, my sanity? “Okay.”
The food arrived then, and we shared the large plate of potato chips with sausages and salad. It wasn’t pork chops, but it was delicious.
We moved on from talking about us—or the lack of us. Instead we talked about the small town, Dustin’s brothers, and his mother, who was still waiting for him to tie the knot with someone. And we talked about life in high school. 
We returned to his truck, hand in hand. He escorted me to the passenger side and I thought he would open the door for me, but instead he spun me around and kissed me. His kiss was familiar and strange at the same time, sweet and sour, the past and the present. It knocked me off my feet, turned my knees to mush. I kissed him back and then I came to my senses, even as my lips still ached for his.
“You know…” I started but he placed a finger on my lips and moved it down my chin. He moved it away and pressed his forehead to mine. 
“I know your life is still complicated. I just wish we didn’t let complicated stand in the way.” He sighed and closed his eyes, and I did the same. “I know you’re married. But to the wrong man. I wish you were married to me. Maybe…”
“Shhh.” I swallowed the sob inside my throat. A heartbeat passed between us and then I spoke. “Don’t say it.” The words were cracked around the edges. They shattered between us as soon as they exited my mouth. 
I was in no position to make relationship decisions or promises right now. Not when I wasn’t sure who I would be a few days, weeks, or months from now. Once Jude was done with me, would there even be anything left?
We drove back to the ranch in silence and said our goodnights. Alone in my room, I pulled out one of the bags I’d brought home from the shops this morning and took out a small box. I disappeared with it into the bathroom, my heart inside my throat.
 
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
A rock dropped into the pit of my stomach. I slumped against the door and slid to the floor, tightening my fingers around the pregnancy test stick. 
Two days ago, I missed my period. I never, ever missed my period. But I hadn’t worried, thinking it was my body reacting to the stress. When I was with Jude, I’d been on the pill. When I left suddenly, I didn’t have time to get them from where I had hidden them, but I also hadn’t planned on having sex in the near future. I wasn’t even sure why I bought the pregnancy test. I guess I just wanted to rule out all possibilities. 
Confusion whirled through my mind. How could this have happened? Yes, Jude raped me repeatedly, but I’d also religiously taken my pill, never forgetting it once. 
A chilling thought hit me and I clapped my hand against my mouth, gagging. Jude had something to do with it. That was the only explanation. What if he had somehow found the pills and replaced them with something else? He had been determined to get me pregnant and he would have done anything to make sure it happened. Well, he had succeeded. 
Saliva pooled into my mouth and I crawled over to the toilet, vomiting until I felt completely empty. I dabbed my mouth with a wad of toilet paper and then wept into it. 
A baby. What would I do with a baby while on the run? Even worse, Jude’s baby. A monster’s baby, growing inside me. 
Jude had done it again, just like he always did. He’d succeeded, even from a distance, at controlling the course of my life. No matter how far or how fast I ran from him, we’d forever be linked by a life—an innocent life. My life as I knew it was well and truly over. How could I run now? How could I go to the cops? It was no longer just about me. 
After sitting in the bathroom for over an hour, I went to bed, feeling like a zombie. I woke up before dawn and knocked on Dustin’s door. 
Dustin’s eyes widened with worry when he saw my face. When I told him, he stumbled back with shock. He pulled me into his room and lowered me onto his bed. It was a lot smaller than mine.
He remained on his feet, pacing the room, running his hand through his hair occasionally. “Didn’t you…?”
“I did. He wanted a baby; I didn’t. I was on the pill behind his back. I…” I drifted off, feeling myself burn up inside. I hated Jude. I hated him with everything in me. “I think he messed with my pills. How stupid was I to think he wouldn’t find them?”
“You think he switched them?” Dustin’s voice was steely and he lowered himself next to me, studying my face.
“And he did a damn good job.” I hadn’t noticed anything different. He had really gone the extra mile to fool me.
Dustin ran his hand roughly through his hair. “The bastard. He deserves to pay for everything he’s done. Did he really think you would forget everything he had done to you and stay just because he got you pregnant?”
I wiped my cheeks and inhaled sharply. “As far as he was concerned, I wasn’t going anywhere.” If he ever found out about my pregnancy he would move heaven and earth to find me. Then what? He’d hold me and the baby hostage? Bile rose up in my throat again, but I swallowed it down. “I feel defeated, Dustin. I don’t know what to do now.”
“Haley.” Dustin took me by the shoulders and turned me to face him. “You can’t let this throw you off.”
I gave a choked laugh. “I really don’t know where to find the strength. I need so much more now. I’m no longer just making decisions for myself.” 
As much as I ached to rip my womb right out of me, the baby—even if it was the result of one of many painful moments with Jude, a product of rape—was not responsible for this whole mess. 
I hadn’t slept a wink last night mulling over whether I should keep it, whether I wanted to have a child in my life that would remind me of Jude forever. I didn’t want the baby, but I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I got an abortion. I had to do the right thing. This time I couldn’t walk away from my responsibility. “I’m keeping the baby.” 
Dustin’s hands fell off my shoulders and he took a breath in. “Are you sure about this?” His eyes were serious, but not judging.
“It’s not the baby’s fault.” I shook my head sadly, my head pounding. “I can’t punish it for my own stupidity.”
“You still want to change your identity and run? It will be more complicated. You do understand that, don’t you? You’ll be a single mother on the run.” He paused and swiped at his forehead. “You understand the impact your decision will have, right? I’m not telling you what to do, but…”
“Then don’t. You think you’re not, but you are. I’m tired of people telling me what’s right for me. First Jude, and now you.” I jerked to my feet and stomped to the door, but before I stepped out, I turned back to Dustin, shame washing over me. I went back to him.
I felt heavy, weighed down with decisions I had to make fast. “I shouldn’t have said that. That wasn’t fair. You’re trying to help and I’m being a bitch.”
“I’m not Jude,” Dustin said softly. “You have to realize that.”
I sank back down on the bed and cradled my head in my hands. “I know. I’m so sorry.” I looked up again, into his eyes this time. They were clear, kind. Not deep and threatening like Jude’s had been. “You’re not Jude.” 
For a moment, I’d heard Dustin speaking in Jude’s voice, controlling me, making decisions for me. But I had to work harder at reminding myself that not every man was like Jude. I’d just lost so much control over the years. So much of myself.
“I care, Haley.” He gripped my hands. “I still care. And not in a controlling way.”
I sighed and leaned my head against his shoulder. “Thank you.”
We stayed like that for a long time, my head on Dustin’s shoulder, his hand holding mine. I swallowed hard as I thought of the baby growing inside me. The baby of a heartless murderer. I prayed that evil wasn’t in the genes. My heart ached. 
I wasn’t ready to be a mom, especially since I was still recovering from the worst torment of my life. If I could have wished the pregnancy away, I would. Being a single mom on the run was never part of my plans. And neither was giving birth in prison. I had to protect myself, and I had a responsibility to protect this baby. Wanted or not, planned or not, it was a part of me.
“As soon as your friend is back, I have to continue with my plans. It’s more urgent now.” 
Dustin stood up and approached the window. He lifted the curtain and looked out for a while. Then he turned around, an unreadable expression on his face. “I can’t let you walk straight into danger. Jude is a very intelligent man. We both know that. He will eventually find you. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself knowing I put you in harm’s way.”
“You?” I retorted, blood rushing to my head so fast I felt dizzy, my blood boiling. “This is my decision, Dustin. My responsibility, and my mistake, if it ends up being one.”
“I’m terrified for you. How long will you run from him?”
“As long as it takes. I’ll run for as long as it will take me to be safe. I don’t care if I stay on the run for the rest of my life. I can’t go to prison. I can’t have my baby behind bars.” I wet my lips.
Dustin came to kneel down in front of me. He covered both my hands with one of his large masculine ones and used the other to cup my chin. “I will not let that happen, Haley. I will do whatever it takes so you don’t end up in prison, do you hear me?”
My shoulders shook with grief. I didn’t respond.
“Haley,” he said slowly. “I care about you more than you can ever imagine. This is a life or death situation. I will not let you do this. I will not let you out of my sight. Do you understand me?”
The urge to yell at him again, to tell him to stop telling me what to do, was strong. He wasn’t Jude. But it was hard to agree to put my life in another man’s hands. “This is dangerous for you too, Dustin. The longer I’m here with you, the more dangerous it is for you.”
“I don’t care how dangerous it gets. I will not let you stand there alone. I’ll die protecting you if I have to. I still love you, Haley. And love will not let me watch you put yourself in the line of fire.”
“Don’t say that. You can’t love me.” I was a walking time bomb for Dustin. No matter how much I still felt for him, the timing was completely wrong. If Jude ever found out about us, he’d kill us both.
He trailed my temple with a finger. “It’s not something I can control. I’m going to protect you. Whether you want it or not. Please just stay here for a while. Maybe he won’t find you. Cole will gather incriminating evidence against him and you can take it to the cops. You have the power to end this.”
Stay here for a while. Déjà vu all over again. Those words suffocated me just hearing them. Jude had wanted me to stay too, so he could protect me. Where had it gotten me? I closed my eyes.
“Look at me,” Dustin said and I opened my eyes. “I will protect you and the baby until I can make sure you’re safe. After that, I promise to let you go, if you want to. I will not hold you prisoner here. I’m not Jude.” He released my hands. “I also won’t force you to go to the cops. But please, please hide here for a while.”
My chin dropped to my chest. I didn’t have the strength left to run. The life growing inside my belly had sucked it right out of me.
 



Chapter Eighteen
Jude
 
“What are you doing here? I told you to leave the country.” Jude’s eyes burned with annoyance. Why the fuck couldn’t he just back off?
“You know I can’t leave.” Nolan pushed past Jude and into the cheap motel room. He looked around for a moment, his brow furrowed. “So this is where you’re staying.” He didn’t look pleased. “Do you want to tell me why you’re hiding out like this? You’re not even staying in one place long enough for me to find you.”
“I don’t appreciate you meddling in my business. I thought I made it clear the last time. Sit.” Jude waved a hand toward a chair next to a shabby sofa. Nolan did as he was told. “So, why the hell aren’t you gone? I helped you get a new identity, gave you enough money. What’s keeping you here?”
If there was someone Jude could count on, it was Nolan. Ever since they were kids, Jude had done a damn good job at getting his brother to do to whatever he wanted. He had bribed him, blackmailed him, or simply bullied him into doing his dirty work.
Since then he’d been at his beck and call. It wasn’t as if Jude didn’t love his brother. He had taken great care of him financially, spending hundreds of thousands of dollars to give him the lifestyle he enjoyed, the kind of lifestyle a mere chauffeur would never be able to afford. He had even gone so far as to offer Nolan a place in his company, but his brother had refused, saying he hated working in an office. He wanted to drive Jude instead, and be his bodyguard when necessary. So what the fuck was wrong with him these days?
“It’s you keeping me here,” Nolan said firmly. “I know what you’re up to. I came here to tell you that you’re playing a dangerous game.”
Jude let out a laugh, then sat as well. He had to admit he was taken aback by his brother’s claim. “What is it you know, exactly?”
“I know you killed those prostitutes. I was on my way out of the country when I saw a photo of your fifth victim. She looked a lot like Haley. When I saw the others, I put two and two together. If this is your perfect plan for getting Haley to return to you, you’re way more messed up than I thought. What’s wrong with you?”
When Jude had killed his first wife out of rage, it was Nolan who had cleaned up the mess, after making Jude promise he would never kill another soul. What Nolan didn’t know was that he had killed their mother years before, and that murder had awakened a hunger in him. Jude almost felt like snickering. His brother had no idea of the things he did behind his back. 
His brother, the only family he had. Luckily they looked nothing alike. It had been so easy for Jude to fool the press, to feed them the bullshit about both his parents having died when he was a kid. To keep them away from the truth that his mother had run off with another man, and his father had made his and Nolan’s life hell before committing suicide. That they were thrown into an orphanage that openly did things to them that kids should never have to endure. It took years for Jude to get over the night terrors, to forget the pain of being fucked in the ass or whipped until his skin tore apart. To regain his power and take control over his life.
“Victims.” Jude sneered and leaned back. “They were no victims. I did them a favor. Most of them had fucked up lives. I showed them a way out of their misery.” He didn’t feel the need to deny his actions. He knew when he was caught red-handed. And it wasn’t as if Nolan would run to the cops.
Nolan’s eyes narrowed to slits as he studied his brother’s face. “What do you think she’d think about what you’re doing?”
Jude’s jaw tensed and he clenched his fists at his sides. “I don’t give a fuck about what she thinks. I just want her back, and when she comes back—and she will, Nolan—I don’t want her to dare leave me again.”
“Jude, you’re about to lose everything because of this woman. You’ve lost your home, your business—”
“They didn’t mean a thing to me. The only thing that matters to me is my wife. She’s the only possession I want to keep.” He sighed. “And I didn’t really lose the business, I just converted it to money. Money Haley and I will use to start a new life.”
Nolan was quiet for a long time. And then he shook his head. “By murdering innocent people, you’ve put yourself on the fast track to prison.”
“I’ll kill myself and Haley before that happens.” Jude laughed at Nolan’s shocked face. “Don’t worry, brother, I’m joking. I won’t do such a thing. I’m untouchable. Anyway, Haley will be back before long and then I promise to stop killing. And yes, yes, before you get started on it, I will be a good husband to her.”
“What are you trying to prove by waiting for her to come back to you? Why don’t you just go and find her?”
“What’s the fun in that? I want her to know that her actions have consequences.” Part of him wanted to tell Nolan that now that he had started, it was hard to stop. His hunger grew every day.
“You don’t fool me,” Nolan said. “You don’t know where to start looking for her, do you?” A smile spread across his face. “No, wrong. You’ve gotten yourself into so much shit that you’re now afraid to move around too much and expose yourself. But killing women shines a pretty damn bright spotlight on you.” Nolan stood up and stepped over to the tiny window. “I think you should let her go. Start a new life with someone else. You can have any woman you want.”
“I don’t want them. You know the reason I picked Haley.” Jude shrugged. “Besides, no one leaves me. You know that too.”
Nolan paused for a long time. Then he returned to his seat. “If she means that much to you, and if finding her means you’ll stop this mad killing, there’s something you have to see.” Nolan reached into his jacket pocket and produced a tabloid magazine.
Jude snatched the rag from Nolan’s hands, his blood boiling. The longer he glared at the cover, the louder the ringing in his ears got, and the stronger his need to kill became. And his hunger for revenge. He hurled it across the room and shot to his feet. 
When he glared at Nolan, his eyes were veined with anger. “Son of a bitch. I should have known.”



Chapter Nineteen
 
While Nolan drove, Jude closed his eyes and returned to the past. He pushed past the darkness of his anger and remembered how Haley had looked on the first night of their honeymoon. As if it were happening right in front of his eyes, he watched her enter the room. Her hair was wet and free of the gunk she had used to pin it up into an updo. Her face was free of makeup and naked. Just the way he liked it. Why the fuck did women hide their beauty with so much crap? Haley definitely didn’t need it.
Just watching her, he felt himself stiffen as desire for her arrested him. He was already fully naked and he was pleased to see hot lust inside her eyes when she saw his cock rise to the occasion.
“Someone’s definitely ready,” she said, untying the bathrobe and letting it slide down the curves of her body to the floor. It was white and pooling at her feet, it looked like milk.
He licked his lip as his gaze traced the smooth lines of her body, the body of a goddess. Cleopatra had nothing on her.
She just stood there, cupping her breasts slowly, massaging them, and pinching her nipples with her forefingers and thumbs. Driving him mad.
He couldn’t stand it any longer. It was his wedding night, dammit. And he wanted to fuck his wife.
“Let me show you how happy I am,” he said, and rose from the bed. “I want to taste every inch of you. And then I’ll drive you as mad as you’re driving me. I’m pretty sure you’ll be pleased at what I have to offer, my lady.” He reached her and then in one breath swept her off the floor and into his arms. She let out a little moan as she wrapped her long legs around his waist. He tightened his hands on her butt to keep her right where she was. Her pubic hair rubbing against his stomach made him want to have her right there and then, but it was their honeymoon and he intended to be a gentleman. He’d play the game of give and take.
“Where do you want to start this journey?” he whispered into her ear. “Bed, balcony, bathroom, or elevator?”
She giggled, and the very sound rocked his system. He wanted her too bad to wait. To hell with being a gentleman. He’d do that at the second or third round. Right now he just wanted to fuck.
“I choose the balcony,” he said, already striding out of the open glass doors.
Outside, he pushed her against the wall, hoisted her higher, and listened to her scream as he slid himself into her. He fucked her from the front, the back, and every angle he could come up with. He fucked her until her hair was not only wet from her shower but also from her sweat. He fucked Haley until she screamed out his name and the letters were carried on the sea breeze. She was his wife and they were bound together forever, by a promise that could never be broken.
He opened his eyes suddenly and his memories fled back into the past, leaving his heart racing and cock hard. “Damn.” He ran a hand through his hair. “That girl messes with my head.”
“Who, Haley I assume?” Nolan asked, glancing at Jude briefly.
“Who the fuck else?” He looked out the window at the passing cars. “Are we ever going to reach our destination? Your driving sucks. Want me to take the wheel?”
“Sure,” Nolan said, annoyance in his voice. “If you want to get arrested for driving under the influence…for starters.”
Jude lifted the half empty bottle of whiskey to his lips and took a long gulp of liquid fire. “We used to be happy you know.”
“And you really think you can be again?”
“Damn sure. She just needs a little reminding.”
 



Chapter Twenty
Haley
 
Dustin stepped out onto the patio looking distressed. The faint lines at the corners of his eyes seemed deeper and his eyes were clouded.
I placed my novel on my lap. “Are you okay?” Since I arrived at the ranch, it had all been about me. Even though I was struggling with my greatest challenge yet, I reminded myself to look out for Dustin in every small way that I could. I asked about his business, his work on the ranch, his family. It was a relief to discuss someone else’s life.
Dustin collapsed into the chair next to me and swiped a hand through his hair. “The cow that recently gave birth is dead. Some kind of infection.”
I leaned forward. “Oh my God. That’s terrible.” An image of the mother nuzzling her newborn calf flashed in my mind and my chest tightened. “She seemed all right yesterday when I went to see them.”
“Things like this happen more than you might think. But that doesn’t make it easy.”
“How… What will happen to the calf?”
“We’ll have to bottle feed it. We found it lying next to its mother, suckling. But she must have died sometime during the night.”
“That’s really sad.” I felt terrible for the poor baby that never got to know its mother. A thought came to my mind. After Grace found out I was pregnant—which was hard to hide with all the morning sickness—she refused to allow me to help with most of the tasks around the house, even though I so badly needed a distraction. But this could be an opportunity to help. “Do you mind if I feed the calf? I have a lot of time on my hands.”
Dustin leaned forward, resting his lower arms on his thighs. He turned to look at me. “I’d like that.”
“I think it will be good for me too.” Taking care of the calf could be the chance I needed to connect with my motherly instincts. Right now, when I tried to connect with the baby growing inside me, I felt nothing. “When can I start?”
Dustin chuckled and his face softened a bit. He stood up and sighed as he looked out at the open fields. “How about now? I sent one of the guys to drive to one of the local feed stores to get some colostrum and other supplies.”
An hour later, I was sitting on a bale of hay, feeding the calf. Her big brown eyes were glued to my face as she sucked hungrily on the bottle, like she was thanking me.
Johnathan had helped me prepare an area of the barn for feeding, with a thick bed of straw for the calf to lie on. Everything I needed to prepare the bottles was in there as well. Luckily, the calf had accepted the bottle right away after Dustin rubbed some milk formula in its mouth to give it a taste.
Dustin had stayed with me for just a few minutes before he was called away by Travis to handle a situation—something to do with Mitch. 
After he left, I looked into the calf’s liquid eyes. “I’m sorry about your mother,” I told it. “I’m here now. I’ll take care of you.” I paused and stroked its head. “I don’t like calling you Calf. That’s boring. How about I call you Hope?”
***
When I returned to the house later, I heard raised voices coming from Dustin’s office. Then the door was suddenly yanked open and Mitch stormed out, red in the face, followed closely by Travis. 
When Travis saw me, he glanced back into the office at Dustin, who called for me.
“What’s going on?” I frowned. “What’s wrong with Mitch?”
“He’s fired,” Dustin said between clenched teeth. I had never seen him more furious. He closed his eyes tight and then opened them again. 
“I’ll leave you two alone,” Travis said. “I have to find someone to replace him.”
I sank into my chair and clasped my hands in my lap. “Not a good day, huh?”
“Not really.” Dustin paused. “Haley, I don’t want to hide this from you.”
I tipped my head to the side. “Hide what?”
Dustin ran a hand through his hair and met my eyes. “Mitch knows…that you’re Jude’s wife.”
I froze, gripping the sides of the chair. “Okay?” I knew there was more, and I wanted to know and remain in the dark all at the same time.
Dustin pulled a drawer open and removed a folded tabloid, one that made money from exposing celebrities or other well-known people behaving badly. He handed it to me, and I almost dropped it as I reached for it. On the cover was a badly Photoshopped but still clear photograph of me and Dustin. He was whispering into my ear and I was smiling. My stomach twisted into a knot. 
“Oh my God.” I flipped through it to the article that called me a gold-digger who was trading her husband, Jude Macknight, for an even wealthier man: Dustin Brannon.
I felt hot, I felt cold, I felt like I wanted to die. “How? How did he?” Why was I even asking the question? I knew how. That night at Krug, Mitch had been eyeing me with interest. Too much interest.
“He saw an opportunity to make money, took the photo with his phone, and sold it. Don’t worry, my papers will clear up the rumors, but—”
“Jude might see it, see us together. He will know.” He didn’t read tabloids, but I couldn’t rule anything out.
“Luckily the article doesn’t specify where you are. They were more focused on our supposed affair.”
“But Jude is not stupid.” If he had seen the article, it was only a matter of time before he figured it out. 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
“This just keeps getting worse,” Grace said to Travis. They were each reading different newspapers—Grace the local paper and Travis USA Today. It had become a welcome ritual for them to join us for breakfast each Saturday, but it was me and Dustin who did the cooking and serving. 
“What is?” Travis perched his reading glasses on his nose and peered at his wife over the top of the paper, one eyebrow cocked.
“The prostitute killings in Serendipity. I’ve been telling you about them for almost a month. A serial killer is on the loose. Poor girls are dying almost every day.”
“And they still don’t have a suspect?” Dustin asked over his shoulder as he scrubbed the pan at the kitchen sink.
“Here and there, but none that have panned out. The killer seems to be good at hiding.”
“Or the cops are useless at their jobs.” Travis put down the paper.
“They’ve apparently called in help from the outside.” Dustin wiped his hands with a blue-and-white striped kitchen towel. He turned and went to sit at the table. 
Grace also pushed her newspaper aside and leaned back with her arms crossed. “I pray they catch him soon. Those girls didn’t deserve to die.”
“That’s just so sad,” I said. I had heard Grace talk about the prostitute killer several times, usually when she read her morning paper. I hadn’t admitted it to her, but it the case touched me deeply. Any of those girls could have been me. 
I placed a plate of scrambled eggs and bacon in the middle of the table, and then two jugs—one filled with water and the other with orange juice that Dustin had just pressed. 
Dustin and Travis moved on to the topic of the new ranch hand who’d replaced Mitch. 
“I guess Mitch’s betrayal was a blessing in disguise. Less than a week and Gary has proven to be more than capable.” Travis removed his cap and placed it on his lap.
“I agree. He’s a keeper.” Dustin poured himself some orange juice. “This food looks delicious, Haley.”
“I hope it tastes that way too.” I sat down in the chair next to Grace and reached for the newspaper so I could replace it with my own plate. My hands froze before I could touch it. And then, almost as if it was controlling me, I picked it up. Feeling as if I were underwater, I stood up slowly, still gripping the paper, and left the kitchen. I heard Dustin call after me, asking if I was all right. I heard myself respond that I was okay.
At the bottom of the staircase was a wooden box in which Grace kept old newspapers. I reached inside and pulled out five local newspapers that were stacked on top of each other. Then I ran up the stairs, taking them two at a time, my heart thundering.
My head felt like it was about to burst—something invisible was squeezing it and the pressure was reaching my brain. The pain echoed in my ears, my eyes, and spread through my whole body. My stomach contracted so badly I was on the verge of doubling over. My knees weakened, my vision blurred, and my world spun on its axis as blood-red flags fluttered inside my mind. 
I crashed through my bedroom door and flung myself onto the bed, burying my head into the pillow, crushing it with my weight, my fears. I allowed myself to cry out some of the pressure swelling inside my gut. Then I drew in a shaky breath, sat up, and looked down at the papers on the bed. 
I picked up one that was several days old and flipped through the pages. I found the article I was looking for and read the headline.
Tenth prostitute dead at only twenty-five.
Apparently her body hadn’t been recovered; a photograph sent to her loved ones was the only evidence of her death. The number ten was scrawled on the back. She had been numbered, just like the prostitutes killed before her. My gaze slid to the photo. She was beautiful once upon a time. In this photo—a perfect shot of her face and upper body—her eyes were open and blank, her pupils dilated.
Holding my breath, I picked up another newspaper and found another article—another prostitute killed, another innocent life taken. Another piece of evidence that made my skin crawl.
I tried not to throw up as I reached for today’s paper and read the story. 
Over thirty prostitutes had been murdered in total. None of their bodies had been found. But a photo was sent each time.
I forced myself to look at the thumbnail photos of the women placed side by side and my stomach turned. Even in death, I could see that they resembled each other. Each had long, honey-blonde hair. The article also stated that they all had green eyes framed by long lashes.
Vomit pushed its way up to my throat and this time, it had nothing to do with morning sickness. In the bathroom, my knees hit the floor and I retched until my throat was sore and tears seared my eyes. I didn’t know how long I stayed there afterward, my pounding head resting on the edge of the toilet bowl.
“Haley, Jesus, are you okay?”
I looked up. Through the blurriness, I saw Dustin’s face lower to my level as he kneeled beside me on the floor. I started to cry uncontrollably again.
“I didn’t think it could get any worse.” I gulped down the tears. “I was wrong, Dustin. How could I be so wrong?”
He gathered me into his arms and rocked me, one hand on the back of my head, the other rubbing my back. “It’s all right, Haley. Everything will be okay. I promise you.”
I sniffed and pulled away from him. I wanted to look into his eyes as I told him my suspicions. I shook my head. “Nothing will ever be okay. Jude still has me where he wants me, in the palm of his hand.”
Dustin didn’t say anything. He pulled me to my feet and escorted me back into the bedroom. He pushed the newspapers out of the way and we both sat on the bed. “Did something happen?”
I reached for today’s newspaper, smoothed it out on my lap, and pointed at the photos of the dead women. “I’ll never be free.” I paused to take another breath. “Dustin, I think Jude is the prostitute killer.”
Dustin took the newspaper from me and his eyes pored over the article. “What?”
“It all makes sense. The women are prostitutes, and if you look closely, you’ll see they all resemble me. When I saw… when I saw their photos in the kitchen, I got this bad feeling in the pit of my stomach.”
Dustin ran a finger down the page. “Their eyes were green and their hair blonde. That doesn’t have to mean anything. Don’t work yourself up like this. Think of the baby.”
I took the newspaper back, almost frustrated that he wasn’t seeing what I saw. I lifted it closer to my face and blinked, looking for more proof. It didn’t take long for me to find it. I attempted to lower the newspaper to my lap, but it slid out of my hands to the floor. My eyes were still glued to the evidence as I recalled Jude’s words from the time I ran off to Serendipity and he found me.
“When you push me away, Haley, people get hurt. Remember that.”
He had meant every word.
I felt woozy, but got to my feet anyway. I was suddenly very thirsty. I only managed three steps toward the door when my legs buckled. Dustin was close enough to catch me before I hit the floor.
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
I wrapped my hands around a glass of water and stared into the clear liquid.
Dustin sat opposite me with his hands clasped in front of him. We had been sitting like this at the kitchen table for a long time, not saying anything, just listening to the clock ticking. 
Grace and Travis had already finished their breakfast. Travis had returned to work while Grace went to do some grocery shopping.
I looked up again. Dustin’s face told me he was starting to worry that I could be right. That my husband was not only a murderer, but a serial killer.
Dustin finally spoke. “Do you really believe that?”
“I wish I didn’t.”
“What more did you see in those photos?”
“The women. They each had a mark on them.”
“Yes, I read that. An infinity symbol and a number. What can it mean? How does that connect their deaths to Jude?”
“It means everything. In the photos he showed me of his mother, she wore an infinity symbol necklace. In every one of her photos.” I licked my lips. “Infinity. Forever. That links the murders to Jude.”
Dustin shifted in his seat. He looked uncomfortable. “You think it’s a message? We need to be clear about this if we want to go to the cops.”
There was no way out of this. The clock was ticking. If Jude was going on a killing spree, I couldn’t afford to wait. Those women had died because of me. Jude was angry and he was lashing out the only way he knew how.
“He’s trying to tell me that I’m his forever.” I sighed and took a sip of water. “When he proposed to me, he promised to never let me go. He told me that several times during the course of our marriage. He wants me back, Dustin.”
Dustin sprang to his feet and paced around the dining room. “How does he expect to get you back by killing innocent people? What kind of sick person does that? And why prostitutes, anyway?”
I turned my head and met Dustin’s eyes. “Not just any prostitutes… prostitutes in Serendipity, my hometown. I used to be a prostitute, remember? The message is pretty clear.”
Dustin didn’t respond. He went to stand at one of the windows and leaned forward, clutching the edge of the windowsill.
“Serendipity, prostitutes, the infinity symbol. All messages to me. He will kill until I return to him.” Instinctively I placed my hand on my still flat stomach, as if I could protect the baby that way.
Dustin turned around, fire blazing in his eyes. “We have to nail him. We have to go to the police before he finds you. But let’s give Cole a call first. He might have something else we can use.” He came to me and cupped my face in both hands. “You’re making the right decision, going to the cops. I won’t let you go to prison. I promise you that.”
“We’ll worry about that later.” At this point, prison was honestly the last of my worries. I just wanted Jude to stop killing. I only regretted not figuring it out sooner.
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
“I was just about to call you two,” Cole said over the speakerphone.
“Did you find out anything about Jude?” Dustin leaned toward the phone.
“Yes.” Cole went quiet and a rustle of papers could be heard on his end.
I shifted in the leather seat on the other side of Dustin’s ornate wood desk, my arms wrapped around my body.
“We also have something to tell you,” Dustin said. “But you go first.”
“During my investigation, I took a look into Jude’s past. You will not believe what I found.”
“I’ll believe anything at this point.” Dustin pinched the bridge of his nose. “But go ahead. Don’t beat around the bush.”
“Jude Macknight is dead.”
The room went silent and my heart pumped blood in torrents. I froze in my chair, not breathing. He was dead? My worst nightmare was over? No. It was too good to be true. Surely it couldn’t be this easy. Jude wouldn’t give in to death so easily. In my mind he was immortal.
“What do you mean he’s dead? Did the police get to him? Did he try to escape or something?” Dustin’s brows were knitted.
“No,” Cole continued. “The real Jude Macknight is dead. He died fifteen years ago in Madison. The man we’re dealing with, Haley’s… husband, is not Jude Macknight. He’s someone else walking around with a stolen identity. The real Jude Macknight used to be homeless. He had no family and no friends. But when he died, someone claiming to be his long-lost stepbrother claimed his body.”
“Fuck,” Dustin said and pressed a fist to his mouth.
My insides froze. Oh my God. How many layers did we have to peel away before we got to the core? How could we destroy him without even knowing who he really was? “Do you know his real name? My… husband’s?” The stranger I had married.
“Not yet, but I’m getting close. There’s one tiny truth in his history that matches the information we have about him in the press. He attended Rosebush High in Serendipity.”
Dustin sighed and pressed the palms of his hands against his eyes. “Haley is my priority right now. She’s in more danger than we thought.”
“Why? Do you have reason to believe he’s close?”
“Have you heard about the serial killer roaming around Serendipity? The prostitute killer?”
“Sure,” Cole said, “who hasn’t? It’s all over the news. The cops are all over the case. They called in outside enforcement to help catch… Wait… You can’t mean…”
Dustin removed his hands from his eyes. “Haley found proof that suggests Jude might be the killer.”
“What the fuck? Why would she think that?”
We told Cole what we knew, and by the time we were done, there was total silence on the other end of the line. After a minute he whispered, “Bloody hell.”
“We need to go to the police immediately before anyone else dies,” Dustin said.
“You know what I don’t get?” Cole said. “Why is he in Serendipity? Why can’t he just look for you, Haley?”
“I think he wants me to return to him willingly… once I get the message. He wants me to be so afraid I will never try leave him again.”
“The man is a psycho,” Cole said.
“We’ve known that for a while now.” The disgust was plain in Dustin’s voice. “He’s even numbering his victims.”
“Shit,” Cole breathed. “Haley, how many days has it been since you left him?”
I didn’t need to think long about that. “A month and two days.” My throat tightened as the realization hit me like a ton of bricks. “Oh my God.”
“He seems to be killing one woman a day until you return to him. Thirty-two women are dead.”
“It has to stop.” I got to my feet, swaying a little. “I’m ready. I’m ready to go to the cops.”
“Before you do, give me a couple of hours. I should know more soon. I’ll get back to you by morning.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
The doorbell rang downstairs and I sat up in bed, my head swimming from the nightmare that still lingered in my mind. I couldn’t remember the details, but the traces of fear trickling through my veins, the bitter taste in my mouth, and the pressure in my gut were familiar evidence that Jude had played a part in it. After my horrific discovery yesterday, that was no surprise.
With my eyes closed, I breathed in and out several times, trying to catch my breath.
The doorbell rang again and I swung my legs out of bed, still feeling as if the roof were resting on my shoulders, and threw a satin gown over my matching pajamas. It was 10 a.m. and Dustin would probably be out of the house already. Grace had mentioned last night that she would be coming late to the house. We probably wouldn’t see her until late evening, since Dustin and I planned to leave for Serendipity at 1 p.m., whether Cole had gotten back to us or not. 
I reached the last step and hesitated. Cold fear showered my back. What if it was Jude, and he had finally found me? No. He would want to show up unnoticed; he would not walk in through the front door in broad daylight like a normal visitor. He most certainly wouldn’t ring the bell. 
I wiped the palms of my hands on the gown. Then I moved forward. Of course it wouldn’t be Jude. He was an animal that pounced in the dead of night. When he showed up, no one would notice, not even me. My stomach squeezed when I remembered the day he had followed me to the Drawbridge Inn, how I had woken up to feel him in the room before I even saw him. That was the kind of man he was. A shadow.
Before I could open the door, I heard footsteps pounding down the stairs behind me. Then Dustin was at my side, wearing a charcoal suit and tie, reaching for the doorknob before I could.
“Don’t open the door to anyone,” he said before twisting it open himself. “It could be him.”
I moved back as he opened the door. 
A handsome man with reddish hair and pale blue eyes stood in the doorway. He wore jeans and a plain white t-shirt and carried a sleek black suitcase. No one needed to tell me who he was. 
“Cole.” Dustin slapped his brother on the back and pulled him inside. “You didn’t have to drive all this way. A call would have been enough.”
“I needed to be here in person for what I have to say to you both.” Cole turned to me and pulled me into a hug. “Haley, so lovely to see you again after so long. I’m sorry we have to meet under these circumstances.”
“It’s nice to see you again too, Cole. I appreciate your help.”
“I wish we could reminisce about old times, but I’ve got some news about Jude.” Cole charged through the house toward the living room where he sank onto the couch and placed his briefcase on his lap before clicking it open. 
“Good news, I hope.” Dustin led me to the couch. I was almost afraid to follow him. 
“It could be.” Cole pulled an envelope from the case and opened it. 
I sat and bit down on my lip, afraid to move or even breathe. 
“What did you find out? We need anything we can take to the cops.”
“Let me show you.” Cole removed a bunch of photos from the envelope and laid them out on top of his briefcase.
I shut my eyes to gather the courage I needed for whatever lay in store for me. I opened them again to find Dustin already peering at one of the photos. “A hotel lobby? What exactly am I supposed to be looking at here?”
“Maybe Haley can tell you. What do you see, Haley?” Cole handed me two photos. 
I gazed at one of them, my heart thudding. I immediately saw what Cole wanted me to see. Me, dressed in a black evening gown, hovering by the elevators, looking uncomfortable. Shame washed over me as I remembered that moment. Leon had been at the front desk talking to the receptionist while I waited, wishing I could disappear. “That’s me.” I didn’t look up, too embarrassed that my past was catching up with me this way to make eye contact with either of them. “The night—”
“Exactly.” Cole stood and came to sit on my other side so I was wedged between him and Dustin. Dustin was still staring at the photo and occasionally looking at me. He was quiet, but I felt his fleeting glances on the side of my face. I knew what was going through his mind: He was still coming to terms with me having been a prostitute. 
Dustin finally cleared his throat and reached past me to hand the photo back to Cole. He didn’t look at the others, and neither did I. “How does this help us?”
“Look closer, Haley,” Cole said. I wished I didn’t have to. I wanted him to just spit it out, to tell me what it was I should be seeing, what he wanted us to know. I gazed at the photo again and studied the lobby, the luxurious furniture, the bright lights, the elegantly dressed people. Then I saw it. And my blood went cold. I dropped the photo as if it had burned my hands. 
“You saw Jude, didn’t you?”
I nodded and swallowed hard.
Dustin shifted next to me and crossed his arms. “Jude owned the place, and Haley did bump into him the next morning. Of course he was there. I really wish you could tell us where this is leading. How we can get something to nail the son of a bitch.” He sighed.
Cole spread out new photos in front of me on the coffee table. Since my eyes were downcast, I could see them clearly. The front entrance of the hotel, the lobby, a corridor, the elevators. I straightened up and looked closer at each one of them. “Oh my God.” I covered my mouth with my hand. “Jude is in every one of them.”
Cole leaned back, satisfied with my answer. “Exactly. And he’s looking in your direction every time. In fact, he’s looking straight at you, watching you.”
“What does this even mean?” I asked, breathless. My hands were shaking now.
“He was watching you the whole time.” Cole paused. “I know we wanted to concentrate on the murders you say he committed, but when you told me about that night, I got thinking.”
Dustin shoved a hand through his hair. “We don’t have time to think, Cole. We have to nail this guy, and fast. We’re taking the jet to Serendipity soon.”
“What if I told you that maybe Jude also had something to do with this murder?” Cole pointed a finger at Leon’s face.
I shook my head vehemently. “That can’t be. He wasn’t—”
“Yes, he was. You saw him in all the photos. Who’s to say he wasn’t doing more than just watching you? What if—”
“He set her up?” Dustin finished for him. “The bastard.”
My throat went dry and I could hardly swallow. “Why would he do that? He didn’t even know me then.”
“Maybe he did. Maybe he was already obsessed with you before you met. This was the perfect opportunity for him to trap you into his life, and then to keep you. There’s nothing as powerful as a deadly secret. If he was really responsible for this, it would make it so much easier for you to go after him.”
Dustin twisted and turned so our knees touched. “Yes, yes. If he did this, if he committed this murder and made you believe it was you, you will have nothing to worry about, Haley. You won’t need to worry about going to prison.”
Cole gathered up the photos and slipped them back into the envelope. “But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. My instincts could be wrong. I need to find more concrete evidence.”
I heard the words Cole was saying, but my mind was drowning in waves of fury. The anger I felt toward Jude was so hot and unquenchable, I feared it might really burn me up. How could he make me live with the guilt of killing someone for years and not tell me? How could I have been so blind as to not suspect anything? “No.” I shook my head. “It can’t be. He can’t have done that. I don’t remember much, but I had the knife in my hand, I saw the blood on my hands, my clothes… It was everywhere.”
“It’s simple enough to engineer something like that. From what we know so far, Jude Macknight is an intelligent man. It takes intelligence to get away with murder for as long as he has.”
The blood drained from my face and I buried my head into my hands, my breathing fast and shallow. I felt a hand on my back. “I know you’re upset,” Dustin said, “but this is good, Haley. You can stop feeling guilty about the murder now. I’m sure the cops’ investigation will clear your name even further.”
I sighed and looked up. I had no idea whether I should be afraid, furious, or even happy. Jude had played with my mind and emotions for so long. He confused me. But I knew one thing: Being a victim was no longer an option. “I’m ready. Let’s go to the cops.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
“You’ll be all right.” Dustin led me up the police station steps past two cops trying to wrestle a drunk man down.
I reached for his hand and clutched at it. I didn’t respond. What could I say? He knew as well as I did that after talking to the cops, we would not be able to predict how things would go. We would have no power over the consequences. But the consequences of not coming here weighed heavier on my heart. I had no choice but to do the right thing.
We walked through the door. For a small town, the inside of the Serendipity police station was a bustle of activity. It was full of desks, each with a computer, a single lamp, a telephone, and stacks of folders.
All desks except one were occupied. A policeman with a well-trimmed beard, glasses, and a widow’s peak sat behind it, leafing through a newspaper.
He looked up when we approached. He had the smallest eyes I’d ever seen on anyone. 
The knot in my stomach tightened the closer we came to the desk, but to my surprise, there was also something else—a kind of relief mixed in with all the anxiety. Relief that perhaps with my confession, this phase of my life would be coming to an end. I would no longer live in limbo. I would be able to move forward in some way. For better or for worse. 
Knowing it could also mean the end of Jude’s freedom was relief in itself. Having him behind bars would keep him away from me and the baby. My only fear was that the cops might not believe me and I could end up behind bars as well. I tightened my hand around the envelope full of the photos Cole had given us.
“I’m Officer Lester. How may I help you?” The man folded up his newspaper, tossed it into the desk, and folded his arms over his rather big belly.
Dustin pulled out a chair for me and I sank into it gratefully. My knees had been just about to give way.
“Good morning, Officer. We’re here concerning the prostitute murders,” Dustin said, sitting down. “We know who the serial killer is.”
The officer uncrossed his arms and opened a drawer. He pulled out a notepad and pen. “Get over here, Scott,” he called, and a spindly man wearing a suit and a bright orange tie joined us.
***
Everything happened fast. As soon as I told the short version of my story from the very beginning, more cops showed up, and Dustin and I were separated. I was kept inside a stuffy interrogation room and questioned for three straight hours while Dustin waited for me outside. 
At first Detective Inspector Scott Rimes was skeptical; he told me many people had shown up over the past month claiming to know the prostitute killer and none of them had been right. But when I told them about the murders of Jude’s wife, mother, and my friend Diana, and explained how the prostitutes all resembled me, he started to pay attention. In the end, the interrogation room was filled with myself, one cop, and four detectives.
They finally let me out of the room after trying to convince me not to leave Serendipity. I told them that staying in Serendipity was not an option, and that my baby and I would be in danger. They had stood their ground until Dustin joined us in the corridor and gave them a piece of his mind. He reminded them that Stony Creek was only a stone’s throw from Serendipity and if they needed me, he’d fly me in. Or they could drive up. 
Rimes agreed and promised to contact me if they had news, or if they needed anything else from me. In the meantime, they were going to forward my information to the police department in Madison investigating Diana’s death. 
We gave them the address of Dustin’s ranch and the phone numbers where they could reach us.
The good news was I was not being arrested for murder. They first had to look into Leon’s murder, which wasn’t recorded in any of the police databases. They needed to find out the man’s true identity, since all I could give them was the name I knew, which had no surname to back it up. 
The only stop we made in Serendipity was at Dustin’s mother’s house. Dustin had asked my permission before telling her what was going on. She would find out sooner or later, so I agreed.
During the time we were with her, Rachel did seem understanding and fed us the most amazing early dinner. But I could also see she was uncomfortable and perhaps scared for her son. Who wouldn’t be? He was harboring a serial killer’s wife. 
At one point I stepped out of the dining room to go to the toilet. When I returned, I heard raised voices slipping through the kitchen door, and when I entered, both their faces were flushed. 
Dustin closed his eyes, breathing deeply, and told me it was time for us to leave. Feeling uncomfortable, I thanked his mother for the meal. She touched my cheek briefly, her eyes glistening. Then she kissed Dustin on the cheek. “Be careful,” she whispered into his ear, then ruffled his hair. “Call me.” 
“Don’t worry, Mom. We have to leave. The jet’s waiting.” Dustin took my arm and we left. 
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
I hardly slept last night with everything that happened running endlessly through my mind. While Dustin was preparing breakfast, Rimes called to confirm that Jude was now a strong suspect and they were hunting him down, and all the nightclubs and strip joints in Serendipity were being watched.
Leon’s identity had also been revealed. His real name was Simeon Wilson, a drug addict who had lived on the streets of Serendipity for years. At the time of his death, no one reported him missing. 
“Miss, my suspicion is that your husband may have known this man. In fact, I have reason to believe he used the man to get to you.”
I licked my dry lips as my world continued to turn. “He knew him?”
“Possibly. Jude Macknight has money; he could have bought Wilson.”
“And gotten rid of him when he had no more use for him.” My voice was a mere whisper now, the words barely able to squeeze through my throat. 
“Possibly. We’re still looking into it. But with no body to speak of, we can’t confirm his death. We’re interviewing a couple of employees at the Devine Resorts. Maybe we’ll find out more.”
“Detective, have any more prostitutes been killed? I didn’t see anything in the papers.”
“Strangely, no. At least not that we’re aware of. But we could get the news later in the day. I’ll let you know if anything new presents itself.”
I sighed. “Does he maybe know there’s a search for him going on?”
“Hard to say. We have shown all the nightclub and strip joint employees his photo, so they can alert us if he walks through the door. Word spreads fast. Unfortunately we can’t keep his identity under wraps. Too many people have died already.”
“Of course.” My fear was that Jude might flee Serendipity and make it harder for the cops to get to him. He could even leave the country. 
“Mrs. Macknight, I’ll give you a call if I find out more. For now, please remember to stay put. And give me a call if you hear anything.”
***
“I don’t feel too well,” I said to Dustin while we ate—or rather, while he ate and I pushed my food around my plate. “Something must not be agreeing with my stomach.” 
It had to be the stress, and the fear that they might not catch him. I’d just told Dustin what the detective had said and he was more optimistic than I was that Jude would be found. He told me to let the police do their job and try to relax and concentrate on the baby. 
“Do you want me to call a doctor? I know one who makes house calls.”
I lifted a hand to wave the idea off. “That’s not necessary. It will pass. I’ll just go back to bed. I hardly slept all night.” I pushed back my chair and stood. “Just nerves.”
“But I think you should still see a doctor to get checked out… make sure the baby is okay. Don’t worry about the cost. I’ll take care of it.”
What he meant was that I needed to get the pregnancy confirmed. I’d been thinking about it for the last few days. It would be wise to go and make sure the baby was okay. But I’d been putting it off; a part of me still refused to accept my new reality. I couldn’t get over the idea that I was going to give birth to a monster’s baby.
“I will. Grace gave me the contact info of an OBGYN in the area. I’ll give her a call in the morning to make an appointment.” A spear of pure pain stabbed my lower gut and I slumped forward, clutching the edge of the table. As pain raged through me, I scrunched my eyes shut and beads of sweat popped up on my forehead. Through the pain, I felt a driving urge to go to the toilet.
A hand rested on my back and Dustin’s words floated to me from a distance.
“I… bathroom,” I croaked, pushing past him and heading in the direction of the downstairs toilet. I only just made it.
I felt much better afterward. I washed my hands and face and leaned against the basin, sighing with relief. But my heart was still thumping hard.
“Haley,” Dustin called from the other side of the door, “are you okay? Are you sure I shouldn’t call the doctor?”
“No.” I shook my head. “I’m fine. I’m better now.” I breathed in deeply and moved toward the door. The dots in front of my eyes were just fading away.
Then I felt a trickle crawl down one of my legs. I looked down just in time to see a rivulet of blood trailing down the inner side of my calf toward my ankle.
I screamed.
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
The baby was gone. Even though I hadn’t wanted it in the first place, it left a hole in my heart. I felt as if a part of me had been ripped away.
The doctor placed a bottle of painkillers next to me on the bed. “Take one of these every few hours if you need to. I’ll come and see you again in a day or two. I’m so sorry, Mrs. Macknight.”
As soon as he’d heard me scream and I wouldn’t respond to his calls, Dustin had actually kicked down the door. He found me in a pool of blood, crying like a baby. He gave Grace a call and she showed up less than fifteen minutes later with Dr. Susan Bryne.
They found me nestled in Dustin’s arms on the bathroom floor.
Dr. Bryne was in her fifties and very tall with salt-and-pepper hair. She was beautiful and must have been a knockout when she was younger. She had kind eyes too, the sort anyone would want to have as a mother. The way she looked at me reminded me of my own mother during good times, how she’d cared for me when I had a cold or had bruised a knee. I hadn’t realized just how much I missed my mother. 
“Thank you.” I pulled the sheets up to my neck. 
Dr. Bryne was about to leave when Grace entered the room with a tray laden with tea and cupcakes. She placed it on the table by the window. “You should eat, young lady.” Fussing over me was her way of showing me she cared, and it touched me deeply.
“Dr. Bryne, you should have some tea and cupcakes before you leave. I’m sure there are more where those came from.” Dustin gestured toward the tray. “Grace always bakes more than we could ever eat.”
Dr. Bryne closed her leather carryall. “Unfortunately I have to run off to another emergency. Maybe some other time?”
“Sure, no problem. I’ll see you out.” Dustin stood from the edge of the bed where he had been sitting with a hand resting on one of my feet.
“Thanks, Mr. Brannon.” She turned to smile at Grace. “I hope I’ll see you tomorrow at game night. We haven’t seen you in a while.”
“Wild horses wouldn’t keep me away. Thank you for coming over on such short notice, Susan.” Grace kissed the doctor on the cheek.
“It’s my job.”
After Dustin and Dr. Bryne left the room, Grace came to sit next to me on the bed. She placed a warm hand on my forehead. “Don’t let this stop you from living. God must have decided that your little one is better off as an angel. Hold on to that thought.”
“I’ll remember that.” I forced a smile. “Thank you for everything, Grace. I appreciate you.”
“I feel the same way about you. Now, do you want a nice cup of tea?”
“No. I think I’ll just get some sleep.” The day’s events had really taken their toll on my body.
“That’s a good idea. You need your rest.” Grace tucked the sheets around me. “I’ll see you later.”
Dustin reentered the room after Grace left. He removed his shoes and climbed into bed next to me.
“What are you doing?” I giggled in spite of myself.
He wrapped an arm around me and swept me closer to him. “Not what you think I’m doing. I just want to be here with you. Let me just hold you, okay?”
“Okay.” I inhaled. I really didn’t have to go through this alone. Dustin was here for me as a friend. For now. I had no idea what the future held or what I wanted it to hold for me—for us. But for now, I would gladly take the comfort he offered. “Thank you.” I turned my face and buried it in his neck, inhaling his comforting scent.
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
I woke up feeling as if my world had been tipped on its head and its contents poured out. When I looked into the mirror, I hardly recognized myself. My face was rumpled from a night of weeping for the baby I’d never get to meet.
I splashed cold water on my face and brushed my hair into a ponytail. Then I went back to the bedroom, got dressed in jeans and a plain t-shirt, and just stood at the window staring out into the distance at the grazing cows. A truck rolled up into my line of vision and two men climbed out—Dustin’s employees. 
Life went on while my wheels had stopped turning.
I couldn’t help feeling guilty that I’d caused the death of my baby. I had not wanted it; I couldn’t embrace having a baby whose father was Jude. I had not wanted to be linked to Jude forever. It seemed I got what I wanted—except not having the baby felt wrong too. The baby had been innocent. I would have been able to raise it to be a good person, to be more like me than Jude. But I would never get that chance now. 
I dropped down onto the bed as tears burned my eyes. 
“Morning, sleepyhead.” Grace was suddenly in the doorway, carrying a breakfast tray. “I thought I’d surprise you with breakfast in bed. How are you feeling?”
I wiped my cheek and sat up, forcing a brave smile. “I really don’t know.”
Grace came to sit next to me, the tray on her lap. She must have known I wasn’t ready for a full meal. On the tray was only a cup of tea and some fruit.
She placed a hand on my knee. “I know how it feels to have a miscarriage. God knows I had enough of them in my lifetime.”
“I’m so sorry to hear that.” Grace was such a warm, loving person. It didn’t seem right that she was denied the chance to be a mother when she was clearly born to be one. “That’s horrible.”
Grace inhaled. “Things don’t always work out the way we want them to. I had my niece to look after. Cancer took her mother’s life when Lorna was just five years old. Maybe God wanted me to be her mother. So I don’t feel as if I missed out on anything.”
“You’re brave to think like that.”
“And you are stronger than you think. I see it in your eyes.”
“I wish I could be braver. I just don’t know how to be at the moment.” I reached for the pear on the tray and bit into it.
“Sometimes you don’t need to know. You just do what you have to do and the braveness comes to support you when you need it most. You left that man of yours. And you went to the cops. That took guts.”
After returning from Serendipity, I had told Grace everything. She was worried and at the same time proud of me.
I breathed in deeply. “I want to live, Grace. I want to really live.”
“And you can. You can’t let that man hold you back. You just live your life.”
I looked at Grace with determination. “I don’t think I’ll be able to live freely as long as he’s roaming the streets.”
Grace took one of my hands. “He will be found. And God will eventually make him pay for what he’s done.”
“I don’t know if there’s a price high enough for the crimes he’s committed.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
The alarm shrilled and I opened my eyes easily. I hadn’t been able to sleep anyway. My eyes were clear, devoid of drowsiness. Since losing the baby five days ago, sleep had been hard to come by. No matter how much I craved it.
Thunder rolled. It had been raining almost non-stop for the past two days and the August air had cooled drastically. I climbed out of bed and pulled on a pair of jeans, and one of the pullovers Dustin had given me. This one smelled of his cologne—ocean-fresh, calming, and masculine.
Lying in bed with all my thoughts coursing through my head would be a waste of time. I’d brave the rain and go feed Hope. 
I tiptoed down the stairs, careful not to wake Dustin even though it was almost seven. He would be up soon, if he wasn’t already in his office.
When I reached the last step, thunder crashed outside and I jumped. I stopped moving for a moment and inhaled.
From a stand behind the door, I reached for one of Dustin’s raincoats and stepped into my knee-high PVC boots. I heard the clatter of plates and pans in the kitchen. Grace was probably making breakfast.
As soon as I opened the door, a spray of rain hit me. I stepped out and closed it quickly behind me so the water wouldn’t enter the house.
I thought of driving one of Dustin’s trucks to the barn, but a refreshing walk in the rain was just as tempting. Rain always reminded me of my childhood, when Liz and I would run through puddles and dance with the raindrops.
Feeling unstoppable in my boots, I walked straight through the mud puddles, which resembled coffee with milk. I pushed my hands into my pockets and enjoyed the sound of the rain beating down on the hood of my raincoat, my shoulders, and back. I hunched my shoulders forward to avoid getting water in my eyes and trudged on.
I found Hope in the small stall Dustin and I had created for her close to the barn, since she refused to go into the building anymore. The stall had a roof so she was safe from the rain. She lay on her bed of hay, waiting for me, and lifted her head as I approached.
“Hey, little one.” I removed the raincoat and approached the makeshift feeding station where I prepared her bottle. The milk was already there, along with bottles and a small portable stove for warming it.
With a fresh bottle of milk in my hand, I approached the calf, and she instinctively moved her mouth in the direction of the bottle. She trusted me, and I adored her. I made myself comfortable and looked up at the small barn windows, where the rain slammed against the panes. Feeding Hope was relaxing and comforting for both of us.
When I was done, I patted her on the head, sighed, and stood up. “I’ll see you later.” I cleaned the bottle and everything else I had used to prepare it, and prepared to leave.
Slipping into my raincoat, I glanced through a slit in the door and saw that the rain had slowed to a drizzle and the thunder had stopped. Shame that I wouldn’t be able to experience another walk through the rain. But at least the air would be fresh and invigorating.
I stepped out the door and hurried down the path, inhaling the smells of damp soil and grass. I wanted to make it back in time to have breakfast with Dustin. Halfway down the path, I saw something white on the ground. 
At first I thought it was a piece of folded paper that had been carried on the wind from somewhere. But when I reached it my heart began to thump. I didn’t pick it up, didn’t want to touch it. I backed away with my hands cupping my mouth, unable to breathe. I inhaled deeply and released the breath in a scream.
I stumbled down the path, almost tripping, but the image of the fresh snow-white calla lily loomed in my mind.
Grace and Dustin heard my screams before I reached the house and they burst out the door. I collapsed on the front steps, panting, my heart nearly exploding inside my chest.
They waited until I had calmed down, and then Dustin led me into the house. He asked me to sit at the kitchen table.
I explained to them what I saw and they looked at each other, perplexed. They obviously thought it was nothing.
“He did it to me once before. The first time I escaped… I found a calla lily on my breakfast tray at the inn where I was hiding. I had carried calla lilies on my wedding day.”
“It was a really windy morning. Are you sure the flower wasn’t swept onto the path somehow?” Dustin’s brow was knitted. “Randy and Marge have a big flower garden not far from here. Maybe—”
“If the wind had dropped it there, it would have been dirty. But it was clean and placed strategically on a small patch of grass.” I looked at Dustin with pleading eyes. “He’s close. I can feel it.” My words were a whisper now.
Dustin grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “Do you want me to take you somewhere else that’s safe? We could leave right now.”
“No.” My body screamed yes. But my mind knew the truth. Wherever I went, he would find me. Running exhausted me. I was terrified to death, but I could be the bait that put Jude behind bars. “I don’t want to leave, but I do need some kind of protection.”
Five minutes later, Dustin had called Rimes, who promised to drive to the ranch as soon as possible to take a look at where I had found the flower and ask me a few more questions. In the meantime, one of his colleagues in Stony Creek would come to the ranch. 
When I asked him for protection, he went through the process of applying for a protection order. The process sounded too complicated and time-consuming. Dustin, furious at how long the process could take, told Rimes he would personally hire a bodyguard to watch me.
After a few phone calls to a local security company, a burly man with a hunched back, thick black hair, and a thick mustache arrived. His name was Steve. For a moment he brought back memories of Nolan, Jude’s driver and bodyguard, but this man had a warmer look to his face and he smiled easily, even if he didn’t speak much. When he did speak, he had a mild British accent. He made me feel safe, not suffocated as I had been in Nolan’s presence.
Nothing else suspicious occurred in the week after Steve started the job, and I started thinking that maybe the flower had been a coincidence after all, but still I stayed on my guard, especially since the police still hadn’t located Jude. He could be anywhere, near or far. Out of desperation, I even tried calling the phone number that only the two of us knew, but apparently the number no longer existed.
Since no more prostitute deaths had been reported, I wanted to believe that maybe he had skipped the country, but I knew firsthand that his obsession ran too deep. He wouldn’t leave so easily. He was just hiding well until the police gave up, or he got closer to what he wanted most. Me. 
 



Chapter Thirty
 
I sank my body into the bath and allowed the sudsy water to swallow me whole and the heat to seep into my skin. I leaned my head back and watched the flickering candles that rested on small wooden plates attached to thin chains hanging from the ceiling. The room was aglow with soft, soothing light. 
To distract myself from thinking about the fact that it had been almost three weeks and the cops still hadn’t located Jude, I closed my eyes and thought of Dustin, remembering his kiss that night we went out with the guys. I felt a tingle down my spine. I still had strong feelings for him, feelings I pushed down because my life was just way too complicated right now. But he still cared for me. 
“He’s never brought a woman here before,” Grace had said to me a few times. “You must really mean a lot to him.”
One thing was for sure. As soon as Jude was behind bars, I would start a new life—my own life. I would no longer be looked after by a man. I was even toying with the idea of signing up for art or photography classes. I could become a wedding photographer or something else fun. And of course I’d paint or sculpt. My heart warmed at the idea of being free to follow my bliss, to do all the things that made me happy without asking for anyone’s permission. I’d never willingly give my freedom away again. And when I was ready for a relationship, it would be with someone who gave me the space to be me, the space to breathe. Someone like Dustin.
I didn’t even realize I’d fallen asleep, but it must have been for a while because when I opened my eyes, they felt heavy and the water had cooled. I climbed out of the bath and wrapped a large towel around my body, goose bumps appearing on my skin as the cool air hit it.
Ten minutes later I was lying on top of the sheets, trying to read, and wondering whether I should just change and go to sleep or wait for Dustin. I checked to see if he had called. It was Friday and he had gone out for a drink with the guys. He had been hesitant about leaving me, but I assured him I’d be okay. And Steve was downstairs doing his job.
There were three missed calls from Dustin and one text message. 
I read the text first, but it was made up of a single word: Don’t. 
I squinted as if I would be able to read the meaning that way. What did he mean by don’t? Maybe he had been in the process of writing the text and decided to call instead. But it was weird that he wasn’t home yet and it was almost eleven. He was always home by ten. I clicked on his name. I would just return his call, not ask him where he was. I wasn’t his wife and I didn’t want him to feel as if I was controlling him. 
The call went straight to voicemail. I looked at the phone for a while, gazing at the text, still wondering what he had meant to write. And then I gave up and placed it next to me on the bed. I fell asleep immediately and was woken up about an hour later by sounds coming from downstairs. I figured it must be Dustin talking to Steve. It couldn’t be Grace, because she and Travis had planned to visit her niece for the weekend. And even if Grace were around, she wouldn’t come over so late.
I climbed out of bed and looked out the window. It was definitely Dustin. His truck was parked outside. 
I heard banging noises, then a door slam. And then there was total silence. 
Since I was awake, I decided I’d go downstairs to say goodnight to him. Even with Steve around, I felt safest around Dustin.
“Dustin?” I called as I went down the stairs, feeling the bare wood under my bare feet.
Most of the lights downstairs were on. Still calling his name, I checked his office first, then the kitchen, but he wasn’t there. 
 “Steve, is Dustin home?” I called as I went to the living room. The light was off. Was Steve outside? He usually went outside to smoke. But why would he switch off the light? I flicked it back on. 
My blood ran cold and I cupped both hands to my mouth, stumbling back. “Jude…”
“Hi, darling. Surprised to see me?” he said, a grin spreading across his face. Then he took a swig straight from the bottle of alcohol he was carrying. He swiped the back of his hand across his mouth, then slammed the bottle against the coffee table.
This couldn’t be happening. He couldn’t really be here, in Dustin’s living room.
“Don’t do it,” I whispered, my mouth dry.
Jude stood, his eyes narrowing to slits as he approached me. The smile didn’t leave his face. “What shouldn’t I do, sweetheart?”
A shiver of fear swept through me and I grabbed the railing. I didn’t have time to think. “No,” I said and bolted for the front door. No way would I be stuck in a house with a man who wanted to murder me. Outside I had more space to run. Dustin and Steve were obviously not inside, but they were probably somewhere on the ranch. They would hear my screams. 
He was faster than me, and my legs were shaking too hard. He grabbed me by the hair and pressed his mouth to my ear, his breath hot and tinged with alcohol. “I don’t have time for games, Haley.” He yanked my head back and slammed it into the front door. My breath shot out of my lungs and white pain flashed in front of my eyes. When I tried to inhale, a rag was pressed against my mouth and nose. He was knocking me out, and I could do nothing to stop him.
 
 
 



Chapter Thirty-One
 
The urge to vomit was so strong my body lurched forward, my stomach muscles contracting to push up the bile, my throat opening to let it gush through. But nothing came out. My body continued to jerk forward. That was when I noticed a familiar pressure on my wrists and ankles. I was bound. 
Fear coursed like liquid fire through my veins and my eyes flew open. I blinked several times, trying to clear the clouds from my mind. I gritted my teeth as I tried to pull my hands—which were behind me—apart, to no avail. I sucked in a breath, filling my lungs with the faint, sweet smell of hay that was ever present in the barn.
“Don’t even try.” His voice sounded different from the one I used to know, the one I had fallen in love with. It was gritty and angry now.
My heart bruised. He had finally found me and I hadn’t seen it coming. 
I lifted my head and it screamed with pain. It lolled from one side to the other before I managed to hold it upright. My mouth felt dry and my tongue too large inside my mouth. I licked my lips and tasted blood. I instantly remembered the impact of my forehead against the wood. “How?” So many questions raced through my mind. How did he even manage to drag me all the way to the barn with no one noticing? Where was Steve? Where was Dustin?
“How I found you?” He was sitting on the floor near the door of the barn, with the door closed behind him. He looked different. He wore a beard now and his hair was longer, falling over his ears. He was stroking something that lay next to him. My heart contracted when I realized it was Hope, her eyes glued to me as if pleading for me to rescue her. 
Anger surged inside my veins. “Don’t. Don’t hurt the animal.”
He said nothing for a while. Then he stood, opened the door, and pushed Hope outside. Through my fear, I breathed a sigh of relief.
He locked the door with a key he produced from his pocket. “I installed this lock earlier today and no one even noticed.” He slipped the key back into his pocket and leaned against the door. He stroked his beard. “I could have found you a long time ago, but I thought you would be reasonable and return by choice. I’ve been on this ranch for quite a while. But you were too blind to see it.” He laughed, the sound low and dusty. “The flower I left in your path was one of my genius moves, wasn’t it?”
“What?” My lips moved, but my heart was beating so loudly in my ears, I hardly heard my own voice.
“After all this time, you still don’t really know me, do you?” He shrugged. “Okay, I have a confession to make. The new ranch hand… Gary? Yeah, that was me. It’s amazing what a bushy beard, contact lenses, and a wig can do.”
My body froze and my mind numbed as I registered his confession. He was around all this time, watching me? “How could you do this?”
“I have another confession to make.” His lips twisted into a cruel smile. “Your trusted bodyguard, Steve, was actually Nolan. He’s an amazing actor. Just like me, his brother. Of course, the guy who did our makeup takes most of the credit.”
I felt the blood drain from my face. My knees were shaking. Steve was actually Nolan? And Nolan was Jude’s brother all along, pretending to be his chauffeur? Was I really that blind? Or was I just stupid? 
I raised my chin and squared my shoulders. No, I refused to beat myself up because of Jude’s cruelty. That was what he wanted and he would not get it from me. Not anymore. “You’re a very sick man. You disgust me. I know you killed those prostitutes… those innocent women. You make me sick.” I spoke the words with all the hate and disgust I could muster.
“Those women were dirty whores.” His voice was calm. “Just like you were, before I gave you a shot at a new life.”
My heart rose and then crashed. “They were human beings, with families and…”
“No,” he said coolly, pushing away from the door and coming to tower over me. “They were tools to help me get you back.” 
I shrank back into my chair, clenching and unclenching my fists behind me.
“I warned you, Haley. Time and time again, I warned you that if you betrayed me, people will get hurt.” He sucked air in through his teeth and jammed his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Want to know something else?”
I couldn’t respond. I couldn’t even breathe.
He lowered himself at my feet and placed his hands on my trembling knees, his fingernails digging into my skin. His face was so close to my face that I smelled the alcohol on his breath. “Want to know when I killed the first one?”
I blinked. I could do nothing else. Having him so close made me ache with dread. 
His face creased into a sadistic smile. “The day you told me my love was suffocating you.” He blinked. “That’s right. The day you insulted my love for you, I went out and fucked and killed another woman, to keep me from murdering you. People got hurt because of your stupidity and refusal to obey me. It’s all on you. You make me do things I don’t want to do.” He closed his eyes as though in pain, then opened them again. They were dark and empty.
I felt sick again as my mind transported me back to that day. The day I thought he was still human and not a monster, when I thought he was my husband. He had disappeared for hours. Who would have thought that out of anger, my husband would go out and kill someone? It almost felt like a joke, or the plot of a movie. Things like that didn’t happen in real life. Or did they, and we were just too blind to see? Too afraid to look evil straight in the face?
I curled my lips and spat into his face. “You sick bastard.” I moved from side to side, struggling to free myself even though I knew it would not work, that I’d only be hurting myself. “I hope you burn in hell.” 
His hand shot out and slapped me hard across the face. I winced but refused to look away. I looked deep into his dark, cloudy eyes. I held his gaze. I wanted him to see the hate brewing in mine. I had been afraid of him for a long time, but right now, in this moment, the fear was overridden by anger. If my hands were free, I would have lunged for him, done my best to claw his eyes out. 
“Haley, Haley.” He sneered and stood up. “You disappoint me. That’s not the way you talk to your husband. Don’t you ever learn? After everything, you’re still acting like a bitch.”
“You’re not my husband.” My lips trembled with each word. “I hate you with everything in me. You will not get away with this. It’s only a matter of time before someone notices I’m missing and comes looking for me. My bet is, they will bring the police.”
“Are you talking about your boyfriend?” His voice was loaded now. “The man you’ve been fucking for God knows how long? Dustin Brannon. I should have known the bastard was not to be trusted.”
“Don’t talk about him that way,” I spat. “He’s a better man than you could ever be.”
His face creased with fury. “The photo of you in the paper, a few phone calls, and a simple search for a high school yearbook online. Who would have thought you two went to high school together?” He shrugged. “Well, it was a no-brainer after that. Once I figured out that he had helped you escape, I knew what I had to do. It wasn’t hard tracking him down. The locals of this shit town were pretty friendly. Imagine my luck when I was told he was looking for a ranch hand.”
Oh my God. Dustin’s truck had been outside; I’d seen it through the window. He must have come home. Sudden fear hit me like a brick wall and my heart started to race. “Where is he? What did you do to him?”
“He gave me a lift from the pub, but he had no idea tonight would be the night I revealed myself. Where is he? I put a bullet through his head. He must have bled out by now.” He sighed. “I doubt he’ll make it.”
Tears sprang to my eyes and gushed down my cheeks in streams. “Oh my God… oh my God…”
“Shhhh,” he said. “Don’t worry, I’ll let you say goodbye to him. Maybe he’s still hanging on to life. But I doubt it. I wanted to have a little chat with you first, make sure we’re on the same page. “He stood, made a half-turn, and swept his hand around. “Romantic place to bond, isn’t it?” He thrust the hand through his hair. “Well, my genius plan is this: After we talk a little about our future, we’ll go back to the house and I’ll cut his throat while you’re watching. Just to make sure he’s gone for good and won’t meddle in our lives again. After that, you and me, husband and wife, will be out of here and on our way to a new life in Africa. Nolan is already busy making arrangements. He’ll pick us up when we’re ready.”
I was gasping for breath now and couldn’t stop crying. Dustin’s lifeless face filled my mind. I couldn’t believe he had to die like this, and because of me.
“You know, after what you did, I’d love to just strangle you right now, but I love you too much, Haley. I love you so much that I’m giving you yet another chance. But if you try to walk away from me again, I’ll strangle you and chop your body up into little pieces. Then I’ll put them in a blender. No one will ever find you.”
I squeezed my eyes tight to try pull myself together. As much as I wanted to grieve for Dustin, I feared crying for another man would just antagonize Jude. “Why are you doing this, Jude? Why me? Why don’t you just move on with someone else? You can have any woman you want.”
“Not anymore I can’t. I can’t go back to the life I had before, the life you ruined. And I won’t be able to find the woman I want, the woman I need. Not one with your kind of blood flowing through her veins.”
I suddenly remembered Jude was not his name. “What’s your real name? I know Jude Macknight is not it.” 
His eyes flickered with surprise and then he composed himself. “That’s not important. Continue calling me Jude; I’ve come to like it. A real man’s name.”
“You killed Leon, didn’t you? The man you made me believe I murdered.”
“Wow,” he breathed and turned back to face me. “You’re getting smart, Haley. I cannot believe it took you this long to find out.” He sighed. “I did. I saw you and had to have you. I had been following you for weeks, watched you strip for other men, dance on their laps. Leon was my instrument. That whole night was engineered. That champagne you drank… it contained a strong sedative. At least he didn’t suffer when I stabbed him.”
“I couldn’t remember anything that happened because… because you drugged me. You smeared me with his blood and put the knife in my hands.”
“Smart girl.” He clapped his hands. “You finally figured it out.”
My stomach turned. I looked up and my eyes ached at the sight of him. How could I have been so stupid not to see him for who he was?
“You thought I was your knight in fuckin’ shining armor, didn’t you? Girls can be so easily fooled.” He walked back to me. “But I could have been, if you’d let me. I gave you everything. I wanted to give you the life you never had. But you were too stupid to just take it.” He paused. “That man—your client—he was homeless. I love the homeless. They’re desperate and no one misses them. He was so easy to get rid of.”
“What did you do to the body?”
“It’s buried in the garden of our home.” He raised a hand. “Well, our old home. I sold it. We have to start over.”
My mouth dropped open and I gasped for breath, feeling as if my air supply had been cut off. I had been in that garden on so many occasions, sat there hoping to catch a moment of peace, not even aware of the skeletons buried under my feet. 
 
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
“Before we go and dispose of your lover, I think there are a few things we need to catch up on.” Jude cupped his groin. “I missed you so, Haley.”
I recoiled as he approached me, one thing crystal clear in my mind. I’d kill him before he raped me again. But I had to think fast of a way to get out of this situation. I needed to get out of this barn, go and find Dustin, and get him help. Hopefully it wasn’t too late.
The door to the barn was locked and Jude had the key on him. If I allowed him to get close, I might get the chance to reach into his pocket and take it out. My gaze swept the room for objects I could use to hit him on the head so he wouldn’t overpower me before I could escape. I wouldn’t let it be like in the movies where the victim attempts to open a locked door while the captor is still fully capable of shooting them in the back.
The thought of letting him get close, inhaling his musk cologne, having him touch me made me want to gag, but I had to pretend I wanted it. If he was stupid enough to think I would willingly sleep with him after everything he’d done to me, I would use it to my advantage.
“I know what you’re thinking,” he said as he unbuckled his belt. “I can read you like a book, Haley.”
I bit my bottom lip and my insides started to tremble.
“You think I’m stupid enough to release your arms and legs in order to fuck you.” He whipped out his cock and started to run his hand up and down the shaft. “What you seem to have forgotten is, the only thing I need is your pussy. And I can have access to that in an instant.”
Shit. I watched his penis grow in his hand and already felt the ache between my legs—a response to the memory of the pain he had inflicted there over and over again. I couldn’t let him do that to me again.
Think, Haley, think.
Before I could come up with any kind of solution, he reached down and ripped my blouse open, popping a few pearl buttons. Then he pulled a slim pocketknife from his pocket. He flipped it open and a long blade appeared. 
Oh God. Did he want to kill me first? I inhaled sharply when he slipped it between my breasts, under my bra. The coolness of the blade made me flinch. A tear slid down my cheek as Jude snipped my bra apart.
I sighed with relief that he hadn’t stabbed me. He tossed the knife behind him and it slid underneath a bale of hay.
My blood was hot now, and I mentally swore to myself that I would not let him rape me. I would kill him first. I didn’t care if I went to prison for it. At this point, I would rather be in prison and have him dead than allow him to live and keep tormenting me. One of us was going to die tonight. 
He breathed hard as he opened the rest of my shirt buttons, making his way past my stomach. I gasped and bit my lip so hard I drew blood. 
Once the blouse was fully open, he pushed my shorts to my knees, sliding his hands underneath me to lift me. Then he attempted to remove my underwear. That was when I started writhing so fast I made it difficult for him to get a grip on the elastic of my panties. 
The next thing I knew, one of his hands was around my throat. “You’re my wife,” he said through clenched teeth. He grabbed my crotch and squeezed tight. “You owe me this.”
I gasped for air as he blocked my windpipe. My hands fluttered wildly behind my back. I wished they were free so I could push him away. The blood rushed to my head and pain shot through me. My body begged me to be still, to stop fighting, to conserve my energy. But how could I let him take what he wanted? We were married only on paper. Or were we, given his false identity?
My flailing must have caused the rope that tied my hands together to loosen some, because suddenly I felt it slide down my wrists. I stopped moving for a moment, more out of shock than anything else. 
“Good girl,” Jude said, loosening the hand around my throat, satisfied that he had put me in my place. “Be an obedient wife and I’ll let you live.”
I blinked. My throat ached so badly, I wanted to move my hands to it, to soothe it. I started to cough hard. Without him noticing, I moved my wrists around and used the flexibility of my fingers to try and release my hands completely, but I needed to wait for the right moment to fling them out into the open. I needed to make sure that when I revealed that he had fucked up at tying me up, I also had a plan for how to disarm him. I might only get one shot. 
He finally managed to push my panties down. Tears ran down my cheeks as I prayed I would not mess this up. I needed to get out of here, to get to Dustin. 
He looked into my face and grinned as he grabbed his cock again and positioned himself over me. I only allowed him to get as far as having his crotch above my knees. Then, with every ounce of energy I possessed, I shot both my knees up and slammed into his crotch as hard as I could.
“Bitch,” he howled and stumbled back, his eyes wild with horror.
While he was his weakest, holding his groin in agony, I flung my arms forward and lunged for the bale of hay I’d had my eye on. 
He recovered quicker than I expected, and swearing under his breath, he grabbed the chair to which my ankles were still tied and yanked it and me away from the hay. My face struck the dirty ground and scraped against it as he hauled me toward him.
I screamed and kicked as hard as I could with the chair still attached to me. I must have connected with a part of his body because he suddenly released the chair and I took my chance. With the chair dragging behind me, I scrambled to all fours, twisting to the side. Before he could catch on to what I had in mind, I lifted my arm and lowered it with all the force I possessed, sinking his knife into one of his feet and twisting it.
His howl was like that of an animal. Before he lowered himself to grab his injured foot, I yanked the blade out again and did my best to push myself away from him, the knife still in my hand. 
Still on all fours, I pushed the hand holding the knife between my legs, while keeping my eyes fixed on him. His eyes were scrunched shut, his face red with anger and pain. 
I sawed into the rope at my ankles as fast as I could, and right at the moment he recovered and started limping toward me, the rope gave way and I scrambled to my feet. I pulled up my panties and shorts and stumbled to the door.
Then I realized my mistake. I had forgotten to take the key from him. I whirled around and held out the knife. “Come near and I swear I’ll kill you. I won’t even think twice, Jude.”
“Don’t be stupid,” he said. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing? You don’t have it in you to kill anyone.” Suddenly aware that his penis was hanging out, he pushed it back in and zipped up his pants. He knew he wouldn’t get what he wanted from me now. 
“And yet you made me believe I did for all those years.” I shook my head. “After… after everything you did to me, I would be happy to kill you, Jude. Don’t underestimate me.”
He started to laugh so hard his shoulders shook. Then suddenly the laughter left him, and he charged toward me so fast I didn’t have time to take a breath. In less than a second he had grabbed me by the shoulders, spun me around, and sent me crashing to the floor. The impact was so intense that the air rushed out of my lungs, and pain radiated inside my chest. My hand lost its strength and he pried the knife from my fingers. 
He stood above me, one foot on each side of me, the knife hanging by his side. “You’ve run out of chances. You’ll never respect me. I have no choice but to kill you.”
All I could do was whimper. I’d messed up. I couldn’t see another way out of this. Why wasn’t anyone coming to help me?
***
The coldness in his eyes told me he meant it. Today would be the day I died. Jude knew he could no longer control me. I’d never stop fighting him, and apart from instilling fear in me, he had nothing else he could hold over my head. The secret he had apparently been keeping on my behalf had crashed and burned. Nothing stood between us now. No secrets, no lies, no love—just a deep-rooted hate. 
So it would have to end here, once and for all. He would kill me, but I would not give up without a fight. I still wanted to see him hurt just as much as he had hurt me. I wanted to see the fear in his eyes. I wanted him to know how it felt to lose control to someone else. 
He squinted and his mouth set into a straight line. “I really wanted this to work. I was ready to forgive you. You’ll never get it, will you? You will never understand just how much I love you.”
“What you feel for me is not love, Jude.” I met his gaze head on. “It’s obsession. You have no idea what love is. How can you? You’re an empty shell. You have a deep, empty hole right in the middle of your chest.”
It happened so fast, it took both my mind and body by surprise. I felt his weight on me, his breath on my face, saw the fire in his eyes. And then I felt the pain, hot and sharp, digging deep into my flesh. The knife was no longer there, just its memory. He had rammed it into me and yanked it out again just as fast. Now it was pressed against my throat.
I clenched my teeth to ease the pain in my left shoulder, but it raged like a wildfire. My eyes pleaded with his.
He lowered his lips to mine and whispered something. I didn’t catch the words. My mind was too distracted by the pain. Maybe he was insulting me for the last time.
I felt dizzy now, wanted so desperately to drift into the welcoming arms of unconsciousness. But I had to fight. I couldn’t let him win so easily. 
“Goodbye, Haley.” He pressed the edge of the knife deeper, the blade cool and wet against my skin. I felt a trickle trail down my throat—blood the knife had stolen from my shoulder. 
“I still love you,” Jude said softly and his eyes said he meant it. Between all the hurt and rage, I saw a flicker of the poisonous love he felt for me. “So I’m giving you a choice. Do you want me to slit your throat, or should I strangle you?”
My breath quickened and I started to shake my head, then realized I would end up cutting my own throat if I did. My mind raced, searching for an escape. 
“Answer me,” he growled and pressed his lips to mine. “Tell me how to kill you before I fuck you for the last time.” His breath, I noticed, was tinged not only with the smell of alcohol, but also cigarettes. When did he become a smoker?
It didn’t matter, because suddenly I saw a possible way out. In my mind, I strung together a few escape routes. I had to try the one I thought he would react to most strongly.
“Let me go,” I croaked. “I’m… I’m pregnant.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
Jude stiffened and removed the knife from my throat. His eyes melted, filling with tears. “It worked.”
I’d never seen Jude cry before. I just prayed he didn’t have a pregnancy test on him. I had stopped underestimating him a long time ago. This lie was meant to give me the opportunity to breathe and give me a chance to move on to my next plan of attack. It seemed to be working, because he got off me, then pulled me to a sitting position and into a tight hug, rocking me back and forth.
I decided not to confront him with the issue of him switching the pills. Best not to rock the boat. I’d just keep pretending.
“I love you,” I lied because it seemed that was the only way to get to him. No one was coming to save me. I had to save myself. “I’m pregnant and you were hurting me. That’s why I left. I still love you. I always will.”
He pulled back and just looked at me for a long time, searching my eyes for signs that I was lying to him. Then he spoke, and his words were hard. “Is it his kid?”
I knew who he meant, and I shook my head. Pain stabbed my heart as I thought of possibly never seeing Dustin again. “I never… we never. I love only you.”
He pulled me into his arms and I had to restrain myself from flinching or pushing him away. Instead, I snuggled into his shoulder and cried, even though my own shoulder hurt like hell and I thought I might pass out any second. I cried because I was scared that this could all blow up in my face and he would punish me by not only killing me, but also decapitating me like he had done to Diana. But I had to make the most of the situation. If he was now a smoker, there was a chance he carried a lighter. Letting him hug me was the only way I could get close enough to find it. I hoped he kept it in the same pocket as the key.
As he held me, I felt his shoulders shaking. He was crying harder now, his tears dripping onto my injured shoulder.
Trying not to get caught, I slid a hand down his back as if to comfort him, and then down toward his side, making cooing noises all the while. He was trembling hard now and whimpering. It took me only a moment to feel around in one of his pockets and come up empty. But when I moved to the other, I found it. Now I had to find a way to get it out. But how? He would definitely notice. Then an idea popped into my mind.
I pushed him away gently and kissed him, trying not to throw up. “I missed you so much, Jude. But… I was afraid to come home. I thought… I thought you’ll kill me.”
He wiped his cheeks and then mine. “I’d never hurt the mother of my child. You should have said something. You don’t have to be afraid of me.” His eyes had a soft red tinge. 
Fresh pain stabbed my shoulder and I touched the throbbing place with my hand.
“I’m so sorry, darling.” He removed his shirt and pressed it against my wound, but it only seemed to bleed more. 
“I think… I think I need to see a doctor,” I whispered. “I think I’m going to pass out. The baby…” I started to sway as if could no longer hold myself upright.
“No,” he said. “You need to hang on, sweetheart. Nolan will be here soon to take us to the jet. I have the first aid kit there.” He placed my hand over the bunched up t-shirt on my shoulder and pulled out his phone. He stood up with it pressed to his ear. 
I cringed inwardly. I should have reached into his pocket sooner. What if he didn’t get that close to me again? Deep down I knew he would. My lie had hit his raw spot, and right now he was in the palm of my hand. Unless I made a stupid mistake.
“Nolan,” he growled. “Where the fuck are you?” 
I still cringed at the thought that Nolan had been around me for days and I hadn’t even known it was him. But how could I have known it was him, speaking in a British accent?
My head lolled forward and this time I wasn’t acting. I felt dizzy and my energy was draining fast. And then I saw my rescue glinting in the dirt, half of it drenched in my blood. I didn’t waste time. Adrenaline caused me to forget the pain; I grabbed the knife and jumped to my feet. I rammed it as hard as I could into his back and yanked it out again. Then I stumbled back, away from him. I held the handle tight, ready for him to follow me so I could stab him in the face if I had to.
“You bastard.” The rage inside me made me breathless. “I don’t love you and I’m not pregnant. Having children with you would be a punishment. A future with you would be hell.”
He turned slowly and his eyes fixed on my face. His lips twitched a bit as if he was about to smile. Just as I prepared to stab him again, he fell to the ground. But he didn’t give up. He crawled toward me, causing the contents of his pocket to fall into the dirt—the lighter, the key, and a pack of cigarettes. “I will kill you,” he said, his mouth frothing at the corners. “I will fuckin’ kill you.”
“I’ll kill you first.” With strength I never knew I possessed, I charged toward him and gave him a massive kick in the ribs that tipped him to the side. He groaned, but before I could back off, he grabbed my ankle in an iron grip and I fell to the ground face first. I turned my head to the side. I was facing his feet. Only for a moment, though, because he was pulling so hard at my ankle that I was being dragged along the floor, toward his face. Dust rose and plugged my nostrils.
At first I screamed and then I remembered I still had a weapon. Even with the fall, my fingers were still wrapped around the knife. I breathed in and forced myself to stay calm. I stopped fighting to make it easier for him to pull me, the floor scratching my cheek.
My fingers tightened around the knife as I slid past his thighs. Then I raised the knife and jammed it into his groin. “This is for every woman you’ve ever raped, you sick bastard.” I pulled out the knife again.
He released me and I clambered to my feet, still holding the knife. 
“You fuckin’ whore,” he wailed, his words soaked in agony. He pressed his hands against his manhood, blood seeping through his fingers.
“You’re the bitch now.” I backed away farther until I was stopped by a few containers. In a flash, I remembered what they contained.
Last time I’d been here, they had been filled with oil. Before Jude could get any closer, I grabbed one and opened it, keeping my eyes on Jude. I tipped it over and poured out its contents, thick and viscous. I swung the container and sent some oil flinging in his direction, onto his bare back and shoulders, his hair. I had the advantage of being able to move fast on my legs while he was on all fours.
“I’ll never let you touch me again.” I ran toward him as fast as I could and grabbed the lighter and keys in one hand. The oil was surrounding him now. I didn’t have much time before he found the strength to get back to his feet. 
I flicked the lighter, then threw it at him. The oil caught fire instantly. He howled and rolled onto his back, trying to stifle it. The flames latched onto the oil around him, and spread rapidly as he tried to back away from it. 
For a moment I watched him, his face creased in agony and fear pouring into his eyes. I had seen what I needed to see. I ran to the door and managed to push the key inside the lock even as my hands shook. I tore through the door and broke into a run, his screams piercing the air behind me. 
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
 
My leg muscles screamed and my heart felt like it was on fire. But I kept running, even when I felt a thorn dig into one of my bare feet. My blouse was still open, my breasts bouncing freely in the cool air, but that was the least of my problems.
I saw headlights in the distance. Wheezing and panting, I stumbled off the dirt road, through sharp blades of grass, and hid behind the large trunk of a nearby tree. It could be Nolan and I didn’t want him to see me. He might try to kill me too.
The car whizzed past, and I sighed with relief and sank to the ground. I had no energy to continue running so I laid my head on my knees and closed my eyes tightly, my shoulder thrumming with pain. 
Minutes later, as if a switch had been flipped, light exploded around me, more headlights piercing the darkness. My head snapped up.
The sounds of many cars disturbed the silence, followed by sirens, followed by an explosion that caused the ground to shake. 
My head snapped to the side just in time to see the barn collapse, sending sparks and flames shooting into the sky like red and orange stars.
Clutching my shoulder, I wept from both pain and relief. It was over. I leaned my head against the trunk and closed my eyes to fend off the dizziness. I needed to go on, to find Dustin, but I couldn’t move anymore.
Eventually, someone found me and draped a blanket around my shoulders. I opened my eyes and was shocked to meet Dustin’s. A wave of relief swept over me and I collapsed into his arms, sobs shaking me. Jude had lied. Dustin was alive. 
Dustin called out for a paramedic just as thundering boots ran past us, headed in the direction of the barn. Some of them asked me questions, but my lips just wouldn’t move.
As I was lifted onto a stretcher, I gripped hard onto Dustin’s hand and finally spoke. “He’s dead. I… I set him on fire.”
“It was self-defense,” Dustin said, and climbed into the ambulance with me. 
A fire truck drove past. They would be able to quench the flames, but there wouldn’t be anything left in the barn to save.
***
I refused to spend the night in the hospital, so the paramedics treated my wounds in the ambulance. The stab wound wasn’t as deep as I had feared, and I was released with painkillers and bandages.
We were driven back to the farmhouse by one of the deputies, who wouldn’t quit making me repeat everything that had happened. All I wanted to do was fall asleep and not answer any more questions about the man I so desperately wanted to forget. My head stayed on Dustin’s shoulder and my eyes were already drifting shut. But I told the deputy what I could, even if it hurt to relieve the nightmare.
Grace was at the house when we got there. She had made a pot of coffee and was sitting at the table holding a steaming mug. When she saw me, she jumped out of her chair and gathered me into a hug.
More cops and detectives showed up with more questions. They jotted down what they needed, drained their cups of coffee, and left with the promise to return in the morning with more news or questions. Detective Rimes would also come by in the morning to talk to me.
“Are you okay?” I asked Dustin, eying the bandage on the right side of his head. I touched it lightly and blinked away tears. “He said he shot you… that you were probably dead.”
“He just wanted to scare you.” He stretched an arm across the back of the couch and wrapped a hand around me, pulling me close. “I just can’t believe I was so stupid. How could I not have known? I should have done a better job protecting you.”
“You did, Dustin. You did everything to keep me safe.”
“And yet he still managed to get to you. He almost killed you.” He took a sharp breath. “I tried to warn you. When we arrived here and he revealed himself to me, I tried to call you. But the bastard hit me over the head with a brick.”
“A brick?” I pulled away from Dustin and covered my face with my hands. The thought that I had put him in danger was eating at me. But I couldn’t stop thanking God that he was still alive. 
“Yes. When I was fading in and out of unconsciousness I heard him say something about not wanting to kill me yet, that he wanted you to see me die. Then he pressed a rag to my mouth and nose. I think it was soaked in chloroform.”
“He did the same to me.” I looked up and shook my head. “Then he locked you in the basement?”
“That was where I was when I came to.”
 “How did you get out to call the cops?” 
“Grace and Travis were already on their way to visiting her niece when Grace realized she had forgotten her blood pressure medication in the kitchen. They decided to drive back and leave town again tomorrow morning.” Dustin sighed. “As soon as they entered the house, they heard me slamming a baseball bat against the door.”
“Thank God they found you. And that you were okay.”
“Thank God we found you… alive. I’ve never been so terrified in my life.” He interlaced his fingers with mine. “On their way here, Grace thought she heard a scream coming from the barn and saw the light was on. I knew instantly that Jude had taken you there. You were so brave to fight him.”
“I was far from brave.” I gazed up into his face. “I just wanted to get to you.”



Chapter Thirty-Five
 
I folded up the newspaper I was reading and leaned back in my chair to watch Dustin and Travis unloading the truck. They were going to start building a new barn today. 
I closed my eyes and tried to relax. I was still learning how it felt to live without fear. 
A lot had happened since Jude died a month ago. 
The remains of Leon’s body were discovered in the garden of the house I had shared with Jude, just as Jude said. Several witnesses—ex-employees of Devine Resorts—were brought in for questioning in connection to Leon’s murder. Their statements, backed up by surveillance videos and photos, helped clear my name. 
The bodies of Jude’s ex-wife, mother, and his prostitute victims had not been found, but the charges were dropped against Diana’s ex-boyfriend, who had been awaiting trial for her murder. 
A week after Jude died, Lin, the woman who had been our housekeeper, came forward and told the cops that she had seen Jude kill a woman matching Diana’s description in the basement. Jude had told me Lin had been let go, but like everything else he’d said, that was a lie. After witnessing the gruesome murder, she walked out of Jude’s mansion and never returned. The news of Jude’s death had given her the courage to come forward. 
To take the last step toward freeing myself from the chains that bound me to Jude, I filed for the annulment of our marriage. Soon, Jude would be nothing but a memory—a painful one, yes, but in memory he could not harm me.
I was finally beginning to understand what freedom might be like. The only thing that weighed on me now was the fact that the cops still hadn’t found Nolan.
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Thirty-Six
 
“There’s a package for you on the dining room table,” Grace told me when I came downstairs. “I found it at the door. God knows who left it there.”
I frowned as I walked into the dining room. The small box was right in the middle of the table, wrapped in gold-embossed wrapping paper with a silver bow planted in the center.
I hesitated before picking it up. I couldn’t imagine who would send me a gift—especially delivered by someone local.
I touched the bow and then reached for the whole box.
“What’s inside?” Grace said from the doorway and I spun around. 
“Haven’t opened it yet.”
“Go on then. Maybe it’s something nice.”
I drew in a breath and sat at the table. I pulled away the paper to reveal a midnight blue velvet jewelry box.
Forcing myself not to think, I opened it with Grace looking over my shoulder. There were two things inside—a small piece of vintage paper that was rolled up, and a silver key. They were both nestled in a bed of blue silk.
“A key,” Grace said, her breath warm on my ear. “That’s interesting. What could it mean?”
“Maybe the note will tell us.” I unrolled the piece of paper. There was no message scrolled on it, just an address in Serendipity.
I gazed up at Grace.
“Do you think—” Grace was breathing heavily now, her hand on her chest.
“I… I don’t know.” I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so. It’s not possible. He’s been dead for over a month.”
“Maybe he meant for this package to be delivered to you before he died.” Grace picked up the wrapping paper and gazed at it for a moment. “Look.”
With my heart pounding, I took it from her and peered closer. I dropped it on the table again and shot out of my chair.
The paper had writing on it, tiny cursive words that were almost invisible.
Always & Forever
After the initial shock had worn off, I called Dustin, who was at an important meeting in New York. He promised to fly back immediately so we could drive to Serendipity together. He also encouraged me to call Detective Rimes. My head spinning, I picked up the phone and called the detective. Rimes confirmed that Jude was dead, and the package must have come late. But since the note and key were suspicious, he insisted on accompanying Dustin and me to the address. 
 
 
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
By the time we pulled into the driveway of the address on the paper, the sun was just setting. 
We sat in the car for a while, staring at the rundown cottage by Serendipity Lake. It was surrounded by long weeds. Part of the roof looked like it was about to collapse, and some of the windows were broken, the panes replaced by cardboard. 
Dustin turned in the passenger seat to look at me in the backseat. “Are you sure you want to do this?” 
I forced a smile even as I felt like running the hell away. My stomach was in knots. The entire drive to Serendipity, thoughts raced through my mind as I tried to find an answer to this puzzle. “I have to do it.” If this was a chance to completely close the Jude episode of my life, I had to do it. 
Dustin nodded, and Detective Rimes cut the engine. 
Outside the car, I wrapped my arms around myself, feeling chilly even with a coat on.
Detective Rimes told us to wait for a moment while he checked to see if there was anyone in the house—he wanted to avoid any nasty surprises, he said. He walked around the outside of the house, peering through the windows, and then waved us over. 
The front door was weathered and decorated in graffiti. Everything looked old and worn out except for the lock and door handle, which looked almost brand new, just like the key.
When we entered the house, I started coughing immediately. There was dust and cobwebs everywhere. Just like the outside, the interior was neglected and old. The walls were peeling and dirty. There wasn’t a single piece of furniture in the front room, which I guessed to be a living room.
We didn’t speak as we wandered through the house. Surprisingly, in contrast to the rest of the house, the kitchen was clean, and several pizza boxes and Chinese takeaway cartons were neatly placed on the wooden table. 
One of the bedrooms upstairs was also clean and furnished with a single bed, a dresser, and a clean but shabby rug. 
“Feels lived-in,” Detective Rimes said, walking out the door. 
Dustin rubbed his chin. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
I was, but I didn’t want to put it into words. 
“There’s no other explanation. This has to be where he was hiding out,” Detective Rimes said.
“I never knew this place even existed.” I bit the corner of my fingernail. 
“The son of a bitch kept a lot of things from you,” Dustin said, fuming. “Let’s go look in the basement. I’m sure what he wants you to see is hiding there.”
My knees almost gave way as we descended the stairs. They, too, were clear of dust and dirt. Jude must have climbed up and down them a lot. 
The basement was divided into two rooms. We entered one. It was empty apart from a large metal table with a hard toolbox on top of it. 
While I remained in the doorway, Detective Rimes stepped up to it and opened the box. “Holy shit,” he said, rubbing his beard. “These are surgery tools. How sick was this guy?”
Dustin went to Detective Rimes’s side and observed the contents. Neither of them reached for any of the tools, probably to avoid contaminating possible evidence.
Rimes pushed open the door to the second room, and all of us recoiled at the stench that slammed into us.
“What the fuck?” Rimes swung the door open wider. Holding a hand over his mouth, he entered, followed by Dustin.
The smell seemed to be a cocktail of chemicals and rot, and it made my eyes water. I froze in the doorway for a beat before following them inside.
The room was huge and painted all white. Shiny, white rectangular boxes lined its walls, some of them stacked on top of each other to fit the room. Nothing else was in there, just the boxes.
“Please tell me those are not what I think they are.” I clenched my fists so tight, my nails dug into my palms.
“I sure as hell hope not.” Dustin touched the surface of one of the boxes, then he and Rimes lifted the cover.
Dustin whipped around to face me. “I don’t think you should see this, Haley.”
“No.” My voice was weak as I covered my mouth with both my hands. “Please tell me those are not—”
“They are,” Rimes finished for me. “They are coffins… with corpses inside.”
“The women?” I backed away until I reached the door again, wanting to bolt even though I knew I could never get away from this nightmare.
Dustin closed the box again. “That man was worse than a monster. He even has framed photos of each woman inside.”
“I better make some calls.” Rimes pulled out his cell phone and left the room.
Blood rushing in my ears, I moved forward toward one of the open coffin. 
“Haley, no.” Dustin reached for my hand, trying to stop me, but I shook my head. For some reason I felt I needed to see firsthand what Jude had done. 
Dustin stayed close behind me, but he didn’t try to stop me again.
I raised my face to the ceiling and blinked several times before taking a deep breath and lowering my gaze. 
The woman lay in a bed of silk and lace. Her eyes were open and dead, her skin shriveled and resembling leather, stretched over jutting cheekbones. She had makeup on her—ruby lipstick, mascara, and blush. The two pigtails of her long blonde hair were smooth and tucked into the crisp white satin sheet wrapped around her very thin body. 
I spun around and dove for the door. I retched just outside the entrance while Dustin held my hair back from my face. Then I wiped my mouth with a napkin he pulled from his pocket. I reentered the room. I wanted to leave, and yet I couldn’t. The torture I was enduring now was nothing compared to what those women had gone through because of me.
I moved to an empty wall and sank to the floor with my head in my hands, too shocked and disgusted to do anything else.
“I’m sorry you have to go through this.” Dustin came to sit next to me and pulled me close.
I looked up and blinked several times to clear my blurred vision. “What does this even mean?” I gazed up at the ceiling and my eye caught a corner of something—a piece of paper, maybe—peeking out from between two coffins.
I pulled myself to my feet, and like a zombie, staggered toward it and pulled it out. My hands shook so bad I almost dropped it. It was an envelope with my name scrolled across its front, in Jude’s handwriting.
“Don’t open it,” Dustin said behind me.
Too late. As if my hands were working on their own, I unsealed the envelope and tipped it over so its contents could drop onto my hand.
A delicate antique silver necklace coiled in the palm of my hand. I touched it with the tip of my finger and my heart froze when I saw a tiny infinity pendant. “His mother… His mother wore this in the photos.”
I dropped it to the floor and fell to my knees, heaving.
Dustin gathered me into his arms and kissed the top of my head, careful not to hold me too tight as my shoulder was still tender. “He’s dead, Haley. Jude is dead. There was a body. He must have planned this before he died…” His voice trailed off and I looked up to find him reaching for the envelope. He pulled out a sheet of paper, glanced at it, and handed it to me.
I shook my head. “You read it.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’ve gone through so much already. Another blow couldn’t possibly worsen the damage.”
Dustin breathed in and out slowly as he unfolded the paper. He started to read.
My Haley,
Since you’re reading this letter, I guess our plans of a wonderful future together have been postponed. I’m probably in prison now for what I did to those prostitutes. Am I sorry? No. Everything I did, I did out of love for you. I will confess everything. They can throw me in prison, but I’m far smarter than the law. I will find a way out. I refuse to live my life without you, Haley. 
I sent you here, to my childhood home, so you can see the lengths to which I’m prepared to go in order to get you back.
As you wait for me, wear my mother’s necklace as a reminder that our love will never end. Once I’m out of prison, I’ll find you and we will start a wonderful new life. Wherever you are, I will find you. The marriage vows we made to each other are unbreakable.
Till death do us part, my wife.
Yours forever,
Jude
Dustin dropped the letter to the floor and held me. “I guess he never considered the possibility that he might die. His sick mind must have also made him believe he was immortal. It’s almost as if he had a multiple personality disorder.” He smoothed my hair. “I’m glad he’s dead and can’t hurt you anymore.”
I pulled back from Dustin and looked him in the eyes. “Jude is immortal. He might be dead physically, but even from the grave he will continue to torment me. But I’ll find a way to live through it.” I moved forward and allowed Dustin to kiss me softly on the lips. 
I wasn’t kidding myself. There were still a lot of hurdles to jump over before I could start again, but as long as I didn’t have to live in fear of Jude, I would find a way. 
END OF BOOK 2
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