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As a flight attendant, Rayne Jackson is used to cancelations, but she never dreamed her latest would lead to a whirlwind tour of London with a handsome stranger . . . or a life-altering night in his bed. One evening is all the enigmatic man can give her, and Rayne greedily takes it, despite suspecting it will never be enough.


Heading home after another extreme mission, Keane “Ghost” Bryson hadn’t planned to seduce someone during his layover, but Rayne is too sweet to resist. Being a Delta Force member means lying to protect his identity, which is unfortunate, considering Rayne seems made for Ghost, right down to the tattoo on her back. For the first time in his life, regret fills him as he slips away the following morning.

Both are shocked when, months later, they meet again—under the worst possible circumstances. Seems fate has given them a second chance . . . if they can survive the terrorist situation they’re in. If Rayne can forgive Ghost his lies. And if Ghost can trust Rayne to be strong enough to endure the secrets and uncertainty that come with loving a Delta Force soldier.

To sign up for Susan’s Newsletter go to:

www.stokeraces.com/contact-1.html




CHAPTER ONE


Captain Keane “Ghost” Bryson leaned his head back on the seat and closed his eyes, ignoring the rain that was pouring down outside as if someone had turned a faucet on full blast. The gray day seemed determined to wreak havoc on the moods of every man, woman and child inside the crowded airport.

He used to hate flying commercial, but it didn’t faze him anymore. As a Delta Force operative, and the team leader, his missions were always top secret and he and his fellow teammates typically flew commercially to get to where a mission would start or to get home.

Using a military plane would be more economical and probably safer in some respects, but the military liked them to have the anonymity of flying with everyday men and women heading to vacation or business trips. Ghost would never complain about it either…there were definite perks to flying under the radar, the occasional delays and cancelations notwithstanding.

Ghost had just completed one doozy of a mission. The team had flown to Germany then headed to Turkey to assist in rescuing a kidnapped Army sergeant named Penelope Turner. Sergeant Turner had been snatched by the terrorist group ISIS while on a humanitarian mission in a refugee camp in Turkey. She and three of her Army Reservist comrades had been taken while patrolling the camp. The three men with Sergeant Turner had been killed, and their beheadings videotaped and publicized. Turner had been used as a propaganda tool to further ISIS’s anti-American agenda.

The Navy SEAL team that had been sent in to get her out succeeded and extracted her from the camp with no issues, but when they’d been flying to the Special Forces base in Turkey to regroup and get out of the country, their helicopter had been shot down by insurgents in the mountains on the Turkish/Iraqi border.

Ghost and his team were sent in, after getting intelligence from a retired SEAL named Tex, to find the men and the Army sergeant. They’d gone in not knowing if anyone was dead or wounded, but in the end, the mission had been relatively simple.

The SEALs had done their job, and all that was left for Ghost and his fellow Delta Force operatives to do was rescue the Army Night Stalker team—some were wounded and some unfortunately killed in the initial chopper crash—provide some basic first aid to the SEALs, take out a few scattered terrorists, and call in a second rescue chopper for their entire group to get the hell out of Turkey.

In the short time Ghost had known the kidnapped Army Sergeant, he’d been impressed. Penelope had been feisty and definitely not broken by her time in captivity. His Delta Force team parted ways with Penelope and the SEALs at Incirlik Air Base in Turkey.

Ghost smiled, thinking back to Penelope’s simple last words to him. “Thank you.” He could tell the words were heartfelt and while Ghost knew she thought them inadequate, they meant the world to him. It wasn’t often they heard a thank you due to the secrecy of their jobs, and Penelope had definitely meant it. He had no idea if he’d ever see her again, but because they were based out of the same Army post, he assumed they probably would at some point. She didn’t know the Delta Force team was from Fort Hood, Texas, but hopefully, she had enough training to realize that if she saw any of them, she shouldn’t acknowledge them as Delta. She’d most likely get debriefed and if she wasn’t aware of how top secret their presence was at the Army base, she soon would be.

Ghost shifted in the uncomfortable seat in the waiting area at London’s Heathrow Airport. He and his teammates had, as normal, flown out of Turkey into Germany then split up. Fletch and Coach flew to France first and then were headed back to the States. Hollywood and Beatle were going home straight from Germany, Blade was going through Amsterdam, and Truck was taking a detour through Spain.

He could’ve taken a flight directly to Austin, but the Dallas/Fort Worth flight got in a bit earlier, and had an empty exit-row seat. It was a matter of convenience, but with the rain pouring down in sheets, Ghost thought that maybe he should’ve taken the later flight after all.

“Is this seat taken?”

Ghost turned toward the low, husky voice that immediately made him think of sex. He’d been aware that she’d been walking toward him, as he was of everyone who moved around him. He was always on alert, ready to take whatever action might be needed. It was engrained in the very marrow of his bones.

A brunette stood next to him. Her hair was pulled back into a bun at the nape of her neck. There were wisps of hair hanging around her face, which had obviously fallen out of their confinement. She was fairly tall, especially in the heels she was wearing. Ghost guessed her to be around five-eight or so. She was pleasantly rounded in all the right places. Her Marilyn Monroe physique was a turn on, as was the bright smile she was aiming his way.

Her accent gave away the fact she was American. She was wearing a navy blue skirt and shirt, and was pulling a blue suitcase and a small matching bag behind her. Obviously an employee of the airline, a flight attendant, she greeted him warmly.

Ghost shook his head and gestured toward the seat, inviting the woman to sit next to him.

“Thanks.”

The woman sat down, opened the small blue bag, and fished out her cell phone. She turned to him and asked, “Going somewhere fun?”

Ghost wasn’t sure he really wanted to get into a chat, but he was bored, and he might as well pass the time. He’d never been one to reject an opportunity to talk and flirt with a pretty woman. “Home.”

His one-word answer didn’t seem to daunt the flight attendant. “Ah, American. Where’s home?”

“Texas.”

“Really? Me too! How funny that we’re going to the same place. Out of all the people I could’ve sat next to, I picked someone who was going to be on my flight.” She laughed. “You are on flight eight twenty-three, right?”

Ghost nodded.

“Cool. But my place in Texas is really more of a place to store my stuff than a home, since I’m usually working. I currently have the European shift. I’m gone more than I’m home.”

Ghost smiled inside. The woman was very pretty and her bubbly personality was pleasant. “Yeah, I travel a lot too, so I know what you mean.”

She beamed. “Ah, I didn’t really peg you as a businessman, but I guess looks can be deceiving, huh?”

“What did you peg me as?”

The woman tilted her head, contemplating his question. Her lips pursed and then she bit her bottom one. Amazingly, Ghost felt himself getting erect.

Jesus, was he that hard up for a woman? He tried to think about when he’d last had the pleasure of a woman’s company in his bed, and was amazed to realize he wasn’t sure. The team had been busy lately with ISIS ramping up their efforts to cause panic around the world, they hadn’t had a lot of time to themselves back home. But it was more that he was tired of all the tag chasers in Texas…women who only wanted to sleep with military men to say they’d done it. Military men were accused of being sex-crazed, but the reality was, around military bases, there were plenty of women who saw marrying a military man as a way out of their destitute existences. Not only that, but some were obsessed with sleeping with as many soldiers as possible.

“Bounty hunter,” she said resolutely.

Torn out of his internal thoughts of when he’d last had sex, Ghost chuckled out loud in surprise at her deduction. “Bounty hunter? Really?”

“Uh-huh.”

When she didn’t elaborate, Ghost crossed his arms over his chest and smiled at her. “Why?”

“Let’s see. Your eyes are constantly scanning the area, even as we talk. You’re hyper-aware of everything around you. I bet you knew I was coming toward you before I even got here. You’re sitting with your back to a wall, a typically defensible position. You ooze testosterone, you’re more muscular than anyone else around here, and you’re wearing combat boots.”

“And you got bounty hunter out of all of that?”

She smiled at him, leaned back in her seat, and turned toward him. “Yup. Am I right?”

“No.”

“So?”

Ghost knew what she wanted, but he was enjoying playing the game. “I’m a businessman.”

She looked sideways at him for a beat. “So, you’d tell me but then you’d have to kill me…right?” She grinned, obviously also enjoying their flirting.

“Something like that.”

She rolled her eyes. “Okay, spy was my second guess. I’m sticking with one of the two. Bounty hunter or spy. I’m Rayne Jackson, by the way. Spelled with a y and an e. Not like what’s currently falling outside.” She didn’t hold out her hand but looked at him expectantly.

Rayne. Ghost liked that. It was an unusual name for an unusual woman. If she really did think he looked like a bounty hunter, she probably shouldn’t have approached him. “Ghost.”

“Ghost? Really?” She rolled her eyes again. “Okay then, Ghost. It’s nice to meet you. And I’m amending my guess. I’m definitely going with spy.”

“It’s good to meet you too,” he returned, ignoring her spy comment. It was a bit too close to the truth. “Think we’ll get out of here today?”

She smiled at him. “So we’re talking about the weather? Okay, I can do that. Are you in a hurry to get home?”

Not knowing why she was asking, but being cautious, Ghost answered, “Not particularly.”

“Good, because in my expert opinion, we aren’t going anywhere today.”

“Hmm. Other than your profession as a flight attendant, what is this expert opinion based on?”

Rayne grinned. “Well, I’m not a meteorologist, but I’ve been flying through here for quite a while now, and every time it’s rained this hard, the flights are either delayed or canceled.”

“Shit,” Ghost said under his breath. He didn’t really need to get home, his team could handle the report back to the lieutenant colonel at the base, but he also didn’t need the hassle of spending the night in London either. Damn the others, they were probably well on their way home by now. Stupid English weather.

“Yeah,” Rayne commiserated. “Unfortunately, I’m pretty used to it by now.”

Just then an announcement came over the loudspeakers in the busy airport.

Flight eight twenty-three to Dallas/Fort Worth is now delayed. Please check the boards for more information.

“Told ya,” Rayne said with a smile.

“You really don’t care that you could be stuck here?” Ghost asked. “Most women I know get ex­treme­ly…ruffled…when their plans go awry.”

Rayne snorted, and Ghost noted that even the small sound was attractive coming from her.

“No. I don’t get…what was your word? Ruffled?” She shook her head. “I certainly didn’t picture a man like you using a word like that. Does it usually come up in your super-spy conversations?” Her question was obviously rhetorical, because she continued before he could answer. “No, I don’t get ruffled when flights are delayed or canceled. It’s all a part of my day. Remember, I’m actually working, not on vacation. In fact, the delays and cancelations give me a chance to get out and see the city where I’m holed up. I’ve had dinner in the shadow of the Eiffel Tower, taken a gondola ride in Italy, and even smoked a joint in Amsterdam during one layover.”


“Hmm, a woman of the world,” Ghost joked.

Rayne laughed at him. “Not even close. Don’t let my adventures fool you. I’m much happier sitting at home reading a book than going out, but I figure while I’m young enough, and I’m here, I might as well get out and see some of the cities most people only dream about visiting.”

“Very mature of you,” Ghost said honestly.

“Are you trying to tell me I’m old?” she joked.

“No, ma’am. I know better than to even hint at a woman’s age.”

“Good. Because at twenty-eight, I’m not old. Not even close.”

Jesus, twenty-eight. It seemed so young to his thirty-six, He’d seen a lifetime of things she couldn’t even imagine, but his body didn’t seem to care. He was attracted to her, there was no denying it. “Twenty-eight…practically a baby.”

“Whatever. What are you…thirty-two?”

“Six, but thanks.”

“You are not.”

“I’m not what?”

“Thirty-six. There’s no way.”

“So you’re saying I’m lying?” Ghost sat up and put one arm on the back of the chair she was sitting in. She was hilarious.

“Not exactly lying, but you might be trying to make me think you’re more worldly than you really are.”

If only she knew how worldly he really was, she’d probably immediately get up and walk away. “I’m thirty-six. Want to see my ID?”

Rayne waved him off, laughing. “No. I’m just teasing you. So…what’re you going to do if our flight is canceled?”

Ghost stared at the woman sitting next to him. He made a split-second decision. “Hopefully taking a pretty brunette to dinner and showing her some of the sights of London she might miss if she stayed in her hotel room and read a book.”

He watched as Rayne blushed and stared at him for a beat. Then, surprising him, she said, “I’ll take you up on checking out your ID now.”

“My ID?” The change in subject threw Ghost for a moment.

“Uh-huh. I might go to dinner with you, but I’ve watched too many episodes on the crime channel. I’ll text your name, address, and birthday to my friend back home. Then we can hang out here until we find out if our flight really is canceled. If you continue to be as interesting as you have been the last half an hour and you don’t do anything completely creepy or stalkerish, like ask me to take off my panties so you can pocket them, I’d be happy to see the sights of London with you.”

Again, Ghost was surprised, but pleasantly. He wasn’t sure why, but the thought of Rayne being cautious and safe gave him a weird feeling inside. Knowing she was looking out for herself and trying to be careful was a total turn-on. Surprisingly so. He reached into his back pocket and took out his wallet. He pulled out his Texas driver’s license and handed it to her without breaking eye contact. “I have a rule. I don’t ask for anyone’s panties on a first date.”

She smiled, but didn’t comment further. Rayne balanced his ID on her knee, took a picture of it with her cell phone, and then typed out a note to her friend on her phone.

Ghost knew the information she was transferring to her friend would never lead back to him. He was using one of his many aliases. Each team member had several they could use to make sure they could travel incognito to and from missions. Ghost felt a pang of regret for lying to Rayne, but he pushed it aside. She was obviously looking for a good time, just as he was.

She looked up at him. “John Benbrook? That’s your name?”

“Yeah, what’s wrong with it?”

“I don’t know.” Rayne wrinkled her nose adorably. “It just doesn’t seem…like you, I guess.”

“Call me Ghost,” he demanded. “I don’t use John that much anyway.” It wasn’t a lie.

“Okay…Ghost. Thanks for humoring me with your ID. And I still don’t think you look thirty-six.”

He smiled at her and put the plastic card back into his wallet. “So…how long have you been a stewardess?”

“Flight attendant.”

“What?”

“We’re not called stewardesses anymore. We’re flight attendants.”

Ghost smiled and apologized. “Sorry, my mistake. Flight attendant. How long have you been a flight attendant?”

“Around six years.”

“Six years? You started young.”

Hearing the question behind his words, Rayne explained, “Yeah, I majored in education in college. I did the whole student-teaching thing, aced the certification tests for the state and the whole nine yards.”

“But…”

“But one, I couldn’t find a job, at least not in the area I wanted, and two, turns out, I didn’t care much for the kids.”

Ghost burst out laughing and relaxed farther into his chair. “Seems like that might have been something you figured out before you got your degree.”

“Yeah, you’d think, right?” Rayne laughed. “I swear, I think the professors only have their students go to the well-behaved classes or something. I student-taught a few weeks and realized that teachers are really treated like crap. They aren’t paid very much, and don’t even get me started on the standardized tests and how the teacher is the one who gets punished if the kids don’t score high enough. And another thing…when the kids act up, somehow it’s always the teacher’s fault and not the parents’, or even the fault of the child.”

She sighed, a deep frustrated sound that seemed to come from her belly. “I know. It’s cliché, of course the teacher will blame the kids and parents, but seriously, I think if the US paid their teachers more, public schools would only get better and better.”

“So you decided to what? See the world?” Ghost asked.

“Sorta. So there I was, with a degree I had no desire to use and no idea what I was going to do with my life. I had a friend whose mother worked for the airlines and I was bitching about finding a job I enjoyed and she suggested the flight-attendant thing.” Rayne shrugged. “So yeah, I figured I could see the world while I decided what and where I wanted to work. And here I am, six years later, still seeing the world—or at least the airports of the world—and still trying to decide on what the perfect job is for me.”

“It doesn’t sound like a bad thing to do for a living,” Ghost stated, thinking to himself her reason for signing up to be a flight attendant was eerily a lot like why he’d joined the Army when he was in his late teens. He hadn’t been sure what he wanted to do with his life, and a friend in his graduating class was heading down to the recruiting station. He’d tagged along, and the rest was history. He’d climbed the ranks as an enlisted man, and then set his sights on being a Delta Force soldier…and an officer.

“It’s not. Don’t get me wrong. I enjoy what I’m doing, I wouldn’t be doing it otherwise, but it’s not what I want to do for the rest of my life. I really am a homebody. I might go out and try to see some of the cities that I have layovers in, but it’s not much fun to explore by myself and sometimes the cities don’t feel that safe.”

“If they aren’t safe, you shouldn’t be wandering around,” Ghost told her matter-of-factly.

“I understand that. But some of the places, I know I’ll never get the chance to see again.”

“That shouldn’t matter. You could get killed, or raped, or kidnapped in some of those places…so you might see them, but it’s not worth your life or your health.”

Rayne nodded in agreement. “You’re right. And just in case you’re feeling smug that you can order me around, I’d already decided to be a bit more cautious when I’m overseas now that ISIS has gotten completely bat-shit crazy and has no moral compass whatsoever.”

Ghost smiled at her cheekiness. “Good. How long before you think—”

His words were interrupted by the automated voice over the intercom.

We regret to inform you that flight eight twenty-three has now been canceled. Please see an airline representative to reschedule your flight. Heathrow Airport apologizes for any inconvenience.

Ghost stood up and held his hand out to Rayne. “So, since it’s not safe to wander around by yourself…want to explore London with me?”




CHAPTER TWO


Rayne sat in the taxi next to John Benbrook, otherwise known as Ghost, and wondered what the hell she was doing. This wasn’t like her. She didn’t pick up random men in airports. She’d seen a lot of good-looking men throughout her travels, and had been hit on by many of them as well. But there was something different about this one.

He hadn’t come on to her, not really. They’d been flirting, but he’d been polite and even a little bit distant. But the first time he’d smiled at her, Rayne’s insides had twisted. He was good looking, rugged and scruffy, and somehow she knew underneath his tattered and slightly dirty T-shirt he was one hundred percent muscle. She wanted nothing more than to sit and talk to him…okay, she wanted more than that, but she’d take what she could get.


Now they were on their way downtown. It was still raining, and Ghost had made a phone call and gotten them a reservation at one of the restaurants in Park Plaza, a nice hotel near Westminster Abbey and the London Eye. He said they could cancel it if they decided to go somewhere else, but he’d rather they had a back-up plan, just in case. It was still early in the afternoon, so Rayne assumed they’d have a late lunch or early dinner then do…

She wasn’t sure what they were going to do. She supposed she’d play it by ear.

There were a ton of things she’d like to see in London, but having someone else with her made her feel like she should see what he wanted to do, rather than doing only what she wanted.

Rayne felt better after having sent John Benbrook’s information to her friend, Mary, back home. Of course, if Ghost raped and killed her, who knew if her body would ever be found, but at least Mary would know who she’d been out with and could alert the local authorities.

Rayne hadn’t lied to Ghost. She was a homebody. She enjoyed her job as a flight attendant, and she met a lot of very interesting people, but in her down time, she was content to stay at home and do things most people would consider dull. Reading, grocery shopping, watching movies with Mary, even knitting.

For now, she was living on the edge. Rayne had never had a one-night stand in her life. She’d always dated respectable, even boring men. She’d go out with them for a while, making sure it felt “right” before deciding to go to bed with them. But there was something about Ghost that made her want to strip off all her clothes and tackle him.

She shifted in her seat, embarrassed about not being able to take her mind off of what he might look like, naked and over her, as he propped himself up while he thrust—

“So…you do this often?” she asked nervously, cutting off her own thoughts to try to bring herself under control.

“Do what?”

“Pick up women in airports and take them out?”

Ghost chuckled. “Nope. You’re my first.”

Rayne raised her eyebrows and looked at him incredulously and with blatant disbelief.

He obviously was fluent in eyebrow language because his next words tried to reassure her. “Seriously. I don’t pick women up.”

Rayne looked at the handsome man sitting next to her. The combat boots and tight brown T-shirt he was wearing were rugged as anything she’d seen anyone wear before. He was rugged and manly. His hair was scruffy, and a bit too long to be considered fashionable. He was carrying only a small duffle bag. His cargo pants strained against the muscles in his thighs. He had a five o’clock shadow and his brown eyes were focused completely on her. She didn’t want to be attracted to him, but she was. There was something about how he looked capable of looking after himself, and anyone around him, that drew her to him like a moth to a flame. It frustrated her though, because she knew she was probably one of an extremely long line of women who would bend over backward to make him happy, in bed and out.

“Yeah, I bet you don’t. They throw themselves at you, don’t they?” Rayne retorted gently, letting him know she wasn’t buying his bullshit, but teasing him all the same.

He laughed under his breath and shook his head. “Doesn’t matter how much they might throw themselves at me, Rayne, I only catch those I’m interested in.”

Rayne thought about that for a beat. “I didn’t throw myself at you.”

“Nope,” he agreed easily.

“What are we doing then?”

Ghost leaned forward. “You didn’t throw yourself at me, and I knew you wouldn’t. Maybe it’s because you’re so delightful.” He shrugged. “Whatever the reason, I took our flight being canceled as a sign that I should do something about my attraction to you. It was nice to be the one asking instead of the one being asked or having to fend off unwanted attention. As to what we’re doing? We’re touring the city together…taking advantage of our canceled flight.”

Rayne gulped but didn’t say anything.


“But I have to warn you, Rayne. I don’t do relationships. So today can go one of two ways. We can spend the day together, see some sights, laugh and have a good time, then go our separate ways.”

“And the other way?”

“We can spend the day together, see some sights, laugh and have a good time, then see where this attraction between us goes. Then tomorrow, we’ll go our separate ways.”

She took a deep breath and tried to be brave. “So, you’re saying if we sleep together, that’s all it’ll be.”

“That’s all it can be.”

Rayne knew there was more that Ghost wasn’t saying. She wasn’t stupid. The man wouldn’t have the nickname if he led a normal life. She wasn’t the kind of woman to hop into bed with a man knowing there would be no relationship—but she wanted him. Mary would be proud as could be that she was doing something outside of the box.

Rayne could feel her nipples tighten just looking at Ghost. It was lust, but it was a lust she hadn’t felt since she’d been in college and had seen a beautiful swimmer at a private party she’d attended one night. She couldn’t remember the man’s name now, but he was tall and slender, and had extremely broad shoulders. She’d imagined him taking one look at her and falling madly in love, but apparently it wasn’t to be. He’d gotten completely drunk and had to be helped home by some of his teammates after puking in the bushes.

Even all these years later, she still felt a bit of regret she never had a chance to explore her feelings toward that swimmer, so Rayne decided she’d have to be okay with one night with Ghost.

She couldn’t help but let her mind wander. How would it feel to be skin to skin with him? Would his chest be covered in hair or smooth?

“I—” she began, not really knowing what she wanted to say, but feeling the press of the silence between them like a heavy blanket.

Ghost cut her off by putting a finger to her lips.

“Shhhh, don’t decide right now. Let’s play it by ear. No pressure. We’ll spend the rest of the day together, see what we can see, and then we’ll go from there. Okay?”

Suddenly feeling as if she’d just made a date to have sex like a whore on the streets, she blurted, “You won’t be pissed if I don’t want to—”

“Absolutely not.” Ghost immediately reassured her. “Disappointed? Maybe, but upset with you? No. It’s your choice. I’ve never forced a woman to do anything she didn’t want to do in my life and I’m not about to start now.”

“Okay.”

“Good. You should also know, however, that I’m going to do what I can to convince you to spend the night with me. I’m attracted to you, Rayne with a ‘y’ and an ‘e,’ and I’ve already been imagining what you look like under that prim and proper skirt and shirt. That probably makes me a dog, but I’m just trying to be honest with you here. So whatever might go through your head today while we’re out enjoying London…wondering if I’ve changed my mind or if I really want you, shouldn’t be one of those thoughts.”

Ghost didn’t take his eyes off Rayne’s lips. She’d taken her bottom lip between her teeth again as he’d been speaking.

He brought his hand up and palmed the side of her face, brushing his thumb across her lips. “Don’t bite your lip, Rayne.”

When her teeth let go of her lip, he leaned in, moving his hand to the back of her neck. Ignoring the taxi driver, Ghost got close enough that Rayne could feel the whisper of air from his words against her mouth.

“God, your lips were made for kissing. They’re full and pink…and I can just imagine how soft they’ll be against my own.” He put a bit of pressure against her neck but didn’t pull her all the way to himself. It was obvious he was waiting for her to make the decision on whether or not to kiss him.

Wanting this man’s lips on her own more than she wanted to breathe, Rayne leaned forward the inch it took to close the gap between them, as if his lips were magnets and she couldn’t resist the pull.

Their lips met and Rayne swore she felt something click between them the second they touched. She didn’t have time to analyze the odd feeling because his tongue swiped across her lips and she immediately opened to him, letting him take whatever he wanted.

Ghost’s other hand came up to the opposite side of her face and he tilted her head to a better angle. They made out in the back of the taxi, not paying attention to where the driver was taking them or if he was purposely taking the long route to get to the hotel to earn more money. Rayne knew it would be worth every pound if he was. Ghost’s hands stayed at her face, never taking advantage, never moving farther down her body.

Rayne arched into Ghost and put her hands around him. She clutched at his back, trying to get closer. The lust she felt for him was crazy. It was insane. She didn’t know anything about the man who was devouring her lips as if he’d never get enough, except that his name was John Benbrook and he lived in Fort Worth, Texas, but at the moment, she didn’t care.

She had no idea how far their make-out session would’ve gone, probably not as far as she wanted it to, but the taxi driver cleared his throat and declared that they were at the Park Plaza Hotel.

Rayne pulled away from Ghost and refused to meet his eyes, knowing she was blushing. She realized she was more turned on by that one kiss than she’d been the last time she’d made love. She didn’t want to seem desperate, but she was ready to say to hell with their tour and let him drag her upstairs to one of the rooms at the hotel and have his way with her.

Ghost brought one hand up and tenderly ran it over the top of her head, over her hair, and down her back. He wiped her swollen, wet lips with the pad of his thumb without a word.

Rayne finally worked up the nerve to look up at Ghost and the gleam in his eye made her feel better that her crazy attraction wasn’t only one sided. He looked to be about a second away from throwing her down on the seat and making her lose her mind.

With one last smile, he pulled away and reached into his back pocket for his wallet. He pulled out a wad of pounds he’d exchanged at the airport and paid the driver.

Rayne took the time to gather her purse and open the door. She waited at the back of the taxi for Ghost and the driver. Finally they joined her and the driver opened the trunk and got out her overnight bag and Ghost’s duffle.

“Come on, Rayne,” Ghost said, reaching out and grabbing the handle of her suitcase with one hand and pulling her into his side with the other. “We’ll stash our bags with the concierge and see what trouble we can get into.”

Relieved the sexual tension was broken, at least for the moment, Rayne fell into step beside Ghost and had a pretty good idea what her decision would be at the end of the evening. She wanted nothing more than to spend the night with the mysterious man at her side.

Consequences be damned.




CHAPTER THREE


“Are you sure you don’t want to change? It can’t be comfortable wearing those shoes as we tromp around the city,” Ghost asked for the third time.

“Did you see the last Jurassic Park movie?”

Ghost looked confused but answered affirmatively anyway.

“I’m like Claire. She went through that movie running from freaking dinosaurs in her heels and didn’t bat an eye. I’m not saying I want one of those Indominuses to pop out from behind Big Ben or anything, but as long as you’re not planning on entering us in a half marathon or something today, I’ll manage just fine.”

Ghost snorted. “A half marathon? Not exactly how I planned to exert my energy today. I just don’t want you to regret your shoe choice halfway through the day. I’d prefer you to concentrate on other things.”

Ignoring the subtle sexual innuendo—not sure if it even was one; she was feeling hornier than she’d ever been before and it was possible she was reading sex into his words when he didn’t intend them that way—she reassured him, “Seriously, it’s good. I’m on my feet all day almost every day, Ghost. It’s fine. The airline has made sure our uniforms are comfortable…and that they can blend in away from work. I wouldn’t choose this to wear every day, but for now, it’s just easier and time is wasting. I’m starving!”

He chuckled and dropped the topic. “What do you want to eat?” Ghost asked as they were waiting for the concierge to come back with the luggage ticket.

“Fish and chips.”

“You sound sure.”

Rayne looked at Ghost incredulously. “I can’t be in England and not eat fish and chips! It’s got to be against the official tourist law or something!”

He smiled down at her and nodded. “Fish and chips it is.”

The concierge came back with their claim ticket and overheard Ghost’s comment.

“If you’re looking for a good restaurant, I recommend Mickey’s Fish and Chips. It’s behind Hyde Park, but you can take the Tube there pretty easily.”

Rayne loved listening to people speak with a British accent. She knew some people wouldn’t understand a word the man had just said, but apparently, Ghost was not only fluent in eyebrow language, but British English as well. “Thanks. That would be great.”

The concierge wrote down which subway trains they’d need to take to get close to the restaurant, and then he went further and gave them directions as to which lines would bring them back to the hotel, Buckingham Palace and Westminster Abbey as well, and handed it to Ghost.

He thanked them and they made their way out of the hotel toward the train station around the corner.

Rayne smiled when Ghost positioned himself on the curb, keeping her away from the street, as they made their way through the pedestrian traffic and to the huge train station. He bought their tickets and Rayne loved the feel of his hand on the small of her back as they stood on the escalators, taking them down to the next level to wait for the correct train.

“You’re pretty good at the whole subway thing, Ghost,” Rayne teased. “You know that just makes me think you’re a spy even more, right?”

Ghost smiled and looked at Rayne. Her cheeks were flushed with the heat of the day and the short walk to catch their subway car. Looking at her, he couldn’t help but remember her enthusiastic participation in their kiss in the back of the taxi. He’d been pleasantly surprised at how she’d thrown herself into it as wholeheartedly as she had.

“I’m used to traveling, and London’s public transportation is one of the best, and most easily navigable, in the world.”

Rayne simply shook her head, as he wouldn’t have heard her response anyway since a subway chose that minute to roar into view.

The doors opened and a large influx of people tried to push their way out at the same time the newcomers tried to push their way in. This was one of the reasons Rayne hated big cities and using the subway, she almost always came away with a few new bruises from fighting the masses.

Not today though. Ghost tucked her into his side and pushed through the crowd as if he was the King of England. He guided them to a bench and urged her to sit. Instead of settling next to her, he stood in front of her, once again protecting her from being jostled by riders getting on or off. He took hold of the bar above their heads and spread his legs enough for balance.

There were so many things Rayne wanted to say to him, but she felt self-conscious with all the people around them and the lack of privacy. She settled for smiling gratefully and watching him as he kept his eyes on the other people traveling in the car with them, as if they were terrorists and would blow them up. Rayne had no doubt that Ghost would leap into any situation and neutralize it. That was the kind of vibe she got from him, and it made her feel safe.

He stood with his profile to her and Rayne took the time to examine him. His biceps bulged as he held on to the strap above his head. His T-shirt molded to his body and Rayne swallowed hard. She was eye level with his crotch, and boy was it impressive. He was all man, and made her feel small and protected.

She tried to determine his height and finally decided since she came to about his chin that he had to be at least six-one or two. She was tall for a woman, and, even with her heels, was short compared to him. His body swayed with the movements of the train and Rayne closed her eyes, imagining his muscled arms around her, holding her body to his as he ever so slowly raised her shirt, never losing eye contact…

The train car lurched at the next stop and Rayne’s eyes popped open. Ghost was looking down at her with an inscrutable look. She used to think she was good at reading people’s faces, she had to be at her job, but she realized that she had absolutely no idea what Ghost was thinking. The car started moving, and he once again swung his gaze to the others around them, scrutinizing each person as if there would be a test when they got off about what everyone was wearing. Rayne had no doubt, if such a thing happened, he’d ace it.

After a few more stops, Ghost leaned down and told her, “Next stop is us.”

Rayne nodded and stood up to make her way to the doors. She felt Ghost’s arm go around her waist as the subway train began to slow. He was doing it to help her keep her balance, and to any casual observer it would’ve looked like a gentlemanly thing to do. But it felt like more to Rayne…it felt like a promise.

Ghost’s arm brushed against her breast as he moved it down her body, and Rayne could feel every inch of his hard body against her back as he pulled her into him. His palm rested low on her hip and she could feel his fingers gripping her tightly. His thumb wasn’t still, it was moving back and forth in a barely there caress. Even though only one arm was around her, Rayne felt surrounded by Ghost and as safe as if she were in her hometown back in the States.

The door opened and they shuffled out much as they had gotten into the car, with Ghost making sure no one bumped into or jostled her too harshly. After exiting the station and getting their bearings, they headed off toward Mickey’s.

The small shop was typically British. A Union Jack flag hung outside and the restaurant was small and dark inside. The menu, written on a chalkboard behind the long counter, included all kinds of fried fish. The air was filled with the smell of fish, batter, and potatoes. It was heavenly and Rayne could feel her stomach growling.

“See what you want?” Ghost asked, stepping up to the counter.

“Fish and chips, of course,” Rayne answered quickly. “Can’t come to London and to a fish and chip shop and get calamari or something.”

“Fish and chips it is then.” Ghost turned to the young man behind the counter and quickly ordered.

Rayne offered to pay and got such a disgruntled look from Ghost that she backed away and smiled with both hands up in appeasement. “Okay, okay, calm down. I had to offer.”

He shook his head, rolled his eyes at her, and pulled out some pounds to pay for their meal. They walked over to a small chipped table in the corner to wait.

She wasn’t surprised when Ghost pulled her chair out, then took the seat with his back to the wall. She searched for something interesting to say.

“So…got any tattoos?”

Ghost grinned. “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”

“Deal.” Rayne enjoyed the look of surprise on his face.

“Really? You’ve got a tattoo?”

“Don’t look so surprised, stud. I’m not as dorky as I look.”

“I would never call you dorky, Rayne. Polished, put-together and classy, but not dorky.”

“Well, thanks, I guess.”

“So…how many you got?”

Rayne sat back in her chair, crossed her arms in front of her, and put one leg over the other. “Three. You?”

“Really? Three?”

“Really.” Rayne watched as Ghost’s eyes ran up and down her body as if he could somehow see through her clothes to the tattoos he now knew were under them. “And you can’t see them with my clothes on.”

As soon as the words left her mouth, Rayne blushed. They sounded a lot more suggestive out loud than they had in her head.

“Hmm, I can’t wait to see these mysterious pieces of ink.” Ghost’s words were innocent, but the tone behind them was intense enough to make her bite her lip and look away from his focused gaze.

“Two fish and chips. Order up!”

The interruption was welcome and Ghost got up to retrieve their food. He carried the baskets overflowing with greasy pieces of battered fish and thick fries back to the table and asked if Rayne wanted ketchup to go with her meal. Shaking her head, Rayne didn’t wait for Ghost to start. She took a french fry, what the Brits called a chip, and bit into it with a groan. It was hot, almost hot enough to burn her mouth, but so greasy and so good.

They ate in silence for a while before Rayne asked, “How many do you have?”

Ghost knew exactly what she was talking about. “One.”

“Just one?”

“Yup.”

“I guess a spy like you can’t afford to have too many tattoos that could be recognized by the bad guys, huh?”

Ghost almost choked on the water he’d been drinking. He knew she was teasing, but her words were a bit closer to the truth than she knew. He played it off. “Oh yeah.” He drew out the word and continued with a thick Russian accent, “Can’t have the enemies recognizing my tattoos.”

She giggled and pointed at him with a fry. “I knew it!”

Ghost leaned over and took a bite out of the errant fry, laughing when she shrieked at him, “Hey! That’s mine! Eat your own fries!”

It’d been quite a while since he’d had such a good time with a female. Typically, either he or she was thinking too much about where the night would end, rather than enjoying the time at hand. And while he’d imagined what Rayne would look like, mussed and satisfied next to him in bed, he was actually enjoying the anticipation more than usual. It was as though a warm blanket wrapped around him, engulfing him in happy feelings, rather than the knife edge of lust he usually felt before taking a woman to bed.

They finished their meal and Ghost pushed his empty basket away, put his elbows on the table and leaned toward Rayne. “So, what do you want to do today?”

She immediately shrugged. “I don’t know, what do you want to do?”

He tsked at her. “Come on, Rayne. I know you’ve thought about it. What would you do if it was just you and had a free day here in London?”

“If you really want to know…” Her voice trailed off.

“I really want to know. I asked, didn’t I?”

“That doesn’t mean you really wanted to know. People do that all the time, they—”

“Rayne…spit it out.”

Instead of getting pissed at him for interrupting her, she laughed. “Okay, okay, Mr. Spy Man. Keep your shirt on. I definitely want to see Westminster Abbey and of course Big Ben. And if it’s not too far away, Buckingham Palace.”

Ghost nodded, assuming those would be on her list. “What about the Tower of London? Or the prime meridian?”

“The prime what?”

“Meridian. It’s where the longitude starts over.”

“Huh? Starts over?”

“Yeah. If you were looking at a GPS, it’s the precise location where the east numbers change to west. If you stand just right, holding the GPS, the Western coordinates would read, 000.00.000.”

“Hmm, that sounds like something only a super-spy would be interested in seeing, to be honest.”

Ghost threw his head back and laughed. Truly laughed for the first time in a really long time. He pushed away from the table and grabbed up their trash. “Come on, we’ll start with Westminster Abbey and go from there then.”




CHAPTER FOUR


Ghost watched Rayne’s face as they walked around Westminster Abbey. He’d taken hold of her hand when they’d left the fish and chip place, and hadn’t let go. Luckily, she didn’t seem inclined to let go of him either.

She was adorable. Rayne oohed and ahhed at everything. Ghost was a hard man. He’d seen too much in his thirty-six years to be surprised, or even impressed, by much anymore. But seeing London through Rayne’s eyes was a completely different experience. He tended to rush through life, seeing things but not analyzing them past what threat they posed…unless of course it had to do with life or death. His life or death or the life or death of his teammates.

But Rayne’s eyes were big as she listened to the tour guide discuss the various dead kings and queens who were entombed inside the huge church. Occasionally she’d squeeze his hand and lean over and whisper, “Wow” or “Can you believe that?” to him.

Of course, Ghost could only think about her curvy body pressing against his side, the feel of her breast, her hipbone pressing against his…every movement made him hope she’d choose to spend the night in his bed rather than go her separate way.

The kiss they shared in the taxi was seared on his brain. She’d melted into his embrace as if she’d been doing it her entire life. The soft sighs and moans that had come from her throat as he’d devoured her mouth only made him long to hear them as he devoured the rest of her. She was a mix of innocent and jaded, and the dichotomy piqued his interest…big time.

“It’s so hard to believe we’re standing right where Prince William and Kate got married. This is such an amazing piece of history—and we’re here!” Rayne whispered in a reverent voice.

They’d hung back from the small group of tourists following the volunteer guide. Ghost backed them into an alcove and pulled Rayne flush with the front of his body as he leaned against the ancient stones. He clasped his hands at the small of her back and smiled as she leaned into him, resting her forearms on his chest.

“I bet you’ve watched Princess Diana’s wedding on the Internet, haven’t you?” Ghost asked with a completely straight face, already knowing the answer.

“Oh yes,” Rayne breathed. “She was so beautiful. She had that extremely long train that her little cousins helped carry. Did you know that Di and Charles decided to get married in St Paul’s Cathedral instead of here because it had more seating? But she’s been here. Right here. It’s amazing.”

Ghost felt the first stirrings of unease as Rayne continued on. “You’re a romantic,” Ghost said in a weird voice.

Rayne’s head came back around and she looked up at him. She nodded. “Yeah. Always have been, always will be.”

“The world isn’t a fairy tale, Rayne,” Ghost warned, again feeling a sense of foreboding creeping over him.

“I know it’s not. I’m not an idiot. I might like to read romances and watch romantic comedies, but I’m a realist.”

“I don’t think—”

Rayne interrupted him. She leaned back and dug her nails into his chest. Ghost thought she was probably doing it unconsciously.

“Last week I was on a flight with a woman who was flying to New York to undergo an experimental surgery for colon cancer. She was traveling alone and I felt bad for her. So after I’d served the drinks, I sat and talked to her. Her husband couldn’t go with her because he had to work. He didn’t have any sick time left and she was on his health insurance. They couldn’t afford for him to lose his job, so she had to fly up there by herself. I can’t imagine how scared she was, or how her husband felt about not being able to be by her side.

“The week before that, I noticed a woman with a black eye sitting next to a very big, very pissed-off man, who I can only assume was her husband. It was obvious she was being abused, but there was nothing I could do about it. Also the other week, I had the displeasure of having to try to please a man and woman and their two kids. The kids were out of control, and the parents didn’t care. All they wanted to do was drink as many of the little bottles of alcohol as we’d serve them.”

She leaned into Ghost as if it would help make her point. “I can tell you think being a romantic is a bad thing, and while I freely admit to wanting to find a man to spend the rest of my life with, I do know the world isn’t always sunshine and roses. Most of the time it’s overcast skies and poison ivy. That’s why I read the books and watch the movies I do. If the only way I can experience romance is through my imagination and fairy-tale books and the weddings of English Royalty, I’m going to do it. Don’t burst my bubble, Ghost. Please, let me have this.”

Ghost wanted to argue, to tell her there were more assholes in the world than princes, and reading romance novels or watching sappy movies wouldn’t ever change that fact. He wanted to make sure she knew that he wasn’t a prince. He might not be quite as big of an asshole as the people he met in his job, but he didn’t want her under any illusion that what he hoped they would be doing later would lead to a Lifetime movie or anything.

“Come on, come sit with me.”

He towed her over to one of the many pews in the huge church and urged her down the bench until they reached the middle. He sat down and waited for Rayne to sit next to him. She sat uneasily and he could see the tight grip she had on the seat by the way her knuckles turned white.

Ghost hadn’t meant to upset her, but he needed to make his point. He didn’t want her falling for him. He knew he should get up and leave her to the rest of her day before she read more into what they were probably going to do that night than he could give, but he wasn’t going to. He needed this woman. Her quirky personality had burrowed under his skin and he wanted her. More than he’d wanted a woman in a long, long time.

“I’m not a romantic guy, Rayne. I don’t have it inside me to be in a relationship.”

“Bull.”

“Rayne—”

“No, seriously.” She turned toward him on the bench. “I’ll believe you when you say you don’t want a relationship, but I will never believe you when you say you aren’t romantic.”

“I’ve never given a woman flowers in all my life. I’ve never proposed, hell, I don’t usually stick around long enough to tell a woman I’ve had a good time.”

His words hurt, but Rayne pushed it down. She’d known what she was in for when she’d first decided to bum around London with him. But she wanted to make sure he got where she was coming from, whether he liked it or not. “Fine, maybe you’re a bit of a Neanderthal when it comes to relationships. You’re not perfect. Great. I get it. But, Ghost, you are romantic.”

When Ghost began to shake his head in denial, or disgust, Rayne wasn’t sure which, she put her hand on his knee. “Let me finish.”

Waiting until he finally nodded, she continued. “You’ve paid for every single thing we’ve done today, from the taxi, to lunch, to tipping the concierge at the hotel. When we were walking to the subway station, you put yourself between the traffic and me when we were on the sidewalk. You protected me from the crowds as we got in and out of the subway. You let me sit, while you stood near me, making sure no one got too close. You even carried my suitcase from the taxi to the hotel. Seriously, Ghost, you do these things and don’t even realize you’re doing them. That is a sign of a man who knows how to treat a woman. That’s what women think is romantic. Screw flowers, they’ll just die sooner rather than later. And even if you leave without saying goodbye to a woman, I’ll bet everything I own you take very good care of her before you take off…don’t you?”

She wouldn’t have believed it if she hadn’t seen it in person, but if she wasn’t mistaken, a slight blush bloomed on Ghost’s cheekbones at her words.

“So, call yourself a shitty boyfriend, but please, don’t sell yourself short and say you aren’t in at least some ways a romantic. Romance isn’t about the outer trappings society has pushed down our throats from the time we were little. It’s showing in all the little ways that you care about the person you’re with. That you’ll protect her if the shit hits the fan, that you’ll provide for her, that you’ll let her choose what she wants to do and where she wants to eat, even if it’s not what you would pick for yourself.”

Ghost didn’t say anything for several moments, and Rayne had gotten to the point where she thought maybe he wasn’t going to say anything, when finally he picked up her hand that was still resting on his knee and brought it up to his mouth and kissed the palm.

“Okay, you win. I know I should say goodbye here. I should leave you to enjoy London and carry on with your life as if you hadn’t ever met me.”

When she opened her mouth to protest, Ghost shook his head, and quickly continued on. “But I can’t. I’m not sure I buy into your fantasy of what romance is, but I can’t give you up yet. You’re funny, interesting, and I’m attracted to you. I want to see those three tattoos of yours more than I want to walk away. But know…I will walk away.”

“So it’s a one-night stand then.” Rayne’s words weren’t a question.

“Afraid so.”

“Fine. I’m a romantic, you’re bad relationship material, but I swear we’re on the same page here, Ghost. Just relax. I’m not going to pull out an engagement ring at the end of the night. I’m also not going to chain you to the bed as Kathy Bates did in that Misery movie. It’s fine.”

Ghost nodded.

Rayne couldn’t resist one last dig. “Damn, for a super-secret spy, you’re acting a bit like a wuss.”


She barely smothered a shriek, remembering where they were, when Ghost moved with deadly intent. She was lying flat on the pew with him pinning her arms above her head and resting his considerable weight on her upper body, keeping her immobile, before she could even try to evade him.

“Wuss?”

Rayne smiled, knowing he wasn’t going to hurt her in the middle of the day in the busy church with all the tourists wandering around. “Well, in my defense, you did want to talk about your feelings a bit more than any man I’ve ever been attracted to before.”

“One, I don’t think I like you talking about other men when your nipples are hard and begging for my touch…”

Rayne glanced down and swallowed. He was right. The way he so easily manhandled her but was careful not to hurt her, and the feel of his hard body pressing into hers, was turning her on, and her body was showing it.

“…and two, now that we’re on the same page, I can guarantee we won’t be ‘talking’ much later tonight.”

Rayne didn’t say anything, merely lay under him, waiting for him to make the next move. When he didn’t shift his hold for several moments, she arched her back the smallest amount and tested his grip on her wrists.

Finally Ghost took a deep breath, ran his eyes down to her chest one more time, then brought them back up to her eyes. He leaned down and kissed her lightly and carefully on the lips, then sat up, pulling Rayne with him.

“You’re gonna be the death of me. I can’t make out with you in a pew in Westminster Abbey. I might be insane, but even I’m not willing to push my luck that far. Too many ghosts looking over my shoulder give me the willies. Come on, Buckingham Palace isn’t too far from here. It’s where Princess Diana, and Catherine and William, had their very public wedding day kisses. I figure you being the romantic you are, you would be interested in that, right?”

Ghost knew he’d made the right choice when Rayne’s eyes lit up and she said breathlessly, “Really? You’ll take me there?”

“Come on, Princess. Let’s go look at a balcony.”




CHAPTER FIVE


Ghost smiled over at Rayne as the royal guards did their thing. The rain had stopped for the moment, but the clouds still hung low in the sky, a foreshadowing of the storm that was sure to return. It might not be raining, but the humidity in the air created a light mist, which he knew could turn into a downpour any second. But it was as if the weather knew Rayne really wanted to see the changing of the guards and the balcony where the British Royals paraded themselves when the world demanded and expected it of them.

“They do this every day?” Rayne asked breathlessly, not taking her eyes off the spectacle in front of them.

Ghost smiled. He’d been smiling like a fool all day, but didn’t give a shit. Rayne made him happy. She saw the world through such a fresh lens. He would’ve thought no one could be that…clean, if he wasn’t seeing it with his own two eyes. Fletch and the others on the team would give him no end of shit for the goofy-ass grin that had been on his face since he’d been in Rayne’s presence. “Yeah, Princess. They do this every day.”

She wrinkled her nose in the cute way she had. “But it’s so…ostentatious.”

Ghost busted out with a short laugh. “It might be ostentatious, but it’s tradition. And the Brits are big on tradition.” He loved how Rayne wasn’t afraid to say what she was thinking. She hadn’t held back with any of her thoughts throughout the day. She’d complained, loudly, that the tiles were wet in Westminster Abby and someone was going to fall and crack their head open, And while blood on the floor of the church was probably not a new thing for the centuries-old building, it probably wasn’t a good idea in today’s day and age of sue-happy tourists. Ghost had noticed that not long after Rayne’s vocal observation, someone had brought out a carpet and unrolled it in front of the doors and placed a “wet floor” sign nearby.

“I get that it’s something they’ve always done,” Rayne continued, “but can’t they do something else to keep up the tradition? I mean, the soldiers have to get sick of all the pomp and circumstance, and it’s a traffic hazard. They have to stop the cars every time they change the guards. It’s crazy.”

Ghost held back his laugh and tried to change the subject. “So is the balcony everything you imagined it to be?” He expected an immediate affirmative answer, but as she was wont to do, Rayne surprised him.

She tilted her head and gazed up at the empty balcony on the other side of a large fountain in the middle of a roundabout. They were standing on the sidewalk on the opposite side of the huge wrought iron gates surrounding the palace. Ghost had tried to get her to get closer to the gates themselves, but she said she’d rather stand across the street so she could take it all in.

“Do you think they’re in the palace now, looking out at us standing here and at the people walking by, wishing they had more normal lives? I mean, I’m here thinking how awesome it would be to be married to a prince, to live inside the palace and be waited on hand and foot, but as you so eloquently pointed out earlier today, the world isn’t a picnic and it’s probably not all that romantic to be a part of the Royal Family after all.”

“Rayne—”

As usual, she talked over him. “I mean, Diana probably thought she’d hit the jackpot. She was young, much younger than I am now, and she grew up in England. Grew up thinking the Royal Family was all that and a bag of chips…American chips, not chips like french fries as they call them here. Then she married into it and we all know now that it wasn’t a walk in the park for her. I just—” She broke off and looked over at Ghost and shrugged, almost embarrassed at how she’d been carrying on. She finished quickly, “Yeah, it’s cool to be here to see the balcony.”

“You want me to take your picture?”

“Really? Yes, please.” Rayne posed on the sidewalk with a goofy grin on her face and pointed up toward the small balcony on the front of Buckingham Palace. Ghost handed back her phone, and Rayne pulled him over to her. “Come on, a selfie this time!”

Ghost knew he shouldn’t. Knew he should tell her he had the type of job where he couldn’t risk pictures of him showing up on the Internet. He could simply ask her not to post it anywhere, but even if she agreed now, she could forget, or get pissed, and it could somehow show up anyway. It just wasn’t smart to be in pictures with hook-ups. Period. They’d been warned by the colonel, and everyone on the teams knew to avoid having their picture taken at all costs. But Rayne knew him as John Benbrook, not Keane Bryson, and after tonight, he’d never see her again. Besides that, he didn’t think she was the type of woman to plaster her every movement on social media. She’d flat out said she’d never had a one-night stand before, so he thought it was pretty safe to pose for one picture with her.

Ghost put his arm around Rayne and pulled her close. She laughed and held out her hand with her phone.

“Smile!” she ordered. Rayne took the picture and turned the phone to check it out. She turned to him with a frown. “You didn’t smile,” she complained. “Come on, take another, and smile this time, dammit.” Her words were stern, but the tone was teasing.

For reasons Ghost didn’t understand—but he didn’t stop to analyze his actions—he pulled out his own phone. “On mine this time.”

Rayne smiled up at him, obviously pleased he also wanted a picture of them together.

“Okay. But be sure to get the balcony in it. Don’t cut off our heads. Oh, and if you can get the—”

“Hush, woman, I got this,” Ghost told her in a mock growl. “I’m a professional.”

Rayne giggled and put both her arms around his waist and leaned in. “A professional? Professional what, is the question.” She looked up at him again, smiling, joy leaking out of every pore in her body. “Okay, but don’t blame me if you don’t get the good stuff in frame.”

Ghost looked down at the woman in his arms. He had one arm around her shoulders and the other was outstretched with his phone in his hand, ready to snap the picture. “I’ve got the good stuff in it, don’t worry.”

Rayne smiled and turned her head to look at his phone.

“Okay, on the count of three,” she bossed. “One…two…three!”

Ghost snapped the picture and put the phone back in his pocket before Rayne could snatch it out of his grasp to look at the photo he’d just taken.

“Ghost! I need to look at it and approve it!”

“Approve it?”

“Yeah, you know, make sure it’s good enough to keep. I might look like a dork!”

“You don’t look like a dork,” Ghost told her with complete honesty.

“Whatever. You didn’t even look at it and besides, guys’ opinions can’t be trusted.”

“Really?”

“Yup. You don’t care about things like hair and makeup or if the picture is blurry.”

“Your hair looks fine, you aren’t wearing much makeup, and the picture wasn’t blurry.”

“How do you know? You didn’t even look at it! What if my eyes were closed? Then you’ll see it later and be all sad because instead of being able to brag to your buddies about the chick you had in London, you’ll have to—”

“I’m not going to brag about having you.”

Rayne didn’t understand the tone of Ghost’s voice. She tilted her head and said seriously, “I thought all guys bragged about their conquests.”

“First of all, men don’t do that shit. It’s a dick thing to do. Second of all, I have no desire to show your picture to my friends. This time is ours.”

“But—”

“It’s not that I don’t want every one of my buds to be jealous as hell that I hooked up with a beautiful woman after a wonderful day in London…but what I do, and who I do it with, is my business. And yours. No one else’s.”

“Wow. Um, okay. But you should know,” Rayne wrinkled her nose and shrugged apologetically, “I’ll probably talk about it with my friend Mary. I mean, I won’t go into details, but after that text I sent, she’s going to want to know how it was. As of right this moment, I don’t know how it will be, but if I had to guess, I’m thinking you’re gonna knock my socks off. And since it’s my first one-night stand, I’m going to have to spill to my bestie. Girl code and all that.”

She felt Ghost chuckle against her. “You never say what I think you’re going to say.”

“Hopefully that’s not a bad thing.”

“It’s not a bad thing.”

“Okay. So…can I see the picture to make sure my eyes weren’t closed?”

“No.”

Rayne rolled her eyes at him. She finally let go of his waist and looked up at the sky as the rain started gently falling again. She sighed. “Okay, fine. You win. It’s raining again,” she stated unnecessarily.

“You had enough balcony?”

“Yeah.” Rayne turned back to the big palace for a moment. “It really is beautiful though, isn’t it?”

Ghost didn’t answer.

Rayne turned to him. “Okay, I’ve tortured you long enough. What’s next on the agenda?”

Ghost knew just what he wanted to do. “You ever been on a Ferris wheel?”

“Of course.”

“Not like this one. Come on.” Ghost took her hand in his as he hailed a cab.




CHAPTER SIX


“I’m not sure about this, Ghost,” Rayne said nervously, holding tightly to his hand as they walked into one of the compartments on the famed London Eye. The day so far had been wonderful. Rayne had no idea how she’d gotten so lucky to have randomly chosen to sit next to Ghost in the airport, and then have their flight canceled, and now to be spending the day with him in the city. But she wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. She’d simply go with it and hope everything worked out in the end.

“It’s fine, Princess. You think I’d have us do anything where you might get hurt?”

“Uh…”

“I wouldn’t. You’re safe with me.”

Rayne looked up at Ghost. Safe with him. If she could’ve, she would’ve melted into a puddle at his feet. He made fun of her for being a romantic at heart, but if he could only hear his own words. She’d tried to tell him how everything he’d done so far was romantic, but she was certain he didn’t believe her.

The thing of it was, she did feel safe with him. There was no way anyone would bother them. They’d take one look at Ghost, and know instinctively he was a man not to be trifled with. It was what she thought the first time she saw him at the airport. “I know.”

The taxi that had picked them up at Buckingham Palace had a very sketchy-looking driver. If she’d been by herself, she would’ve passed on it and either walked or hailed a different car. But not Ghost. He pulled her into the backseat, leaned forward with his phone, snapped a picture of the driver’s identification, and then pushed a few more buttons on the phone. He’d then told the driver to take them to the London Eye and said in a deep, clear voice that meant business, “I’ve just sent your identification to a friend, an officer on the London Police force. If you value your job, you’ll get us there in one piece. He’s expecting a text from me in ten minutes, which is plenty of time for us to arrive. If he doesn’t get it, the entire force will be looking for this taxi…and you.”

The driver didn’t say anything, but nodded, Rayne thought, nervously. She had no idea if Ghost really did know someone who worked on the police force here in London, but honestly, nothing would surprise her. She still didn’t know what he really did for a living, but she was beginning to think her guess of spy or bounty hunter was closer than she’d thought. She’d been kidding at the time, but now she wasn’t so sure.

The driver had pulled out into traffic and taken them to the famed tourist spot across from the Abbey without any general chitchat. All Ghost had said when they’d left the vehicle after arriving was, “Have a nice night.”

“Come on, you’ll love this,” Ghost told her, bringing her back to the present and the huge sort-of Ferris wheel, leading her to the small bench in the middle of the compartment.

When the door shut behind them, Rayne asked in surprise, “We’re the only ones in here? This thing can hold at least thirty people, what’s going on?”

“It’s raining and it’s a random Wednesday night, Princess, there aren’t a lot of people around. I slipped the guy fifty pounds and he agreed to let us have the compartment all to ourselves.”

Rayne frowned. “You bribed him?”

“Yup.”

“But…” Rayne couldn’t think of a good protest.

Ghost laughed at her shocked reaction. “Just enjoy it, Rayne. It’s fine.”

“Okay. Whatever, but if you don’t really have a friend on the police force and you get hauled off to jail when we get off, don’t expect me to pay your bail.”

They sat together holding hands as the huge wheel started to turn. It wasn’t the same as the Ferris wheels back home in the States. This one moved extremely slowly, Rayne couldn’t even tell they were moving, except for the landscape getting smaller and smaller as they rose into the air.

Rayne stood up and held on to the rail at the window. She felt Ghost come up behind her. He put his hands at either side of her hips and leaned into her, pointing out landmarks in the huge city as they slowly rose higher and higher above the River Thames.

“There’s the Tower of London.”

“Didn’t people get tortured in the basement there?”

Ghost chuckled. “History’s not your strong suit is it, Princess?”

Rayne tried to turn to protest, but Ghost put his hands on her hips and held her in place. He leaned down so his head was even with hers. “Relax. I was teasing. The Tower of London was where the royals originally lived. It’s also been an armory, a treasury, and even the Crown Jewels of England are kept there and highly guarded. But, yes, to answer your question, it was also a prison at one time as well. However, you should know, despite what history likes to make people believe, there were actually only seven people executed there before the 1940s. Now it’s simply a tourist attraction.”


“Oh. That’s kinda a letdown. I was liking that it was a big bad haunted prison where the worst of the worst were incarcerated. You know a lot about it,” Rayne observed.

Ghost shrugged. “I like military history.”

“Obviously.”

Ghost smiled against Rayne’s hair. He enjoyed it when she got a little snarky with him. She was a breath of fresh air compared to the people he usually dealt with in his life.

“What else am I looking at?”

Ghost pointed out other notable landmarks of the London skyline as they continued to gain altitude. When they got to the top of the wheel’s projection, Ghost shifted them until they were looking once again at Westminster Abbey far below them.

“Look, Ghost! It’s Big Ben!”

“Actually, its real name is the Elizabeth Tower.”

“What?”

“The Elizabeth Tower. Big Ben is only a nickname. Before that, it was known simply as the Clock Tower.”

Rayne turned in Ghost’s embrace and looped her arms around his waist loosely. “Really? Good thing they changed it. The Clock Tower is a completely boring name for one of the most well-known clocks in the world. What else?”

“What else what?”

“What else do you know about Big Ben?”

Ghost grinned down at her. “Big Ben is the nickname for the clock and the tower it’s in, but it’s actually the name of the bell itself. Also, it’s not the largest four-faced clock in the world…the largest is actually back home in the States…specifically, in Minneapolis. No overseas visitors are allowed to climb to the top of the tower, but United Kingdom residents are allowed, as long as they’re sponsored by a Member of Parliament.”


“Anything else?” Rayne asked with a smirk, amazed at how many random facts he knew.

“Yeah, there isn’t an elevator. So anyone who wants to get to the top has to climb the three hundred and thirty-four stairs to get there…then come down all three hundred and thirty-four as well.”

“Three hundred and thirty-four? Did you make that up? How do you know that? Have you been up there?”

Ghost smiled at Rayne, but didn’t answer.

“You have! How in the hell did you manage that? Do you know someone in government as well as someone on the police force? You don’t live here, right?”

“Right. I’m a US citizen, just like you.”

Rayne stared at Ghost for a beat, trying to use her nonexistent mind-meld power to get him to tell her his secrets. Finally, she huffed out a breath. “I was right…you’re totally a spy. Fine, don’t tell me. You’re probably best friends with the queen or something.”

Or something was right, but Ghost wasn’t going to let her know that. It was amazing the connections he had because of being a Delta Force soldier. He’d protected, and even saved, the lives of some powerful men and women in his career.

He turned Rayne back around so she was gazing out at the city again. The weak sun was setting and it was slowly getting dark.

Rayne sighed as Ghost gathered her into his arms. He put his hands on her hips and she shivered. God, he felt good.

Feeling her shiver, he ran his hands up and down her arms. “Cold, Princess?”

Jeez. Princess. Could he get any better? He’d called her that a few times already, but it was apparent he’d officially decided that was her new nickname. She should’ve been irritated, but she loved it. “No, not really.”

“Come ’ere.” Ghost pulled her into his embrace fully. His arms went all the way around her so his right hand rested on her left hip and his left hand rested on her right hip. She rested her hands on his forearms. Finally, she sighed.

“What’s going on in that head of yours?”

“I’ve had a good time today.”

“And?” Ghost prompted.


“And I don’t want it to end. But,” she warned as she felt his hands tighten on her, “I’m scared.”

His arms immediately loosened and Rayne missed them. He physically turned her so she was facing him. He put a finger under her chin and lifted it so she had no choice but to look at him. “Scared of me?”

Rayne shook her head. “Not exactly.”

“Talk to me. Explain.”

Rayne bit her lip unconsciously, trying to think how she wanted to voice her fears. “I heard what you said earlier today…and I agree with all of it. But, I’ve never done this.” She gestured between them. “I was serious when I told you earlier that I’m a dork. I don’t do one-night stands. I haven’t had a boyfriend in two years. I like to read. You know I’m a romantic. Sleeping with you goes against everything I’ve ever thought about doing. It’s not safe going to bed with someone you don’t know. I don’t know if you have the creeping crud, or if you’re a sexual deviant, or what. For all I know, your ID was a fake and your name really isn’t John Benbrook and you’re not from Fort Worth. I’m just…scared.

“But you should know…I don’t think I’ve ever wanted a man more than I want you. I’ve never had to forcibly think about something other than what your chest looks like, or how big your…well, how big you are, or even how your hands will feel on my skin. So, it’s all freaking me out. All of it. John, I don’t think I should—”

“Call me Ghost,” he ordered immediately, and when she nodded, he continued, “You’re absolutely right, it’s not safe to sleep with someone you just met. But I’ll tell you right now, I don’t have the creeping crud, I’m not a sexual deviant, although if wanting to taste every inch of your skin, fuck you so hard you’ll still feel me days later, then eat you out after you come apart on my cock is sexually deviant behavior, I’ll have to amend that. And, Princess, you aren’t alone in your attraction. I haven’t stopped thinking about what’s under this sexy outfit since you sat down next to me in the airport. We absolutely should do this. Every woman needs at least one one-night stand in her life. Please God, take what you want. Take me. I said it before, and I’ll say it again, you’re safe with me, Rayne Jackson.”

“How much longer until this thing is back at the bottom?”

“I think we’ve got some time,” Ghost murmured, tilting his head down to hers. “Plenty of time for me to taste these scrumptious lips again.”

Rayne smiled up at the man in front of her and licked her lips in anticipation of his kiss.

“God,” he groaned, “you’re gonna be the death of me.” And he lowered his lips to hers.




CHAPTER SEVEN


Ghost knew he was making one of the biggest mistakes he’d ever made in his life, but he couldn’t stop himself. If Hollywood was there he’d be smacking him on the back of his head telling him to think. But Hollywood and his other teammates weren’t there. And Ghost couldn’t resist the sweet, funny, slightly nerdy woman who was holding his hand and trying not to hyperventilate as if her life depended on it.

He’d felt bad when she was expressing her confusion and fear while they were on the London Eye, and she’d said she was scared his name wasn’t really John, but not bad enough to stop what was about to happen. He needed Rayne. Needed her like a drug addict needed his next fix. A part of him knew he’d regret it if he didn’t take her to bed…and not in a horndog way, but because he knew their time together would change him fundamentally.

He was being sentimental, but Rayne was the first woman in a long time who he was attracted to as much by her personality as he was by her body. She said what she was thinking, she wasn’t afraid to show her emotions, and she was fun to be around. Yes, she was also hot, and he couldn’t wait to get his hands on her body, but it went deeper than that. For the first time in his life he felt a connection to a woman.

It scared the shit out of him, but Ghost knew he couldn’t walk away. Didn’t want to walk away.

Hearing Rayne say she’d thought about what he might look like without his clothes on…that she wanted to know how big his dick was. Yeah, at that moment, he was putty in her hands and she had no idea. None. She said she was scared of him, but in actuality, it was the other way around. She terrified him. He’d never felt like he did right now, in all of his life. As though if he didn’t get inside her, couldn’t taste her, smell her, hear her come apart under his hands, that he’d feel like he’d never truly lived.

But it was more than that. Deep down he knew one night wasn’t going to be enough. For the first time ever, he was contemplating trying to figure out how to meet back up with a woman…to see her again. He hadn’t lied when he’d told her he was a one-night-only kind of man. First, his job demanded it, but second, he’d never found a woman who’d interested him enough to want to get to know her deeper than that.

That made him a dick, but so far, he hadn’t had any complaints. He always let the woman know straight up he couldn’t give her more than one night in bed, and if she balked, he let her down easy and left. One or two had tried to change the rules to their agreement after they’d fucked, but Ghost still always left.

The fact was, he wanted to know more about Rayne, knew that one night with her body under him, over him, and in as many other positions as she could imagine and even some she couldn’t…wasn’t going to be enough. He knew it in the very marrow of his bones, but that didn’t change the fact that he couldn’t have what he wanted.

Ghost probably still could’ve resisted her and walked away, but when she’d said she’d never had a one-night stand before and hadn’t had a boyfriend in two years, all he could think of was that she was clean. Clean. Keane Bryson didn’t have “clean” in his life. His hands were covered in the metaphorical blood of all the men and women he’d killed for his country.

He’d seen too much hatred, jealousy, gluttony, selfishness, and straight-up stupidity in the world. Ghost hadn’t even known someone as fresh and naïve as Rayne Jackson existed except in the fairy-tale movies she claimed to like to watch. And even if he had known, he knew he would never have a shot at her. But to have her stand in front of him and flat-out tell him she’d thought about how he’d feel against her skin was too much for him to resist.

Ghost wasn’t a selfish man. His Delta Force team came first. His country came second. If someone needed food, he’d give his up. If they needed a weapon, he’d gladly give his over. He wasn’t even afraid to give his life if it meant saving one of his teammates or someone he was supposed to look after on a mission.

But this? He couldn’t give this up. Ghost thought he deserved to be selfish for once.

He needed Rayne. And he was going to have her. And not just once, but as many times as he could before it was time to go. He’d get her out of his system and then have the memory of the hot woman he’d seduced during a lucky layover in London.

They went into the lobby of the Park Plaza Hotel and after collecting their luggage from the concierge, almost ran into a woman in a wheelchair with her assistance dog next to her. Scooting around her with a murmured apology, Ghost kept his hand on Rayne, stepped up to the front desk, and secured them a room for the night.

Ghost could tell Rayne was embarrassed. She blushed as he asked for the largest-size bed they had with a view of the London Eye. She blushed as he gave the woman behind the desk his credit card. She even blushed when the lady in the wheelchair came back from outside and said hello as she went by them on the way back up to her room.

“You don’t have to be embarrassed, Rayne,” Ghost told her as the clerk went into a back room for a moment.

“I feel like I have one-night stand and slut tattooed on my forehead,” she whispered.

Ghost leaned down and kissed her head. “I guarantee you don’t. You are so far from a slut it isn’t even funny. Relax.”

He finished checking in, threw his duffle bag over his shoulder, grabbed the handle of her suitcase, and took hold of her hand with his free one. Neither spoke as they headed up the elevator and got off on their floor.

Ghost unlocked the door and held it open to let Rayne walk in ahead of him. He watched as she put her handbag on the dresser and went straight to the floor-to-ceiling windows. The room was nice, but it wasn’t huge, as was typical with European hotels. Rayne pulled back the curtain and gasped.

The sun had completely fallen while they’d checked in and their room faced both the London Eye and Westminster Abbey.

“It’s beautiful,” Rayne breathed, looking at the lights of the city twinkling in the distance.

Ghost came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. “You’re beautiful,” he told her honestly, brushing her hair off her shoulder, kissing her neck lightly.

“I think I can see Buckingham Palace from here too. Were we really this high up when we were on the Eye? Oh, what time does our plane leave tomorrow? You did get on the list for standby, right? Do we need to schedule a wake-up call?”

Ghost turned Rayne until she was facing him instead of the window, knowing she was skittish about the upcoming night. “Yes. I talked to the reservations woman and said to put me on standby and I’d confirm in the morning. Don’t be nervous, Princess. We’ll go at your speed, okay?”


He watched as she swallowed hard and nodded. “Okay.”

“Why don’t you get changed into something more comfortable? Then we’ll sit and talk.”

“Talk?”

“Yeah, talk. Then if you want more, we’ll do more. If at any time you want to stop, we’ll stop.”

“Simple as that?”

“Yeah, Princess, simple as that. I told you once today that I’d never force you to do anything you didn’t want to do, and that hasn’t changed. Although I have to tell you…I’m hoping you won’t want to stop and I’m going to do everything in my power to try to convince you to continue.”

“I want you, Ghost. I’m just nervous. Thank you for being patient with me. I’ll get there.”

“Then I’ll wait all night if I have to. Go on, get changed, I’ll head downstairs and make sure our wake-up call is set up.” He knew he didn’t have to leave the room to set up the call, but he figured Rayne would be more comfortable if he wasn’t there when she changed.

“Thanks, Ghost. I won’t take too long.”

Ghost pulled Rayne into his body and wrapped his arms around her in a hug. He waited, thrilled when he felt her hands tentatively snake around him and rest on his back. He pulled back, kissed her lightly on the lips, and squeezed her biceps. “I’ll be back.”

He took the elevator down to the lobby, went outside and leaned against the building after speaking briefly with the woman behind the desk. He didn’t need to schedule a wake-up call for himself. He’d get up without any problem. He always woke early in the morning. The guys on the team could set a clock by him. He did ask for a call at six for Rayne though. She’d have to get back to the airport to get to work, and he didn’t want her to miss the flight and get in trouble. Knowing what he was planning was a dickful thing to do, he still made the arrangements for Rayne to get to the airport in the morning without him. He’d warned her, so she knew she’d most likely wake up alone…or at least she wouldn’t be surprised when she did.

Ghost waited as long as he thought Rayne might need to get changed and do whatever it was women did to get ready for bed, before heading back upstairs. He put the key in the lock and eased the door open. The lights had been dimmed and Ghost could just see Rayne’s shape on the bed. He went over to his duffle bag, grabbed it, and headed into the bathroom.

He came out a few minutes later wearing a pair of gray sweatpants and no shirt. He padded to the bed and pulled back the sheet. He stretched out on his side and propped himself up on his elbow, facing Rayne.

She was sitting upright with her arms around her knees. Rayne was wearing a black tank top and a pair of bright purple loose pants. Ghost smiled.

“Purple, huh?”

He watched as Rayne smiled then turned her head toward him. “Yeah, I’m fond of bright colors.”

“I can see that. Let’s play a game.”

“A game?” Rayne’s brows furrowed in confusion.

“Yeah. Word association. I’ll say something, and you tell me the first thing you think of when you hear it. Then you can tell me a word, and I’ll do the same thing.”

“What’s the point?”

Ghost smiled again, loving how blunt she was. “The point is to get you to relax a little bit…and to get to know each other a bit better.”

“How is this game gonna help us get to know each other better? And doesn’t that defeat the purpose of a one-night stand?”

“Soldier,” Ghost said, without answering her question. The whole point of the game was to take her mind off what they were about to do and to get her to let down her guard.

“Fort Hood,” she responded immediately.

“Why Fort Hood?”

“Because it’s the biggest Army base in Texas, my brother is there, and it’s what I thought of first.”

Ghost silently swore. Figured with his luck her brother would be stationed at the same place he was. Even with that little piece of knowledge, he wasn’t willing to turn his back on Rayne. He simply needed her too badly to walk away now. “Okay, your turn.”

“London,” she said with a gleam in her eye.

“Kissing you on the London Eye,” Ghost answered immediately. He watched as Rayne smiled. “Sex.”

“Awkward.” As soon as she said it, she slapped a hand over her mouth and shut her eyes in mortification.

Ghost reached out and put his hand on her foot. “Sex has been awkward for you?”

“Unfortunately, yeah.”

“In what way?”

“In every way. It’s just weird. Getting naked with someone, figuring out where my hands are supposed to go, waiting for him to get done…it’s just weird.”

Ghost’s pulse rate sped up, listening to her. It was obvious she wasn’t a virgin, but damn he wanted to introduce her to passion. If she was lost in the moment, she wouldn’t be worrying about where her hands were or if he got off or not. “Your turn,” he said in a strangled voice.

Rayne leaned back against the pillows and dropped her legs, stretching them out in front of her. Ghost’s hand moved from her foot to her thigh.

“Home.”

The first word that sprang to his mind was “nowhere” but he knew he couldn’t say that. “Fort Worth.”

It was quiet in the room for a beat before she said softly, “Your turn.”

“Tell me about your family.”

“My family? I’m not sure that will put me in the mood, Ghost.”

He chuckled. “Tell me anyway.” He watched as Rayne relaxed even further. His plan was working just as he’d hoped.

“Well, I have a brother and a sister. I’m the middle kid. My sister is older than me by three years, and I’m two years older than my brother. Samantha is an actress and lives in California. She’s been cast in a few films, but is still waiting for her big break.”

“And your brother?”

“Chase lives down in Killeen and is a lieutenant in the Army. He’s stationed at Fort Hood. He’s always wanted to be in the military, he was accepted into West Point, and he’s going to be a lifer. I’ve always kidded with him that there’s no way I’ll ever salute him…even if he climbs the rank to be a general.” She laughed a little at herself.

“General Jackson?” he asked in what he hoped was a light tone.

“Yeah, ridiculous, huh? I guess it was just in his blood or something.”

“You never thought about joining up? It would’ve been another way to see the world.”

Rayne looked at him with such horror he had to smile.

“No freaking way. I’d make a terrible soldier. Heck, if there’s ever an apocalypse, I’ll totally be the first one killed by the zombies because I can’t run to save my life.”

“There’s more to survival than running, Princess.”

“Whatever. I suck at pushups, haven’t done a sit-up since I was eight years old, and honestly? I don’t follow directions very well.”

When Ghost didn’t say anything more, Rayne scooted down on the bed and mimicked his pose, turning on her side, propping her head up with her hand and leaning on her elbow. It looked as if he was thinking hard about something, so she let him think.

“I’ll never look at the rain in the same way again,” he said, seemingly out of the blue.

“What?”

“If it wasn’t for the storm, the flight wouldn’t have been canceled, and I wouldn’t be here now, with you, so turned on I can’t even think straight.”

Rayne looked at him in surprise. “You are?”

“Yeah, Princess. I feel like I’m fifteen again, standing next to Whitney Pumperfield under the bleachers at the football game.”

Rayne giggled, and Ghost continued with his made-up story. “She was a year younger than me, but she’d obviously been an early bloomer, because she had the finest set of tits I’d ever seen. And I wanted to get my hands on them…bad.”

“Go on…did you?”

“Oh yeah…” Ghost paused for dramatic effect. “She let me kiss her for a while and I thought I was so suave. I moved one of my hands under her crop top and slowly eased it upward. I went straight for her bra and pulled it down. I squeezed her voluptuous tit and felt her nipple stab into my palm.”

“And?” Rayne smiled and gestured for him to continue. “Don’t leave me hanging here!”

Ghost scooted closer to her and put his hand on her hip.

“And just as she moaned into my mouth, I blew in my pants and her best friend called her name from around the corner. She pulled away, and I lost my chance to do anything else with her.”

“You came just from touching her breast?”

“Princess, I was fifteen. And you didn’t see her tits.”

Rayne laughed again and immediately tried to hide it from him.

“Yeah, I can laugh about it now, but back then I was mortified and pissed all at once. I wanted to touch her…all over, but later that night her friend convinced her that I only wanted in her pants and she refused to go anywhere with me ever again.”

“Did you only want in her pants?”

“You heard me say I was fifteen, right?” Ghost joked.

“Yeah, right, sorry.” She giggled at him.

Ghost thanked his lucky stars Rayne was finally relaxing. “As I said, right at this moment, I’m so turned on, I feel just like I did back then, standing with my hand on Whitney’s chest.” He moved his hand slowly up and down the side of Rayne’s body.

“Are you going to lose it when you touch my breast?”

“Hell no. I’ve had some practice in control since then.”

“Kiss me, Ghost.”

“With pleasure.” Ghost leaned forward and felt satisfaction pool in his gut when Rayne eased backward at his movement and lay on her back, opening herself up to him, looking into his eyes as if he was her first lover.

“I’m gonna kiss you, Princess. Then I’m gonna finally see what your gorgeous tits look like. I’ve been imagining it all afternoon. I know Whitney Pumperfield is gonna be a distant memory after seeing yours. Then I’m gonna strip off those god-awful purple pants and see if your legs are as long as they seemed today in that skirt.”

“Hey! My pants aren’t god-awful!”

Ghost ignored her protest and finished. “Then I’m gonna take you. I’m gonna take you soft and slow until you beg me to let you come. Then as you’re coming, I’m gonna take you hard and fast, until you can’t think of sex again without thinking about me. And Princess? I guarantee after tonight, you won’t think sex is awkward ever again. You’ll see what you’ve been missing all this time.”


He paused, waiting for her to say something, to stop him. When she didn’t move a muscle, not even to breathe, Ghost smiled down at her. “Oh yeah, Whitney has nothing on you.”

As he leaned down to kiss her, he was thrilled when Rayne arched up to meet his mouth. Thank Christ.




CHAPTER EIGHT


Rayne couldn’t believe she was about to have a one-night stand with a man she basically picked up in an airport. He was honestly the sexiest man she’d ever laid eyes on. Muscular arms, six-pack abs, a tattoo of some words on his left side…he could’ve been a model if it wasn’t for the variety of scars crisscrossing his torso. Scars notwithstanding, he was beautiful and she wanted her hands on him in the worst way. Why he seemed interested in plain ol’ her, she had no idea, but she wasn’t going to question it.

She wanted him. Bad. Rayne lifted her chin and licked her lips as Ghost’s head descended toward hers. She kept her eyes open, not wanting to miss a second of the experience.

Ghost felt his heart beating in his chest as the anticipation of seeing Rayne naked, of getting inside her, pressed down on him. He couldn’t remember being this excited to see a woman without her clothes on in a long, long time…probably since he was about fifteen years old.

His lips touched hers and Ghost put his right hand on her face while his left arm kept him propped up over Rayne. Their tongues tangled together as they re-learned the taste of each other’s mouths. He caressed her cheek with his thumb as their heads tilted one way, then the other as they devoured each other.

Ghost drew back and swallowed hard. He wanted to rush it. He wanted to be inside this amazing woman more than he wanted to breathe, but he didn’t want to spook her, and perhaps more importantly, he wanted to give her romance. This might be a one-time thing, but the romantic part of him, usually buried deep, wanted to make this night one she’d remember for a long time.

“You taste like mint.”

Ghost grinned down at Rayne. “So do you.” After a beat, he asked, “You all right?”

Rayne nodded. “I’m good.”

“Comfortable?”

“Uh-huh, why?”

“Because I have a feeling you’re going to be on your back for a while.”

Rayne laughed a little nervously and brought her hand up to grasp his biceps, noting absently that her fingertips didn’t come close to touching as she wrapped her hand around him. “I am?”

“Yeah.”

“I didn’t really picture you as a missionary-style man.”

Ghost leaned down and kissed her jaw without answering. Then he moved to nip and lick at the skin right by her ear. He shifted and took her lobe between his teeth, sucking lightly and caressing her with his tongue. Finally he shifted his lips so he could whisper into Rayne’s ear. “I’m a missionary man, a doggy-style man, a reverse-cowgirl man, and any other position I can get. I want you, any way I can get you, and I’m planning on using every minute of our night to keep you satisfied. But I want to start by feasting…and the best position for that is you, on your back. Understand?”

Her quick inhalation was answer enough. Ghost lifted his head and Rayne could see his eyes were dark with lust. His hand ran from her cheek down her chest, over her erect nipple to her waist. Without breaking eye contact, he lifted her tank top and eased his hand underneath it.

Neither of them said a word as Ghost’s hand slowly slid up and covered her breast. She wasn’t wearing a bra and his hand covered her completely and he squeezed.


Rayne shifted under him, feeling herself get wet at his confident touch.

“I can’t wait to see these beauties,” Ghost murmured reverently. “You’re so soft and your nipple is begging for my touch.”

“Ghost, please.”

“Please what, Princess?”

He was smiling down at her, clearly enjoying her restless movements under him, knowing his touch was turning her on.

“Touch me.”

“I am touching you.”

“Ghost…” His name came out as a whine and Rayne was mortified as soon as the word left her mouth. She shouldn’t have worried though.

“God, I love hearing you lose your mind. And I haven’t even gotten started. Lift your arms. Let’s get this tank off.”

Rayne hesitated for a second. This was it. If she was going to back out, now was the time.

But the moment the thought entered her head, she dismissed it. She wanted Ghost. He’d been a gentleman all day. He’d protected her when they were out and about and he had a funny side hidden under his gruff exterior. He’d done nothing but reassure her he wasn’t going to do anything she didn’t want to do, and even if it made her similar to one of those stupid women in horror movies, she was going to trust him.

She lifted her arms.

Ghost took a deep breath and relaxed as Rayne finally raised her arms to give him the go-ahead to remove her tank. He’d wondered for a moment if she was about to call it quits, and it would’ve killed him, but he would’ve backed off. Thank Christ she was still with him.

Sitting up, Ghost straddled her hips and caressed her belly over the tank top, drawing out the moment. Looking down at his hands—and his prize—he slipped his hands under her shirt and ever so slowly pushed upward, taking the shirt with him as he moved. Her belly button was exposed, then the lower curves of her breasts and finally, as his hands moved over both nipples, her entire chest was bare to him.

She was beautiful. Not perfect, and he knew if asked, she’d probably point out all the areas on her body she thought were flawed. But her lushness only made him harder. His original thought that she reminded him of Marilyn Monroe was right on. Her hips were wide and her breasts were large. Her nipples stood up, as if begging for his touch. She had a bit of a belly, but all Ghost saw was heaven.

Not able to wait, and while pushing the tank top the rest of the way over her head and over her arms, Ghost leaned down and took one of her nipples into his mouth, and groaned. Her bud was hard, and he could feel it tighten more as he nipped at it with his teeth.

His hands now free, he brought them down and used one to plump up the breast of the nipple he was sucking, and the other he used to cover her other mound and squeeze.

He felt Rayne arch into his touch and smiled. Some men might be ass men, but he was most certainly a breast man. Without looking up, he moved to the other side of her chest. He nibbled around the curve of her ample mound and finally looked up to her face as his tongue came out and flicked the neglected tip.

Rayne was looking down at him with her mouth slightly open and he could hear her quick breaths. He looked back down at what he was doing. “There’s nothing I enjoy more than playing with a pair of tits. And Princess, I have to say, yours are absolutely perfect.”

“Better than Whitney Pumperfield’s?”

It took Ghost a moment to figure out who she was talking about. Since Whitney was made up, he could answer her honestly with a smile. “A million times better than Whitney’s.”

He pulled back and sat up, hovering over Rayne once more. His hands didn’t leave her chest as he continued to caress and squeeze her. “Yours are fleshy enough that if I do this,” he squeezed her mounds together until they were touching, “I can imagine my cock sliding between them.”

He ignored Rayne’s gasp and went on, shifting so his fingertips were pinching her nipples. “Your nipples are large and stick out beautifully, giving me something to grab on to when I want to do this…”

Ghost twisted his fingers slightly, loving the flush of red that made its way up her neck. He knew he wasn’t hurting her because her hips were undulating under his unconsciously. A little moan escaped her lips and he could feel her fingernails digging into his hips as she held on to him. Most importantly, she didn’t tell him to stop, and she wasn’t pulling away from him.

“You are beautiful, Princess.” He soothed both hands over her breasts again, gently plumping them up and rubbing his palms over her nipples.

Something caught his eye and he leaned in closer to take a look. “Ah, tattoo number one.”

Almost hidden, and it certainly would’ve gone unseen if she’d been standing, was a small pink ribbon tattooed on the underside of her left breast. There was a tiny purple heart next to it as well. The tattoo was tiny, probably only half an inch at most. Ghost leaned down and licked it. Then kissed it gently, before rising.

“Interesting place for a tattoo. That had to have hurt.”

Rayne nodded at him. “It’s for my friend Mary. She had breast cancer and I got it in solidarity for her. The pain it took for me to get it was nothing compared to what she went through.”

“The woman you texted my info to?”

“Uh-huh…um, Ghost…”


“Yeah, Princess?” Ghost knew exactly what he was doing to her as he continued to stimulate her right nipple as he talked. He’d pushed up her left breast so he could see the small mark, and he could literally feel her heart beating as fast as a jackrabbit under his palm.

“Can we discuss it later?”

“Discuss what later?”

“Jesus, Ghost. My tattoo. My friend Mary. Breast cancer. All of it.”

“Yeah, you’re right, I was in the middle of something, wasn’t I?”

Rayne nodded enthusiastically.

“Okay, Princess. That’s one tattoo down. I can’t wait to find the other two.” He laughed when she moaned under him. He shifted his hips down her body until he was hovering over her knees. “Spread your legs for me.”

Loving that she immediately did as he asked, Ghost moved so she could spread herself wider for him and settled himself on his knees between her legs. He scooted up, forcing her to widen her legs even more to accommodate him as he did. He put his hands on her hips and watched her face.

After a moment, she looked up at him. Her hands fluttered nervously next to her as if she wasn’t sure what to do with them.

“I can smell how aroused you are for me, Princess. Do you still want me? Want this?”

She nodded and swallowed hard.

“Thank God.” He took the drawstring in his hand and slowly pulled, loosening the waist of her purple cotton pants. He pressed his thumbs into her hipbones and then methodically swept them back and forth over her pants, seemingly in no hurry.

Leaning down, he nuzzled the area right under her belly button and used his chin to push her pants farther down her hips. Looking up in surprise, he commented, “You aren’t wearing panties.”

“I know. I figured if I was coming to bed to be with you, I’d only be taking them off, so it seemed to me to be a time-saver to leave them off.”

“Jesus, no wonder I can smell you so easily.” His hands didn’t move, but Ghost brought his nose down between her legs and inhaled deeply.

Shifting in embarrassment, and wanting him to get on with it, Rayne commented dryly, “You know, that’d be quicker if you used your hands.”

Ghost swallowed a laugh. She was hilarious. “I know, but I’m enjoying taking my time.”

“As much as I appreciate that, we do only have one night, Ghost. Can we get on with it?”

The gleam in his eyes as he looked up was electric. “You ready for me?”

“Yes.”

Ghost backed away and stood up next to the bed. As his hands went to the waistband of his sweats, he gestured to her pants and ordered brusquely, “Take ’em off.”

Rayne lifted her hips and pushed her favorite lounging pants down, using her feet to push them the rest of the way off and to the floor. She couldn’t take her eyes off Ghost. He’d shoved his own pants off and was standing next to the bed taking her in as if she were a meal and he hadn’t eaten in days.

But damn, he was fine. There was one additional gnarly scar on his left thigh, but otherwise he was flawless. She could see the tattooed writing on his side but couldn’t read what it said. She was distracted by his cock, which was standing up long and thick, jutting from between his thighs. Before she’d gotten her fill of looking at him, Ghost threw one leg over hers and settled back between her knees.

He once again shoved his way up her body until her legs were gaping open around him. She bent her legs to accommodate him and gasped when he put both hands under her butt and lifted her hips.

Rayne grabbed on to his arms again and panted in anticipation. She’d had a few guys go down on her before, but none seemed this…intense about it. Ghost had said he wanted her to get lost in the passion between them, and it looked like she was about to be.

“Tattoo number two,” Ghost said.

Rayne could see his attention on the small tattoo just outside her bikini line, almost on her inner thigh. He leaned down and licked over the Chinese symbol and she could feel the goose bumps shoot down her arms at his actions.

“What’s it say?”

“You mean you can’t read Chinese?” Rayne breathed as he licked over the ink again.

“Nope.”

“Some spy you are. It stands for strength.”

“Ummm, I like it.”

“Th-thanks…” Rayne would’ve said more, but Ghost was obviously done talking about her tattoo because he’d begun slowly lapping at her clit. He hadn’t wasted time working up to it, he’d just gone right for the gusto.

“Ghost…Jesus…oh my God…yeah…shit…”

Ghost gripped Rayne’s hips tighter as she squirmed in his grasp. Once he had her where he wanted, he didn’t want to waste any more time. She smelled divine, and he could see her lips glistening with her juices. He suddenly needed to see her come apart in his arms, to let go, to trust him to bring her there.

He felt her fingernails digging into him as she tried to hold on to something. Ghost loved hearing her incoherent mutterings as he feasted. His hands were busy, so he couldn’t use them to help her get off, so he lowered his mouth and tasted her with one long lick between her folds. She was dripping wet, and Ghost pulled back for a second to take a good look at her pink slit.

She continued to squirm in his grip and he grinned. God. She was amazing. He lowered his head and once again set to work trying to get her to explode in his mouth. He flicked his tongue hard and fast against her clit and used his chin to rub against her lower lips.

“Yeah, right there. Hard­er…shit…yeah…Ghost…I’m gonna…”

She didn’t have to warn him, Ghost could read the signs. He continued his relentless pressure on the small bundle of nerves as she hunched up toward him and quivered and shook as her orgasm overtook her. He lowered her hips to the mattress but didn’t stop his assault on her clit. Finally having a hand free, he brought it up to her entrance and slowly pushed in one finger as he continued his fast, hard licks against her.

He groaned as he felt her hot sheath clench around his finger. He pulled it out and added another. He kept a slow and steady rhythm as he pumped in and out of her. Ghost felt Rayne’s hands move to his head as she tried to push him harder against her.

He pulled back a mere inch and blew on her clit. He glanced up and saw she was watching him. “You like what you see, Princess?”

“Uh-huh.”

Without losing eye contact, Ghost said, “This is what passion is. It’s getting lost in what’s happening to your body. To want to watch your lover take his pleasure. You’re beautiful, Rayne. Fucking beautiful.”

Her head dropped back on the pillow at his words and she groaned. Her hips shifted under his hand, urging him to continue. Ghost bent his head down and re-concentrated on the task at hand, making sure Rayne was as lost to the passion blooming between them as he was. Ghost enjoyed giving head, but usually it was a means to an end. The wetter he could get a woman, the better the sex was for him.

But with Rayne, it wasn’t like that. Seeing her orgasm under his tongue made him feel as if he was the king of the mountain. It wasn’t about her taking a turn so he could get to his. He’d be happy making her come over and over again, even if he never got his shot.

It was that thought that made every muscle in his body tense, including the fingers deep inside her body. His teeth accidentally closed over her sensitive clit, and even though he immediately relaxed his grip, it was too late, she exploded once again in his arms. Ghost could actually feel her juices coat his fingers and she squeezed them until they ached. The thought of her doing that when his cock was inside her was almost too much.

He brought the hand that had been under her down his body and ruthlessly grabbed the base of his cock, preventing himself from exploding all over the sheets. Jesus fucking Christ.




CHAPTER NINE


Ghost was a man who always kept control of everything around him, including his body. The fact that he’d almost lost it while merely imagining how it would feel to be inside Rayne’s body didn’t sit well with him.

While she was still coming down from her second orgasm, Ghost reached over to the nightstand and grabbed the condom he’d put there before he’d joined Rayne in bed. Quickly sheathing himself, and grimacing at how sensitive he was, he crawled up Rayne’s body until he was straddling her. He put his hands next to her shoulders and waited for her to open her eyes.

Rayne stretched lazily and slowly peeled her eyes open. Startled to see Ghost’s face so close to hers, she smiled and brought her arms up to grab on to his biceps. “Hey.”

“Hey back.”

“That was…wow.”

“You’re beautiful when you come.”

“Uh, thank you?”

“You’re welcome. You ready for me?”

“Oh! Yeah, sorry. Your turn now.” Rayne lifted her legs until they were bent at the knees again and tilted her pelvis up. “I’m ready.” When Ghost didn’t move, Rayne tilted her head back and wrinkled her eyebrows at him. “Ghost?”

“This isn’t a quid pro quo thing, Rayne.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You’re acting like since I got you off, I can just shove myself inside you and once I orgasm we’ll be even.”

“Oh, well, you haven’t…you know…yet, and I have.”

“And you will again.”

“Ghost, seriously, I know you’re a super badass spy, but that’s not how it works.”

“Rayne, it is how it works. You want to know what I was thinking as I had my tongue inside you and you were coming around my fingers?”

“Uh, no, not really.”

Ignoring her cute, flustered reply, Ghost barreled on, “I was thinking that I could watch you come all night and be completely satisfied, even if I never got my turn.”

“What? That’s just…I don’t know what that is.”

“It’s honest. That’s what it is.”

“But, you’re hard, you’re ready.” Rayne lifted her hips until the tip of Ghost’s cock brushed against her lower belly.

Ghost groaned, but forced himself to continue. “I am ready. But I want you to be ready. I want you to be sure. I can get off without entering you. We can do it that way if you want.” He watched as Rayne’s eyes dilated at his words. God, it made him feel so good that his words could turn her on.

“I want you inside me. Please, Ghost.”

“Take me in your hand. Put me where you want me then.”

Ghost knew he was skating on thin ice. Having Rayne’s hands on him would test his control to the limit. When her hand reached between their bodies, brushing against his stomach, he clenched every muscle in his body and tried to think about anything but how good she felt.

He felt her grip his cock and tug as she tried to bring him closer to her. Ghost shifted until he felt her warm body against his and couldn’t hold back a groan as he felt her nether lips part around his shaft.

Knowing she’d gotten him to where he needed to be, Rayne moved her hand away and to Ghost’s side. She dug her nails in and pulled him to her. “Fuck me, Ghost. Please.”

“Oh shit, Princess.” It was as if her words let loose something inside him. He pushed slowly and relentlessly inside until he couldn’t go any farther. Then he reached down and pulled Rayne’s hips up and into him, and gained another few crucial millimeters. Ghost could feel his balls flush with the warm skin of her ass.

“Ghost, oh yeah. God, you feel good.”

Ghost shut his eyes as Rayne’s inner muscles squeezed against his shaft. Holy hell. He’d fucked his share of women. He wasn’t ashamed of his sexual history, but this was something different. Rayne felt tighter, hotter, wetter…and more right than anything he’d ever felt before.

He opened his eyes and looked down. Rayne wasn’t looking up at him, but had her head propped up on the pillow and was looking down their bodies to where they were joined.

Ghost pulled his hips back an inch, then pushed back in, loving the expression on Rayne’s face as she continued to watch them. He did it again, pulling out even farther, before slowly pushing back in until she was full of him again. Ghost watched as Rayne began to pant and he felt her hips tilt up farther into him.

He did it again, and again, loving how Rayne kept her eyes on his cock as he pulled back, covered in her juices, then as he pushed back inside her. Normally he loved the sight of his cock being engulfed inside a woman’s body, but he was getting more enjoyment out of watching Rayne this time instead. She sighed, she moaned, and she bit her lip as he continued his slow assault on her senses, but not once did she take her eyes off his cock.

Ghost knew he was getting close and pulled out until just his tip was surrounded by Rayne’s hot body and paused…waiting. Finally her hips tilted up a miniscule amount and he slammed back inside her. She looked away from where they were joined and dropped her head back on the pillow and moaned.

Neither of them spoke, but with each thrust, Ghost knew they were communicating all the same. Desperate to feel her muscles contracting with her orgasm around his cock as they’d done around his fingers, he moved one hand between them and plucked at Rayne’s clit as he hammered in and out of her. Finally, just as he thought he’d have to come without her, Ghost felt the telltale flutter of her inner muscles against him and felt her fingers grip him tighter.

“Harder, Ghost, God yeah, rub me a little harder…yeah, right there…Ghost!”

His name was a sigh and a warning that she was orgasming. She arched her back and her hips thrust up against his, helplessly lost in the release he’d forced on her.

Ghost held still for a moment as he felt the delicious contractions from deep inside her squeeze his dick, and finally let himself go. He thrust once, then twice, then held himself still as he felt the come boil up from his balls and spurt out the tip of his cock.

They both twitched and moaned through the small contractions of their muscles, and slowly Ghost lowered himself down onto Rayne. He gathered her close as they panted and tried to catch their breath.

Ghost loved feeling her inner walls continue to grip and release him as she slowly came back to herself. He ran a hand over her hair, feeling pride he’d put the sheen of sweat on her forehead.

“You okay?” he asked softly.

“No, I think you killed me.” Her voice was low and gravelly and she cleared her throat as she opened her eyes. “But what a way to go.”

They smiled at each other for a beat before Ghost commented, “I have to get rid of this condom. Don’t move.”

“I couldn’t move if my life depended on it.”

Ghost grinned, pleased with himself, and eased his hips back. They both groaned as he slipped out of her body. “Be right back.”

“’Kay.”

Ghost dealt with the condom in the bathroom and quickly rejoined Rayne. She hadn’t moved a muscle and he easily slipped back into the bed beside her. He lay on his back and she cuddled into him, one arm thrown around his rib cage and her head on his shoulder. He wrapped his arm around her and marveled at how good she felt against him.

“I know I should be tired, but I’m not,” Rayne murmured. “I feel mellow and relaxed, but not ready to sleep. Is that normal?”

Ghost chuckled. “I have no idea, but yeah, I feel the same way.”

They were quiet for a beat, then Ghost asked, “So what’s the most outlandish thing you’ve seen on a flight?”

“I thought the woman was the one who always wanted to talk after sex?” she asked teasingly.

Ghost shrugged. “Figured we might as well pass the time before we’re ready to go again.”

“Again?” Rayne propped herself up on an elbow and peered at him.

“Yeah. You didn’t think once was going to be enough, did you? There’re so many more things I want to do with you before our night is over, Princess.”

She lay back down quickly, embarrassed for some reason. “Oh, okay, well good then. And I guess talking, while we’re…recovering, is just as good as anything else we can do.”

Ghost chuckled, loving how adorable she was in her embarrassment. He idly ran his hand up and down the part of her back he could reach. He grasped her other hand with his and played with her fingers as she answered.

“The weirdest thing I’ve seen on a flight, huh? Hmm, of course I’ve caught couples trying to get inducted into the mile-high club…but honestly, I can’t imagine anything worse than having sex in a tiny airplane bathroom. That cannot be sanitary or comfortable!”

After Ghost chuckled, as she wanted him to, she continued.

“I guess I’d have to break your question into different categories. The most amazing thing I’ve even seen on a flight is when the pilot informed the passengers that we had two deceased American soldiers on our flight who were being taken back to the States, and one of the passengers started an impromptu collection for the Wounded Warrior Project. I swear almost every single person on the plane that day donated at least a dollar.”

“That’s amazing,” Ghost said softly into the silence that followed.

Rayne sniffed once. “I know. I guess it meant more to me because of Chase being in the Army. He’d just been sent over to Iraq for his first tour and it hit me really hard that it could’ve been him in the coffin under us. I have the utmost respect for anyone in the military. It’s a tough life, and they have to do things that us civilians would never understand. I admire them.”

Feeling uncomfortable with the direction the conversation was going, Ghost tried to steer it back to safer territory. “So that’s the most amazing, what’s next?”

Rayne cleared her throat. “Okay, so the weirdest…it was on a flight from Gabon, Africa, to Paris. There was a whole family…and by a whole family, I mean at least twenty people. I don’t know how they were all related, but in the middle of the flight, someone brought out a plucked chicken and started trying to cook it over a little Sterno flame thing.”

“How did they get either of those onboard?” Ghost asked, appalled.

“I have no idea, obviously security is way different there than in the States, but anyway, here they were, trying to cook this bird, some of the other passengers were gagging and complaining, and the entire family started arguing about the chicken. Some wanted to be able to cook it, and others were against it. They were screaming and carrying on. It really was a weird thing.”

“How did it get resolved?”

“One of the older women finally just smacked one of the younger men on the back of the head and said something stern. The chicken and the Sterno disappeared into someone’s bag and that was that. As I said. Weird.”

Ghost was enjoying the shit out of lying next to Rayne and listening to her stories. “Go on.”

“Okay, so let’s see…scariest moment? An almost-crash landing.”

Ghost felt her tense next to him and he leaned up and kissed her on the forehead. “That would be scary, but obviously you’re here, so it ended up okay.”

“Yeah. Ghost…I don’t know how to explain this to you. I thought I was going to die. We were in the middle of serving drinks and the plane went through some crazy turbulence. I mean, crazy like people who weren’t wearing their seat belts were flying up out of their seats. I got thrown and my head hit the ceiling of the plane before I was dumped back down to the ground. We quickly pulled the drink carts back to the galleys and strapped into our jump seats. The pilot came on and said we’d been flying through a storm and had been hit by lightning and we were obviously going through some turbulence, and there had been damage to one of the engines so we were going to have to head to the nearest airport for an emergency landing.”

Rayne paused and took a deep breath, then went on. “I was sitting next to the door with the little window so I could see outside. All I could see were these huge mountains. I thought we were going to crash into them. I was actually okay with that because I thought it wouldn’t hurt. I didn’t want to die, and coming face-to-face with the possibility wasn’t fun, but I was okay with dying suddenly and without pain. We limped on for another twenty minutes before landing. It was bumpy and out of control, but finally we were safe on the ground and in one piece.”

“And you’re still a flight attendant?”

Rayne laughed grimly at the disbelief and awe in Ghost’s question. “Yeah, crazy, isn’t it? I figured, that had to have been my one brush with death. I got some counseling and really thought about it. We’re all gonna die at some point or another. I enjoy what I do…at least for now, and I didn’t want to be chased away from it. The pilot knew what he was doing, and while it was scary, it honestly happens all the time.”

“That’s an interesting way to look at it,” Ghost commented.

“Yeah, well, it was that or go back to teaching,” Rayne teased, laughing.

“I see your point.”

“What about you?”

“What about me what?”

“What was a time when you were scared?”

Ghost frantically thought through his memories to see if there was anything he could tell her. Dismissing anything that had happened in his Army life, he tried to think of something that she’d believe. “I was held up at gunpoint once.”

“Really?”

No. He hated lying to her, but he didn’t really have a choice. “Yes, really.”

“What happened?”

“It was back home in Fort Worth. A woman I was dating and I were leaving a restaurant and a man came out of nowhere and stuck a gun in our faces and told us to give him all our money.”

“Oh my God! What did you do?”

“Gave him all our money, of course.”

“And what happened?”

“He left.” Lying to Rayne didn’t feel right anymore. Ghost wanted nothing more than to be able to tell her some of the real stories about when he’d felt scared…lying in the sand in Iraq, waiting to see if the man they were hunting would kill his own son in front of them or not…watching as his friend and teammate, Fletch, got the shit beaten out of him by some extremists who happened to get lucky and catch the two of them. It seemed like forever, but was only a couple of hours before the rest of the team showed up and got them out of there.

“That’s it? He left?”

Ghost was brought out of his musings by her question. “Yup.”

“And you were scared?”

Ghost couldn’t help it, he laughed at her bafflement. “Princess, he had a gun aimed at the woman I was with…and I had a whole seduction planned for later that night. If he’d have shot either of us, it would’ve messed up my plans to get laid.”

Rayne smacked him on the chest playfully. “Oh, you!”

Ghost smiled and grabbed hold of her hand, holding it flat on his chest. He idly rubbed his thumb on the back of it. “What are your dreams, Princess?”

He felt her settle in before she spoke. “I don’t know. I used to think I wanted to have a huge family and live in a little house with a white picket fence, but after seeing as much of the world as I have, I’m just not sure that’s what I want anymore.”

“What do you want?”

“I’m not sure,” Rayne whispered sleepily. “I enjoy seeing other countries. I like learning about other cultures, but I’m not comfortable either. Sometimes it scares me to be in countries that I know have constant terrorist attacks. I know I’m only twenty-eight, but I feel if I decide to do something else now that I’ve wasted all this time…with my degree, and in this job. I just don’t know what else I should or could do.”

Ghost wasn’t pleased when he thought about Rayne being in dangerous cities and countries either, but he didn’t have any answers for her. He kept his body relaxed under hers and stroked her back lightly.

“Mary works at a bank back home and she says she could get me a job there, but I don’t think I’m a bank kinda person.”

They lay there quiet for a bit, each lost in their own thoughts.

“I could always be a super-secret spy,” Rayne teased drowsily. Her words were slurred and it was obvious she was on the verge of sleep.

“It’s not all it’s cracked up to be,” Ghost replied almost inaudibly. “Sleep now, Princess. I’ve got you.”

Not too much later, both were breathing deeply, sleeping the sleep of the sexually sated and feeling safe in the arms of the other.




CHAPTER TEN


Rayne shifted and sighed. She felt good. More than good, great actually. She’d just had one heck of a dream… She went to stretch and felt herself held in place by a strong set of hands.

Her eyes flew open and she gasped as she looked down.

Ghost was laying on his stomach between her legs and he was lazily lapping at her sex. She groaned and threw her head back, her whole body suddenly alive and majorly turned on. “How long have you been down there?” she asked curiously.

“Long enough to watch you slowly get wetter and wetter and to learn that your body likes more direct stimulation on your clit rather than subtle manipulation.”

“Oh good Lord, Ghost. Seriously?”

“Yeah. I’m serious. When I do this,” he flattened his tongue and ran it roughly over her clit once and she jumped in reaction, “you cream more readily than if I do this,” and he lightly licked around her bundle of nerves instead of directly on it. The latter felt good, but nothing like when he’d deliberately licked hard right over her bud.

“Yeah, okay…I believe you.” Rayne felt one of his thick fingers push inside her folds and she held back the moan…barely.

“But I’ve been thinking—”

“Oh shit…”

Ghost continued as if Rayne hadn’t interrupted him. “I’ve been thinking that I’ve seen two of your tattoos, but you said you had three. I haven’t found the third yet. I checked out your ankles and arms while you were being lazy, and didn’t see anything. So that only leaves one more place to check. Turn over, Princess.”

“I want to check out yours, Ghost.”

“And I’ll let you…after. Turn over.”

Feeling nervous because she had no idea what Ghost would think of her tattoo—it was very different from the others—she awkwardly turned over, buried her face in her arms, and held her breath.

“Up on your knees, Princess.”

Ghost put pressure on her legs until she shifted and was on her knees, still bent over. She felt very exposed like this, with her butt in the air and her bits hanging out, but it was a perfect position for Ghost to get an up-close and personal look at her tattoo.

When he didn’t say anything, Rayne commented dryly, “It’s a bit bigger than the other two.”

When Ghost still didn’t say anything, Rayne risked a look back at him. She wasn’t sure what to expect. The tattoo was bigger than the others. In fact, it spanned her entire lower back. She hadn’t gone into the tattoo parlor intending on getting the biggest tramp stamp she’d ever seen, but the artist had drawn up what she wanted and it’d been so beautiful, she’d gone with his suggestion to get it bigger than she’d planned.

“Ghost?”

“You have no idea how perfect this is.” Ghost’s voice was low and reverent.

Rayne finally felt him touch her. He ran his fingertips over her back, skimming the outline of the tattoo.

“Tell me what it means to you,” he ordered softly and urgently.

She put her head back down and looked blindly at the clock on the table next to the bed. It was two-thirty in the morning. They’d only been asleep for about an hour and a half. “The eagle represents my job…a love of flying and of my country. The Army logo is in honor of Chase. I put a flower in one talon and a rifle in the other to represent both my siblings…Samantha loves carnations.”

“And the lightning bolt?”

Rayne didn’t understand Ghost’s tone, but she continued anyway. “Remember when I told you about the scariest moment I had in the plane? With the lightning? It was kinda an important moment in my life…and I thought it went well with the tattoo.”

“It goes well with the tattoo,” Ghost breathed. He couldn’t fucking believe what he was looking at. If he’d designed a tattoo for himself, it would’ve looked almost exactly like what was inked on her back. The eagle, the patriotic symbol of the United States, whose wings were spread and spanned her entire lower back. The tips of the wings barely wrapped around each side of her waist. The Army logo, the rifle…even the damn lightning bolt, which was incorporated into the Delta Force logo, was right on the mark. The only thing he wouldn’t have included was the carnation…he’d change it to a fairy wand or something. He didn’t think princesses carried wands, but somehow it still reminded him of Rayne.

Ghost felt himself harden painfully. His. She was fucking his.

He shook his head in denial. No, she wasn’t his. She couldn’t be. She thought his name was John Benbrook. She knew nothing about him. Could know nothing about him, for his safety and hers.

He leaned over, snatched a condom off the table and quickly smoothed it down his rock-hard shaft. He scooted up until he felt her heat against him. He lifted her hips until she was lined up perfectly. “Hold on,” he murmured before sliding balls deep into her with one thrust.

He kept his eyes on the eagle as he pulled away and then pushed in again. Ghost ran his hands over her back, clenching his teeth against the emotion that pulled at him. She was perfect. Sweet as pie on the outside. Caring and loyal to her friends and family. But this huge tattoo on her back told him she had a rebellious side.

His.

Fuck. He had to stop thinking that.

“So I take it you approve of the tattoo?” Rayne moaned with a smile in her voice.

“Yeah, I approve, Princess. I fucking approve.”

Rayne held her breath as Ghost fucked her with short, hard thrusts. She pushed back against him and came up on her hands and knees as he got more forceful.

“Touch yourself, Rayne. Make yourself come on my cock.”

His words were gritty and raw, but they turned Rayne way the hell on. She balanced on one hand and reached down to where they were joined with the other. She stroked him once as he pulled out and she heard him swear.

“Touch yourself, Princess, not me.”

“But I like touching you,” she pouted.

“I like you touching me too, but any more of that and this will be over too soon.”

“Party pooper,” Rayne murmured as she turned her attention to her own body. As Ghost continued pumping in and out of her sensitive sheath, she flicked over her clit with easy strokes. She rubbed herself harder and harder until she could tell her orgasm was just a few flicks away.

“I’m about to come, Ghost.”

“Yeah, do it. I wanna feel it.”

Rayne rubbed against her clit once more and then caught herself with her hands as the orgasm moved through her. She shoved backwards as she trembled. She was thankful Ghost was behind her, holding on, because otherwise she would’ve face-planted right into the mattress.

“Oh God, Rayne, yes. You feel so fucking good. I gotta…shit…” Ghost pulled out of Rayne’s still spasming body and tore off the condom. He pumped his shaft once, then again, and watched as his come spurted out of the end of his dick and landed on Rayne’s back, right in the middle of her tattoo. He stroked himself a few more times, milking as much of his seed as he could. Then he took both hands and rubbed his essence into her back…and her tattoo.

He breathed great gulps of air as he watched her skin slowly absorb his come. It wasn’t something he’d planned, or something he’d ever done before, but he wanted to mark her. Wanted to anoint that tattoo. That tattoo meant something to her, and everything on it represented his own life.

“Are you all right?”

Rayne voice was soft and worried. He’d obviously been rubbing her back for longer than he’d thought. Ghost’s eyes dropped to hers. She was propped up on one elbow and looking back at him. He gave her tattoo one last caress, dropped his hands, and scooted away from her a bit, giving her room to turn over. He sighed in regret when her tattoo disappeared from view.

“I’m more than all right, Princess.”

Rayne sat up and put her hand on his chest. “My turn to look at your ink now. Lay down.”

Ghost smiled and lay down next to her, bending an arm and putting it behind his head. “Have at it.” He gestured with his free hand to his side.

Rayne leaned down, ignoring her luscious nudity, and peered at the words inked on his left side. Ghost knew they wouldn’t give away any of his secrets, he and his teammates had thought long and hard before deciding what they’d all get inked on their bodies. It was their code, their creed. The quote was a mix of why they fought and what their service meant to all of them.

I will defend my brothers & their women,

and remember that freedom isn’t free.

Quiet professionalism rules the day.

Ghost knew it wasn’t quite poetry, but he and his teammates liked it. The reference to brothers was because that was what they all felt like. The entire team knew they’d defend each other to the death, but they’d extended it on their ink to include the women they may or may not have in the future. It was important to all of them that they knew the team would have their women’s backs…if it ever came to that.

And the last line was a reference to their job as Delta Force operatives. Not many people knew about them or what they did, and that’s how it would stay.

Ghost waited as Rayne read the words on his skin. She ran her fingertips over each phrase, much as he’d done to her tattoo. He shivered; he swore he’d remember the way her hand felt on him, as she caressed what was the real him, for the rest of his days.

“It’s beautiful.”

“Yeah.”

“It suits you.”

Ghost tilted his head in question, and encouraged her to lie back down next to him.

As she snuggled into his side, her head resting on his shoulder and her arm thrown around his body, she nodded and said, “Yeah. I know I’ve teased you about being a spy, but if I had to really guess, I’d say you were military of some sort.” When he tensed under her, she brought her hand up to his neck and laid it there reassuringly.

“I felt safe today. Completely. I didn’t care that the taxi guy was creepy as all get out, because I was with you. I never would’ve ridden that crazy Ferris wheel thing if you weren’t with me. And I never, I mean, never would’ve gone to bed with you if I didn’t trust you. All I’m saying is that you’re the kind of guy who I’d want by my side if I was fighting for my country.”

Ghost didn’t say anything, but shifted until one hand rested on the small of her back, covering her tattoo.

“I think you’re pretty amazing too,” he said in a low voice.

“Ummm. First time I’ve ever been thankful my plane was canceled.”

“Me too, Princess. Me too.”

Ghost held Rayne as she eased into sleep and throughout the next two hours. He wanted to do so many more things with her. So many positions he hadn’t had time to try out, but she was obviously exhausted. She was sleeping deeply, even the feel of his fingertips on her breast didn’t make her stir. Her nipples stiffened under his touch, but her breaths remained steady. Ghost wanted to take her hard-as-nails peaks in his mouth, then watch as they bounced and jiggled as she rode him, but he didn’t have the heart to wake her.

He’d never felt like this before. Ever.

Typically, he’d be out of bed and on his way home about five minutes after his orgasm, but being with Rayne was relaxing…and exciting. Even if she was sleeping.

She was beautiful, her skin smooth and unblemished. Her tits big enough to hold, but not so big they overwhelmed her frame. She had a small belly, and thighs he could grab hold of and not be afraid he’d hurt her. There were so many ways he wanted to make love to her, to get to know her…but with each tick of the clock, Ghost knew his time with her was quickly running out.

Even knowing he was pushing his luck, he didn’t leave her bed until an hour after he’d planned. After dressing, Ghost leaned over Rayne, who was now sleeping on her stomach clutching a pillow to her chest, and kissed her temple.

“Soar high, Princess,” he whispered softly into her ear before standing up.

Ghost turned and walked to the door and stopped with one hand on the knob. Taking a resigned breath, he walked back over to the amazing woman in the bed and slowly tugged the sheet down, revealing the curve of her spine…and the tattoo that had made him lose his mind. He stared down at it, arguing with himself. It really was uncanny how she’d been able to capture the essence of who he was without even knowing him. Ghost knew he was being maudlin, but couldn’t help it.

The side that wanted a memory of this night forever won, and Ghost quickly took out his cell phone and snapped a picture of the unique tattoo, being careful not to capture anything indecent in his photo. Her beautiful backside was for his eyes only.

He pulled the sheet back up carefully and leaned down one more time. He inhaled her scent, which by now was really a mixture of sex and whatever perfume she’d put on hours earlier, kissed his fingers and gently laid them on her lips, then turned abruptly and stalked to the door once more. He slipped out without a sound and disappeared into the large metropolis as if he didn’t exist.




CHAPTER ELEVEN


A shrill ringing woke Rayne from a deep sleep. She leaned over and answered the phone with a groggy, “Hello?” She heard the standard hotel recording for the wake-up call, hung up the phone, and sat up slowly. She looked next to her and saw she was alone in the bed.

“Ghost?”

Her voice echoed back through the empty room. Knowing in her heart she wasn’t going to find him, Rayne twisted and put her feet on the floor anyway. She padded around the corner and looked in the bathroom. Empty.

She grabbed the tank top and pants she’d been wearing last night and pulled them on, then walked over to the window and peered out. The London Eye Ferris wheel was still and silent, waiting for another group of tourists, and Big Ben and Westminster Abbey looked as stately and majestic as they had the day before. In fact, everything looked the same, including the cloudy weather…but Rayne didn’t feel the same.

Ghost had been upfront and honest with her from the beginning. He’d told her he was a one-night kind of guy, and that he didn’t do relationships. She’d told him she was fine with that, and she was. But as he’d held her, and made her orgasm time and time again, her walls had crumbled. She’d begun to fantasize that they’d wake up in the morning and he’d tell her he couldn’t live without her. They’d fly back to the States and date for a while before he’d finally propose to her.

It was ridiculous and she was too old to be living in a fantasy world.

Suddenly cold, Rayne went back to the bed and got under the covers. She pulled the sheet up to her chin and curled into a ball on her side. She turned her head and inhaled. God. The pillow smelled like Ghost.

Ghost. It was an appropriate name for the man. She knew next to nothing about him, except he made her feel safe. And wanted. And desirable. He had a tattoo and…what else? His name was John Benbrook and he lived in Fort Worth. She perked up a bit at that. She could look him up when she got home and then…


No. He left. They had one night together, that’s all it was. He didn’t want anything more to do with her. If he’d wanted more, he would’ve told her. Rayne knew it in her gut. She was a one-time fuck for him, that’s all.

She threw off the sheet and climbed out of bed for the second time that morning. Fine then. She was a woman of the world. She could have a one-night affair and be sophisticated. Not that sleeping with someone the same day made you sophisticated in any way, but still. She could do this.

Rayne went through the motions of showering and getting ready for her shift at work. She’d be flying home to Dallas/Fort Worth, then she’d have two days off before she was set to fly again. She couldn’t remember where she was scheduled to go next, but thought it was the Middle East rotation. It wasn’t her favorite, but at the moment, she couldn’t wait to get to work and try to forget the amazing man she’d met.

As she was leaving Park Plaza, the concierge handed her a note, saying, “Your gentleman asked me to give this to you with his apologizes that he had to leave early.”

Rayne politely thanked the man, blushing because she was sure he knew Ghost had run out on her and they were practically strangers.

She’d stuffed the note in her pocket, not ready to read it yet, and arrived at Heathrow just in time to meet the other flight attendants she’d be working with and get ready for the flight. She’d held out hope that Ghost would be on her flight, as he’d planned the day before, but when it came time to close the door of the aircraft, he was nowhere in sight.

Four hours after the flight took off, and after the first round of food and drinks had been served, Rayne took out the note Ghost had left for her. She’d been thinking about it for hours, and couldn’t put off reading it any longer. She unfolded the small piece of paper and smoothed it out as she read.

Princess,

I told you I didn’t do relationships…and I don’t. But this morning, for the first time in my life, I wished I was a different kind of man. Stay safe.

~Ghost

Dry-eyed, Rayne tucked the note into the book she’d been reading the day before her entire life was tilted on its axis. Knowing she’d think of things in her life as happening “Before Ghost” and “After Ghost” for quite a while, she sighed.

She rested her head on the seat behind her, and closed her eyes. She whispered to no one in particular, “If wishes were horses, beggars would ride.”

*     *     *

Keane “Ghost” Bryson, occasionally known as John Benbrook, sat in first class, the only seat he could get on short notice that morning, and stared down at the picture on his phone. It was Rayne looking up at him and laughing as they stood in front of Buckingham Palace. Even though it was misting, she looked like a ray of sunshine. She had both arms around his waist and he was gazing down at her as if she was the most important thing in his world. The balcony she’d so wanted to see was a blur behind them.

Ghost could almost feel her arms tighten around him and hear her laugh. He sighed and flicked his thumb to switch to the next picture. Ghost mentally reviewed how he’d alter the tattoo he was looking at for himself. He needed it. Putting her tattoo on his skin was the closest he could come to having her in his life.

As London disappeared behind him, Ghost knew he’d left the best thing that ever happened to him in the hotel. He’d almost walked back up to the room twice before dashing out the quick note and asking the concierge to give it to Rayne.

If he was a different man…but he wasn’t. He was a Delta Force operative and he owed his life to his country for at least another five years. He wouldn’t ask any woman to put herself through the worry that being married to someone like him would bring. He’d never be able to tell her where he was going or when he’d be back. They’d never be able to sit down and talk about their days together.

And God forbid they had children. The possibility of a child of his being left fatherless was way higher than average…even for a soldier. No, it had to be this way. Rayne would find another man, one who she could love and trust.

But that didn’t mean Ghost wouldn’t mourn what might have been. He wished he could’ve met Rayne years ago. He wished he had more time with her, or…

“Damn,” he whispered to himself, cutting off his thoughts. “If wishes were horses, beggars would ride.”




CHAPTER TWELVE


6 Months Later

Rayne sighed as Mary berated her for what seemed like the thousandth time. “You’ve got to get your head out of your ass and get back in the game, Rayne.”

“I know, Mary. I know.”

“You say the words, but your actions don’t match them. Look, we’ve talked about this. I know you had a wonderful time with Ghost, and I’m pleased beyond all that’s holy that you finally took the plunge and had your first one-night stand…but he left London without saying goodbye, except for that cryptic note, and you haven’t heard from him again. I don’t understand what the problem is here.”

Rayne sighed, put her chin in her hand, and absently stirred her Midori martini. She didn’t know what her problem was either. Ghost had been upfront and honest with her.

He told her he didn’t do relationships. He told her their time together could only be for one night. Shit, she’d even agreed with him. But somewhere between Ghost giving the creepy taxi driver a death stare that would’ve scared the bejeebus out of her, and running his hands reverently over the tattoo on her back, she’d fallen for him…hard.

They’d made love—no, had sex—several times during the night and she’d lost herself in him. He’d been tender and dominating at the same time. He’d teased her and even though he’d made it clear they were hooking up for only one night, she’d gone and done what he’d obviously been afraid she’d do—thought they might have something after the night was over.

Waking up in the hotel room, sore and satisfied but alone, hadn’t been the best moment in her life. Even the note he’d left for her, saying that he wished he was a different kind of man, wasn’t enough to allow her to forget him.

Mary sighed. “It’s been six months, Rayne. He’s not coming back. You can’t do this to yourself. You have to get back into the dating world.”

“You’re right. I know you’re right.”

“Damn straight I’m right,” Mary crowed, sucking up the last of her Diet Coke and rum through the small straw. “Come on, I’m not saying you have to take one of these yuppies home and screw him six ways to Sunday, but at least loosen up a bit and have some fun. Let’s dance. Just dance.”

Rayne nodded and leaned over to finish her drink. Mary might be right, but that didn’t mean it didn’t suck. It was time for her to move on. It was past time for her to move on. But no man she’d met since that amazing night in London all those months ago came close to making her feel one iota of what she’d felt when she was with Ghost.

When she’d first seen him in Heathrow airport, she’d sensed something about him. He was sitting with one arm resting on the back of the seat next to him. His back was against the wall and he was closely observing everyone around him. He oozed testosterone and even though many people gave him a wide berth, Rayne felt herself drawn to him like a moth to a flame.

She had no idea what gave her the gumption to stroll up to him as though he was a long-lost friend, but she had. They’d struck up a conversation and the next thing Rayne knew, they were touring London together.

Lunch, Westminster Abbey, Buckingham Palace, and the London Eye. It had been amazing, but it wasn’t until they’d gotten into bed that her feelings had changed from lust to…more.

Oh, it was obvious Ghost had had some practice in the bedroom, but it was the way he’d been with her that had really made Rayne’s heart flutter in her chest. It was stupid, he was probably that way with every woman he went to bed with, but even that thought didn’t change the way Rayne felt.

He’d taken his time with her. He’d appreciated her body. He’d made her feel as though she wasn’t a one-night fling, and that’s what really hurt most of all. Even right up to the point when he’d been poised to take her, he’d still paused and asked if she was sure. He’d been a gentleman, and the dichotomy between the obviously alpha, take-charge badass, and the caring, sensitive-to-what-she-was-feeling, oh-my-God-did-he-know-how-to-make-her-scream man was as irresistible now in her memory as it had been while lying under him in that hotel room in London.

Rayne thought about her impulsive trip to the tattoo place. About three months ago, she’d gone back to the same artist who had done the ink on her lower back and asked him to add to it. She wasn’t going to tell or show Mary, but since she’d never kept a secret from her best friend, she’d ended up keeping it quiet only until it healed. Then she’d shown it to her, and Mary had simply said, “Oh Raynie. It’s beautiful. I don’t think you should’ve done it, but it’s beautiful.”

Rayne hadn’t thought her tattoo was anything special, but remembering how Ghost had reverently run his hands over it, and marked it with his release, still had the power to make her break out in chills. She wanted to somehow immortalize the night…make it seem more permanent than it was.

She’d never thought she’d be a tattoo type of person, but it had started with the small Chinese symbol for “strength” on her bikini line. Mary had been diagnosed with breast cancer and they went together to get the ink, vowing no matter what happened to be strong. Then when Mary had beaten the cancer, Rayne had gotten the small pink ribbon added to her skin. She’d had it done on the underside of her left breast. It had hurt like nothing she’d ever felt before, but she got through it thinking about how what Mary had to experience was so much worse.

After a long talk with her brother one night, she’d made the decision to get her third tattoo. She’d wanted something small and ladylike, but had somehow walked out of the tattoo parlor with a design that spanned her entire lower back. She wanted to regret it, but couldn’t. It represented her family, and that meant the world to her. The eagle was standing upright with its wings spread, almost curling around each of her sides, it was that big.

When Ghost had taken her the last time, and she’d been bent over in front of him, he’d had an almost visceral reaction to seeing her tattoo. She had no idea why, only that he’d taken her harder and more intensely than he had any other time that night.

Rayne had asked the artist to add Big Ben so it was sort of behind the eagle, still on her back, but near her left side. He’d drawn a perfect rendering of the stately English landmark beside the eagle, somehow incorporating the bolt of lightning into the design of the clock. She’d had him make the time read two-thirty…the last time Rayne had remembered looking at the clock when she’d been with Ghost.

She’d then had the artist add the words “Quiet Professionalism” in fancy script writing around the top of the clock. Those words had been inked on Ghost’s side and they fit him to a tee. He’d never be the kind of man to stand up and bring attention to himself, but he’d do what needed to be done without bringing any undue notice to himself.

The last addition to her already way-bigger-than-she-ever-meant-it-to-be tattoo was a small ghost floating around the peak of the clock. It looked out of place with the rest of the ink, and even the artist had protested, but she’d insisted and now had a permanent reminder of the most amazing day and night of her life.

Rayne had thought she’d regret it, but did it anyway. Now, even three months after the fact, and no closer to speaking with the one man who’d touched her heart in a way even she didn’t understand, she didn’t regret that tattoo. It settled her, made her feel good inside.

“Are you coming?” Mary’s voice was impatient and Rayne could tell she was at the end of her I’m-indulging-my-best-friend-in-her-doldrums mood.

“I’m coming, keep your pants on, woman,” Rayne teased, pushing back from the small table they’d been sitting at in the large country and western bar.

Rayne joined Mary on the large wooden dance floor and they smiled and laughed as the song changed into one they could actually dance to. Neither of them knew how to dance very well, but they did know how to two-step.

They probably looked silly together. Mary was tall and slender. Her brown hair fell around her shoulders and as she moved, the layers of pink and purple she’d added peeked through. Rayne was about the same height as Mary, but she wasn’t slender. She would never again shop at the trendy stores that only carried sizes zero to ten, but she didn’t care. She liked food, hated to diet, and knew she was a normal size. She ignored the media that tried to tell women size six was average.

Rayne didn’t care about size anyway. She’d never been made fun of, didn’t have any deep dark secrets about people picking on her or abuse in her past. She loved Mary, who was naturally a size six, no matter what she ate, darn her, but she had lost weight from the cancer. She was probably more like a size two or four right now. People were people, it didn’t matter if they were a size two or a size thirty-two.

Rayne laughed with Mary as they danced. A few men tried to hit on them, but for once, it seemed that Mary wasn’t keen on getting her friend laid.

Later that night, as Rayne lay in her bed, tipsy from the alcohol, she thought once again about Ghost. Mary was right; it was time to put him out of her mind once and for all. It’d been six months. If he was going to track her down and declare his everlasting love, he would’ve done it already. But he hadn’t.

Without asking permission, Mary had tried to track him down using the information on the ID that Rayne had texted to her from the airport all those months ago. Rayne had wanted to be safe, and she’d figured sending a picture of Ghost’s driver’s license to her best friend would at least make sure that someone knew who she was about to set out into London with.

It’d been a good idea—except Mary hadn’t had any luck finding out where John Benbrook was. She’d actually driven to the address in Fort Worth that had been on the ID and found a huge apartment complex. When she’d inquired at the leasing office, they didn’t have any current tenants with that name, and they wouldn’t give her any information about past tenants either, saying something about privacy laws.

Mary wasn’t ready to give up, but Rayne had finally put a stop to it, saying that probably half the people in Texas had an old address on their licenses. Who really went to the DMV the second they moved anyway?

If she was honest with herself, Rayne knew she’d much prefer it if John, a.k.a. Ghost, tracked her down, rather than the other way around. But lying in her big bed, remembering the look of regret and sorrow on his face after he’d taken her from behind, his eyes on her tattoo, would stay with her for a long time.

It killed her to think he regretted the time they spent together. But even with the cryptic yet sweet note he’d left for her, it was obvious their short time together was just as he’d claimed it would be…a one-night thing. One beautiful, never-to-be-forgotten night, but one night all the same.

Rayne turned over to her side and ignored the slight spinning of the room around her in her drunken state. The words came out soft and heartfelt as she closed her eyes and made the final decision to get on with her life once and for all.

“Wherever you are, John Benbrook, I hope you’re safe and happy. I’ll never forget you.”




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Ghost gestured to his Delta Force teammates silently. Blade and Hollywood came up behind him and covered him as they made their way through the streets of Cairo.

Egypt had become more and more unstable as the months went by. The militants wanted control of the government, and didn’t care who they killed in the process of getting that power. So far, the United States was officially staying out of the small skirmishes that were breaking out across the country—especially in the capital city—but unofficially, Delta Force and other special operations forces were being sent in to gather intel and to see if they could ferret out the ringleaders of the Muslim Brotherhood.

The group had been designated a terrorist organization by many Middle Eastern countries after a revolution a few years ago. The Muslim Brotherhood was generally a movement and not a political party, but after one of their supporters had been voted in as President of Egypt, and the coup d’état that followed, the Brotherhood had been shunned. They were now gathering back their power, and the United States and other countries were worried another bloody protest or takeover was in the works.

The trio moved silently through the empty predawn streets, acting on a tip they’d received late the night before. The group was supposed to be holding a meeting at a mosque east of the city, and Ghost and his team were checking it out to try to see how many people they’d managed to sway to their way of thinking.

If there were fifty to a hundred people, the government wouldn’t be very worried. It was unlikely so few men could mobilize to overthrow the government. But if it was more, then additional actions would need to be taken to try to mitigate the risk.

Ghost signaled to Blade and Hollywood and they disappeared into the gray morning light. If Ghost hadn’t been looking right at where they went, he wouldn’t have seen them. They blended in with the shadows surrounding the massive building until Ghost lost sight of them. He knew the rest of the team—Fletch, Coach, Beatle, and Truck—were around as well. They’d moved in from two other directions, but they were now also somewhere in the shadows, lurking and watching.

Ghost’s job was to watch the front, and observe the vehicles that may or may not arrive and who got out of them. For now, all was quiet…too quiet, which meant they were in the right place. In a city such as Cairo, overflowing with people, the streets should have some movement, even at this hour of the morning. The eerie quiet and unusual lack of people was a sign of something nefarious going on.

As it sometimes did, an image of Rayne popped into Ghost’s head as he stood in the shadow of a nearby building, staring at the old mosque. She’d gazed around Westminster Abbey as if she’d never seen anything more beautiful in her life. Ghost ran a hand over his chest, rubbing over his heart, without knowing he was doing it.

He missed her. Rayne had a light outlook to life that Ghost had rarely seen. Jeez, he’d only known her for a day, but she was fun and upbeat and he’d genuinely enjoyed spending time with her. He knew she was probably a great flight attendant. During their time together, she’d put him at ease and made him feel as though he was the only thing she was concentrating on. He could totally see her chatting with passengers and easing the fears of the skittish fliers, and generally being friendly and open and making the not-so-great experience of flying a better one for the passengers.

That thought led to the next…if she could put him at ease, she could do it to any other guy on her flights. The thought of her smiling at, or laughing with, or even dodging the advances of the horny businessmen who were bound to be on her flights made his hands clench into fists at his side.

Ghost took a deep breath, hoping to calm himself. It didn’t do a lot of good.

He had no right to be jealous of any other guy. He’d been the one to leave her. It’d been for both their sakes, but it still rankled. A vision of Rayne lying under him, her head thrown back in the midst of an orgasm, popped into his brain and he literally stopped breathing for a moment. He’d relived every single second of their time together in his brain again and again since he’d left her side six months ago, but that one picture…of him making her explode the last time he’d taken her, played in his mind as if on rewind.

She’d been absolutely perfect. She’d trusted him to do whatever he wanted—no, needed—to do to her. She’d lain in his arms afterwards as trustingly as if they were longtime lovers instead of just having met that day. Ghost could remember the way she tasted, the way she laughed, her fingers brushing rhythmically over his chest hair as they rested between bouts of sex, the twinkle in her eyes as she teasingly called him a super-spy.

Every single thing about her was ingrained on his brain, and the images seemed to be getting more vivid as time went by, instead of less. It was the weirdest thing he’d ever experienced, and the flashbacks to their time together would come at the most inopportune moments…such as this one.

Ghost flinched as a truck eased up to the entrance of the large building. Fuck, he had to pay attention to what he was doing. The last thing he needed was his memories getting him, or his team, killed.

More humans than should logically fit inside streamed out of the vehicle and into the mosque. It was like one of those clown cars in the circus…he counted at least twenty people exiting the truck and making their way silently into the building. He didn’t miss the rifles and other weapons the men carried either.

After about thirty minutes of more and more people arriving, Ghost eased away from the side of the building he’d been leaning against and down a dark alley. He crossed over another few streets until he got to the pre-arranged rally point. The other guys were already there. Without a word, they got into the truck they’d left there and headed back to their meeting location. Their job this time was not to interrupt the meeting or to detain any of the militants. Their job was to watch and report.

It looked as if this wasn’t a small-time operation. There were way more than a hundred men involved. It was obvious the Muslim Brotherhood had gained a lot of support and the people of Egypt were going to have a battle on their hands…probably sooner rather than later.

As Beatle drove them silently back to their rendezvous point, Ghost’s thoughts turned once again to Rayne. How was she? Was she safe? Where was she now? Was she on a job? Was she dating anyone?

He shook his head. He didn’t have the right to even wonder that. But as he licked his lips, Ghost could almost taste her on them. She’d been so wet and slick under his mouth. He remembered waking her up the second time by going down on her. He’d been enjoying himself for quite a while before she’d stirred in his arms.

He’d taken his time, nuzzling and learning her preferences. Even while asleep, her body had reacted to his. He’d kept his touch light, so she wouldn’t wake up until he was ready, but he couldn’t help taking her bundle of nerves into his mouth. As soon as he’d sucked, she’d stirred under him and cream had blossomed between her folds as if readying just for him. He’d taken one finger and eased it—

“Ghost, we’re here.”

Ghost’s thoughts were abruptly broken off by Fletch’s announcement. He nodded, once again the leader of their team. “Debrief in ten. We’ll report back to headquarters and get the hell out of dodge.”

“Sounds good. See you in ten,” Fletch answered for the group.

Ghost watched his men head into the small building and took a deep breath. He had to get Rayne out of his head. He’d considered finding a nice horny single or divorced ex-pat and losing himself in her for a night, but the thought hadn’t even made his dick twitch. Dammit. Something had to be done, but Ghost had no idea what.


It was as if Rayne had crawled inside his heart and wouldn’t leave…even though he’d told her he was a one-night-only kind of man. It was as though even his brain was conspiring against him. It wouldn’t stop replaying their time together. As if that would somehow make a relationship between them possible.

Ghost almost snorted as he gathered his gear and headed toward the building. A relationship between them would never work. First, he’d lied to her…about almost everything, from the second he’d met her to the moment he left that hotel room. Second, he was Delta Force, a member of the most secretive group the US Military had. He couldn’t tell Rayne anything about what he was doing, where he was going, or even when he’d be back. There was no way that could work in a relationship.

And third, he was always in danger. Always. From the second he left, and even when he returned home, someone was looking to kill him. Kill him for what he’d done in the past, and what they were afraid he’d do in the future. Delta Force soldiers were on the top of Al Qaeda, ISIS, and every other terrorist organization’s hit list. They’d do anything to get their hands on one of them…if only to make them an example for every other soldier.

Ghost shook his head as he dumped his gear and got ready for the meeting with the team. It couldn’t work. One way or another he had to get the beautiful Rayne out of his head. Once and for all.

“Wherever you are, Rayne Jackson, I hope you’re safe and happy. I’ll never forget you.”




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


“When are you coming down to visit?” Chase asked his sister impatiently.

Rayne sighed. “I wish I had time, but I leave in the morning for an international run.”

“Where are you off to this time?”

“France, then Italy, then Egypt, then back up to France, then home.”

“How long?”

“I think this one is about two weeks.”

“I haven’t seen you in forever, sis,” Chase whined.

Rayne smiled, hearing the little boy he used to be in his voice. “I know, but I’ll be back at the end of the month and we can get together.”

“I’m going to hold you to that,” Chase scolded. His voice turned serious. “I don’t like that you’ll be in Egypt. Promise you won’t do anything crazy, like get a wild hair to explore by yourself or anything.”

“Of course not. Egypt is perfectly safe, Chase. Cairo isn’t exactly terrorist central these days,” she said evenly.

“But you’ve seen the news. Bad stuff still happens over there. I heard just the other day that most of the cruise ships have taken the Egyptian ports off their itineraries. And trust me when I tell you, it’s not safe.” Chase’s words held more than the usual amount of worry a brother had for a sister.

“It’s not safe?”

“No.”

When he didn’t elaborate, Rayne tried to reassure him. “Chase, seriously, I’ll be fine. It’s just like most other trips I take there. I have the Athens-to-Cairo route. We fly in one day and out the next. I’ll end up doing that three times, then we have an extra day off in Cairo, then it’s back to Paris and back home. I’ve done it before. It’s not a big deal.”

“Well, again, don’t walk around by yourself. Actually, it’d be safer if you hung out in the hotel on your day off, but I don’t suppose you will.”

Rayne smiled and secured her cell phone against her shoulder as she got a cup down from her cabinet and set about pouring a glass of orange juice. “You know me. I enjoy exploring different cities. I don’t know if I’ll ever have the chance again. I promise I won’t go by myself. If I can’t convince anyone to go with me, I’ll stay in the hotel, bored out of my mind and sad that I’ll be in Egypt and won’t see one camel, but safe. Happy?” She didn’t tell Chase that touring by herself held no appeal after spending time with Ghost in London.

“No, but it’ll have to do. Call me the second you land at DFW. You get a week off after this run, right?”

“Right.”

“Good, you can come down and visit me here at Fort Hood.”

It wasn’t so much a question as an order, but since it was what Rayne wanted to do anyway, she didn’t complain. “Sounds like a plan. You heard much from Sam?”

“You know our sister…hanging out with the rich and famous out there in Los Angeles.”

Rayne laughed. She did know her sister. “Who is she dating now?”

“I have no clue, but she did tell me she got a bit part in the newest Jurassic Park movie that’s being filmed now.”

Rayne groaned. “Don’t tell me…she gets eaten by a giant made-up dinosaur?”

Chase laughed. “Probably. You saw the last one, there were a ton of extras running around getting snatched up by those flying meat-eaters. But you didn’t hear it from me. I’m sure she wants to call and tell you herself.”

“My lips are sealed. I’m so proud of her, and you too.”

Chase’s voice got soft. “I know. But seriously, sis. Stay safe. Trouble’s brewing over there in Egypt and I hate that you’ll be in the middle of it.”

“I’m not going to be in the middle of anything…well, except the city. Relax, Chase. I’m almost twenty-nine. Old enough to take care of myself.”

“You might be older than me by two years, but I’ll always worry about you.”

She swore sometimes Chase was an old soul. There was no way he acted twenty-six. She had no doubt he’d rise in the ranks of the Officer Corp at a record speed. But not wanting to get maudlin, Rayne changed the subject as she sat on the couch and idly flipped the channels. “How’re things going for you?”

“Good. I’m up for promotion next month.”

She knew it. “You’re so going to make captain. It’s more than about time.”


“I hope so. I’m ready.”

“You’ll be great. Do you have any idea what your first assignment might be?”

“No clue. But it doesn’t matter. I’ll love whatever it is.”

“Will you have a PCS?” It had taken Rayne a while to learn all the Army acronyms, but she’d done it. PCS stood for Permanent Change of Station…meaning when the Army moved a person from one base to another.

“I’m sure I will.”

“That sucks.”

Chase laughed. “You’ve just been spoiled with me here in Texas.”

“True.”

“I’ll let you know as soon as I know.”

“You better.”

They both laughed, enjoying the banter. Finally, Rayne said regretfully, “I gotta get going.”

“Hot date?”

“Ha. No. I have to finish packing and make sure Mary’s all set with watching my condo and getting my mail and whatnot.”

“A hot date sounds more interesting. Didn’t you and Mary go out the other night?”

“Yeah…and?”

“You didn’t hook up with anyone?”

“Good Lord, Chase. First, as if I’d tell you, second, I don’t do one-night stands.” That was a little lie that he’d never know about.

“Gross, Rayne, I wasn’t talking about taking a guy home for the night. I was talking about whether you met anyone you might think you’d want to date. You know…dinners, movies, walks on the beach.”

Rayne laughed. “We don’t have any beaches up here in Fort Worth, and no, it was a country and western bar. I wasn’t going to meet the future Mr. Rayne Jackson at a bar. Seriously!”

“Hey, don’t knock it, Mr. Right could be anywhere. Have you tried any of those online dating sites?”

“Okay, we are officially done with this conversation,” Rayne stated firmly. “My little brother is not giving me dating advice. And I don’t see you out there in the dating pool, Mr. You-Should-Get-Out-There Jackson.”

Her brother laughed. “Okay, okay, truce. You’re right. I’ll butt out of your dating life if you stay out of mine.”

“Deal. Now, I really have to go. Stay safe, and I’ll call when I land in a couple of weeks and we’ll work out when it’s best for me to come down and visit for a few days.”

“Sounds like a plan. Love you. I’ll talk to you later.”

“Bye, Chase. Love you too.”

“Bye.”

Rayne clicked off the phone and rested back against the cushions of her couch, trying to work up the energy to get up and finish her packing like she told her brother she had to do. It seemed as though it was getting harder and harder to work up the enthusiasm that she used to have for her job. She didn’t mind the flying part, but every time she had a layover in a foreign city, it reminded her of Ghost…and that part hurt.

She had no problem telling Chase that she would not wander around Cairo by herself. She had no desire to explore any of the cities she had layovers in anymore…not without Ghost. He’d made it fun, and she’d never felt safer than when she was with him. A hand on her back, putting himself between her and people walking too close to them…it didn’t matter, it was those little things that she always missed when she was out and about on her own now.

It was the thought of Ghost laughing with her as they discussed…whatever it was they’d talked about in Westminster Abbey, that made her push up off the couch and head to her room. He’d been so patient with her, even if he wasn’t outwardly a romantic. She only remembered him smiling at her, laughing; even when he disagreed with what she was saying, he’d been patient and not condescending. It was literally as if she made a list of the things she wanted in a man and he’d met every single one. And he’d come into and out of her life so quickly she didn’t even have a chance to realize what she had before it was gone.

Rayne flipped open the top of her suitcase and set about filling it with only the clothes necessary for her trip. She didn’t have time to be sad over what would never be. There was no doubt the man had faults, she just hadn’t been around him long enough to figure out what they were. She was going to move on…slowly but surely. Maybe this would be the trip she could put Ghost behind her once and for all.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Rayne smiled at the group chitchatting behind her in the bus. They’d landed in Cairo and the flight crew was sharing a bus from the airport to one of the nicer touristy hotels nearby. She enjoyed flying with the same group of flight attendants for several shifts. It made the work easier, and time went by faster.

There were four couples on the bus with them, discussing their plans for the next day. Apparently, they were going to spend a few days in the capital city before heading off to see the “famous” Egyptian pyramids.

“Hey, any of you guys want to come with us?”

The question was asked by a heavyset Hispanic woman. She was with her husband and they’d held hands for what seemed like the entire flight, and even after they’d deplaned, Rayne noticed that the large man seemed extra protective of his wife and kept her hand in his as much as possible. It reminded her of how Ghost had been with her, although she tried to push the memory aside.

Rayne turned around in her seat and asked, “Pardon?”

“I asked if you wanted to come with us tomorrow. We set up a private tour thingie and the max number of people is ten, but we only have eight. The price is really reasonable and we’ll get to see a lot of great stuff…Giza pyramids, Sphinx, the Egyptian Museum, and we’ll end up in Tahrir Square and will get a tour of The Mogamma government building.”

“What’s the deal with the square? Isn’t it just a big downtown area?” Rayne asked.

The woman, obviously excited about the topic, exclaimed, “Oh no! There’s so much more than a traffic circle and random buildings. It’s where the country gathered to protest Hosni Mubarak’s rule. There were probably a quarter of a million people in the square demanding his resignation. And it worked! Then a few years after that, it’s where there was a revolt about the new president, once again demanding his resignation. It’s all just fascinating and it’ll be so cool to be standing where history was made!”

The pilot, copilot, and three of the other flight attendants all declined politely, but Rayne thought this might be just the thing she needed to get out of the doldrums. Going with a group to see the city was perfect. Safety in numbers and all that.

She turned to Sarah, one of the newer flight attendants who she’d flown with over the last week and a half or so. “Wanna go? We have tomorrow off.”

Sarah shrugged and agreed. “Sure, why not?”

“Very cool!” the Hispanic woman cried excitedly. “My name is Diana. This is my husband Eduardo. We’re from Houston. Sitting in the back is Paula and her boyfriend, Leon, then there’s Becky and Michael, and finally Tracy and Steve. We all know each other from Houston, we go to the same church. We’ve always wanted to see the Great Pyramids, and finally we just bit the bullet and decided to go for it.”

Rayne smiled politely at each of the couples and turned back to Diana. “So what are the details?”

“Tomorrow we’re meeting in the lobby around nine. We’ll be picked up and should get back to the hotel around three. It’s only six hours, but we’ll see as much of the city as we can in that time. It’s so cool you’re coming with us!”

They discussed price for a bit and as the bus was pulling up to the hotel, Diana exclaimed, “This is gonna be epic! See you in the morning!”

“She’s a bit enthusiastic, huh?” Sarah mentioned dryly as they collected their bags and headed into the hotel lobby.

“Yeah, but that’s better than not caring. Did you see that other couple? All they did was scowl at each other,” Rayne commented with a laugh.

“True. As much as I want to see the city, I’m beginning to wonder if we’d be better off on our own.”

“Nah, it’ll be fine. How bad can it be?”

*     *     *

“Oh my God, could this get any worse?” Sarah asked under her breath as they watched Michael berate the tour driver.

The morning had started off well enough. They’d all met in the lobby at precisely nine in the morning and had met their driver, Hamadi. He had a minivan that they somehow all managed to squeeze into. It was a tight fit, but it was Egypt, after all. It’s how everyone traveled.

They spent the morning looking at the pyramids of Giza…they weren’t the pyramids, but they were still very cool. Rayne hadn’t ever thought she’d see a real-life Sphinx either. They took a ton of pictures and then spent a couple of hours at the Egyptian Museum. Then they wandered around the square Diana had been so excited to tour.

Now they were at The Mogamma government building. It didn’t look like much to Rayne, but she was going with it. After the walk through the large square surrounding the building, they were now waiting in line with hundreds of other tourists for their chance to tour the inside of the massive government building.

They were all tired, and a bit hungry, but Michael and Becky weren’t dealing well at all with the circumstances.

“I hope you don’t expect us to tip you after all this. I thought we had an exclusive tour? How long are we going to have to wait in this line? It doesn’t look exclusive to me!” Michael raged. “Standing out here in the sun—baking. Ridiculous!”

Rayne looked at the driver. He’d been very patient, and Rayne even thought he’d done a wonderful job in maneuvering the van around the crazy traffic in the city, but she hadn’t heard one positive word out of either of the couple all day.

“Don’t mind him,” Rayne said softly to Hamadi, turning her back to Michael. “You’ve done an amazing job today. I don’t think I would’ve ever seen so many cool things if we were on a regular tour. Thank you.”

The man smiled briefly at her, a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Karma will take care of him,” he said to Rayne seriously, if a bit dramatically, then turned to the group in general. “I have the tickets, but we have to wait in the line for security to get inside. Once we’re in, we will break off and have our exclusive tour of the beautiful building.”

“That sounds lovely,” Paula said. She’d been the peacemaker the entire trip, trying to keep Michael’s bad mood from spreading to the rest of the group. “I can’t wait to see inside.”

“I still say this is bullshit,” Michael huffed. “What could they possibly be looking for anyway?”

Sarah leaned over and whispered to Rayne, “How about guns, knives and bombs? What an idiot.”

Rayne smothered the laugh that wanted to come out and looked at the ground, trying to regain her composure. There was always one in every group. One person or couple that was stuck up and spoiled and just didn’t understand cultures different from their own. She had no idea how they were even friends of Diana’s and the other couples. They were all laid-back and sweet, and Michael and Becky just didn’t seem to mesh with anyone.

Rayne thought of Ghost for the thousandth time that day. She tried not to, she really did, but she couldn’t help it. When Michael had berated Hamadi in earshot of everyone around them, she knew Ghost wouldn’t have stood for it. He would’ve ripped the guy a new asshole and made it look easy in the process.

Ghost would’ve made her feel safer. Cairo wasn’t horribly unsafe, as she’d argued with her brother, but Rayne felt uneasy nevertheless. His words, that it wasn’t the best place to be walking around, kept rattling around in her head. She felt better being in the group with the guide, but there were times she’d looked around after being dropped off to see a certain site when she’d observed their guide talking with other men in out-of-the way corners.

He didn’t do anything really to make her feel uneasy, but she felt uneasy all the same. He was allowed to talk to his friends when they were touring the various landmarks, but every now and then she’d catch a look on his face that wasn’t that of the easygoing guide he’d tried to show to them all day. Somehow Rayne knew Ghost would’ve made her feel better, told her she was imagining her unease. Or even told her she wasn’t making it up, and he’d take her by the hand and take them back to the hotel so they could—

She cut her thought off before she could finish it. Dammit, she was supposed to be getting over Ghost. Going on this tour today was supposed to be the first step in doing so…unfortunately all it was doing was making her miss him more. It had been a mistake, and Rayne could only hope they’d get through the tour of the government building quickly. Her bed back at the hotel was calling her name. She had a book to read and a person to forget.

They finally made it to the front of the line and all of them went through security with no issues, except for Steve. He had a small knife in his pocket that had been confiscated. He wasn’t happy it had been taken from him, but he’d acted with maturity and hadn’t pitched a fit as they all knew Michael would’ve if it had been his knife that had been taken away.

Rayne thought about the hair clip she was wearing. Chase had given it to her last Christmas and at the time, she’d just laughed at him, but she’d been wearing it every day nonetheless. It was a simple design, but it was touted on the package as the Swiss Army Knife of barrettes.

There were three screwdrivers hidden on it, including a Phillips head, and a larger and smaller flat head as well. There was a hole that could work as a small 8mm wrench, one side was marked to use as a ruler, but the last two features were the most important to Chase. One side of the barrette actually had a serrated edge. It wouldn’t cut through anything terribly thick, but if someone was determined enough, it probably could do some damage. And the last feature—which, as Chase had pointed out, the manufacturers probably hadn’t even thought of, or at least wouldn’t advertise—was that the point of the barrette could be used as either a pick or some sort of weapon in a pinch. Chase had told Rayne to go for an attacker’s eyes if she ever had to use it to defend herself. That should give her enough time to run like hell. He’d told her to never stay and fight if she could run.

Not once had the hair clip been looked at twice at any of the security checkpoints she’d ever been through. That probably should’ve made Rayne nervous, but she was happy to have the added protection and peace of mind that it gave her. Not that she was some kind of James Bond by any stretch, but if push came to shove, she just might be able to use it to help herself get out of a situation.

Just as Hamadi said, after they got through security they were met by another man who led them off in a different direction than the rest of the tourists standing around them. Hamadi said he’d meet them at the end of the tour and disappeared into the throngs of tourists waiting for their tours. Their new guide spoke heavily accented English, which Rayne could barely understand. She was more than ready to be done for the day. She was tired and hot, and honestly, touring a government building wasn’t high on her list of things she wanted to do.

The new guide led them through one room after another, explaining the purposes of the rooms and talking about some of the art on the walls. Finally, after about fifteen minutes, the Egyptian man guided them into a room that had no windows and not a lot of furniture. It had high ceilings and ornate carvings on the walls.

“Wait here,” he ordered, his voice echoing in the cavernous room. “I be back.”

Before anyone could say anything—rather, before Michael could complain about it the same way he’d been bitching about everything else—the man was gone. He’d exited through one of the three doors and the sound of it shutting behind him echoed through the sparsely decorated room. There was an uncomfortable-looking short sofa covered in fake fur and two wooden chairs that looked, if they were actually used, as if they’d collapse under the person sitting on them. A large brown rectangular-shaped rug with tassels all the way around it was on the floor. It was the type of furniture one would expect to see in a museum, not a functioning governmental building.

“Michael, I’m tired. This is boring. I thought we were going to get to see thrones and jewels and stuff. This sucks.”

Rayne sighed inaudibly. She’d thought the tour was going to be more exciting than it was as well, but she wasn’t going to bitch about it as Becky was.

“Don’t worry, I’ll find Hamadi and tell him to take us back to the van. It’s almost two-thirty anyway, we can cut the tour short I’m sure,” Michael told Becky, not even asking the rest of the group if that was okay with them.

He walked to the door the guide had gone through and tugged on the knob. It didn’t turn in his grasp. Michael turned with confusion to the group. “That’s weird. It seems to be locked.”

“Are you sure?” Sarah asked. “Maybe it’s just stuck or something.”

Michael tugged harder at the door. It still didn’t budge.

Leon, a tall gentleman in his sixties, with hair as white as the clouds that had been wisping in the sky outside, went to one of the other doors in the room. He tried the knob, and it was obvious that it was also locked.

Clearly more than a little alarmed, Steve hurried to the door they’d used to enter the room, and found that it too was locked. Everyone stood for a moment looking at each other in confusion.

“I’m sure Hamadi will be here soon. I mean, we’re on an official tour. They can’t leave us locked in this room forever,” Tracy said with complete confidence.

“This is total bullshit!” Michael seethed, kicking the door their guide had disappeared through. “I can’t wait to hear his explanation for this goatscrew.”

As much as Rayne disliked Michael, she had to agree with him on this one. It didn’t make any sense, but there wasn’t anything they could do other than wait.

Thirty minutes went by, then an hour. Rayne had wandered over to one of the walls and sat down against it, curling her arms around her up-drawn legs while they waited. Sarah had sat down next to her.

Leon and Paula were sitting on the sofa. Since they were the oldest of the group, everyone agreed they should have what little comfort it allowed. Paula was crying softly as Leon tried to comfort her. Tracy and Steve were sitting with their backs against the opposite wall, as they too waited for Hamadi to arrive.

Michael had paced the room for a while, ranting and raving about asshole Egyptians, which didn’t make sense as almost all of the men and women they’d met on their tour had been very polite and accommodating. He’d even banged on each of the doors and yelled at the top of his lungs, trying to get someone to come and let them out…with no luck. Becky had been pissed at first as well, but as time went on, it was obvious she was getting scared…as scared as the rest of them.

Eduardo and Diana were sitting on the two chairs in the room, and once again, Eduardo hadn’t let go of his wife’s hand. He would lean in and whisper in her ear in Spanish and she’d nod, then a few minutes later, he’d do it again. They were the cutest couple Rayne had ever seen. It just sucked that they were all in this kind of situation…whatever this situation was.

Sarah leaned over and whispered to Rayne, “What the heck is going on?”

Rayne could only shake her head. “I have no idea. None of this makes any sense really.”

“Do you think the guide meant to lock us in here? Or was it an accident?”

Rayne had been thinking about the exact same thing. “I think he had to have known. I mean, we didn’t really see many people in the last couple of rooms we went through, and it certainly seemed as though he knew where he was going…didn’t it?”

When Sarah nodded, Rayne said louder, so the others could hear her, “Diana, how did you guys arrange for this tour?”

She lifted her head and Rayne could see the worry on her brow. “It was at the airport. We had come through customs and were waiting on the bus when Hamadi came up to us and asked if we wanted a tour. He was very nice and spoke excellent English. We haggled a price and he said he would pick us up at the hotel this morning.”

“Did you tell him there would be eight of you?”

“Oh yes. He urged us to find two others to join us as he said he had room for ten in his van. That’s why we asked you and Sarah to come with us.”

It was a method many locals in not-so-prosperous countries used to try to rob the rich tourists coming into the city. Rayne’s thoughts were running rampant. She thought back to the things her brother had tried to teach her about security. Dammit, one of the first things he’d taught her was never to talk to or go with anyone who wasn’t with a legitimate tourist company. She’d thought everyone knew that, but apparently not. She hadn’t even thought to ask Diana and the others more questions about how they’d booked the tour. She’d just assumed they’d taken precautions. Diana had told her she’d met Hamadi at the airport, but Rayne hadn’t realized until now that he didn’t work for a reputable tour company. She mentally kicked herself. Chase would be disappointed in her.

“They’d planned for ten, although eight would’ve worked,” Rayne said to no one in particular. “I saw Hamadi talking to several groups of men as we went through the different tourist spots today. Maybe they were in on it?”

“In on what? What the fuck are you babbling on about, woman?” Michael asked caustically.

“On whatever this is. On why we’re sitting locked inside a windowless room in the middle of a government building on Tahrir Square,” Rayne retorted, not bothering to try to be nice anymore.

“I’m sure they just forgot about us. As soon as they find us, we’ll go back to the hotel and laugh about this,” Paula said in a watery voice.

Just then a large boom sounded from somewhere in the building. Then another, and another that made the floor beneath their feet shake.

“Oh my freaking God, what was that?” Sarah asked, standing up quickly, as did Rayne.

“Come on, everyone over here,” Rayne ordered, falling back on her flight attendant training. The room shook again and plaster actually flaked off the ceiling and rained down on the small group.

The four couples and Sarah and Rayne huddled against one of the walls, away from where they heard the loud thuds. Sarah and Rayne tried to reassure the group, using their experience to try to keep everyone calm, even though none of them knew just what they were being reassured about.

When another boom sounded, much closer than any of the others, Rayne looked around the room. “Sarah! Help me with the couch.” The two women dragged the small couch over in front of the group. “Everyone kneel down behind this. It’s not a lot of cover, but it’s better than nothing.”

Michael was silent. He apparently had no comebacks or rude remarks when in the middle of a dangerous situation. The group huddled behind the minuscule cover of the couch, wondering what in the world was going on.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Ghost and his team sat silent on the C-17 transport plane as they flew across the Atlantic Ocean. They’d come back from their fact-finding mission in Egypt two weeks ago and now were returning—but this time it wasn’t a fact-finding mission, it was a rescue.

All hell had broken loose in Egypt and the US government was frantically trying to get all Americans out of the country. The militants had made their move, in the middle of the day, in the middle of the week. It was bold; no one had expected it, which had helped to make their aggression successful.

The coup had begun in the middle of the city, in the same place everything had gone down a few years earlier, although now the streets around the government building and in the square were deserted. In the past, they’d been teeming with news crews and other media, but this time the threat of violence was keeping everyone away. They’d set off a series of bombs in the square and with that distraction, they’d taken over the government building.

Their plan was simple and effective. The group had hundreds of men posing as tour guides. They’d slowly but surely infiltrated and learned the layout of the building. They’d laid in wait, even bribed the security officers. They’d planned well, each of the men bringing in as many tourists as they could round up, and now there were countless Americans and others being held hostage inside the large governmental complex, and it’d become a political nightmare.

The militants were parading the captured men and women in front of some of the windows in the huge building and they’d begun executing them when the Egyptian government didn’t react fast enough to their demands.

The US Army had already sent several units to the area and they were working with the Egyptian Army to secure the streets around the besieged building, but it wasn’t until the bodies of two men and two women were thrown out the third floor window of one of the buildings that Delta Force and the SEALs were called in.

The bodies of the killed tourists lay where they’d landed; any attempts to recover them had been thwarted by the militants. They obviously liked having them on display for the hundreds of news crews that had taken up residence in the buildings around the square. Filming from the windows suited them just fine.

Ghost had been surprised to see the SEAL team at the airport that they’d assisted six months ago in Turkey. The SEALs had been escorting Sergeant Penelope Turner home after successfully snatching her from right under the noses of ISIS when either their plan had been discovered, or the terrorists had gotten lucky, and they’d been shot down en route to safety. Ghost’s team had swooped in, cleaned up, and escorted the SEALs and Sergeant Turner to a safe base, where they’d parted ways.

They hadn’t spent very much time with the other men, but Ghost and his team had a lot of respect for how the SEALs had acted and how their team had operated on the mission. It was no hardship to work with them again. Ghost suspected his longtime friend and brother-in-arms, Tex, had something to do with them meeting up again today. It wasn’t as if he could make the actual decision on what missions they were assigned to, but the man had an uncanny ability to do things others would think impossible. A suggestion here, a coded message there…and voila! Ghost honestly wasn’t surprised to learn that each of the men on the SEAL team not only knew Tex, but were close friends with him as well.

Tex was a man who knew everyone and he was a former SEAL himself, so it was only natural that Wolf and his team relied on him for intelligence and information. Tex had been wounded on a mission and had medically retired from the Navy, but it seemed he was just as active today, if not more so, as when he’d been on the teams.

Ghost had greeted Wolf warmly. “Good to see you, Wolf.”

“You too, Ghost. Let’s get a move on, we can debrief onboard.”

Ghost and his team usually flew commercial to try to stay under the radar, but for this mission, time was of the essence, and it was more important to get over to Cairo and help rescue the remaining hostages than it was to try to be stealthy. As far as anyone knew, they were a part of the SEAL team, not Delta Force.

After the thirteen men got settled on the plane and they were in the air, as the highest-ranking soldier, Ghost started the debriefing and didn’t beat around the bush.

“Okay, here’s what we know…which isn’t a lot. Reports are sketchy coming out of Cairo, more so because no one seems to know exactly what’s going on inside the building. There’s no definite number of militants and no real count of how many hostages there might be.”

“So we’ve got a whole lot of who-the-hell-knows-what,” Wolf bit out, obviously pissed off.

“That about covers it,” Ghost agreed.

“As much as it sucks, we’re gonna need to take a day or two for reconnaissance,” Fletch stated. “We can’t make a move until we know where those hostages are being held.”

“Agreed,” Abe, one of the SEALs, stated. “The last thing we want is to go in balls to the wall and get innocents killed.”

All the men hated the delay, but it was a necessary one.

“All right. Let’s discuss Plan A. Then we’ll figure out a Plan B, C, and D. If all else fails, get the fuck out of there and to safety with as many hostages as you can find,” Ghost ordered, smoothing the map out on the table in front of them.

Mozart, another of the SEALs, groaned. “Easier said than done.”

“No shit,” Beatle agreed.

“Okay, here’s the plan…”

The men strategized, argued, and discussed various plans of action all the way across the ocean. Finally, hours after they’d taken off, the military plane landed. All thirteen men on board were locked and loaded—ready to take out as many bad guys as possible, and bring home as many hostages as they could get their hands on.

*     *     *

Rayne bit back the moan of fright that threatened to come out of her throat. They’d been stuck inside the locked room for what seemed like hours, but when they were finally freed, the situation wasn’t anything they had imagined it would be.

A gruff-looking Egyptian man had opened the door and been followed in by three others. All four men were holding automatic rifles and they’d immediately started ordering them to do something in Egyptian.

It was Michael—of course it was Michael—who was stupid enough to complain to the men that he didn’t understand what they wanted. He was rifle-butted in the face for his insolence. Afterwards, Michael hadn’t complained again.

They were herded into another room, which held about twenty other tourists, and another five or so men and boys with loaded weapons. Rayne and Sarah huddled close together, not wanting to get separated. The other couples had done the same thing, and Rayne couldn’t help but get a lump in her throat at watching how Leon, Eduardo, and Steve put themselves between the men with rifles and their wives. Finally, after another hour or so, their entire group was moved into another room, this one again with no windows. The doors were shut once more and they were all locked in.

The thirty or so of them spent the next day confused, hungry, and terrified out of their minds. Rayne felt disgusting in her T-shirt and jeans and, as inappropriate as it was, wished she could wash the sweat and fear off with a scalding-hot shower.

A couple of times some of the men banged and kicked at the doors, with no luck. Finally, after they were all frightened beyond belief and beyond the need to rebel, the group was led once again to another room. This one looked as if it had been a ballroom at one time.

There were ornate carvings and paintings on the walls, and red tapestries hung as curtains from the windows. The incongruence between the opulence of their surroundings and the way they felt—beaten down, smelly, hungry, and scared—was jarring. Overall, there were probably around sixty or so hostages in the large room. Rayne couldn’t tell what country everyone was from, except not everyone was speaking English. There was what sounded like French, German, Spanish, and some Slavic language thrown in as well. But at the moment they were allies, thrown into this awful situation by fate, and nationality didn’t matter.

Sarah and Rayne immediately went to the back of the room, away from the windows and doors, and sat down against the wall. Rayne whispered urgently to Sarah, wiping sweat from her brow from the warm room and the stress. “Don’t do anything to call attention to yourself. Nothing, you hear me? Don’t get hysterical, if no one else is. Try not to throw up. Don’t yell at anyone, don’t get in any arguments. If you call attention to yourself, you’re making yourself a target, and that’s the last thing you want to do in a situation like this. Blend in or die, Sarah. I’m not kidding.”

“How in the world do you know these things? I don’t remember them teaching that to us in flight attendant school,” Sarah questioned in wonder.

“My brother is in the Army. Counterterrorism. He taught me.”

The women were quiet for a while as they watched what was happening around them. Rayne wasn’t surprised when Michael tried to make himself the leader of the large group. Rayne could’ve told him it was the wrong thing to do, but he wouldn’t have listened to her anyway.

For the first day or two in the ballroom, their captors ignored them for the most part. They brought in slabs of some kind of meat and cheese, and buckets of water for them all to share, but that was about it. After they’d emptied one of the buckets, it was put in a far corner for use as a bathroom.

When Michael started getting mouthy with the guards and demanding to be let go, Rayne could tell they were losing their temper.

On the third day of their captivity—Rayne didn’t know why they were being held captive or by who, but supposed it was a moot point anyway—the guards apparently had had enough of Michael and some of the other more demanding hostages.

The entire group was ordered to line up. Women in one line and men in another. Rayne watched sadly as Diana and Eduardo, Leon and Paula, and Tracy and Steve said tearful goodbyes. No one had any idea what in the world was going on, and being separated from each other suddenly seemed like a death sentence.

Becky and Michael flatly refused to do as their captors said. Michael stood next to his wife with his arm around her shoulders and declared, “No. You can’t separate us. This is my wife and she is very delicate. We aren’t going anywhere; you need to let us go. You’re all gonna die anyway, so you might as well give up now!”

Rayne couldn’t believe how stupid Michael was. She had no idea what he thought his little speech was going to accomplish, but it was evident that it irritated the man who was trying to get everyone in order.

He pulled out his rifle and shot Michael in the head, and when Becky started screeching, put two bullets into her without a word of warning.

The room was silent as their bodies fell to the ground with a thud. No one dared scream. No one wanted to piss off the unstable man who’d just murdered two people in front of them without seeming to think twice about it.

“Anyone else want to complain about your treatment? Anyone else want to be set free?”

No one said a word.

The man, apparently still pissed off, turned and shot the man in line closest to him, then killed the closest woman as well. He gave no explanation, simply turned and walked out of the room, saying something to the other captors in Egyptian before he left.

“You men, yes, you four in line. Pick up bodies and throw out window, there,” another captor ordered. His English was broken, but more than understandable.

Rayne watched, trembling and weak from fear and hunger, as the men did as they were told. Michael and Becky’s bodies were dragged to the window and tipped out. Next came the other man and woman, who’d done nothing except stand too close to Michael.

Everyone was silent as the women were herded out one door and the men were led away through a door on the opposite side of the big room. Everyone had thought, or was deluding themselves into thinking that the situation would end nonviolently up until that point. Now they all knew they were expendable. There was no telling when their captors would get sick of them and decide it was easier to throw their dead bodies out a window than feed them, give them water, or deal with them in any way.

For the first time since they’d been locked in that first room, Rayne thought there was a higher-than-average chance she wouldn’t live through whatever was going on. She’d never see her brother and sister again. Would never go dancing with Mary. And would never, ever have the opportunity to see Ghost again.

Why that last thought was the one that made her the saddest was beyond her, but a lone tear made its way down her cheek as Rayne meekly followed behind Sarah to wherever and whatever the militants had planned for them.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Fletch kept his binoculars trained on the building in front of him as he spoke to Ghost. “The curtains are pulled back in this room. Looks like three in the top-right room. Armed with AK-47s, probably around thirteen, mid-twenties and mid-forties.”

“Any hostages?” Ghost asked in a quiet voice.

“Not that I can see, but I’m guessing they’re there. The men are holding their weapons as if they’re guarding someone, or some people. In the rooms where there haven’t been any hostages or curtains, the weapons are slung across their backs. They’re probably sitting.”

“Any chance we can move to do a head count?”

“Doubtful. We’d have to get up pretty high to see down into that room, and there aren’t any buildings around here that’ll work for that.”

“Dammit,” Ghost swore. “It’s not good that they separated the men from the women.”

Fletch lowered the binoculars and looked over at his friend and teammate. “It’s not. But this isn’t anything new. What’s up with you, Ghost?”

Ghost sighed but remained silent.

“Does it have anything to do with that new tattoo on your leg?” Fletch pushed.

“I told you before, I’m not talking about it,” Ghost ground out between clenched teeth. Even though he was close friends with Fletch, it didn’t feel right sharing what had happened between him and Rayne all those months ago. And his tattoo was special. Sacred. Not something to be gossiped about as if they were giggling pre-teens.

Fletch sighed. “Look, I’m not an idiot. None of us are. We know that something happened on your layover in London earlier this year. Not talking about it isn’t helping you. You know better than to let shit stay bottled up inside. It festers. You’ve got a hair trigger and you seem to be letting things like this situation bother you more than you used to. I’m not saying that’s a bad thing, but you can’t let this get to you. And you are, much more than you ever did before.”

“It’s not festering, and I’m not fucking talking about it.”

Fletch went on as if his friend hadn’t just shut him down. “If I had to guess, I’d say this was over a woman. You met someone and had a great time…and now you regret sleeping with her, which isn’t like you, but whatever. Was she fat? Ugly? Will she not leave you alone? Is that the problem?” Fletch knew it wasn’t any of those things, but he kept pushing to see if he could get a rise out of his friend. Any reaction was better than the blank look on Ghost’s face when he refused to talk about whatever it was that went down.

“Let me guess, she was a shitty lay. No, I have it—did she give you VD? Is that the issue? Because if it is, you can go to the doctor and—”

“For fuck’s sake, Fletch, she didn’t give me VD. Christ.”

“So there was a woman.”

Ghost ran his hand over his face wearily. Fletch had been on him for weeks, trying to goad him into letting something slip, and it looked as though he’d finally gotten his way. But Fletch was a good friend, someone Ghost trusted. And Lord knew he needed to talk to someone about this shit. Guess they were going to gossip as if they were pre-teens after all.

“Yeah. She was…awesome.”

“So what’s the problem?”

Ghost turned to his friend. “We’re Delta.”

“And?”

“Isn’t that enough?”

Fletch shook his head. “Look, I’m not saying any relationship would be easy, but you know it can work.”

“I lied to her, Fletch. Every fucking thing out of my mouth was a lie.”

“You tell her you wanted to be her boyfriend?”

“No.”

“You tell her you loved her?”

“Fuck no.”

“That you’d call her? Write? Send her gushy love letters?”

“Dammit, Fletch. No.”

“Then I don’t see the issue.”

“I liked her. She was…feisty. Sweet. Down-to-earth. Loyal.”

“Wow,” Fletch breathed. “I never thought I’d see the day that horndog Ghost fell head-over-heels for a woman.”

“I’m not head-over-fucking-heels, asshole.”

“I’d say you are. Look at you, man. You went and got a tattoo that not only blows your cover as Army—the huge fucking Army logo did that, if nothing else—but you got a fairy wand tattooed on your body as well. And not once in your description of this woman did you say anything about what she looks like.”

“So?”

“So?” Fletch shook his head. “Buddy, every time you’ve ever described one of the women you’ve slept with, you started with her tits. Or her ass, how beautiful she was, how short, how tall, how curvy…something about her body. This woman? Not one damn thing.”

Ghost stared long and hard at his friend. He was right. Oh, Rayne was beautiful, but he wasn’t about to discuss her with his friends. She was his. “Fuck, man, I didn’t even give her my real name.”

“So what?” Fletch returned immediately.

“She thinks I’m John Benbrook.”

“You didn’t give her your nick?”

“I did.”

“So she knows the real you.”

“Ghost isn’t the real me.”

“Bullshit. Ghost is you, and you know it. The name fits you better than any nickname I’ve ever heard of before. You’re light on your feet and can get in and out of places undetected in a way none of the rest of us can. You’re spooky how you know when we’re in deep shit and have to get the hell out. If this woman was calling you Ghost, then she knows the real you.”

“I lied about everything else too. I made up a girlfriend for my fifteen-year-old self. I made up where I was from. I lied about being held up once. Jesus, Fletch, I fucking lied to her about everything.”

“What about the sex? Were you faking it then too?”

Ghost had no idea the lines in his face smoothed out and a look of contentment stole over him as he spoke. “No. Not one thing was faked when we were in bed together.”

“When we get back, you have to find her, Ghost.” Fletch held up a hand to stop the argument he knew his friend was going to make. “If I ever meet a woman who makes me look like you do right now, you can bet I’d never let her go.”

When Ghost didn’t respond, Fletch continued. “You lied. I get it; that sucks. She’s gonna be pissed. But you’re Delta, man. Top secret. You were on the way home from a mission. There are a thousand reasons why you lied, but you didn’t lie about the most important thing, Ghost. The way you felt when you were with her. That speaks a thousand times louder than any of that other shit.”

“Jesus, I feel as if I’m on Dr. Phil or something,” Ghost griped.

Fletch smiled. “I might not be the smartest man on the block, but if I had a sweet, feisty woman waiting for me at home, who could take my cock night after night and leave me with the memories you obviously have until the next time I could get home, I’d do anything in my power to hold on to her.”

Ghost nodded. Fletch had always been the more introspective one of their group. He was closed off and secretive, and didn’t trust easily, but once you got past all that, he was steadfast in his loyalty.

A large blast sounded in the building across the square and both men immediately turned their attention back to their job. The binoculars were back in front of Fletch’s eyes and Ghost tried to ascertain where the blast came from.

“Northwest corner of the complex. Smoke,” Ghost told Fletch.

“Oh shit,” was his response.

“What? Shit what?” Ghost asked urgently, looking down at his friend and seeing he hadn’t swung his gaze to the northwest corner, but was still looking at the room they’d last discussed.

“There are definitely hostages in that room. No tangos in there with them anymore, but there’s a group of women pounding on the door with all they’ve got. Oh shit, it’s—”

His words were cut off when the entire corner of the building, right where the room full of hostages had been, disappeared from their view under a fiery blast and a column of smoke.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


“We can’t just sit here and do nothing,” Sarah exclaimed, obviously at the end of her rope.

“What do you want to do? Demand to be released like that guy who got shot?” one of the other women being held with them jeered caustically.

Rayne didn’t blame Sarah for being antsy. They’d been moved around several times since they’d been separated from the men. Diana, Paula, and Tracy weren’t dealing very well with wondering if their men were all right. Rayne would’ve felt the same way if she’d been with Ghost and he’d been separated from her. Fighting amongst themselves wasn’t going to help anything.

She glanced over at the three men, actually two men and one boy, who were guarding them at the moment. The guards had been switching out, but it was obvious they were a ragtag bunch who didn’t really know what was going on day to day, they were just following orders.

At one point, the boy had come over to their group. He hadn’t said anything, and hoping to try to make him see them as humans and not as animals that should be shot, Rayne had broken the rule Chase had demanded she learn about blending in and never standing out, and smiled at him. The boy had stopped and looked her in the eye. He’d nodded at her and went back over to the two men on the other side of the room. Rayne hoped that his nod meant that he saw her as a friend and not an enemy. That she’d humanized all of them to him. Maybe he had a sister he loved. He had to have a mother…right?

Rayne tried to keep her voice clear and calm, just like she’d been taught to do in emergencies on the plane. “You’re both right, we should be thinking about what we might be able to do if we get the chance, but we also can’t demand things; that will just irritate them more.”

“What should we do?” That was Paula. Always looking to others for direction.

The thing was, Rayne had no idea. There were about fifteen of them in this room at the moment. There had been seventeen, but their captors had taken two of the women away, and they’d never returned. Rayne didn’t want to think about what might be happening with them. She glanced over at the gunmen. They were talking with each other, and only occasionally glancing over at them. Rayne supposed their group didn’t look all that threatening at the moment…they were sitting in a small circle, huddled together for comfort.

“Okay, this is a new group of gunmen, right? We haven’t seen the same men since we’ve been in here. So they’re rotating the guards out.”

“And?” It was an Australian woman named Pat who spoke up. “What good is that knowledge to us?”

“I’m not sure, but at this point, any information is better than none,” Rayne returned easily, keeping her voice carefully modulated. Even though she was irritated, she couldn’t let it show.

“Here’s what I think,” another woman, probably in her early twenties, piped up. “I think we ought to charge them. There’s fifteen of us, and only three of them.”

“But they have guns,” Paula said nervously, wringing her hands.

“True, but I’m thinking a couple of us can distract them, while the rest tackle them.”

Rayne barely resisted rolling her eyes. It was the worst plan in the history of plans. It was as if she was in the middle of a bad B-movie. At any moment, the chick would tear off her clothes and parade herself around and the good guys would burst in and save the day. It just wasn’t going to happen.

The door to their room was suddenly flung open hard enough that it banged against the wall and made every single one of the women jump in fright.

There were two men who entered, armed of course. One held a box as well as a rifle and the other one immediately started talking to the captors in the room in a language they couldn’t understand.

The women all stood up and huddled together against the wall, sensing something was about to happen, but not knowing what.

The boy, who Rayne had smiled at not long before, pointed over at her when the newcomer barked a question at him. Rayne held her breath, wondering what the men were doing.

Rayne really didn’t like being singled out. Shit. Chase had warned her. When this had happened to the other two women, they’d been taken out of the room and hadn’t returned.

The man with the box placed it on the ground near the other two captors and came toward her. Rayne backed away as much as she could, which wasn’t far considering there was a wall behind her.

The man grabbed hold of her arm and wrenched her toward him roughly. Rayne heard Sarah whimper, but not one of the women said anything. They’d learned from the last time to keep quiet, otherwise they’d get hit.

Rayne gasped as her other arm was grabbed in a rough grip by another captor. She was dragged out of the room between the two men, with the boy following close behind. She glanced back one more time and caught the agonized look of grief on Sarah’s face before the door shut firmly behind them.

“Where are we going?” Rayne asked, not really expecting an answer.

“Boys become men,” the tall, bearded man next to her said in a rumbly guttural voice.

“What?” Rayne hadn’t expected an answer, so she hadn’t been concentrating on understanding his thick accent.


“Boys become men,” he repeated, not at all seeming to be put out at having to say it again.

“I don’t understand.”

“Typical. Americans stupid. Never understand.”

Rayne wanted to protest, but kept her mouth shut. She changed tactics and tried to memorize where they were walking. If there was any chance she could get away, she had to know which way to go. The last thing she wanted to do was run right into a nest of terrorists when she was running for her life.

They walked, half-dragging her along several corridors. The building was huge. Rayne was afraid she’d be lost in the maze of hallways for the rest of her life.

A large explosion sounded somewhere behind her, and the men stopped and waited for something. The ground shook under their feet and Rayne shuddered.

“That was your friends,” one of the men holding her said, a bit too happily for Rayne’s peace of mind.

“What?”

“We just blew up the room they were in. Teach lesson to the world.”

“Oh God,” Rayne moaned, as she was once again hauled roughly down the hall. They’d blown up the room with Paula, Sarah, Tracy, and sweet Diana? Could they have survived? Why was she spared? She had so many questions, and absolutely no answers.


The boy behind them said something in a whiny voice that grated on Rayne’s nerves. The man to her left barked at him in a pissed-off tone that would’ve had Rayne cowering if she wasn’t already. The boy mumbled something and they were on their way again.

They came to a door at the end of a long hallway and the boy hurried around to open it. Rayne was propelled inside by the two men. The room was dark and smelled horrendous…like sweat and body odor, and a coppery stench that could only be blood. It was taking a while for her eyes to adjust to the dim light so she didn’t fight the hold of the two men as they dragged her to the corner of the room. It wasn’t until she felt a cold band wrap around her ankle, so tightly it pinched her skin, that she realized she was in big trouble—and she began to try to wiggle out of the tight hold of her captors.

There was laughter around her, and Rayne glanced down at a man kneeling at her feet. The one who’d just wrapped an iron cuff around her ankle. It was attached to a long chain, which was bolted to the wall. Behind her was a rusty bed frame with a thin mattress on it, which had several dark spots.

The man at her feet said something and again, everyone around them laughed.

“He said you have fat ankles,” a modulated, accented voice said from across the room.

Rayne would’ve been offended—she did not have fat ankles—if she wasn’t so scared. They were perfectly normal, thank you very much, but she was too frightened to open her mouth to rebuff the claim. She’d always thought if she was ever in a situation where her life was threatened that she’d be brave and could smart-mouth her way out of anything, but that had been a pipe dream. She was absolutely terrified at what was going to happen to her in this horrible room and couldn’t say a thing to try to defend herself.

There had been six men waiting for them as they’d entered, all wearing gray robes that covered them from their shoulders down to their feet. None were wearing any sort of head covering or mask. They were sitting on a platform of sorts…three men on the bottom row and three on the top row. They all had long beards and were watching her with lecherous intent. It looked like some kind of pagan ritual or something.

The man who had fastened the cuff around her ankle picked up a huge knife from the floor. It was rusty and had serrations on the blade. Before Rayne could move, her biceps were pulled behind her back, wrenching her arms at an awkward angle and holding her immobile. She frantically wriggled and squirmed, futilely trying to get out of the hold.

“If you struggle, there’s a greater chance of being cut,” the accented voice said.

“Why are you doing this? What’s going on?” Rayne desperately needed answers.

The man at her feet took his time. He brought the knife up to her pant leg and oh so slowly began to slice upwards. Rayne could feel the tip of the blade against her leg, but couldn’t tell if it was actually cutting her or not. Her legs felt numb—hell, everything felt numb.

“In our culture, a boy becomes a man when he first takes a woman.”

“Oh shit.” Rayne was beginning to understand.

“I see you understand. You should feel honored. Moshe chose you to be his first.”

Rayne finally found her spunk and her tongue. “That’s not your culture. Egypt is a beautiful country filled with wonderful people, and that’s not the way of its culture. It might be your way, assholes, trying to pretend it’s normal and right, but it’s not. You’re brainwashing your children to be killers and rapists.”

Her head was flung backwards with the force of the smack one of the other men delivered.

“It’s also the way of our culture to make sure women know their place. And their place is to be quiet and to speak only when spoken to.”

“Fuck that,” Rayne muttered, only to cry out in pain when she was hit again, this time not with an open palm, but a closed fist. It hurt, but she knew that whatever these psychos had in store for her would hurt a whole lot more. Her breaths came out faster and faster as her destroyed jeans fell to the floor. There was more laughing from the men as she stood before them in her black lace underwear. She’d felt sexy when she’d put it on, however many days ago it had been. Now she felt defiled and dirty.

There was a conversation between the men and the boy that Rayne didn’t understand, but the man gleefully translated for her. “Moshe’s father praises his son and tells him he chose well. You have spunk, and your thighs are thick and full and will cushion him as they should. Your hips are wide and can bear many sons.”

“Oh God, please, don’t do this. Let me go.”

The man with the accented English continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “The ritual is to take you seven times. Seven is a lucky number in our country. Once he fills you seven times, he will be a man.”

Rayne couldn’t get enough air in her lungs. Seven times? She was going to be raped by this man-boy seven times?

“It is our job to critique him, to tell him the best ways to master a woman, to make her compliant under him. He knows you will fight him at first, it is expected, but by the time his ritual is done, you will be broken and will do whatever he tells you and will take whatever he wants to give to you. You might as well accept your fate now, American whore. The two before you fought valiantly, but in the end took our new men with no struggle, as proper women should.”

Rayne closed her eyes and prayed. Not for rescue, but for a quick death. If she could get ahold of the knife the man was using to cut off her shirt now, she would plunge it into her own heart.

The words in the room sounded as if they were coming from a long way off and Rayne felt disconnected from her body. It was as if someone else was being held, having their shirt cut off, being laughed at…not her.

She thought about her brother, Chase, about how he’d feel learning what had happened to her…if he ever learned. And her sister, Sam. Sam was happy as a clam in Los Angeles chasing her dream of becoming an actress. And Ghost…

Oh God, Ghost. What she wouldn’t give to be able to see him one more time. If she lived through this, she swore right then and there to not let these animals take away the beautiful memories she had of Ghost making love to her, of their night together.

What was about to happen to her had nothing to do with the lovemaking they’d shared.

Rayne was jerked backwards and would’ve fallen if it wasn’t for the man behind her holding on to her so tightly. He dragged her to the filthy mattress and flung her down on it. The chain around her ankle clanged loudly in the room. She kicked and struggled against the men, but their hold on her was too tight. As her other leg was chained to the bedframe, and her arms were wrenched over her head, the damn voice kept on describing what was about to happen.

“First, Moshe will take you on your back, so he can look at your face. This is step one, and will most likely be quick. Most boys are quick to release their first time they get inside a woman. The second and third times will be from behind, so you can understand he has all the power, and you are like a dog. Worthless, good for only taking what he gives you. The fourth time he will release inside your dark hole. This is the transition time. If he cannot hold out for one hundred strokes, he will be seen as less than a man in the eyes of his father, uncles, and holy men who are here to witness his transition to manhood.”

Rayne whimpered, thinking about how badly a hundred thrusts into her untried back hole would hurt.

“Then you will take him down your throat for the fifth time. The sixth will be against the wall, and the seventh will be again with you on your back. By the time the seventh time comes, you will be slick with his release and your blood, and will be ready for him and will take him easily and without fight. The goal is for him to make you find your womanly release that last time. If he can hold on and not release until you do, he will have succeeded and will be a man. If he cannot make you release, he will have failed. And will have to start again on another day.”

Rayne couldn’t believe what she was hearing. After being raped seven times, if she didn’t orgasm, she’d have to go through this again? It was obviously a setup so they could rape women over and over again, all in the name of their custom. It wasn’t as if any of them really gave a shit if the women they were with orgasmed or not.

She wasn’t sure she’d survive being violated once, let alone seven times, and Rayne knew she’d die if she had to go through the barbaric ritual more than once. She’d find a way to kill herself before suffering through it again. These people were insane.

Rayne kept her mouth shut, knowing nothing she could say would make these monsters change their minds.

She glanced over at the men sitting in the chairs, waiting and watching. Some were related to the boy; and that made the fact they were there and supporting this awful ritual a hundred times worse. They didn’t look like old wise men, they looked like lecherous middle-aged men who got off on observing a woman being raped and tortured.

“The more blood that flows, the luckier he will be in manhood. The more you struggle and fight, the more of a man he will become.”

Rayne couldn’t hold back her words, finding the courage she’d been lacking up to this point. What did it matter if she pissed them off now? If they killed her? It was actually probably better. Maybe if they got mad enough they’d just slit her throat or something, although that probably wouldn’t keep Moshe from raping her. The thought of him violating her dead body made her want to throw up, but she didn’t let it stop the words that spewed out of her mouth.

“Shut up. Just shut up! You’re all sick. This is rape! This is wrong. You can’t honestly believe the shit you’re spewing. Let me go, I don’t want your little penis anywhere near me!” She frantically thrashed in her cruel bindings as the boy came up beside the mattress and looked down at her and smiled.

Rayne looked at him in the hopes of seeing the person who’d nodded at her shyly back in the other room. He wasn’t there. He’d been replaced by a boy on the cusp of manhood who wanted to impress the elders sitting and standing behind him, and who had nothing but lust-filled thoughts of fucking for the first time.

He stood there and watched her struggle for a moment, then turned and said something to the men behind him. There was laughter and agreement.

Of course the man who spoke English was there to translate for her. Rayne knew she’d hear his heavily accented voice in her nightmares for years to come. “Moshe says he is pleased. You are round and ripe and your skin ripples as you struggle. Already your blood flows from your wrists and ankles. He says he will be the luckiest man this ritual cycle.”

Rayne closed her eyes as the boy brought his hands up to his pants. This was happening. She couldn’t believe it. She had to believe it.

Rayne forcefully brought Ghost’s image to her mind to block out everything around her. His face, his hands, his scowl as he took a picture of the nasty taxi driver’s license when they were in London, the words inked on his side…quiet professionalism.

If she was going to die, the last thing she wanted to see in her mind was Ghost.




CHAPTER NINETEEN


Dude and Hollywood worked together as if they’d always been teammates. The SEAL and Delta Force member eased in and out of the shadows as though they belonged there, setting charges at strategic points along the perimeter of the building.

Blowing out holes in the walls of the government building probably wasn’t the Egyptian government’s first choice in tactics, but after watching a bomb explode in a corner room that had to have killed all of the women inside, the teams were done waiting for permission. They were sent in to take care of business, and that’s just what they were going to do. No other Americans, or any other hostages, were going to die on their watch. They couldn’t just sit there and do nothing. That’s not what they’d been trained to do and now was the time to act.

They had to get inside and get the remaining hostages out…and if that meant some, or all, of the militants were killed in the process, all the better. Thirteen men against an unknown number of tangos might seem like an uneven fight to a lot of people, but Hollywood knew they weren’t just any thirteen soldiers. They were SEALs and Delta Force. They were trained for this shit. They were a part of the two most lethal groups of Special Forces soldiers the United States military had.

Hollywood spoke into his throat mic. “B to base. All is go.”

“Ten-four, B. Ready for flight,” came the quiet response through the radio.

Hollywood and Dude backed away from the last charge they’d set. As soon as they were a safe distance away, they’d give the high sign to Truck, and he’d simultaneously set off all of the charges at the same time. It should create enough chaos inside the building for the teams to sneak in and, hopefully, escort any remaining hostages out.

The men were paired up, a Delta with a SEAL. Typically the SEALs would stay teamed with their own and the same with the Deltas, but since they’d worked together briefly in the past, and trusted each other, they decided to split up the teams to capitalize on their strengths. It was highly unusual, but neither of the groups typically worked by the book.

“B to base. Countdown to flight,” Hollywood informed Truck tonelessly.

“Prepare for takeoff,” the other man returned immediately.

Dude and Hollywood crouched down against a wall in an alley not too far from the building, covered their ears, and waited for all hell to break loose.

*     *     *

Rayne tried to concentrate on her memories, but that damn voice kept forcing itself into her consciousness. She heard one of the men speaking faintly, presumably to the boy, and the asshole who spoke English felt the need to translate every single fucking word.

“He is telling Moshe to make sure your legs are spread as far apart as possible so he can get as far inside you as he can go.”

Rayne felt the baby-smooth skin of Moshe’s thighs against her own. She felt him scooting up and forcing her legs farther apart in the process. Her legs had already been spread, but as much as she resisted Moshe, he was still able to push her legs obscenely wide. The chains on her ankles pulled taut as Moshe spread her thighs farther than what was comfortable, tearing the flesh around her ankles. She was still wearing her underwear, but knew the barrier it was currently providing would soon be only a memory. She squirmed against her bonds, despite knowing it was futile. No, this couldn’t be happening.

The fucker kept up the blow-by-blow of her imminent rape.

“Now they are telling him what it will feel like when he gets inside. You’ll be dry, which provides more friction for his root. They are trying to get him to explode before he gets inside, holding off will prove he’s man enough to resist temptation.”

Rayne was going to throw up. All over Moshe and all over herself. This was horrific and she needed to be somewhere else, anywhere else. She couldn’t hold back the whimper that sneaked out of her throat. Her hands fisted in their bindings and she trembled, every muscle in her body tense, readying itself for the invasion about to come.

Just as she felt Moshe’s soft, boyish hands touch her upper thighs and squeeze painfully, an explosion ripped through the room.

Rayne screamed in terror like a cornered dog, not understanding what was happening. She’d been ready for her body to be violated, but instead the bed shook under her as the walls crumbled. Rayne watched as large cracks appeared in the ceiling above her head.

She glanced over at the men who had been leaning toward the bed in anticipation of Moshe’s initiation and first foray into manhood, and saw that they were no longer sitting with lust in their eyes staring at her, but had stood up and were all trying to push out of the room at the same time. Running like the cowards they were deep inside.

A hand gripped her breast, hard, and Rayne gasped at the sensation. Looking up into Moshe’s eyes, she saw no trace of the boy she’d thought to try to gain sympathy from. He was pissed his initiation was being interrupted. He cruelly squeezed her breast through her bra once more and hissed something at her in his own language before springing off her and quickly pulling his pants back up, holding them closed with his free hand, not bothering to tie them shut.

As he was leaving the room, he turned back and said in perfectly understandable English, “I’ll be back. I will become a man today,” and he ran out the door.

Rayne shivered and frantically pulled at the chains holding her to the bed. All her actions did was make her wrists and ankles bleed more.

There was another explosion, closer than the previous one, and the last thing Rayne remembered was watching the blocks in the wall shake and threaten to crumble as she passed out from fright.

*     *     *

The six Special Forces teams of two fanned out across the now crumbling complex. It was complete pandemonium, just as the teams had planned and predicted it would be. Knowing the general areas where the hostages were being kept, each team headed for their preassigned area. The plan was to find as many hostages as possible and lead them out and to safety…and to kill any militants who got in their way.

Ghost and Wolf were point and were stationed in the square. They’d direct any hostages who ran out of the now burning and destroyed building to safety. Blade was the odd man out and was waiting at the rendezvous point for everyone to gather.

Watching in relief as small groups of men and women poured out of the building, each guided by a team member, Ghost and Wolf kept vigilant, ready for any terrorist to decide the escaping hostages should die rather than be rescued. After forty minutes, the flow of hostages slowed to a trickle and most of the teams had checked in. Fletch and Mozart and Truck and Benny had joined Blade, and had been transporting the dazed and confused hostages to safer territory.

The teams had come across pockets of militants hunkered down inside the massive building, trying to hide until the initial breach had been completed, but they’d been no match for the SEAL and Delta teams.

Beatle’s voice crackled across the radio. “We just sent a group of about fifteen men your way, G. They say there was a group of women, including some of their wives and girlfriends, who had been separated from them two days ago. They were last seen being led to the blast zone.”

Ghost knew what he meant. He hoped they hadn’t been the women in the room the militants had set the bomb off in. “Ten-four. We’ll intercept and see if we can’t get more intel.”

“We’re standing by,” was Beatle’s response.

Ghost saw the group of men staggering toward them. They looked haunted by whatever had gone on inside the building. Ghost motioned them over, and they gladly ran toward the American soldiers.

“Who had a partner that was separated?” Ghost questioned, all business.

Six hands went up. Wolf passed the remaining men on to Abe, who was waiting to take the last groups to safety.

“Tell me exactly what happened.”

A tall, older gentleman said in a broken voice, “We were all being held together for the first couple of days then we were asked to stand in two lines, men in one and women in the other. One man protested and he and his wife were shot. Then those bastards shot another couple just for fun and threw all of them out the window. We were then led to another room, without the women. We’ve been there ever since. We heard some explosions, but don’t know anything about what’s going on. Did you get all the women out? Are they safe?”

“We’re working on it, sir,” Wolf tried to reassure the man. “We’ll do our best to find your women, if they haven’t already been freed.”

“Thank God,” the tall man breathed.

Ghost heard Beatle begin speaking through the radio again. “Problem, Ghost. We found another group of hostages. Women. They’re busted up, some worse than others, and hysterical. Said they were locked in a room with a bomb.”

“They’re alive?” Ghost asked incredulously. Simply being alive was a miracle, especially having seen the damage the bomb had done.

“Yeah. Apparently after they were shut in the room, and before the bomb exploded, they hid behind a big-ass piece of furniture. Details are still a bit sketchy as they’re obviously traumatized, but they were damn lucky.”

“No shit. Jesus.” It was the best news Ghost and Wolf had heard all day. They’d thought everyone in that room had been killed.

“Thing is,” Beatle continued quickly, “one woman said her friend was dragged out of the room before the explosives went off.”

“Fuck,” Ghost said fervently. “Okay, get those women out of there. If you have time, see if you can track down the missing woman, otherwise get the fuck out.”

“The one woman is refusing to go until we find her missing friend.”

“I don’t give a rat’s ass what she refuses, get her out of there, Beatle,” Ghost threatened in a low voice. The last thing they needed was the hostages calling the shots.

“Ten-four.” Ghost could tell Beatle was switching to the all-network channel, the one which all of the SEALs and Deltas could hear. “We’re going to start on this end of the building and do one last search for the missing American woman. Her friend says her name is Rayne, and when we find her, to make sure we tell her Sarah and the others are all right. She says she’ll worry. Everyone be on the lookout for an American, average height and weight, wearing a pair of jeans and a pink T-shirt. She should easily stand out from the terrorists.”

Ghost felt his heart stutter in his chest. It couldn’t be. No fucking way. “What was the name of the missing woman again?” he barked into his throat mic. He couldn’t even follow proper protocol, he had to know.

How many women had the name Rayne? Not very many, and with the way the hair on the back of his neck was standing up, Ghost knew it was his Rayne.

“Rayne Jackson.”

“Copy that,” Wolf answered when Ghost didn’t say another word.

“Talk to me, Ghost. What’s putting that look in your eye?” Wolf demanded, putting his finger on the trigger of his M-4 rifle and looking around as if the enemy was staring down his sights at them.

“She’s mine. The missing woman…she’s mine.”


Wolf didn’t bat an eye and didn’t ask any questions. “Well fuck, man, let’s get in there, find her, and get her the fuck out this fucking mess.”

Ghost nodded once and started toward the building. Ghost had no idea what Rayne was doing in the middle of a coup in Egypt, but at this point, it didn’t matter. If the missing woman was his Rayne, he’d do whatever it took to get her out and safe. He wasn’t thinking about the lies he’d told her or how she’d react to seeing him like this, all he could think about was holding her in his arms…safe and sound. If anyone got between him and his woman, they were as good as dead.




CHAPTER TWENTY


Rayne yanked at her chains, trying to slip her hands out of the metal cuffs, to no avail. The blood on her wrists and ankles from her struggles helped her to almost free herself, but her hands and feet weren’t quite small enough to slip out of the shackles, even with the extra lubricant. No matter how hard she pulled and twisted, she was stuck.

She’d woken up, realized she was alone and immediately started trying to escape. She’d gotten a reprieve, but had no idea how long it might last. Moshe and his sick relatives could be back any moment.

The dust was thick in the air, making it difficult to draw in a deep breath, and the rubble from the ceiling and the walls, which had crumbled in places during the explosions, was covering the floor and the bed. The door had come off its hinges and was partially blocking the entryway into the room.

Rayne would’ve yelled for help, only she was afraid of whose attention she would gain by doing so. The absolute last thing she wanted was to have Moshe show back up to complete his barbaric ritual, and lying there in her bra and panties meant she wasn’t exactly dressed for anyone else to see her either.

She lay back and tried to catch her breath. What could she do? How in the hell was she getting out of this one? Her legs were spread open and the iron shackles around her wrists and ankles didn’t give her much, if any, wiggle room.

Hopefully the explosions were the results of the good guys. She had no way of knowing, however. The bottom line was that she couldn’t do anything but lay there and wait for someone to unlock her chains. She was stuck.

Every now and then, Rayne would hear a faint echo through the walls of her prison. Was it the good guys? Was it the bad guys? She had no idea. Eventually the sounds would fade and she’d be back to feeling utterly alone again.

She was doing pretty good until she heard the gunshots.

Rayne began to panic, once again pulling frantically at her chains. She needed to get out of here—now. She couldn’t wait one second more. Her wrists and ankles didn’t even hurt anymore, she barely felt the skin tearing further, or the fresh blood that slowly dripped out of the jagged wounds the metal was leaving with every tug. It didn’t matter. She was going to die one way or another, and she much preferred it be on her terms instead of the terrorists’.

*     *     *

Ghost held up his hand, letting Wolf know to stop. They’d informed the rest of the teams they were coming in and were assisting in the search for the missing woman. They’d started on the third floor, since that was where the woman, Sarah, had said she’d last seen Rayne. Beatle was on the second floor, clearing the building as he went.

Methodically they’d cleared room after room in the east wing. They’d only run into three people. Two men and a boy. They’d been hunkered down in a room at the far end of the hallway. Ghost wasn’t willing to give anyone a chance—not now, not when Rayne’s life may or may not be in the palm of his hand.

After the air cleared, Ghost absently noted, as Wolf searched their pockets, that all three were holding rifles and that the young boy’s pants were undone. He had no idea what that meant, but standing there wondering was only wasting time. Rayne was somewhere in this building and he had to find her. He knew he’d feel jittery and out of sorts until he saw with his own eyes that she was alive and unhurt.

Wolf finished his search of the dead men and he and Ghost continued down the hall, clearing rooms, some reduced to nothing more than rubble. At the other end of the hall, closest to where one of the last explosives had been set, the men saw a door hanging on to the doorframe by the upper hinge. It was diagonal across the doorway, blocking it so they couldn’t make a stealthy or easy entrance.

Ghost looked at Wolf and held up three fingers. Wolf nodded and stood on one side of the ruined door as Ghost took a position on the other side. The men nodded at each other as Ghost counted down on his fingers. Three. Two. One.

They burst into the room at the same time, rifles drawn and ready to take down anyone who might be hiding inside, just as they had for the countless rooms they’d already cleared in the long hallway.

A feminine screech greeted them as they made entry into the small room. Ghost and Wolf turned as one to the bed, rifles aimed and ready to fire. Wolf was the first to raise the barrel of his rifle up and away from the sight before them.

Ghost was only seconds behind him, but had his rifle slung over his back and was on his knees at the side of the bed before Wolf moved.

“Jesus fucking Christ.” The words were quiet and heartfelt and something inside Ghost died when Rayne flinched away from him as he got close.

“Don’t. Don’t touch me, God, please, don’t.”

Ghost didn’t turn toward Wolf, but heard his muttered curse.

It was his Rayne. She’d been chained with her arms above her head and her legs spread apart. There was blood staining the mattress under her. A fine layer of dust had settled over everything in the room, including her. She lay on the filthy mattress in only her bra and panties. As much as he hated seeing her barely clothed, Ghost was thankful she was still wearing something. A small consolation, but he was relieved nevertheless.

She was breathing hard, as if she’d just run for miles, and her eyes were fully dilated with shock and terror. The chains holding her prisoner rattled as she tried to jerk away from him when he reached his hand out to her.

Ghost knew he’d never forget the sight of her—chained, bleeding, and helpless—for as long as he lived. He’d dreamed about seeing her again, about what their reunion might be like, but this was something out of a nightmare.

“It’s okay, you’re going to be fine. We’re American soldiers and we’re going to get you out of here.” For now, that’s all she needed to know. He was wearing black from head to toe, and had black face paint on. If she looked closely, she’d probably recognize him, but she was simply too full of panic and adrenaline to know who he was at this point.

Ghost could see his words slowly sink in and saw the second she forcibly stopped herself from giving in to a full-blown panic attack. Whether it was the English words coming out of his mouth, or just plain ol’ desperation, Rayne calmed and turned toward him with a blank look in her eyes. Seeing him, but not really seeing him.

“Please, get these off me, please. He’s coming back. He said he’d be back. Get me out of here. He’s coming back to be a man. Please, get them off.”

Ghost looked down to see Wolf studying the chains and the cuffs circling her delicate ankles. He didn’t understand Rayne’s words, but it didn’t matter. He was getting her the fuck out of there. “No one will put their hands on you. We’ll get you out of here, Princess, hang on just a little longer for me. I’ve got you. You’re okay.”

Ghost noticed her body go stock-still, but didn’t have time to do anything because Wolf said from her feet, “Ghost, I don’t have the tools for this on me.”

“Fuck, okay, let me see what I’ve got in my pack.”

Ghost reached a hand into the pocket of his uniform pants. They were deep and he always stuffed them full of as much crap as he could, just in case. He’d found over the years the littlest thing could make the difference between life and death. A bobby pin once saved him and his entire team from being slaughtered deep in the heart of some Afghani hellhole.

Ghost was mentally reviewing what he might have that would work to pick the locks on the chains around Rayne’s arms and legs, when he heard her disbelieving voice.

“Ghost? My Ghost?”

Jesus, her words made his chest physically hurt. Ghost put a hand up to his chest to rub it before he even thought about what he was doing.

Hers. Yes. He was hers.

Blade broke through his consciousness even as he was opening his mouth to agree with and reassure Rayne. His voice came over their radios, low and urgent. “Incoming. Looks as though there are two large groups of tangos on their way in. You’ve got ten minutes, tops. Then get out of there. Copy?”

Wolf answered even as Ghost continued his search for a tool to pick the locks around Rayne’s extremities. “Copy. Found the missing package. It’s going to take longer than ten minutes for extraction. Over.”

“Negative,” Blade insisted. “They’ve got RPGs and they look pissed.”

“Copy.” Wolf didn’t say anything more, but leaned down to see if he could break the bedframe. They’d worry about the chains later if they had to.

“Oh God, they’re coming?” She couldn’t hear the conversation between Blade and the rest of the teams in the building, but she’d obviously inferred enough from Wolf’s side of the conversation. “Please, get me out of here, cut off my hands and feet if you have to, just don’t leave me here.” Rayne frantically yanked on the chains, trying once again to pull herself free.

Ghost could physically feel her panic. Cut off her hands and feet? No way in hell. He put his hands on her thrashing head and held her still. He leaned over her and put his face as close to hers as he dared. “Calm, Princess. We aren’t going to leave you here. Got it? We. Aren’t. Leaving. I’m not leaving.”

“Ghost? It’s really you? I don’t understand. I thought I dreamed you. I was wishing you were here, keeping me safe, and now you are. Am I still dreaming? Am I dying? Shit, you’re a hallucination, aren’t you?”

“I’m no hallucination. I’m really here. Now, stay calm while we figure this out, okay?”

She nodded and swallowed hard. Ghost’s respect for her grew. She was obviously scared out of her mind, but she was trying to control it for now.

Her voice was a bit less panicked but no less serious when she spoke again. “Seriously though…cut ’em off if you have to…I can’t feel my hands or feet anyway. I’d rather that than be left here. I’d have already done it if I had a knife and a hand free. I know what an animal caught in a trap feels like now. Remember that story of the guy who was trapped when a rock fell on his arm when he was climbing? I don’t remember all the details now, I think they made a movie out of it, but he cut off his arm so he could get out and get some help. I didn’t get it…until now. So please, I promise I won’t even feel it. Cut them off. Just get me out of here. Please, Ghost, please.”


Ghost ignored her except to say, “Shhhhh, we’re getting you out of here.”

One, he wasn’t leaving her, and two, he sure as fuck wasn’t cutting off her hands and feet in order to get her out of this hellhole. He couldn’t even believe the amount of bravery—and terror—it took to even suggest it in the first place. He hated she was in this predicament. Hated it.

He reached into his left pocket and came out with a Swiss Army Knife. He turned to Wolf. “This is the best I got. Damn, I wish Truck was here, he’s the locksmith of our team.”

“Benny’s ours. I’d kill for a pick right about now,” Wolf said absently as he leaned over Rayne’s feet and quickly went to work on the lock with the knife Ghost had handed him.

Ghost looked at Rayne’s wrists closely for the first time. “Oh, Princess…your wrists…you fought them hard, didn’t you?”

The cuff and chain the bastards had used to imprison her and to keep her immobile were rusty, and dirty from the crumbling walls and ceiling, and now covered in Rayne’s blood. Her struggles had not only ground the rust and dirt into her wounds, it had also caused the metal chains to bite deep into her wrists. She’d obviously been struggling vigorously in her panic for a while, because from what Ghost could see, she’d done quite a number on her skin.

“If you can’t get them off, will you leave me a knife before you go?”

“What?”

“A knife—no, wait, I wouldn’t be able to use it. Can you please just shoot me in the head before you have to leave? I’d rather die here and now than go through what they had planned for me.”

Ghost knew he should be doing something to try to get her free, but he couldn’t. Every word out of her mouth tore through his soul. He had no idea what had happened to her in this torture chamber, but whatever it was had made her completely panic. Her only thought was to escape. Rayne didn’t look like she’d been violated, her panties were still in place and he couldn’t see any blood, but Ghost knew it was certainly still a possibility.

Before he completely lost his cool, he put one gloved hand on her forehead and opened his mouth to speak, to reassure her, when she continued, sobbing.

“Please, you guys need to go, don’t get caught here. These guys are crazy; they won’t hesitate to kill you. You don’t have time to get me loose. It’s okay, just go…I lost you once, Ghost. I couldn’t bear to watch them kill you. I have to know you’re okay.”

“Shhhh, Princess. I’m not fucking leaving you,” Ghost repeated for what seemed like the tenth time. “We’re all going to get out of here.” Her thoughts were all over the place, first pleading for them not to leave her then ordering them to go. Ghost knew it was shock and fear, but he hated to see her this way.

“No good, Ghost,” Wolf said in a frustrated voice at his feet.

Ghost turned his head and looked at his teammate for the mission.

Wolf held up the knife. “It’s not skinny enough; I can’t get the pins to turn. I need something smaller.”

Ghost stood up and went to the head of the bed. “What if we kicked in the slats and took the chains with us?”

“I thought about that earlier. It’s worth a try. If we can’t get the locks undone it’s the only solution besides taking the entire bed with us.”

“We’ll take the entire fucking thing if this doesn’t work,” Ghost muttered under his breath, knowing it would be awkward at best, and incredibly dangerous and stupid at worst, to try to escape in the middle of a terrorist coup carrying a bed with a wounded and terrified woman on it. It’d be like shooting fish in a barrel. They’d be sitting ducks.

“I have something that might work.”

Wolf and Ghost turned to look at Rayne incredulously.

“What?” Wolf asked in an impatient tone, finding his voice before Ghost could. Time was running out. Neither of them wanted to look down the barrel of a shoulder launcher at a rocket-propelled grenade. They’d all be on the losing end of that confrontation.

“My barrette. Chase gave it to me. It’s full of all sorts of things. A small blade, a screwdriver, and a lock pick. He tried to show me how to use it once, but I was hopeless. I don’t know if it’ll work or not, shit, it’s probably a novelty thing that will break off in the lock, but maybe…” Her words trailed off at the men’s matching expressions of disbelief.

Ghost watched as Rayne turned her head awkwardly and he saw an antique-gold barrette in her hair. He reached for it and it unsnapped easily. He pulled it out and examined it. She was right, the prong in the middle opened up into a sharp point.

He handed it without a word to Wolf, who leaned over her ankles with a smile. “Only you would find a woman who’d happen to be carrying the exact tool needed to rescue herself, Ghost. Only you. Damn.”

Ghost leaned down and placed a quick, gentle kiss on her forehead, ignoring the dirt. “You’re amazing. Hang on, Princess, We’ll have you out of here in a jiffy.”

It wasn’t quite a jiffy, but amazingly, the hair clip worked. After freeing her feet, Wolf passed it to Ghost, who made quick work of the locks at her wrists. After he freed her, Ghost quickly replaced the barrette, making sure to clip her hair back so it wouldn’t fall into her face as they made their escape.

After being released from the chains, Rayne sat up quickly on the bed and would’ve stood and run out of the room if not for Ghost’s hand on her arm, holding her still. “Hang on, Princess, let’s get you a shirt, yeah?”

Rayne nodded and tried not to be self-conscious about her almost-nudity. It wasn’t as if Ghost hadn’t seen all of her before, and Wolf wasn’t even looking at her. He was at the door peering out carefully.

“I can’t believe it’s really you,” Rayne breathed as she watched Ghost quickly shrug out of his bulletproof vest so he could remove the black shirt underneath.

“It’s me. I couldn’t believe when your friend said there was a woman named Rayne still somewhere in the building.”

“Sarah? You found her and the others? They didn’t blow up? The assholes said they blew up the room.”

Ghost nodded. “They did blow it up. But the women managed to get behind something. Some are hurt, but as of now they’re all safe.”

“Thank God. And the men who were with them?”

“Them too.”

“Good.”

“Come on, arms up. We need to get out of here.”

Rayne did as Ghost ordered and obediently lifted her arms. She didn’t even wince when the shirt scraped against her wrists and blood ran down her arms in rivulets.

“I’m sorry if I hurt you, Princess.”

“Honestly, I can’t feel them, Ghost.” At his frown, she tried to reassure him again. “My ankles either. They don’t hurt. It’s okay.”

When he continued to frown, Rayne only shrugged. “Let’s get out of here. I’m ready. Please?” Rayne stood up and went to take a step to the door and would’ve fallen flat on her face if Ghost hadn’t been there to grab hold of her. He scooped her up in his arms and strode toward the door.

“I-I don’t know what’s wrong. I can walk…at least I think I can.”

“I’ve got you, Rayne. Hang on to me and don’t let go.” Ghost followed Wolf out of the room and into the deserted hallway.

“That I can do,” Rayne slurred.

Blade’s voice came over their headsets. “ETA? Tangos entering the complex on the west side. Copy? Coming in hot and heavy on the west. Everyone else is out. Over.”

“We’re east, coming out with the package. Ghost’s hands are tied. We’ll need backup. Over.”

“Copy. Get the fuck out of there. Fletch and Truck are on their way to assist.”

Both Ghost and Wolf breathed a sigh of relief. They weren’t out of danger by any stretch, but having Ghost’s men on the way would make any fight they had to engage in more in their favor. With Truck, especially. The man was huge and no one in their right mind would mess with him. He wasn’t pretty, not even close. His nose had been broken several times and he had a scar that he’d gotten courtesy of a pissed-off terrorist that pulled the side of his mouth down into a perpetual scowl.

No, he certainly wasn’t a ladies’ man, more often than not they ran in the opposite direction when they saw him. He was exactly who Ghost needed right now, however. He needed a mean motherfucker to help them get out of there in one piece.

“How’re you holding up, Princess?” Ghost murmured as they made their way through the eerily quiet hallways.

“I’m tired. I’m so tired.”

Ghost jostled the precious bundle in his arms. “Don’t fall asleep. You’re losing too much blood, you can’t go to sleep. Do you hear me, Rayne?”

He felt her try to sit up straighter in his arms, but she didn’t have the strength to do it. One of her arms was around his neck and he could feel the blood from her wrist oozing down the inside of his vest against his now-naked back. It was warm against his skin and knowing it was her blood, and not sweat, made him slightly nauseous.

“So I was right about you being a super-spy after all, huh?”

Ghost squeezed Rayne in response, but didn’t say anything.

“Wearing all black, no insignia on your clothes…you’re either a spy or CIA. No way you can be a normal soldier.”

Ghost heard Wolf chuckle almost soundlessly through their radio. He’d opened his mic in case he needed to talk to his team while his arms were full with Rayne.

Rayne continued. “No matter what happens, thank you. I’m guessing you weren’t there for me, you said you didn’t know I was there until Sarah told you, but thank you for coming to find me. Thank you for blowing shit up so Moshe couldn’t rape me.”

“What?” Ghost gritted out softly. Wolf held up a hand for them to stop and motioned for them to duck into a small room to wait out the small band of militants passing by their exit. They were three feet from freedom, but they couldn’t rush their escape. The last thing either man wanted was to have to make a run for it once they got outside.

“They’d made up some bullshit ceremony for boys to become men. It involved raping me seven times, including sodomizing me, fucking me from behind, and forcing me to take him in my mouth.” Her words were slurring more and more as she continued.

Neither man interrupted her, wanting to hear the entire story to know how to help her get through it, but also wanting to go back and kill every man they’d come across all over again.

“And get this…if he couldn’t make me come the seventh time, he didn’t succeed in becoming a man and I’d have to go through it all again. As if any woman would orgasm after being raped over and over again…”

“Did he touch you, Princess?” Ghost’s words were low and agonized, but Rayne didn’t seem to notice.

“No, not like that. He didn’t have time. As I said, you blew shit up right when he was about to start. So thank you. But you should know…my last thought was of you. I tried to remember your smell, your hands, and how delicious you made me feel…I wanted that to be my last thought, not of him and what he was going to do to me. I missed you, Ghost.” Her voice dropped to a whisper, almost as if she were talking to herself. “I missed you.”

Rayne took a deep, slow breath that hitched before she continued, her voice trembling. “He said he’d be back. He looked like a nice boy, but the look in his eyes told me he was anything but. Ghost?”

“Yeah, Princess?”

She was whispering again now, as if saying it out loud would make him materialize from thin air. “He’s coming back to finish becoming a man.”

“He’s not coming back.”

“He is. He said so. He turned to me when they were all running out of the room like scared little pricks. I believed him. He wants to be a man.”

“He’s dead, Princess. I killed him.”

Her eyes opened and she tried to lift her head off his shoulder, but couldn’t quite manage it. “You did?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you sure? You’re not just telling me that to try to protect me like you always do?”

Ignoring the immediate thought that he wanted to spend the rest of his life protecting her, Ghost asked in an even voice, “Was he wearing tan pants with a drawstring? Blue shirt?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Then I can tell you with one hundred percent certainty he will never be a man. Ever.”

“Thank God. Ghost?”

Wolf motioned that the coast was clear and they headed out of the building where Rayne’s nightmare had begun a week ago. Ghost was pissed, understanding now why the boy’s pants had been undone. The little fucker had gotten way too close to violating Rayne. Way too close.

“Yeah, Princess?” Ghost repeated.


“I can’t stay awake. I tried. I did. But if I wake up, will you be there? I don’t want to wake up to an empty bed again.”

Ghost didn’t want her to go unconscious, but she’d lost a lot of blood and it might be better if she didn’t remember anything that happened as they fled the building. If they ran into trouble, he didn’t want that on her conscience as well. He didn’t like the word “if” she’d used though. “You will wake up, Rayne. We have too much unfinished business for any other outcome. And you better believe I’ll be there,” he said, his words giving her permission to let go.

Ghost looked down at Rayne after she finally succumbed to unconsciousness and went limp in his arms. It made it tougher to carry her. The good thing was that now he didn’t have to worry as much about not jostling her. He couldn’t hurt her if she was out. The blood from her wrist continued to drip down his back and the blood from her ankles was dripping on the ground as they continued out into the stifling Egyptian air.

“Wolf,” Ghost growled, getting his teammate’s attention. When he turned, Ghost nodded his head toward Rayne’s bleeding ankles.

Wolf nodded and keyed the mic, “Truck, package needs tape, we’re leaving a trail. Coming in fast and hot. Be ready to FedEx the hell out of there.”

“Ten-four.”

As Wolf and Ghost headed toward the pickup point so they could get out of Egypt and get Rayne some medical attention, Wolf mused in a serious voice to Ghost, “I don’t know what happened before today between you two, but you have a wonderful woman in your arms. Figure your shit out and don’t let her go.”

“It’s not that easy,” Ghost protested.

“The fuck it’s not. Someday I’ll tell you the story of my own woman, Caroline. And if there’s time, you can listen to the rest of my team tell their stories. We were just like you and your group. Badass Navy SEALs who didn’t need women in our lives. We thought there was no way it could ever work, but we were wrong, and so are you. Give her some credit.”

“We’re Delta.”

“So? If anyone gets it, we do. We can’t tell our women anything. They don’t know where we are or how long we’ll be gone. There’s no guarantee we’ll come home, but they love us anyway.”

Ghost grunted, but didn’t say anything.

“Don’t let her go, Ghost. From what I can tell, she’s an amazing woman. She needs you, especially after what happened in there. You, out of anyone she knows, understand and can help her. But more than that, you need her too. I can see it.”

Ghost had never been so glad to see Fletch and Truck in all his life. He wasn’t comfortable with Wolf’s words. He wanted the woman in his arms more than he’d ever wanted anything; he just had no idea how to accomplish it. Wolf said it could work, but Ghost had no idea how.

First things first. Rayne needed a doctor and they needed to get the fuck out of Egypt.

After that? Who knew?




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Rayne lay sleeping on the makeshift bed Ghost had made for her. Luckily, their escape from the square had been anticlimactic. They hadn’t run into any more militants and the Egyptian Army had finally gotten serious about making sure the coup was squashed once and for all. They’d swept into the government building after hearing all the hostages had been rescued and hadn’t wasted time trying to negotiate or take anyone alive.

The sympathizers who’d been on their way with their RPGs had been taken out before they were able to set off any of the rockets. For now, the building was secure, but everyone knew that chopping off the arms and legs of the beast wouldn’t keep it down for long. The head would have to be cut off for the coup to be fully extinguished. And the likelihood of that was slim. Ghost wouldn’t be surprised if they found themselves back in Egypt sooner rather than later. But that was fine with him. He’d gladly take out the fuckers who had hurt Rayne. They might not have physically been in that room with her, but they’d given the militants the firepower to make it happen.

Ghost didn’t care about the Egyptian Army at the moment. All he cared about was Rayne and making sure she was safe and healthy. Truck and Fletch had met them in a back alley off the square and quickly wrapped Rayne’s ankles and wrists in pressure bandages. Truck had lifted Rayne out of Ghost’s arms as if she didn’t weigh more than a child, and they’d hurried off to meet the rest of the teams.

Ghost would’ve protested, but he knew Truck could carry Rayne for miles and not tire…he was that big and strong. Besides, Ghost was hoping they’d run into more militants so he could blow them away to get some revenge for what Rayne had gone through.

They’d met no resistance and arrived back with the teams within ten minutes. Mozart, one of the SEALs, had asked if they were taking Rayne to the Red Cross hospital that had been set up to deal with the hostages, and before Ghost could answer, Wolf spoke up.

“No, she’s Ghost’s. She stays with us all the way home.”

Not one man argued, not one man questioned Wolf’s statement. If she was one of theirs, then there was no question that she wasn’t going to be let out of their sights.

Ghost looked into the eyes of the SEALs standing around him. Every single one of the men, who he knew were just as deadly as his own team of Deltas, had looks of compassion and care on their faces. If he hadn’t seen it for himself, he never would’ve believed in the middle of a mission, in the middle of a country on the verge of civil war, a group of badass Alpha men could be touched by the plight of a woman, who certainly wasn’t looking her best at the moment.

Besides only wearing his T-shirt, Rayne’s hair was covered in dirt and it lay lankly around her face. She had dark circles under her eyes, along with bruises on both cheeks. She hadn’t said the assholes hit her, but it was obvious they had. She wasn’t a small woman, but lying hurt and dirty in his teammate’s arms, she looked small and defenseless.

Rayne stirred in Truck’s hold and her eyes opened into slits. She looked up at the large man who was holding her, and instead of freaking out, as some women had done in the past when they’d been confronted with Truck’s face, she merely smiled a half smile and mumbled, “I hope you killed the fucker who hurt you,” and she passed back out.

The look on Truck’s face would’ve been comical if the situation wasn’t so urgent.

They’d set Rayne down and Truck and Mozart got to work on her wounds. They were deep and the two men didn’t want to stitch them up without thoroughly cleaning them first. For now, they did the best they could with what little sterile fluid they had in their packs and re-wrapped them tightly. Thankfully, Rayne didn’t move throughout what had to be a very painful process.

Ghost stayed by her, with one hand resting on her forehead the entire time. When they were done, Truck picked her up again and all thirteen men made their way to their extraction point.

Now they were on the military plane, headed back to the States. They’d land at Fort Hood first, then the SEALs would be returning to California, to their own base and their families.

Rayne was in the back of the plane on the pallet that had been made for her. She’d go straight to the hospital when they landed in Texas for some advanced medical care. Ghost had no idea what would happen after they landed.

“This reminds me of Caroline, Wolf,” Cookie said with a smile as they all got settled, remembering how they’d stolen Wolf’s woman away from a “situation” once. She’d lain on a pallet at the back of a military plane, much as Rayne did now.

Wolf smiled in memory, but didn’t say anything.

“So, what’s the story, Ghost?” Dude asked.

Ghost kept quiet.

Not taking the hint, Dude continued pushing. “She doesn’t know you’re Delta?”

Ghost shook his head.

“What’re you going to do about it?”

Ghost shrugged. “Nothing.”

“Dumbass,” Abe murmured under his breath.

“Watch it, Frog,” Fletch warned, standing up for his teammate.

“I already gave him the talk,” Wolf informed his team easily, not in the least perturbed by the hostility emanating from Ghost’s teammate. “Told him he would be an idiot to let her go. You guys know how long it took me to claim Caroline. I didn’t want him to have to go through the same shit I did.”

Ghost broke in before his guys lost it. The last thing they needed was a SEAL-against-Delta fight at thirty-six thousand feet. He had no doubt his guys would win, but it’d be a tough fight. “Look, we met about six months ago. We had a…thing. A one-night thing. That’s all it was.”

“You haven’t hooked up since then, have you, Ghost?” Blade asked knowing a bit more than Ghost would like.

Hollywood whistled low and long, joining in the conversation. “She got to you.”

“Shut it, guys,” Ghost warned. “We’ve been busy. Just because I haven’t had the time to fuck doesn’t mean I’ve been pining over Rayne.”

“It makes sense now,” Coach broke in, ignoring his leader’s warning. “You’ve had time, Ghost. Don’t fucking lie. That night a month or so ago when we all went out and that barrack bunny was all over you…couldn’t figure out why you didn’t take that home and tap it, but now we know.”

Ghost did not want to discuss this, but it looked like he wasn’t going to get his way. “That’s not why, asshole. I was tired and she looked like she’d want to hang on for more than a night.”

“Bullshit,” Fletch said in an easygoing voice. “She wanted what all barrack bunnies want…one night with a military man. She was as much a sure thing as you could get.”

Ghost stayed quiet. They were right. The chick in question had been all over him, practically had her hand down his pants right there at the bar. He could’ve taken her in the back alley, had her suck him off, and been back in the bar within ten minutes. But the second he felt her breath on his neck, all he could remember was Rayne’s sweet little nips and sucks against him as she lay exhausted in his arms. He hadn’t had a woman since Rayne, and hadn’t even missed it.

“It was after that mission in Turkey, wasn’t it?” Truck asked. “You had that layover in London. You were a day later than the rest of us getting back because your flight was canceled. That was about six months ago.”

“It’s fate, Ghost. My advice? Don’t fight it,” Wolf said with certainty.

Ghost never would’ve opened up, but he was tired and worried about Rayne, and still felt a bit off-kilter about finding her in the middle of an op. And knowing she’d almost been raped and violated over and over again, all in the name of some fake ideological crap, made him feel raw and even vulnerable.

“I lied to her. She doesn’t even know my name.”

“She called you Ghost in there,” Wolf pointed out easily. “She knew who you were immediately.”

“That’s not my name though.”

“It’s who you are,” Beatle insisted, repeating what Fletch had told him earlier. “You’re Ghost. I’m Beatle. That’s Blade and Truck and Fletch. Half the time I don’t even remember our given names. You know Coach won’t even tell us his real name. He goes by his middle name, but hasn’t told a soul what his first name is. What did she call out in the middle of her orgasm?”

Ghost glared at Beatle. “I’m not fucking telling you that.”

Beatle continued as if Ghost had answered him affirmatively. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. You didn’t lie about who you were, Ghost. That’s what matters.”

“I left her in the morning. I didn’t even wake her up to say goodbye.” Why Ghost continued to tell the guys everything he’d done, he had no idea. All he knew was that he felt guilty as hell, even though he’d done the same thing time and time again with other women, women whose names he couldn’t remember.


“Did you promise her you’d keep in touch?”

Damn. Fletch had already been over this with him, but was rehashing for the other guys.

“No,” Ghost said, disgruntled.

Fletch continued, “So she knew it was a one-night thing. I’m assuming she agreed.”

Ghost nodded reluctantly.

“Sounds to me as if she knew what she was getting into.”

Ghost ran his hand through his hair in frustration. “She did, but she didn’t. She’d never had a one-night stand before. She’s a romantic. She…she expected more. I know she did.”

The men were silent for a beat, and then Wolf spoke up. Ghost didn’t know Wolf that well, but he could tell he was one hundred percent sincere when he spoke.

“I tried to push my Caroline away. Thought I was doing the right thing. We know our jobs are dangerous. There’s no way I’d want any blowback on her. She’d been kidnapped, had the shit beaten out of her, among other things, and after we rescued her, she looked at me as if I was the sun in her sky…and I pushed her away. I thought it was for her own good. I didn’t think I was good for her.”

When he paused, Ghost said, “And?”

Wolf smiled a bit. “And, it was all bullshit. I wanted her more than I wanted anything in my entire life. She made me happy, she made me feel human. I wanted to steal her away. Make it so no other man would dare look at what was mine.”

“So you went to her and now all’s well.”

The other SEALs laughed at that. Wolf said drolly, “Not quite. Cookie here gave her his trident pin.”

Truck blew out a loud, disbelieving breath. They all knew what the pins meant that SEALs earned once they were officially made part of the teams. For Cookie to give Wolf’s woman his SEAL pin had to have been a low blow for Wolf.

“Yeah. Pissed me off. Took me quite a bit of time to exchange his for mine. Fucker. I didn’t get it away from her until our wedding.” Wolf mock-glared at Cookie, who merely chuckled back at his team leader. It was clear the two men were close.

“It wasn’t an easy road. She was upset. I was upset, but in the end, she was mine. That’s all it was. She. Was. Mine. The thought of any other man putting his hands on her, of looking at her, of giving her the things she needed in her life, made me crazy. Bottom line is, Ghost, if the thought of her snuggling up to another man doesn’t make you want to kill someone, then let her go to live that life. She’ll find another man to make her feel good, to marry, to have babies with.” Wolf was purposely twisting the knife, trying to rile Ghost and make him think. “But if you want her…figure out how to make it work because she’ll complete you in a way no one else ever has or will.”

The men were quiet after Wolf’s speech and slowly they drifted off to sleep. Ghost knew he wouldn’t sleep, not with worry for Rayne and Wolf’s words rattling around in his head. He went to the back of the plane and took a seat next to Rayne’s bed. She’d turned, awkwardly lying on her side, facing the back of the plane.

She was still wearing his T-shirt and the sheet that had been placed over her had fallen below her butt as she’d shifted. The tattoo on her lower back that Ghost had admired all those months ago was clearly visible with her movements. He stared at it for a moment, not believing what he was seeing. His first thought was to cover her up so any of the other guys on the plane wouldn’t see her, but he was frozen in place, seeing her tattoo that had so moved him again.

When he’d given her his T-shirt in the government building, he’d only been concerned about preserving her modesty and getting the hell out of the room and situation. As much as he loved seeing her naked, that had been the last thing on his mind. When Truck and Mozart had been patching her up, again, she’d been covered from her neck to her thighs by his shirt, and he was more concerned about the wounds on her ankles and wrists than anything else.

But now, seeing the tattoo that had meant so much to him, and the recent alterations, made his breath catch.

She’d added him to her skin.

Oh, he’d already seen himself in her tattoo the way it had been, but now if he’d thought he could deny that their one night meant anything to her, he couldn’t anymore. The proof was in front of him in Technicolor—and it literally made him want to cry.

Fletch cleared his throat behind him, thankfully preventing Ghost from bawling like a baby. He quickly grabbed the sheet and brought it up and over Rayne, shielding her from his teammate’s eyes. Ghost didn’t want anyone seeing what was his.

“Looks like that one-night stand was a bit more intense than you wanted to admit, on both your parts.”

Fuck. He’d been too slow to cover her up and Fletch had obviously gotten a good look at Rayne’s tattoo. Ghost stayed silent and didn’t look up at his friend, not sure what to say.

“Her tattoo looks familiar…much like the one you got on your leg a few months ago.”

Ghost still said nothing. There was nothing to say.

Fletch sighed. Then surprised Ghost by admitting out of the blue, “I’ve met someone. She’s funny and amazing and is more stubborn than anyone I’ve ever known. She’s got secrets, and won’t let me in. But the worst thing is that she seems to already have a man.”

Ghost did look up at that. His friend was standing with one shoulder against the wall, seemingly relaxed, but every muscle in his body was tense and Ghost could tell he was anything but.

“Every time I see them together I want to pound something. She’s got an amazing little girl who is scared of this new guy.”

“Fletch—”

He didn’t let Ghost continue. “I heard what Wolf said, and he’s right. I haven’t even touched this woman, but if the simple thought of her new asshole boyfriend doing anything to hurt her or her daughter makes me this crazy, I can’t imagine what you’re going through. If she’s yours,” Fletch motioned with his head to Rayne, “you need to fight for her, Ghost. And it’s obvious she’s yours. Looks like you inked her on you, and if that little fucking ghost on her skin is any indication, she’s inked you on her too.”

“But the teams—”

“You think we won’t support you? Think we won’t protect her as we do you? What do we all have inked on our sides, Ghost? Huh? Defend my brothers and their women. We all want someone. Why would we put that in writing on our bodies if we didn’t? For Christ’s sake, Ghost. Don’t let her go again.”

Ghost looked back at Rayne. She was huddled under the sheet and her back moved up and down with her deep, sedated breaths. He nodded once and heard Fletch walk away to leave him alone with Rayne.

After watching her sleep, Ghost made his decision.

He’d fight for her, but he wasn’t sure if Rayne would fight for him in return. He knew he had a long road ahead of him. He’d rescued her, yes, but he had a long way to go to get her to trust him again. He understood that as clearly as if Rayne had turned around and said the words.

“I swear to you, Rayne. I will never lie to you again. Never.” The vow was quiet and heartfelt, and Ghost meant every word, even if Rayne didn’t hear it.

Unable to resist, Ghost pulled the sheet back to take another look at her tattoo. Big Ben was new and stood tall and proud behind one of the wings of the huge eagle. The words “Quiet Professionalism” were written in script, like clouds around the tower. The little ghost looked almost alive, flitting around the clock tower, proof that he wasn’t a fleeting part in her life. He touched it reverently with one finger.

Rayne shifted at his touch, pressing backwards as if unconsciously reaching for him.

Without thinking about it, Ghost eased himself onto the small mattress and fitted her to his front, careful not to jostle her wounds in any way. It was a tight fit on the cot. He was fully dressed, even wearing his boots, but he needed to hold her, to be close to her, to keep her safe.

Ghost pulled the sheet back up and over them, wanting to be sure Rayne was warm enough. He gingerly put one arm around her waist, and eased the other under her head.

Feeling content for the first time in six months when Rayne snuggled back into his embrace, he closed his eyes and prayed. Prayed she’d forgive him his lies, prayed they’d find a way to make a relationship work. They had a lot to figure out, but lying there with Rayne safe in his arms, Ghost couldn’t think about anything other than how relieved he was that fate had led him to her when she’d needed him most.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Rayne groggily opened her eyes and flinched at the bright light, immediately closing them again. She felt herself being jostled and heard soft voices around her. It took her a moment to remember what had happened, but as soon as she did, she opened her eyes into slits, being a bit more cautious this time.

She was lying on something soft and being wheeled into a building. She turned her head and gasped.

Ghost. It really was him.

Slowly, the pieces of her capture and rescue came back to her. Just when she thought she’d die in that building in Cairo, Ghost had shown up as if by a miracle.

He’d been patient and calm, and he and his…partner…whatever the other guy was, had gotten the damn chains off of her and Ghost had carried her to safety. Rayne remembered bits and pieces after that. Swallowing a couple of pills, the pain of her wounds being cleaned, and being held in Ghost’s arms as she slept. That last bit she wasn’t sure about, since she’d dreamed about being in his arms almost every night since he’d left her in London.

“Ghost?” The word was shaky and rough, and came out more a croak than an actual word, but he heard her.

He put his hand on her shoulder and looked down at her as they continued moving into the building. “Hey, Princess. You’re awake.”

“Kinda.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, those sedatives we gave you along with the painkillers are pretty potent. You’re going to be fine.” He got right to it. “You’re at Darnell Army Medical Center at Fort Hood. You’re safe and back on American soil.”

“Texas?”

“Yeah. You’re back in Texas.”

“My stuff?”

“Stuff?”

“Yeah, at the hotel.”

Ghost chuckled. “Only a woman would think about her stuff after what you’ve been through. Your friend, Sarah, was going to see to it.”

“My brother?”

“I’ll make sure he knows you’re here.”

“Okay. Ghost?”

“Yeah?”

The gurney stopped in a small examining room and Rayne felt almost dizzy at the abrupt cessation of movement. She felt her eyes getting heavy again, and closed them. “Are you gonna be here when I wake up again?”

When he didn’t answer her right away, Rayne forced her eyes open. If this was going to be the last time she saw Ghost, she didn’t want to miss it.

“Yes. I’ll be right here when you wake up.”

She didn’t want to say it, but the word came out anyway. “Promise?”

“I promise, Princess.”

“Okay. Ghost?”

There was a smile in his voice this time. “Yeah?”

“Did you cut them off after all? I can’t feel them.”

Rayne didn’t see the harsh concerned look on Ghost’s face, as her eyelids had drooped closed.

“No, Rayne. We didn’t cut off your hands or feet. They’re still there, but they’re in bad shape. I swear I’ll never lie to you again. You’ll have some nasty scars.”

“Don’t care. Again? You lied before?”

Ghost put his hand on Rayne’s forehead and his voice softened. “Yeah, but that will be the last time. You want to know something, ask.” He thought Rayne might’ve been concerned about having scars, but he should’ve known she wouldn’t give a damn about that. He’d taken Wolf’s words to heart. He wanted Rayne. It wouldn’t be easy, but she was worth fighting for. He felt normal when he was with her, and that alone made him want to be a better person…for her. He’d not let her go without a fight.

“Okay.”

And that was that. Rayne was out. The doctor came in and immediately got to work taking off the makeshift bandages to see what he had to deal with. After making sure he knew what he was doing, Ghost went back out to the waiting room to find all six of his teammates there.

“Truck, will you go and keep an eye on Rayne? I have something I need to do.”

“Of course.”

“Keep me updated.”

Truck nodded and headed back the way Ghost had come. It wasn’t usual procedure for any of them to be in the room with a patient, but the colonel made a phone call to some high-ranking officer at the hospital, and they were given some latitude as a result.

“Anything we can help with?” Fletch asked.

Ghost shook his head. “No, but thanks. I’ll be back in a bit.”

His teammates nodded and Ghost left the hospital and headed for the officer barracks. Six months ago when he’d gotten back to Fort Hood, after the night that changed his life, he’d made it a point to look up Rayne’s brother. He was a first lieutenant and Ghost had been impressed. He’d graduated near the top of his West Point class, chose counterterrorism as his specialty, and had nothing but glowing OERs, Officer Evaluation Reports. He was shaping up to be a good leader. The kind who cared about the men under his command. He asked questions of the sergeants in his platoons and took their advice. Lieutenant Jackson was up for promotion and Ghost knew he’d make it with flying colors.

As it was eight in the evening, Ghost hoped the man would probably be in his room. He walked up the stairs to the third floor and knocked on the door.

Chase Jackson opened the door almost immediately. “Yes?”

Ghost was still wearing the same clothes he’d been in for forty-eight hours. He wasn’t at his best, and there was no indication of his rank or name anywhere on his vest. On missions, and even around Fort Hood, none of the Deltas wore any kind of identifying information on them for their own safety.

“My name is Captain Keane Bryson. May I come in for a moment?”

Chase looked confused, but stood aside anyway and gestured for Ghost to come inside.

Neither man said anything as Chase led Ghost into the small living room of the one-bedroom apartment. Ghost got right to the point.

“I’ve just returned from Egypt. Cairo, more exact.” Ghost watched Chase stiffen in front of him. Yeah, the man knew the significance of where he’d been.

“Your sister was one of the hostages in the coup.”

The lieutenant paled and swayed on his feet. For a second Ghost thought he was gonna face plant on the floor. His hand came out and he propped himself up against the doorjamb. He swallowed once, hard, then swore.

“Fucking shit. Is she… Are you casualty assistance?”


Ghost knew what he was asking. Casualty assistance officers were sent to the homes of relatives when someone was killed in action to inform them of what happened. No one wanted to open their doors to them. He quickly reassured the other man. “No. I’m part of the unit that was sent in to rescue hostages. We got her out. She was wounded, but is okay and here at Darnell Army Medical Center.”

Chase narrowed his eyes and tilted his head. He wasn’t an idiot. “And you’re here telling me this because…”

Ghost’s respect for the man increased. Ghost outranked Chase, and even without knowing he was a Delta Force soldier, he was astute enough to realize something else was going on. Maybe Rayne’s brother did know he was Delta. He was in counterterrorism; it wasn’t as if he didn’t know Special Forces soldiers were around—and if Ghost had been over in Egypt, it was likely Chase knew he was more than a simple captain. For someone like Chase, the fact that Ghost was here in his living room wearing all black, with no visible rank, was as much an admission of who he was than if he was wearing a badge that said “Delta Force Soldier.”

“Because she’s mine.” Ghost’s words were blunt and to the point. He held up a hand when Chase opened his mouth and quickly broke down his relationship with Rayne for her brother. “I met your sister about six months ago. We didn’t spend a lot of time together, but that’s done now. I’m going to do everything I can to make it work between us. I’m here because I wanted to talk to you first. She was hurt over there. She’s going to be okay, but she’s probably going to need to talk to someone about what happened.”

“What did happen?”

Ghost knew Chase would get back to the “she’s mine” statement, but he was glad to see he was more worried about his sister’s well-being at the moment than he was about Ghost’s arrogant statement. “She’s dehydrated and she’s lost some weight, and she was almost raped before I got to her.”

“Almost?”

“Almost.”

“Thank Christ. But she’s hurt?”

“They chained her to a bed, and she…struggled.”

A wry smile flitted over Chase’s countenance before he got serious again. “Yeah, she would.”

“That clip you gave her very well might have saved her life.”

Chase smiled a real smile that time and he nodded. “I’ll make sure she has a lifetime supply of them.”

“Her wrists and ankles are torn to shreds. She’s getting them stitched now. I know she’d want to see you when she wakes up.”

“I’ll head over there as soon as we’re done here. Now…what makes you think she wants to be with you?”

“You see the addition to her tattoo?”

Chase startled at that. “She added on to that monstrosity on her back?”

Ghost nodded. “Yeah. She added me.”

Chase eyed the hard-looking man in front of him. “She hasn’t been the same sister in the last few months.”

Ghost simply nodded. He hadn’t been the same since he’d left her in that hotel room in London either. So he knew exactly what Chase meant.

“Don’t hurt her. I know you outrank me and probably have more power than I could ever hope to have, but I swear to God, if you hurt her—”

“I can’t guarantee that I won’t, we’re both pretty stubborn, but she’s mine. I’ll kill to keep her safe. I’ll fight for her. I’m not giving her up.”

Chase didn’t respond right away, mulling over Ghost’s words. Finally, he held out his hand. “It’s good to meet you, Keane Bryson.”

He shook his hand. “Ghost. It’s Ghost.”

“Ghost then.”

“I’m headed back over to the hospital now.”

“I’m coming with you.”

Ghost knew he’d say that, so he simply nodded.

“Give me five to change and get ready.”

“I’ll be out front,” Ghost told Chase as he turned to the door.

“Ghost?”

Ghost turned back to Chase.

“Thanks for rescuing Rayne. And thanks for letting me know.”

Ghost nodded again and closed the door behind him. He wanted to get over to the hospital and be there for Rayne, but he’d needed to do this. Needed to be the one to let Chase know about his sister and needed him to know where he stood with her. Ghost knew it wouldn’t be smooth sailing, but he’d made the first step.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


“Chase, for the love of God, I’m fine,” Rayne grumbled as her brother fluffed her pillows behind her back for the third time that day.

She’d woken up in a room at the hospital to see Ghost sleeping in a chair next to her bed. She’d watched him for a while, amazed he was actually there. He’d stayed, just as he said he would. Rayne drank him in as he slept, thinking he looked tired. He was dirty, his black boots and trousers covered in a fine layer of dust. His broad arms were crossed over his chest. The only thing that looked clean about him was his T-shirt. It was obviously new, the creases from where it’d been folded inside a package still evident.

She’d shifted in bed, trying to get comfortable, and Rayne had been amazed how one minute Ghost was asleep, and the next he was wide awake, his eyes finding her face seconds after stirring.

“Morning, Princess.”

The words had been unexpected, more so because she’d so longed to hear them that morning so long ago. She’d cleared her throat. “Morning.”

Ghost had stood up and arched, putting both hands in the small of his back as if working the kinks out. He’d leaned over and put one of his large, calloused hands on her forehead. She remembered he’d done that the day before as well. “How’re you feeling?”

“I’m good,” she’d said automatically.

Ghost had cocked his head and asked again. “How’re you really feeling?”

Rayne had sighed. “Slightly dizzy from too many drugs and not enough food, but I’m alive, not chained to a filthy bed, and not dealing with being raped over and over. I’m good.”

Ghost’s mouth had twitched, but he hadn’t responded to her snarky remark. “Up to a visitor?”

“Aren’t you a visitor?”

He did smile at that, and ignoring her comment, he’d said casually, “I’ll go get him.”

Before Rayne could ask who Ghost meant, or any of the other four hundred and fifty-seven questions rattling around in her brain, he was gone.

She’d shifted in the bed uncomfortably. She’d lifted her right arm only to see bandages covering her from her fingers to her elbow. She’d moved her legs under the blanket and could tell they were similarly bandaged. She had wanted to see the damage, now that she was lucid enough to understand what it might mean, but it’d have to wait. Her limbs were still attached, hopefully that meant she’d get to keep them.

The door to her room had opened and Rayne had looked over and bit her lip. For some reason, her brother was the last person she’d expected to walk through the door, but he was the one person she needed to see after everything she’d been through in the last week or so.

They’d hugged each other and Rayne had cried on his shoulder for at least ten minutes, not noticing when Ghost left the room, before Chase pulled back and tugged the chair that Ghost had been sitting in closer to the bed. He kept his hand on her bandaged forearm as they spoke.

Rayne learned that Samantha was flying in that morning and would be there in a few hours. She’d tried to insist she was fine, but Chase just shrugged and said Sam would be there regardless.

The morning had passed quickly. The doctor came in and examined her wounds before her sister arrived. Rayne had watched attentively as he’d pulled back the bandages, but had to look away after a quick glance. She wasn’t usually squeamish, but the oozing, pus-filled, infected wounds were more than her stomach could take at the moment.

The doctor informed her that she’d be staying at least another couple of nights, until the infection was under control. They were pouring heavy-duty antibiotics into her body through the IV. Once a few doses of those were given, they’d consider releasing her.

When Rayne went to protest, the doctor reminded her that if she didn’t get the proper care for her wounds, she actually could lose all four of her extremities. That was enough to scare her into agreeing to stay as long as the doctor deemed appropriate. She might have told Ghost and his partner to cut them off in the middle of her rescue, but that was the last thing she really wanted to happen.

Samantha had arrived later that morning and the three siblings had a long chat about what had happened to Rayne in Egypt and how she was doing. Chase even had Rayne agreeing to talk to one of the Army psychologists. She thought she was doing okay, but knew later she’d probably have more time to think about what had actually happened…and almost happened.

It was now late in the afternoon and Chase was driving Rayne crazy. She’d convinced Samantha she was fine, and since her sister had an audition the next day, she’d agreed to leave on the next plane out of Austin, as long as Rayne kept her up to date on everything that was going on.

“Seriously, Chase, I’m fine, stop hovering,” Rayne complained.

Chase sat in the chair and propped his elbows on the mattress beside her hip. Noticing her glancing at the door for the twentieth time that day, he said, “I’m sure he’ll be back.”

Rayne looked up at her brother in surprise. “Who?”

“Don’t act dumb, sis. You know who. Keane.”

“Keane?”

Chase blew out a breath in frustration. “Yeah, Keane. Ghost? The man who stated to me bold as brass that you were his woman?”

“His name is John, not Keane.”

Chase studied Rayne and could tell she was serious. “He told me his name was Keane Bryson.”

“And he told me it was John Benbrook.”

The two siblings looked at each other for a moment, neither saying anything. Chase clenched his teeth together and the muscle in his jaw ticked, as it did when he was pissed.

She thought back to Ghost’s words when she was brought in. He’d told her he’d never lie to her again.

Damn, she was pathetic. She tried to play it off.

“Whatever, it doesn’t matter. I wasn’t watching for him.”

“I don’t care if he is Delta, I’m going to kick his ass.”

“Delta? What’s that?” Rayne asked, completely confused now.

“Motherfucker,” Chase exclaimed, pushing his chair back. “I’ll be back tomorrow to see you, yeah?”

“Chase! What are you talking about? Why are you so pissed?”

Her brother leaned down and kissed Rayne on the cheek. “I’ll be back in the morning.”

Rayne watched in confusion as her brother stormed out of the room, mumbling under his breath.

Chase made his way down to the waiting room, hoping to find Ghost to have a heart-to-heart with him. He hadn’t known all the facts when the man had come to his door the night before, letting him know about his sister, but now he had a better understanding of what might have happened between him and Rayne, and he wanted to kick his ass.

He didn’t know for sure the man was Delta Force, but it made sense. Everything he’d learned about how Rayne had been rescued and what she’d been through made him more and more sure she’d been rescued by a team of Special Forces soldiers; it wasn’t as if any old unit would be sent across the world to stealthily rescue American hostages, and the fact Ghost showed up at his door and admitted he’d been one of the soldiers who’d rescued his sister only hammered that fact home all the more.

The waiting room was empty, but Chase knew Ghost was around somewhere. He’d told Chase he’d give him and Samantha the day with Rayne, but that he’d be back by five to be with her in the evening. It was four forty-five.

Chase stormed outside and saw Ghost standing near the building, looking absently out into the parking lot.

Without hesitating, Chase walked right up to the other man and punched him in the face.

Ghost took the hit without a word, going back on one foot, but when Chase went to do it again, Ghost put up a hand.

“I’ll give you the first for free, but that’s all.”

“You son of a bitch. You took advantage of her.”

Ghost shook his head. “No, I didn’t. She knew going in what it was between us.”

“You arrogant prick. She’s not one of your barrack bunnies you fuck at every post.”

Ghost lost his temper. “Don’t you think I fucking know that? Jesus man, I haven’t been able to think about anything but her since the day we spent together. I haven’t wanted any other woman but her. Not. One.”

Chase looked at the man in front of him incredulously. Keane Bryson was someone who could get any woman with just the crook of his finger, and they both knew it. For him to admit that he hadn’t been with anyone since…well, Chase didn’t know how long, but since his sister, was huge.

Ghost squatted in the grass and nonchalantly began to unlace his military-style boot as he spoke. Chase didn’t know what he was doing, but didn’t interrupt.

“I had no intentions of looking for your sister. I had chalked it up to my one big regret.” At the low growl coming from Chase, Ghost continued quickly, “I didn’t regret her, or our time together, I regretted leaving her. Lying to her about my name. Letting the best thing that had ever happened to me slip through my fingers.”

Ghost wrenched off his boot and pulled his sock down to his ankle while pulling up the material of his pants as far as he could. He stood up and pivoted, showing Chase his calf. “I got this inked a month after I left her. I was driven to put her mark on me, to have her this way, even if I never saw her again.”

Chase looked down and pressed his lips together, not really believing what he was seeing.

Inked on Ghost’s leg was a replica of his sister’s tattoo. It had obviously not been done today, it was completely healed. The eagle’s wings wrapped around Ghost’s calf much as the one on Rayne wrapped around her sides. Even the damn Army logo was included, as well as the rifle and the lightning bolt. The only difference was instead of a carnation in one of the eagle’s talons, it held a magic wand…a stick with a star on top, complete with smaller stars floating around the tip and ribbons hanging off it. Chase wasn’t sure what to say.

Ghost dropped his pant leg and bent to put his boot back on. “I swear to you, I had no intention of disturbing your sister. I was resigned, not content, but resigned to have her live inside my memories. But then I found out that not only was she inside that fucking country, she was in the middle of a goddamn coup. It wasn’t by accident that I was there, Chase. No way will I ever believe that. I might not be a smart man, or even a very religious one, but when God reaches down and puts the best thing to ever happen to me right in my path—twice—I’m not going to ignore it. Not again.” Ghost stood up with his hands on his hips, daring Chase to disagree.

“She knows you lied about your name.”

Ghost’s hands dropped from his hips and he shoved them in his pockets.

Chase continued, “I didn’t know you’d given her a different name.”

Ghost sighed, but didn’t speak.

“I also let Delta slip, although she has no idea what that means. I’m not one hundred percent sure of that, but regardless, you’re going to have a high hill to climb there, Ghost. You lied to her. That wasn’t cool.”

“I know.” He didn’t try to defend himself.

“But as much as it pains me to say it, I understand.”

At Ghost’s incredulous look, Chase nodded. “Yeah, man. I get it. I’m not an idiot. I learned a hell of a lot about what guys like you do in my counterterrorism training. If nothing else, it makes me respect you more because you didn’t pull my sister into something she didn’t understand.”

“Thanks, I—”

“I wasn’t done.”

Ghost nodded for Chase to continue, to get out what he needed to.

“But man to man, I don’t care who you know and what you are, if your plans are to get some pussy and then drop her—”

Ghost couldn’t keep quiet. “Did you not hear me? Did you not see your sister inked on me? If I wanted pussy, I could’ve had it fifty times over by now. It’s Rayne I want. Rayne.”

Ghost held his breath, waiting for Chase’s approval or not.

Finally the man nodded. “She’s waiting for you. She couldn’t keep her eyes off the door all day. Although you should know, she’s going to have a million questions. Just do me a favor, would ya?”

“Anything.”

“Keep her safe. Me and Sam can’t lose her. It’s only the three of us in our family now, our folks died in a freak accident while they were on a cruise a few years ago. Their sightseeing plane crashed. I swear Rayne is now the glue that holds us all together.”

Ghost nodded and held out his hand to Chase, confirming to the other man what he’d already guessed. “She’s Delta now. She’s got six new brothers who would lay down their lives for her.”

Chase shook Ghost’s hand, knowing deep in his heart that every word out of the deadly man’s mouth was true. “Good. Thank you, Ghost.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll be in touch.”

Chase nodded and watched Ghost stalk toward the hospital building and disappear through the automatic doors. He let out a long breath.

Rayne was stubborn, Lord knows he knew that about his sister, but she had no idea what she was up against with one Keane Bryson.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Ghost didn’t bother knocking, merely opened the door to Rayne’s room and strode in as if it was his own. She turned her head to him. The look in her eyes was a heartbreaking blend of excitement, welcome, and distrust.

He went over to her bed, pulled up the chair and settled into it. Leaning toward her, he asked, “How’re you doing, Princess?”

She huffed out a breath. “Would you quit calling me that ridiculous name?”

“No. Now how are you? Are you in much pain?”

Rayne narrowed her eyes at him. “Is your name John Benbrook?

“No. It’s Keane Bryson.”

She looked surprised that he’d come clean without a quibble. “And you’re not from Fort Worth, are you?”

“No. I live here in Killeen and am stationed out of Fort Hood.”

“What else did you lie about?”

Ghost could tell she didn’t really expect him to tell her much of anything, but he laid it out. “I never knew a girl named Whitney Pumperfield when I was in middle school and I was never held up at gunpoint.”

“And?”

Ghost stood up and settled next to Rayne on her bed. He supported his weight with one hand by her opposite hip and leaned toward her.

“That’s it, Princess. Everything else was the truth.”

She looked up at him with unhappy, untrusting eyes. “I don’t believe you,” she said finally, a bit sadly.

“I know you don’t. But I told you once, and I’ll repeat it as many times as you need me to. I won’t lie to you again.”

“Why were you in London?”

“I was on my way back from a mission.”

“What mission?”

Ghost sighed; he’d known it was coming, but hoped it wouldn’t be so soon. “I can’t tell you.”

“I thought you just said you wouldn’t lie to me,” Rayne said belligerently.

Ghost brought his free hand up to her face and smoothed her hair behind her ear. “I didn’t lie. I’ll tell you what I can, but there are some things I simply can’t share. I know you understand that, Princess. Does your brother tell you everything he does for his country?”

She shook her head reluctantly.

Ghost lowered his voice and leaned closer to her, deepening the intimacy between them. “I’m Delta Force. I don’t know if you know what that means, but we’re the most secretive branch of the military. Even more so than Navy SEALs. You are the only person, outside of those in the military who are on a need-to-know basis and your brother, who I’ve ever told.”

He paused to let that sink in for a moment. When her eyes widened, he figured she understood the enormity of it, and he continued.

“We go where the government sends us, when they send us. We were sent in to get the hostages, get you, out of the middle of that coup. You think the President wants anyone to know American forces were anywhere near there?”

He could see the understanding in her eyes, and he pressed his point.

“I might want to tell you where I’m going, but I won’t. I won’t ever put you in danger for knowing more than you should, Princess. I was on my way home from a mission that day. And I was lucky enough to have crossed paths with you.”

“It was a one-night stand,” Rayne said in a confused voice, obviously still fighting her attraction to him. “What are you still doing here?”

“I thought it was. I told myself it was, but I think we both knew differently.”

Rayne shook her head in denial.

Ghost sat upright, reached into the pocket of his pants, and pulled out a cell phone. He put in the password and clicked a few times on the screen. He turned the phone toward Rayne and watched her face as he explained.

“I’ve never taken a photo of a one-night stand before. I’ve never wanted to bring a piece of a woman home to look at first thing when I woke up and to be the last face I see when I fall asleep.”

Rayne looked in disbelief at the photo on Ghost’s phone. If was of the two of them in front of Buckingham Palace. She was in his embrace with her arms wrapped around his waist and was looking up at him and laughing. She remembered the moment. She’d been teasing him about taking a selfie picture. She had no idea he’d taken the picture when she hadn’t been looking at the lens.

She looked away from the picture and up at Ghost. “But you left.”

Ghost put the phone back into his pocket and leaned down to her again and agreed. “I did.”

Rayne didn’t know what else to say. Had no clue what he wanted. Everything he’d told her made her think that he was trying to let her down gently. He couldn’t talk about what he did, he was Delta Force, he was one big secret. She was so darn confused.

“How’re your wounds?”

Rayne shrugged.

“Can I see?”

“Uh, I don’t think you’re supposed to remove the bandages. The doctor said he’d look at them tomorrow.”

“I’ll be gentle. Please, Rayne. Let me see what they did to you.”

She held out a hand to him, allowing him to unravel the bindings there. “I’m pretty sure I did it to myself, Ghost.”

“No,” he immediately countered. “They did this to you.”

Rayne kept her eyes on Ghost’s face as he undid the last of the bandage and gazed at her wrist. Ghost looked up at her.

“You seen this?”

“Yeah, earlier.”

“Does it look better now?”

“I’d rather not look.”

“Why not?”

“It made me feel sick this morning.” Rayne felt Ghost’s grip tighten on her for a moment before he relaxed.

“I’m sorry, Princess. God, I’m so fucking sorry.” He leaned down and gently, oh so gently, kissed the palm of her hand, above the wound. She barely felt his lips whisper against her skin.

She dared to look. Ghost’s large hand held her wrist in his grasp. The torn and infected skin looked obscene next to his tanned, calloused palm. She forced herself to look more closely.

“I think it’s looking better, actually,” she told him. “It’s not quite as…oozy…as it was before.”

Ghost leaned over to the table beside her bed and picked up a piece of gauze. He carefully dabbed the wounds on her wrist, wiping away some of the pus so he could get a closer look. He even leaned in and sniffed her wound.

Rayne tried to pull her hand away. “Gross, Ghost, quit it.”

He held firm and she couldn’t pull out of his grasp. “It doesn’t smell putrid. The infection is clearing up. The antibiotics are doing their thing, Rayne. It’s good.”

“Okay, whatever you say. It’s still gross.”

He smiled at her then, carefully rewrapping her wrist. He gestured to one of her ankles. “May I?”

Rayne shrugged and watched as Ghost went through the same procedures with her ankle as he did with her wrist. Obviously deciding she was healing nicely, he pulled the blanket back up and returned to his position from before, one hand at her hip and leaning over her.

“Do they hurt?”

Rayne shrugged. “A little.”

“Do you need another pain pill?”

She shook her head. “They make me feel weird.”

“But you’re in pain?”

Rayne shrugged again and rolled her eyes when Ghost leaned over and pushed the call button on the side of her bed. When the nurse came in, he told her that Rayne was in pain and needed a pill. The nurse left and returned in a minute or so with a little white pill and a small cup of water. Ghost helped hold the cup while Rayne washed the pill down with the water.

He had spoken with the doctor before he’d left that morning, and explained a bit of the situation. Ghost might have insinuated that Rayne could be in danger and it was in her best interest to have either he or one of his teammates there at all times, even past the ten o’clock end of visiting hours…but he couldn’t be sorry for lying. His words, along with the colonel’s conversation with someone at the hospital, assured he’d be allowed to spend the night. There was no place he’d rather be other than at her side at the moment. He’d lost her once, he’d be damned if he’d do it again.

“I hope you don’t mind some company tonight,” Ghost told Rayne.

“Of course not, although don’t be surprised if I fall asleep before visiting hours are over.”

“Yeah…about that…” His voice trailed off.

“What did you do, Ghost?” Rayne asked suspiciously.

He shrugged. “I might have convinced the Doc that it’d be okay if I stayed in here with you.”

Rayne studied him before saying in a soft voice, “Okay.”

Ghost brought a hand up to her head and palmed the back of her neck. “You want me here.” It wasn’t a question.

She nodded anyway. “I think after what’s happened, it’d make me feel better if you stayed one night with me…at least until I get my feet under me again. I’m sure I’ll be all right tomorrow.”

Ghost inhaled deeply. She had no idea what her words meant to him. She might act as though she didn’t trust him, that she was upset with him for lying, and she most likely was…but when push came to shove, she trusted him to keep her safe.

“You’re safe here with me, Princess.”

She nodded, eyelids beginning to droop.

“You’re tired. Close your eyes.”

“I told you. It’s the stupid pill,” she complained. “It’s why I don’t like to take them.”

“Ummm.” Ghost made the sound in the back of his throat, neither agreeing nor disagreeing with her.

“Will you sleep with me?”

“What?” Her question surprised Ghost.

“Sleep with me. You’re very warm.”

He smiled, understanding what she meant. For a second he thought she was propositioning him and his body had reacted accordingly. He never would have done anything when she was half-conscious and in the hospital, but his body sometimes had a mind of its own.

Ghost moved his hand from her neck to her cheek as he palmed her face and ran his thumb over her cheekbone. “I don’t think we’ll fit, Princess.”

“We fit on the plane.”

“You remember that?”

“Yeah, sorta.”

Ghost considered it. Her hospital bed wasn’t any smaller than the cot she’d been on while they’d been flying home on the plane. He mentally shrugged. The hell with it. He might get in trouble with the staff, but there was no place he’d rather be than wrapped around Rayne.

He stood up and leaned over to unlace his boots. He quickly removed them and placed them by the side of the bed. He pulled the sheet up to completely cover Rayne, then scooted in behind her, on top of the covers. Ghost carefully arranged her with her back to his front, put her head in the crook of his arm, and wrapped the other arm around her waist.

“God, I love this,” Rayne said sleepily. “I missed this. We slept just like this back in London.”

“Well, not exactly. We were both wearing a few less clothes.”

She chuckled and pushed back farther into him, trying to burrow to get as close as she could. “True.”


She didn’t say anything else for a while, and neither did Ghost. He knew things had been way too easy so far. Rayne wasn’t the type of woman to just let what happened go by without more of a protest. But he’d take what he could get.

“Ghost?”

The word was soft and slurred.

“Yeah, Princess?”

“I was scared.”

His heart nearly broke. “I know you were.”

“I was really glad to see you.”

“Uh-huh.”


“But I’m still mad at you.”

“Okay.”

“I don’t trust you.”

“You might not trust me, but you know I’ll keep you safe.”

“Yeah.”

“Go to sleep, Rayne. We’ll talk more tomorrow.”

“Mary’s coming tomorrow.”

“Mary?”

“My best friend.”

“Ah, the one you sent my picture to when we were in London.”

“Um-hum. She tried to find you for me.”

“She did?”

“Ummm. She’s pissed.”

Ghost kissed the back of Rayne’s head. “As any good friend should be.”

“Really pissed.”

Ghost’s voice got serious. “I’m glad you have a friend like Mary looking out for you. But I swear to God, Princess, this time is different. I’m in this for the long haul. We’re going to figure this out. Please give me a chance. Don’t let your friend drive a wedge between us. She can be pissed, but please, don’t let her talk you out of giving me the chance to show you how much you mean to me.”

Rayne was silent for so long Ghost thought she was finally asleep.

Her sleepy voice broke the silence of the evening. “I want to believe you.”

“If you believe nothing else, believe that I’m not letting you go. You’ll never wake up and wonder where I went again. Okay?”

She didn’t answer him with words, but she turned in his arms and cuddled against him, her chest to his. Both arms curled up in front of her, her fingertips resting on him. Ghost could feel her hot breath against him. He felt her nod once, before she finally drifted off into the sleep of the drugged and exhausted.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


“You had better not be that fucking liar John-bullshit-Benbrook.”

The harsh words woke Ghost up early the next morning. He carefully extracted Rayne from his arms—neither of them had moved from their positions the night before—and eased out of the bed without waking her up. He didn’t say a word, but bent down and grabbed his boots and gestured with his head to the hallway.


It looked as if Rayne’s friend, Mary, had arrived and she was pissed, just as Rayne had warned him she would be. Sometime between her brother letting the cat out of the bag, so to speak, and him arriving last night, Rayne had spoken to her friend and told her what she’d found out.

As soon as the door closed behind them, Mary lit into him. “You have some nerve showing your face here. She’s been in a funk for six months. Six months. You obviously didn’t even care enough to try to see her before, but here you are. All touchy-feely and wanting to stay by her side. Where were you four months ago when she tripped stepping off a curb and twisting her ankle? Or two months ago when she was trying to break up a fight on a flight and got elbowed in the face? I know she agreed to sleep with you, she told me all about it, but you still shouldn’t have done it. She told me about your conversation about how she’s a romantic. No matter what she said, you should’ve known after spending the day with you in London she would’ve read more into sleeping together than you would. She doesn’t do one-night stands, assclown. You shouldn’t have taken advantage of her like that, she—”

Mary’s words were cut off by a large hand covering her mouth from behind. Ghost looked up to his teammate, Truck, with amusement.

“If you think that’s gonna stop her from saying what she wants, I think you’re sorely mistaken.”

“It’s early, she’s too loud. People are trying to sleep.” Truck shrugged, easily controlling the now-struggling woman in his arms. “Maybe you should take this outside.”

Ghost stood up after tying his boots. “Good idea.” He looked at Mary, who was shooting daggers out of her eyes. “Shall we go and talk about this rationally? Or will my friend, Truck, here have to carry you outside?”

She mumbled something behind Truck’s palm and nodded. He lowered his hand and stepped around Mary to introduce himself.

He held out his hand. “Truck. Good to meet you.”

She glared at him, seemingly ignoring his scary countenance, refusing to shake his hand. She poked his chest with her finger as she spoke. “Whatever. If I find out you had anything to do with him,” she pointed her thumb at Ghost, “ignoring my friend, you’re in just as much trouble as he is.” With that, she stomped down the corridor, obviously expecting Ghost to follow her so she could finish speaking her mind.

“Looks like you have a fan, Truck,” Ghost told him teasingly.

He shrugged. “At least she didn’t seem to care about the ugly mug.”

“Wanna come with me and play backup?” Ghost asked.

“No way, Ghost. You’re on your own there.”

They both chuckled as Mary hissed from the other end of the hallway, “You coming?”

Ghost made his way toward the slender woman standing with her hands on her hips, knowing he had to appease Rayne’s best friend before he could even begin to make any more headway with Rayne herself.

They headed outside to a set of picnic tables. Ghost sat on the tabletop and rested his forearms on his bent knees.

Before Mary could light into him again, he said quickly, “First things first, I haven’t slept with anyone since her.”

That seemed to take the wind out of Mary’s sails, but she climbed up next to him and asked only slightly less belligerently, “Why should I believe you? You lied about your name, it’d be easy to lie about something like who you’ve slept with.”

Knowing nothing he said would get through to Rayne’s friend as well as show-and-tell, Ghost leaned down to untie his boot for what seemed like the millionth time in twelve hours. He’d found showing his tattoo to Rayne’s friends and family was the quickest way to make them believe his sincerity.

“I never expected to ever find a woman who fit me. Who ‘got’ me like Rayne did. But by the time I realized what I had, I’d already lied to her. If it makes you feel any better, I’ve been struggling against what I know I should do versus what I wanted to do for the last six months.”

Mary didn’t look moved in the least. She merely raised her eyebrow as if to say, “So?”

Ghost wrenched his pant leg up and tilted his calf towards Rayne’s friend. “I got it three weeks after I got back from London.” He heard Mary’s in-drawn breath at the sight of his tattoo. Figuring she got the meaning, he lowered his pants and set to work putting his boot back on…again.

“She tried to tell me it wasn’t a big deal, but I knew better.” Mary’s voice was less caustic now, but still accusatory. “It was a shit thing to do.”

Ghost was getting sick of being accused of being the bad guy. He knew he screwed up, but he’d suffered just as much as Rayne had. “Look, cut me some slack, all right? She knew going in I was a one-night kind of guy. Shit, I told her enough…and she agreed. I never would’ve done it if she hadn’t.”


“But you pushed.”

“I did, but you know as well as I do that I didn’t have to push very hard. Rayne’s refreshing and I knew she was something special. Mary, her favorite part of our trip around London was looking at a fucking balcony.”

Mary chuckled, loosening up for the first time. “Yeah, she made me look at the pictures of that damn thing a million times.”

They shared a smile before Mary got serious again. “She’s my best friend in the world. I’d do anything for her. She was by me every step of the way when I had cancer. When I got depressed, she pushed and pushed until I sucked it up. I think she was happier than I was when the doctor’s said it was in remission.”

“I’m very glad you kicked cancer’s ass, Mary. You’re the kind of friend I want Rayne to have. Loyal to a fault and protective as all get out,” Ghost told her honestly.

“Thank you. When the airline called her emergency number, and got me, and I found out she was neck-deep in whatever was going on over there in Egypt, I panicked. I don’t know what I’d do without her. I miss my old friend, Ghost. I miss her laughter and her easygoing ways.”

“I’ll be honest with you, Mary—”

“That’d be a first.”

Ghost ignored her snarky interruption and continued, “I wasn’t going to come after her. She deserves more than I can give her. I won’t be able to tell her where I’m going or what I’m doing. I could be gone for weeks at a time, it depends on our missions.” Before Mary could interrupt him again, he quickly continued, paraphrasing what he’d told Rayne’s brother.

“But…finding out she happened to be one of the hostages I was sent over there to rescue changed my life. I mean, what are the odds? There had to be some sort of divine intervention and I’m not an idiot. I’ll protect her with my life, I’ll keep her safe from others who might want to take advantage of her. I’ll be her friend and her lover. I’ll do whatever I can to make it work between us.”

“Is she moving down here to Killeen?”

Ghost shrugged. “I have no idea. I haven’t even talked to her about this shit yet. But you obviously need reassuring and I’m not going to do anything to get between you two. She’s gonna need you when I’m gone on missions. It won’t be easy being with me, but I hope to Christ she’s willing to at least try.”

“Have you seen her tattoo? I mean the additions to it?”

Ghost nodded solemnly.

“I think she’s willing to try.”

“I mean it, Mary. Whatever you guys need, I’ll do it.” Ghost looked Mary in the eye.

“Do you love her?”

“I don’t know,” Ghost replied immediately. “I think it’s too soon for that.”

“Good answer, slick.”

“I wasn’t trying to be slick, but I’ve only been with her for about twenty-four hours. But I can tell you this, she’s touched me deeper than any woman ever has before. The thought of her being sick, or wounded, or what almost happened to her over there makes me want to kill someone. Fuck, I did kill someone for her.”

Ghost regretted the words as soon as they left his mouth. Shit, he knew better than to talk about his mission, but apparently it was the right thing to say.

“Good. Fuckers. I wanted to ask her about it, but was afraid it would bring up bad memories for her. I only talked to her for a little bit yesterday when she called, and I’m sure I’ll hear more details later, but if you killed the motherfucker who was going to become a ‘man’ after raping her, all the better.”

Ghost nodded.

“As much as it pains me to say this, because I was all ready to hate you for lying to my best friend, I think I like you…whatever your name really is.”

“Keane Bryson.”

“No wonder you go by Ghost.” Mary’s words were said as an aside.

Ghost chuckled but didn’t respond.

“Anyway, as I was saying, I think I like you…but I have to say, my feelings could still swing the other way, so watch yourself, Keane Bryson.”

Ghost nodded. “Now that we’re done with this little heart-to-heart, can I please get back inside to Rayne before she wakes up and doesn’t see me there and panics, thinking I left her again?”

Mary immediately hopped off the bench. “Shit, that’s exactly what she’ll think. Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

Ghost shook his head as he followed Mary back into the hospital. She was a prickly thing, but dammed if he didn’t like her too.

*     *     *

Later that afternoon, Rayne was sitting up in her bed, laughing at the tension between Mary and Truck. Ghost had been at her side when she’d woken up that morning, along with her best friend. Surprisingly the two had seemed almost chummy, when Rayne was sure Mary would’ve ripped him a new one. She’d been pissed the day before when they’d spoken over the phone and Rayne told her about Ghost.

Ghost had left that morning not much longer after she’d woken up, saying he had “shit to do,” but that he’d be back later in the evening. But he hadn’t left her alone. Apparently his teammate, Truck, was on babysitting duty, and at first it irritated Rayne, but now she loved the entertainment he and Mary had provided all afternoon.

They’d argued about what to get her for lunch, they’d argued about what to watch on television, they’d even argued when Mary told him to scat because she wanted to talk girlie shit with Rayne. Truck refused to budge, saying that if Ghost wanted him here, watching over his woman, then that’s where he was going to stay.

Truck was as intimidating as anyone she’d ever seen. The nurses didn’t waste time when they came in to see how she was doing or if she needed more pain pills. With Truck sitting in the corner, arms crossed over his chest, his natural scowl on his face, they made a quick retreat.

But Rayne didn’t mind him being there, he was actually comforting to her, no matter how scary his countenance might be. And Mary wasn’t intimidated by anyone; she took him on, figuratively, toe-to-toe.

“When can we get you out of here and back home?” Mary asked Rayne.

Rayne shrugged. “I’m not sure when I’ll be discharged. The doctor said my wounds were looking better this morning, but he still wants to keep me at least one more night, maybe two.”

“You can stay here, with Ghost,” Truck said.

“No way, Trucker,” Mary argued immediately, grinning when he narrowed his eyes at her nickname for him. “She can go home with me.”

“She isn’t up for traveling yet,” he returned.

“Why not? You’re not her doctor; we’ll wait and see what he says.”

“Guys,” Rayne protested, holding up her bandaged arms. “Stop, please. You’ve been fighting all day and while it’s amusing as hell, it’s getting pretty annoying.”

Mary huffed out a breath and relented. “Okay, but I’m still not sure why he’s even still here.”

Both women looked at Truck expectantly.

“As I already told you guys, Ghost asked that I stay and keep an eye on Rayne, to make sure there was nothing you needed until he got back.”

Rayne tried not to think it was really sweet of Ghost, but failed. It was very nice to be on the receiving end of such attention. Especially after no interaction with him for so long.

She had no idea what she was going to do when she was discharged. Most likely she’d go back up to her place in Fort Worth. She’d called her boss at work and had been granted three weeks or so of leave and she planned to take every second of it. The thought of getting on a plane and resuming work held no appeal for her whatsoever. And if she was completely honest with herself, the thought of flying into another foreign country was even less appealing.

Why Ghost would even want her to stay with him was beyond her. They didn’t know each other. There was no way she’d stay with him…was there?

As if their conversation about Ghost conjured him up, the man confidently strode into her hospital room. “Thanks for staying, Truck. Any issues?”

“What issues could there have been?” Mary griped, standing up with her hands on her hips. “We’re in a public hospital on an Army base, for cripes’ sake.”

Rayne giggled. Mary had always been a bit brash, but it was amusing to see her standing up to both Ghost and Truck as if she could make them do something.

“Calm down, Mary, just wanted to make sure Rayne was good.” Ghost came up to her bedside, leaned over, and kissed her on the forehead. Looking into her eyes, he asked, “You all right? Not in too much pain?”

Rayne shook her head in bemusement. “I’m good.”

He studied her for a moment, as if trying to decide if she was telling the truth or not, finally murmuring, “All right.”

Truck got up to leave and shook Ghost’s hand. “Same time tomorrow?”

“Nope, got everything I needed to get done today. I’m off tomorrow. I’ll be here.”

“Sounds good.”

“The colonel will be talking with you tomorrow though,” Ghost warned his teammate. Since he’d taken the day to go over what had happened in Egypt, it would be Truck’s turn to say what went down as well. It was procedure for the colonel to talk to them all separately, to make sure he got all angles of the mission for his final report.

“Gotcha. No problem.” He turned to Rayne. “It’s good to see you up and alert. Can’t say carrying you out of that fucked-up situation was my idea of a good time.”

“Mine either, but thanks, Truck. Seriously. I don’t remember all of it clearly, but I do remember feeling safe in your arms.”

Obviously pleased, but not wanting to make a big deal out of her words, Truck turned to Mary. “Want to get some dinner?”

She looked shocked for a moment before recovering. “Sure, why not? It’ll be amusing, if nothing else.”

Truck smiled, and held out his hand toward the door. “After you.”

Mary went to Rayne’s bedside and gave her a quick hug. “You’ll be okay? I’ll see you in the morning?”

“Of course, I’ll be fine. Go on, you’ve been here all day. Get out and get some fresh air. You’re going home tomorrow, right?”

Mary made a face. “Yeah, I have to work. I couldn’t get out of my shift. But I’m free the next two days after that so I can come back and get you if the Doc discharges you. Just let me know when you’re being released and we’ll make arrangements.”

“I’m sure Chase can bring me home.”

Mary waved her hand. “Whatever is best for you, Rayne.” She hugged her again, a bit longer and harder this time. “I’m very glad you’re all right. Take it easy and don’t let this guy take advantage.” She gestured to Ghost as she straightened up.

Rayne laughed. “Okay. See you tomorrow before you go?”

“Definitely.”

“Have a good dinner.”

Mary smiled with an evil look in her eye. “Oh, I’m sure it’ll be entertaining.”

Rayne rolled her eyes and watched her best friend leave the room with Truck.

She turned to Ghost. “Your friend is in big trouble. I hope he knows what he’s doing.”

“I think he can take care of himself.”

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Ghost sat down in the chair Mary had been occupying for most of the afternoon and leaned his elbows on the bed.

“You really doing okay? How’s the pain? And be honest.”

“It’s much better than yesterday. I don’t have shooting stabs of fire going up my arms and legs anymore.”

“Have you taken any pills?”

Rayne shook her head. “No, I’ve graduated to taking just Tylenol, thank God.”

“Let me know if it gets worse.”

Rayne studied Ghost carefully before asking in a serious tone, “What are you doing here, Ghost?”

He cocked his head but didn’t say anything.

So Rayne continued, “I mean, we had a one-night thing. You said you didn’t do relationships. But here you are, putting a guard on me for whatever reason, spending the night here, sleeping next to me…I don’t understand. I thought you would make sure I was all right, then get on your way again. You rescued me, thanks for that, but we’re at the same place we were six months ago. We met as strangers and we’re strangers still.”

“You don’t feel like a stranger.”

Rayne tried to reject Ghost’s words, but he was right. He didn’t feel like a stranger to her either. At least in some ways. “In a couple of days, maybe tomorrow, I’ll be out of here and back home in Fort Worth. You’re here. I’m there. What do you want out of this? Another night of fucking?” She made sure her words were shocking; she was feeling raw and confused and wasn’t sure what was going on.

As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Ghost was leaning over her. “What we did was not fucking and you know it. We made love in that hotel room. We worshipped each other.”

Rayne tried to control her wildly beating heart. “I’m sure you’ve worshipped lots of women since then. I’m nobody special.”

Ghost looked her in the eyes and willed her to believe him and told her what he’d confessed to both Chase and Mary. “I haven’t been with anyone since you, Princess. Any orgasm I’ve had has been with my own hand and memories of you.”

Rayne’s mouth hung open, but he continued, not letting her speak.

“All I have to do is remember your taste and the feel of your hot body clenching mine as I made you come all over my dick and I lose it as if I’m a teenager. Every time, without fail. As for what I want out of this? You. I want you. I regretted leaving you as soon as the door closed behind me, hell, even before that, but I honestly didn’t see a way I could make it work. But now? Seeing you again? Seeing you lying on that fucking cot scared out of your mind, feeling how you clung to me and trusted me to make it right for you? I’m willing to do whatever I can to make it work between us.”

“What if that’s not what I want?” Rayne managed to ask, honestly floored this virile, tough-as-nails man was laying it out like he was.

“Then I hope I can change your mind.”

Rayne didn’t know what to say to that, but Ghost continued, not waiting for her to reply.

“You’ve got some sick time coming to you…right? Why not spend it here in Killeen with me? My colonel is allowing me to take some time off and I want to spend it with you. Stay with me, at least for a while. I have a guest bedroom. It’s all yours for as long as you want it. Let’s get to know each other, and I don’t mean in the biblical sense. If we decide we can’t stand each other out of the bedroom, at least we’ll know. But, Princess…if you decide to stay, I expect you’ll give us an honest chance. I’m not taking this lightly.”

Rayne was floored. She hadn’t expected this. “But I live in Fort Worth.”

“I know. I didn’t say there wouldn’t be some challenges we’d have to work out. But let’s not put the cart before the horse.”

“I don’t know…you hurt me, Ghost. I…this will be worse if you—”

“It’s different now, Rayne. Swear. I’ll do whatever I need to in order to take care of your heart.”

“Can I think about it?”

“Of course,” Ghost answered immediately. Then ruined his seeming generosity with, “You have until you’re discharged.”

“Ghost!” Rayne admonished. “That’s not really that much time to think.”

“If I let you go back up to Fort Worth, I’m afraid I’ll lose you. You’ll start second-guessing what I want, and what you want, and you’ll let others talk you out of it. Then you’ll go back to work and it’ll just become harder and harder. You won’t have the time off, and I’ll be going on missions. Give us this, Rayne. Give us time to see if there’s anything between us other than the awesome sexual chemistry we have going on.”

“You have a guest room?”

Knowing she was going to say yes was such a load off him, Ghost let out a huge breath. “Yes.”

“And when I want to go home, you’ll let me?”

Ghost swallowed, not wanting to agree, but doing it anyway. “Yes.”

“Then okay, I’ll stay with you…for a couple of days and see how it goes.”

Ghost picked up her hand, careful not to hurt her, and kissed the fingertips peeking out from the bandages. “Great. Now scoot over, let’s see what’s on TV.”

“What?”

“You aren’t ready for bed yet are you? It’s early, and I’ve ordered our dinner, it should be here in thirty minutes.”

“Ghost! You can’t order dinner into a hospital.”

He shrugged. “Okay, you got me. I didn’t order it in, but Fletch is bringing it by in thirty minutes.”

“What’re we having?” Rayne asked with interest this time. She’d only been there a day or so, but she was so ready for some real food.

“Burritos from Moe’s, and some of their chips and salsa.”

“Oh my God, are you kidding?”

“No.”

“I love Moe’s! Their chips are the best! They’ve got those big salt granules that are so good. Wait, what kind of burrito did you get me? Because I don’t like beans, and I don’t—”

“Veggie burrito, extra rice, no meat, no beans, extra tomatoes and pico. Sour cream, lettuce, cheese, and a side of hot salsa.”

Rayne looked at Ghost incredulously. “How in the world—”

“I bribed Mary to tell me what you liked.”

“Thank God. I think you and me might get along all right, after all.”

Ghost pulled Rayne into his side. He didn’t gloat, but simply said, “Yeah, I think so too.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Rayne rolled her eyes for what seemed like the millionth time. She was finally allowed to leave the hospital and she’d been dealing with not only her brother and Ghost, but all six of his teammates as well. They were hovering and driving her absolutely crazy. It should be illegal to allow so much testosterone in one room at the same time.

“You know you can come and stay with me,” Chase told her for the third time.

“We’ve talked about this, Chase. We’d probably kill each other within a day. Your place is too small, and besides, you’ll be working. Ghost has the next week off. It’ll be fine.”

She watched as Chase glared at Ghost and he smirked back. For the millionth and one time, Rayne rolled her eyes.

“Fletch,” Ghost called and flicked his keys through the air toward his friend, “bring my car around.”

Fletch caught the keys easily and nodded before heading out of the room.

“Beatle, want to see where the doc is? He should’ve been here by now,” Ghost asked.

Rayne sat in the chair in the corner of the room where Ghost had plunked her ten minutes ago. She’d tried to tell him she was fine to walk, but he’d simply told her he liked having her in his arms and proceeded to pick her up and put her where he wanted her.

The doctor had been impressed with how her wounds were healing, and while walking wasn’t the most fun thing at the moment, she could do it. Slowly but surely the pain was lessoning. She’d be stiff for a while, okay a long while, but she was mobile.

Finally, a nurse stepped into the room, pushing a wheelchair. “All right, Ms. Jackson, it looks like—” Her voice cut off abruptly at seeing the bevy of huge men in the room. She cleared her throat and tried again. “It looks like you’re all set to get out of here. The doctor signed your discharge papers and regrets he couldn’t be here to let you know himself. He knew you were anxious to leave, and when an emergency came up, signed the papers to free you.”

She handed Rayne a stapled set of papers. “Here’s your instructions about those wounds. Come back in a couple of days and get the stitches checked out; if they look okay, they should be able to come out not long after that. Try not to get them soaked, only quick showers, no baths, and keep the bandages on. He’s written you a script for painkillers if you need them, and make sure you fill the antibiotic prescription so you can start on those tonight. Do you have any questions for me?”

“What kind of physical activity is she cleared for?” Ghost asked with a straight face.

“Oh my God, you did not just ask that,” Rayne hissed and smacked Ghost lightly on the arm. She wanted to hit him harder, but it would’ve hurt her wrist. He was sitting on the arm of the chair next to her and he simply turned his head to her and smiled. Rayne blushed a deep red, embarrassed that not only his teammates, but her brother had heard the question.

The nurse smiled indulgently. “I’m not suggesting she should go out and run a marathon, but pretty much whatever she feels up to, she can do.” The nurse addressed her next words to Rayne directly. “Just don’t overdo it and if anything changes with your pain levels or with how the wounds look, come back in immediately.”

Ghost nodded as if he’d expected her answer. “I’ll be sure to monitor her carefully.”

“Seriously, just kill me now,” Rayne muttered, putting her head in her hands.

Ghost laughed again and scooped her out of the chair. Rayne screeched and grabbed hold of his T-shirt at his chest with frantic hands.

“Easy, Princess. I wouldn’t ever drop you. You’re safe.”


“Warn a girl next time, would ya?”

Ghost winked at her. “You got it.” He placed her carefully in the wheelchair and put a duffle bag in her lap. It held the few outfits Mary had brought down with her and some of her, “girly shit,” as Chase had called it. Ghost put his hand on her shoulder as the nurse pushed her out of the room and down the hall toward the sliding glass doors at the front of the building.

The other men trailed behind her as if they were in some sort of weird military parade or something. Rayne smiled at the second and third looks all of Ghost’s friends were getting as they made their way to the exit.

Finally, the nurse stopped just short of the doors. Ghost went to pick her up, but Rayne put her hand on his arm. “I want to walk. Please?”

Ghost nodded, but motioned for Hollywood to stand on her other side, just in case she needed either of them.

Everyone held their breath as she hobbled toward Ghost’s car, now idling at the front of the building thanks to Fletch. Chase wrapped her in a big hug before she got in. “Take care, sis, and call me if you change your mind and want to stay with me or if you need anything.”

“I will. Thanks, Chase. I love you.”

“Love you too, Rayne. I’ll talk to you soon.”

Rayne nodded and smiled as Ghost carefully helped her into the front passenger side of his car. He shut the door behind her and she watched as he fist-bumped and gave a chin lift to his friends. Before too long they were on their way.

“Finally.” She breathed the word on a sigh.

“Long day?” Ghost asked.

“Not really, but dealing with all of you guys and your over-the-top macho bullshit is exhausting.”

Ghost looked surprised for a moment then laughed. “Yeah, I guess we can be a bit much all at once, but it’s because we care for you.”

Rayne looked at him with a question in her eyes. “Your friends don’t know me.”

“Yeah, but they know you’re important to me. Since you’re important to me, you’re important to them. And since you’re important to them, they care about you.”

“I don’t get it.”

“You will.”

“God, I hate it when you talk in riddles,” Rayne mock-complained, crossing her arms on her chest, careful not to jostle her wrists. The thought that all of Ghost’s men liked her simply because Ghost did was startling, but felt good. After the last day and a half of all of them visiting her in the hospital, she’d begun to think of them like brothers.

Fletch seemed to be the closest with Ghost. They joked with each other, but she could see the genuine respect between the two of them. Fletch was tall, maybe a couple inches past six feet, and had colorful tattoos on both arms, but it was his clear blue eyes that really made him stand out.

Coach was quiet and reserved, but Rayne thought he was actually the most dangerous of the group. There was just something about him that made her think he was constantly looking for a threat, and that he’d easily be able to neutralize it if one did arise. Hollywood was gregarious and outgoing and loved to tease her unmercifully. If she hadn’t known he was a part of Ghost’s top-secret team, she never would’ve guessed he was able to kill a man with his bare hands.

Beatle was the shortest man of the group, probably around five-eleven or so, and was their nautical expert and knew everything there was to know about sailing and the ocean.

Blade was tall and skinny, like his namesake. When she’d remarked that she saw why he’d received his nickname, everyone had laughed. They’d told her he wasn’t named Blade because of his build, but rather because of his skills with a knife. Rayne hadn’t asked any more about it.

And then there was Truck. He was huge, and if Rayne was being honest with herself, he wasn’t that attractive, not like the other men on the team. But it had only taken being around him for a little while to see he was self-conscious about his looks, but tried to play it off. And of course, watching him and Mary go at it like two little kids who liked each other but didn’t want to admit it, so they instead picked at each other, was entertaining enough to forget that the man could squash someone as if they were a bug if he so chose.

“I like your friends,” Rayne told Ghost as they pulled into traffic and headed toward his place.”

“I’m glad.”

“Where do you live again?”

“Belton. It’s just off I-35. Close enough to the base, but not so close as to have to deal with all the crap that comes with living near a military base.”

“What kind of crap is that?”

“Pawn shops, tattoo places, strip joints, pay-day loan stores…that sort of thing.”

“And you have an apartment?”

“No, it’s a small house. Built in the seventies. It’s not the fanciest place, but it’s clean and in a good neighborhood with families. I didn’t want to live in an apartment this time. I enjoy the quiet.”

Rayne nodded. Suddenly unsure as to what she should talk to him about. It’d been easy joking and laughing with him when they were in the hospital together. But now that they were alone, it seemed weird.

“Are you up to stopping on the way to get your prescriptions filled, or would you rather get home to nap and I can go out later and pick them up?”

“I’m okay with stopping now. It feels good to be up and about. I’m sure I’ll be tired later, but for now, I’m enjoying being free.”

Ghost chuckled. “I bet.”

They were silent until Ghost pulled into the drugstore parking lot and made for the drive-through.

“I’d like to go in,” Rayne told him.

Ghost frowned. “I’m not sure you should be on your feet yet, Princess.”

“I need stuff.”

“I can get what you need later.”

“Tampons? Can you get me tampons? And deodorant?”

Without missing a beat, Ghost responded, “Yeah, Princess. I can get you tampons without spontaneously combusting.”

“Have you ever bought them for anyone before?”

Ghost sighed and pulled into a parking space. He turned to Rayne, who was glaring at him. “No. I’ve never made a midnight run to the store for tampons or maxi pads or any of the other mysterious feminine products you might think up. But even though I’ve never done it, I’m not scared of it. Especially not for you. If you need them, I’ll gladly buy them. But Rayne, I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be pushing yourself so fast. You just got out of the hospital. It hasn’t even been a week since I found you strapped—”

Ghost cut himself off, mentally smacking himself in the head. The last thing he wanted to do was remind her of what had happened.

Rayne sighed and looked down at her hands in her lap. She wanted to clench them together, but knew it’d hurt. “I don’t have any of my things. Mary brought me some, but it’s not the same. I feel…I feel out of my element. I just wanted to walk around a store as if I was normal again. I want to try to get back to doing everyday stuff and not think about…it. I’m sorry about the tampon thing. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

Ghost put his finger under Rayne’s chin and gently tugged upwards, imploring her to look at him. “I’m sorry for reminding you. It’s too soon, I know. Come on; if you lean on me, I’ll walk you through the store and you can get whatever you want. Hell, buy twelve boxes of tampons and three bottles of prenatal vitamins. That’ll confuse the clerk for sure.”

Rayne smiled. Ghost was funny, and being sweet and understanding made her like him all the more. “Thanks.”

“But I should say,” Ghost smiled mischievously, “I won’t look twice about you buying tampons if you won’t be embarrassed if I buy condoms. That will really confuse the poor person who checks us out.”

He watched as Rayne blushed. Ghost leaned forward and kissed her lightly on the lips, wanting to prolong it, desperate to have her taste on his tongue again, but he forced himself to pull back. “Come on, Princess. Let’s see what we can find to make you feel normal again.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Ghost’s house was just as he said it was. Smack-dab in the middle of a small neighborhood. It had three bedrooms and was just big enough not to feel stifling. The first two days, Rayne had done a lot of sleeping. Ghost had slipped her a nighttime aspirin the first evening and she’d slept for fourteen hours straight.

She’d woken up feeling much better. Ghost had made a huge lunch and they’d sat around the table talking for at least two hours. She hadn’t slept as long the next time, but still managed to sleep through the entire night without budging.

They’d fought for the first time when Rayne had wanted to take a shower. Ghost had reminded her the doctor said not to get the stitches wet, and Rayne countered that he’d said not too wet.

Rayne knew Ghost was just trying to take care of her, but she felt disgusting and needed that shower like she needed air to breathe. The sponge baths she’d received at the hospital, while refreshing, weren’t the same as being able to fully wash herself.

Finally just walking away from Ghost, she stomped—as well as she could stomp with her still-aching ankles—to the bathroom. She thought about locking the door, but felt better about Ghost being able to get to her easily if something did happen.

Stepping under the hot water was one of the best feelings in the world. She swore she could literally feel the Egyptian dust sluicing off her.

After the way-too-short shower, she sat on the toilet seat with a damp towel wrapped around her body and examined her ankles and wrists for the first time.

Rayne wasn’t vain, she’d never been the kind of woman men immediately hit on when she went out, but she wasn’t hideous either. She had curves in all the right places, too many for some men, but she’d been asked out enough to know men generally found her attractive.

But staring at her torn and scarred skin, seeing the black stitches in her skin and remembering how she’d gotten the wounds, was…upsetting to say the least.

She recalled every moment of her time on that mattress. How humiliated she’d felt, how desperate and helpless…how scared. Seeing the result of her futile struggles, and remembering how the man translating her torture session had said the more her blood flowed, the better man Moshe would be, was simply too much. For a moment, she swore she could hear the heavily accented English in her brain, describing in detail how she’d be raped over and over and over again.

Rayne cried. She cried for herself. She cried for the two women she didn’t know who’d most likely gone through the same thing she had, but worse, because whatever boys were doing the rituals had probably had time to go through it with them. She hoped with everything inside her that they’d been rescued as she had. Even if they’d been violated, they could get help and hopefully live their lives far away from the monsters who’d hurt them.

After a while, Rayne didn’t know why she was crying, just that she couldn’t stop.

In the middle of her breakdown, Ghost suddenly appeared. Rayne would’ve been upset, but she was so glad to see him, to have him wrap her in his arms where she felt safe. Rayne latched on to him as he picked her up carefully without a word, and she buried her face in his neck.

Ghost’s stomach clenched at the sound of Rayne’s anguish. He’d been waiting for her to break down for two days, and while he hated that it had happened, it was also a relief. She was strong, one of the strongest women he’d ever met, but he knew she had to deal with what had happened sooner or later.

She’d had the distraction of being in the hospital and dealing with her pain and wounds, and then her brother and Mary, then moving in with him temporarily…but she’d finally had enough time to think, to remember what had happened.

Careful not to jostle her wounds, Ghost carried her into the living room and sat on his couch, settling Rayne in his lap. The towel she’d been wearing had come loose and he pulled it free. It was damp and it wasn’t as if he hadn’t seen and examined every inch of her body before. He pulled a soft, fuzzy throw blanket from the back of the sofa over her and tucked her into his chest and rocked, letting her cry.

It took about twenty minutes, but finally Rayne’s tears began to subside and she lay docile in his arms, sniffing every now and then.

“Need a tissue, Princess?”

Ghost felt her nod against him and reached over to grab a couple from the box next to the couch. One of her arms came up from where she’d held the fluffy blanket against both their chests and she not-so daintily blew her nose. Without lifting her head or saying a word, she held the used tissue out, as if she were the princess he called her, and Ghost took it with a smile, dropping it on the small table to throw away later.

She settled back against his chest. Finally, she murmured, “Am I naked?”

Ghost smiled. “Yup.”

“Is that a banana in your pocket or are you just glad to see me?”

He outright laughed that time. “Princess, you’re sitting in my lap without a stitch of clothing on. Of course I’m happy to see you.” He sobered and asked, “Feel better?”

He liked how she took a minute to think about his question before answering.

“Yeah. I do. I just…I looked at my wrists and ankles for the first time…really looked, and remembered. It just kinda hit me.”

“I’m not surprised. You’ve been dealing with a lot of other stuff…other than what happened to you.”

Rayne nodded in agreement in his arms. “Did you really kill him?”

Ghost hadn’t expected the question, but he supposed he should’ve. She’d been hurt and panicked when they’d been escaping and had the conversation. “Yeah, I’m ninety-five percent sure I did.”

“Can you tell me?”

He appreciated her asking, and not demanding. If nothing else, it boded well for their future. She probably didn’t realize the significance of what she’d done, but he did. “When Sarah and the other women you’d been held with were rescued, Sarah mentioned you and was frantic to let us know you’d been taken away from them. We began a search in the area where the other women were found. You were in the last room on the hallway, very close to where one of our explosives was set.”

“That’s what scared them all away. The room started crumbling in and they all ran like little girls.”

Ghost chuckled and squeezed Rayne affectionately. “I swear to God, Rayne, I’ll never forget entering that room and seeing you there. I was relieved you were okay, then pissed at the way you were trussed up.”

Realizing Ghost needed this as much as she did, Rayne didn’t interrupt, but let him talk.

“Anyway, before we got to your room, we were searching all the other rooms in the hall. We entered one and there were three people inside. The youngest raised his rifle, probably thinking we wouldn’t kill him because he was a kid.”

“But you did.” Rayne’s voice was low and Ghost couldn’t read it.

“Yeah. We did.”

“What was he wearing?”

Ghost realized that even though they’d had this conversation when they were bringing her out of the building, she obviously didn’t remember it. “A blue shirt and tan pants.”

“When we were all being held together, he came in and he seemed so nice. He wandered over to us and I smiled at him, trying to be friendly, trying to make him see that we were people. Innocent, unarmed humans. I knew it probably wasn’t smart because Chase had always told me never to do anything to stand out, and even the littlest thing could put me in the crosshairs of a bad guy if I did. He wasn’t wrong, obviously.”

Rayne sighed, loud and long. Ghost didn’t interrupt or otherwise rush her. She’d tell the story in her own time and at her own pace. Whatever she needed, he’d give her.

Finally she continued, “He smiled back. I thought he was shy. I thought maybe I’d remind him of his sisters or mother. I thought he’d go back to the other two men and tell them not to hurt us.” Rayne paused then continued sadly, “But he didn’t. It was a selection. Because I smiled at him, he chose me.”

“It’s not your fault, Princess.”

She shook her head against him and finally picked her head up far enough so she could look Ghost in the eyes. “I thought I was going to die. He was crouched over me, his penis in his hand, stroking himself, getting ready to rip off my panties and rape me…while all those other men looked on and cheered. I was scared, Ghost.”

Jesus fucking Christ. Ghost didn’t think he could handle hearing any more, but he would. For her. He shifted under Rayne until he was lying supine on the couch, his head propped up on the arm of the sofa. He adjusted the blanket until it covered all of Rayne and he held her to his chest. “I know you were. Anyone would’ve been scared.”

“But you know what?”

Her words were muffled against him, but Ghost could still easily hear her. “What?”

“I was pissed too. Pissed that he’d ruin my memories of us. Ruin sex for me forever.” She shrugged awkwardly in Ghost’s arms. “It’s stupid. I knew I was going to die, but I didn’t want to remember him doing that to me. I wanted my last memory to be of us.”

“You’re safe now, Princess. He’s dead and can’t do it to anyone else. You’re here with me. And I swear to you, whenever you’re ready, we can make more memories to block out the bad ones.”

She nodded and lay still. Ghost didn’t say another word, but let Rayne work through her memories at her own speed.

“I like this.” Her words were strong and firm.

“Me too. You feel good on top of me.”

Rayne picked her head up at that. “You know, we didn’t do it this way back in London.”


Ghost smirked, glad her mood had changed…at least for now. He had no doubts the memories would creep in again, but he’d be there for her. He’d listen to her relive what had happened over and over again if that’s what she needed.

“Yeah, we didn’t quite make it that far, did we?”

Rayne put her head back down and Ghost felt her fingers flex against his upper chest. “What are we really doing, Ghost?”


This he was expecting sooner or later. “We’re getting to know each other. Dating. Seeing each other. Going steady…whatever you want to call it.”

“I’m having a hard time getting over the lies.”

Ghost loved how honest Rayne was with him, even if her words sliced through him deeper than any enemy’s blade ever could.

“I’m sorry I caused you pain, but, Rayne, I couldn’t have done anything different. I’d just come off a mission and was flying incognito back to the States. I had no idea I’d meet the woman made just for me when that flight was canceled.”

He heard her indrawn breath, but continued on, “I’d offered that one night before I realized you were it. Somewhere between lunch and that damn balcony, I figured it out, though. I knew if I was ever going to settle down, if I was ever going to spend the rest of my life with one woman, it’d be you. But I still lied to you. I spewed out that fucked-up story about Whitney Pumperfield. I’d already told you I was John Benbrook. I was selfish. I knew if I told you I was lying, you’d disappear and I’d never get a chance to hold you in my arms. To see what it was all about.”

“See what what was all about? It’s not like you’d never had a one-night stand before, Ghost.”

“To see if caring about someone made a difference in bed.”

Rayne was silent for a moment then tentatively asked, “Did it?”

“I think you know the answer to that.”

She did.

“And then I saw that third tattoo.”

Rayne propped herself up on his chest, careful not to dig her elbows into him. “Yeah, what was up with that?”

He laughed a little at the interest on her face. “You have no idea what that did to me.”

“I have a little idea,” she teased, obviously remembering how he’d taken her from behind and pulled out and exploded all over her ink.

Ghost smiled and brought his hand up and tucked her hair behind her ear. “It was as if you had me drawn on you.”

“What? I don’t understand. I didn’t even know you before that night.”

“I know, and that’s what made it even more amazing. Every single thing on that tattoo, besides the flower, was me. It was as you were marked as mine before you even knew me. The eagle…the symbol of the United States and all it stands for. The Army logo and the rifle…I know it was for your brother, but it epitomizes me. Even the damn lightning bolt. Did you know the Delta Force crest has a lightning bolt in it?”

By the look of surprise in her eyes, he could tell she didn’t.

“Yeah. So it was a bit of a shock seeing that on your back. I should’ve known then, it was a big enough sign, but I still didn’t believe it.”

“I didn’t know.”

“I know you didn’t. Look to your left, Princess.”

At the weird shift in topic, Rayne did as Ghost asked without thought.

“Look at the third shelf down.”

Rayne gasped at the picture Ghost had on his bookshelf.

It was them. It was the picture he’d shown her at the hospital, of her in his arms, laughing up at him. Even though she’d been at his place for two days, she’d slept most of that time, and the rest of the time she’d either been eating or hanging with Ghost in his kitchen. She hadn’t really checked out his place at all.

“Now keep looking around. Do you see any other pictures? Anything else in this room that shows I have an ounce of personality?”

Rayne smiled at his self-deprecating comment, but did as he asked. There wasn’t a single picture anywhere, not even of his team. There were no pictures on the walls, only a huge-ass television set and books upon books on the shelves flanking it.

Ghost took Rayne’s head in his and turned her back to him. “I lied to you back then. I’m sorry. But honestly, I’d probably do it again the exact same way. I’m Delta, Rayne. To the marrow of my bones. I will protect my country and my team with everything I have. Before you, that meant not letting anyone in. My parents died a long time ago, and I don’t have any siblings. I’m not close with my aunts and uncles and have no idea if I even have cousins out there somewhere. This team is my family. The Army is my family. I’d die to keep them safe.”

Rayne understood what he was saying. It sucked, but he was right. It wasn’t as if he could’ve come right out and told her he was a top-secret soldier and here’s his address if she wanted to look him up. But he had a picture of them in his house. It was one thing to have it on his phone still, another entirely for him to have gone to the effort to get it printed up and framed. She meant something to him. That, in turn, meant everything to her.

“I have something else to show you.”

“Oh Lord, there’s more?”

Ghost chuckled at her tone. “One more last revelation, then we can get on with whatever it is we’re doing. Okay?”

Rayne nodded.

Ghost sat up with Rayne in his arms, and she barely bit back the girly screech at the sudden movement. He stood up and then immediately turned around and sat her back down. The cushion was still warm with his body heat. Rayne clutched the blanket around her, making sure none of her girly bits were hanging out.

She was more than confused when Ghost lay on his belly next to her and put his legs in her lap. Did he want a massage? What the hell was he doing?

“Pull up the right leg of my sweats, Princess.”

Rayne had no idea why Ghost wanted her to look at his leg, but did as he asked, then gasped as the tattoo there was revealed.

She quickly pushed the material all the way up to his knee and traced the beautiful colors with her fingertips. Holding the blanket to her chest with one hand, she bent over his leg to see it closer.

“I took a picture of your tattoo before I left that morning. It was probably a dick thing to do, but with all the other dick things I did that day, what was one more? You were lying on your stomach and I couldn’t resist. I edged the sheet down just far enough so I could get a shot of your tattoo. I couldn’t get it out of my head. You had me inked on you…and I wanted the exact same design on my skin to remind me of you. Every day I wanted to see it and remember how beautiful you were. How you looked, how your tattoo looked, as I took you from behind.”

Some people might think his words were crude, but Rayne couldn’t bring herself to care. To her, they were beautiful.

“I came home and within a month, had you on me, Princess. Less than a month.”

“It’s perfect. But doesn’t the Army logo blow the whole ‘no one knows I’m a badass top-secret military soldier’ thing?”

“Yeah, it does.” He didn’t even sound sorry.

Rayne processed that for a moment. “You could’ve left it off.”

“Then it wouldn’t have been like yours.”

Rayne’s lip wobbled, and she frantically tried to hold back her tears.

“As you can see, the only difference is the princess wand.”

At Ghost’s words, Rayne lost it. She couldn’t hold back the tears anymore. He might’ve left her in that hotel room in London, and maybe would’ve never tried to find her or contact her again, but he hadn’t used her. The tattoo staring her in the face proved he cared.

She was back in Ghost’s arms before she took in a second heaving breath.

“I didn’t show it to you to make you cry, Princess,” he cajoled.

“I-I-I know,” she hiccupped. “You’ve seen the additions to mine?”


Ghost nodded against her head. “Yeah, I saw it on the plane on the way back from Egypt. And I have to say now your tattoo is fucking perfect. I thought it was before, but you adding our Big Ben and me flitting around the top? Perfect.”

“I did it three months ago.”

Ghost kissed her temple and they sat on the couch without a word for a while.

With one last sniff, Rayne said. “Can I have another tissue?”

Ghost smiled and handed one to her, smiling again when she used it and simply held it out to him to take from her.

“I need to get dressed.”

“Don’t do it on my behalf.”

Rayne halfheartedly swatted him. “Perv.”

He chuckled. “Okay, Princess. You go get dressed and I’ll re-bandage those for you.”

Rayne held one of her hands out. “Do you think it looks like bugs are peeking out from my wrists?”

“Uh…no?”

“Oh come on, Ghost. Look! It’s as if their little black antennas are peeking out.”

“Ew, that’s gross.”

“You’ve never had stitches before?”

“Oh I’ve had them, just never thought of it that way before…and now, thanks to you…I won’t be able to think of anything else.”

She giggled before looking back down at her wrists. “It looks like I tried to kill myself.”

Ghost turned her head with a finger under her chin. “The scars will fade, but, Rayne, the scars only show the world how tough you are. You shouldn’t be ashamed of them.” He then brought her hand up to his mouth and kissed each and every mark on her wrist. Then did the same to the other one.

When he shifted as if to get on his knees and do the same to her ankles, Rayne said, “Okay, okay. They’re badges of honor. Get up, seriously.”

When Ghost looked up into her eyes and smiled, Rayne knew she’d never be the same. She had no idea where they were going or what would happen between them, but at that moment, she knew she was a goner. Whatever this man wanted, she’d bend over backwards to give it to him.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


“There’s someone I’d like you to meet,” Ghost told Rayne at breakfast the next morning. They’d watched movies the night before and Rayne had no idea how to tell Ghost she thought she was ready to sleep in the same bed with him again. She’d missed him the last few nights, remembering how safe she’d felt when he’d snuggled up to her in the minuscule hospital bed.

“Yeah?”

“Her name is Penelope. I can’t really tell you how the guys and I know her, but she lives down in San Antonio and comes up here to Fort Hood every now and then.

“Ooookay.”

“I think it’d do you both some good to talk.”

“You’re gonna have to give me more than that, Ghost. I’m not good with small talk. You can’t just shove some random woman at me and say ‘talk.’ It doesn’t work like that.”

Ghost pushed back from the table, gathered their plates and took them to the kitchen. He came back, sat down, and leaned on his elbows. “Do you trust me?”

Rayne nodded. Amazingly enough, even after all the lies he’d told her when they’d first met, she did. From the second she’d seen him in her prison in Egypt, she’d trusted him with her life. That hadn’t changed.

“Then go get some clothes on and we’ll go.”

Rayne just shook her head in exasperation. “Okay, give me ten minutes and I’ll be ready.”

An hour later, Rayne was sitting in a small conference room on the base, waiting to meet the mysterious Penelope. Ghost didn’t tell her anything more than he already had, just made small talk about nothing in particular on their way to Fort Hood.

After a few minutes, the door opened and a small blonde woman, maybe only a couple inches taller than five feet, walked in. Rayne had no idea why she looked familiar, she knew they’d never met, but she did.

“Ghost! It’s so good to see you!” Penelope exclaimed and came across the room and hugged Ghost tightly. “I know we’ve talked on and off in the last couple of months, but it’s so good to actually see you.”

“You too, Tiger. How are you?”

“Good.”


“Things back to normal at home?”

“As normal as they could be, I suppose. Cade’s still driving me crazy, being all overprotective and shit.”

“And the rest of the guys?”

“They’re figuring out that I’m still the same ol’ person I was before.”

“And Moose?”

Rayne watched as the young woman blushed.

“He’s being a bit more hardheaded, but he’ll figure it out eventually too.”

Ghost turned to Rayne and held out his hand. “I want you to meet Rayne. Rayne, this is Penelope Turner. She’s a firefighter down in San Antonio, and a former Army Reserve sergeant.”

Rayne held out her hand. “It’s good to meet you, Penelope.”

They shook hands and Penelope turned to Ghost. “You didn’t tell her, did you?”

Ghost shook his head. “Figured it was up to you to share what you wanted.”

“Fine, then scoot,” she said with a teasing smile.

Ghost turned to Rayne and hugged her tightly. “Don’t overdo it. If you get tired, let me know and we’ll go home.”

Rayne rolled her eyes. “What do you think we’ll be doing in here, Ghost? Running obstacles? Pushups? Cripes. I’m assuming we’ll just be talking. I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

“Oooh, I like her, Ghost. She doesn’t put up with your overbearing protective bullshit.”


“Shut it, Tiger.”

Penelope and Rayne grinned at each other, and Rayne felt at ease for the first time since arriving. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad trying to have a conversation with this stranger after all.

Ghost kissed Rayne on the lips; he’d been doing that a lot the last twenty-four hours after their talk on the couch and the tattoo show-and-tell. “I’ll be back in a bit.”

As soon as the door shut behind Ghost, Penelope sat and said, “So here’s the quick rundown. About nine months ago, I was kidnapped by ISIS over in Turkey. A SEAL team came over and stole me back, we got shot down, and Ghost and his crew came and got us all out. That’s how I know him. I never hooked up with him or anything.”

As Penelope spoke, Rayne realized why the woman looked so familiar. “Oh my God, I saw you on TV. You’re the Army Princess! I was so happy when I heard you were rescued!”

Penelope smiled. “You and me both.”

Rayne put two-and-two together. “You were rescued six months ago, right?”

“Uh-huh.”

“That’s around when I met Ghost. He must’ve been on his way home from that mission.”

“He’ll probably never tell you for sure, but setting this up is his way of letting you know the stuff he can’t tell you. He knows I can tell you, but he can’t…and won’t.”

Rayne understood. “And you’re really okay? You were held a long time.”

“About three months.”

Rayne didn’t know what else to say. She wanted to ask so many questions, but didn’t want to be rude.

“I wasn’t raped.”

Jeez, Penelope didn’t pull any punches. She just laid it all out there.

“Oh, they beat the shit out of me, and I was scared for most of the time I was being held, but they didn’t rape me for whatever reason, thank God. Ghost tells me you were over in that thing in Egypt and that it was a close call for you.”

Rayne nodded.

“Sucks being a hostage, doesn’t it?”

Rayne smiled. Penelope summed it up nicely. It was refreshing to be around someone who didn’t sugarcoat things. “Yeah. It does.”

“Here’s the thing. I like Ghost. I like all the guys on the team. We aren’t buddy-buddy. I’m not their confidant or anything and we don’t go out for tea when I come up here. But Ghost obviously is into you, because he set this up. Guys like him…they aren’t the flowers-and-candy type. He probably won’t take you out to a romantic dinner. I don’t see him renting a plane and having it fly a banner declaring his love for you.”


Rayne giggled and nodded in agreement.

“But if you pay attention, you’ll see the signs that he cares. A hand against your back. Asking if you need anything. He’ll make sure you eat before him. He’ll walk on the outside of the sidewalk, making sure you’re away from traffic. The signs will be there, but they won’t ever be the big romantic gestures most women crave.”

“He wraps my wrists and ankles every morning. He took my nasty snot-filled tissues yesterday without making a big deal out of it. He let me have as much cream cheese on my bagel this morning as I wanted, even though it meant I used most of it and he only had a little bit.”

Penelope nodded. “Exactly. They’ll swear until they’re dead as a doornail that they aren’t romantic, when in reality, what we see in the movies and on TV as ‘romance’ is just smoke and mirrors. I don’t know about you, but I’d much rather have their brand of romance than Hollywood’s.”

“He’s intense.”

“Yeah, they all are,” Penelope agreed.

“He’s bossy.”

Again, Penelope agreed. “I’m guessing if you think about it, he’s bossy when it comes to your well-being. Yeah?”

“Mostly.”

“And I might be overstepping, but I bet he’s bossy in bed too. And that might be a harder one to take, but again, I’ll repeat what I said before…he’s bossy when it comes to what you need…to your well-being.”

Rayne thought back to their night in London. Penelope was right. He’d been bossy, moving her this way and that, ordering her on her knees, but he’d taken care of her every time. He’d held off his own orgasm until he’d satisfied her.

“So while you might be unsure about him, and while he might seem too intense, remember what it is they do for a living. He flew into Iraq and he and his team snatched me and six SEALs out of the mountains as if they were going out for groceries. I’m assuming he strode into that fucking building in Egypt and plucked you out of whatever situation you were in and made it seem easy doing it. Am I right?”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

Penelope leaned forward toward Rayne. “I come up to base every month or so for counseling. I might seem as though I’m tough, that I can deal with what happened to me, but I have my bad days. I saw some shit over there that I know I’ll never forget for the rest of my life. I’ve seen enough firefighters and soldiers try—and fail—to get through the shit they’ve experienced without help, and it doesn’t work.” Penelope cleared her throat, obviously pushing through extreme emotion. “I haven’t met many people who have been held hostage like me, especially not by a foreign terrorist group. Us women have different things we have to be worried about than men do. I wouldn’t mind if, when I come up, we could…talk. That is, if you wanted to. If you felt comfortable.”

For the first time, Rayne saw a different side to the woman in front of her. Gone was the bold, brash firefighter who could obviously hold her own in a male-dominated field. Looking into her eyes, and seeing the vulnerability there, made Rayne realize how much she needed this woman. Mary might be her best friend, but she’d never understand what she’d been through. And as much as she loved her brother, he couldn’t relate to her either.

Somehow Ghost had known both she and Penelope needed each other. Damn, she was falling for him all over again.

“I’d like that. I hadn’t realized until just now that my friends, and even Ghost and his team, would never understand.”

Penelope nodded in agreement. “Yeah, it took me a while too. I was mad at everyone, and it didn’t help that the media wouldn’t stop hounding me for my story. But when I finally bit the bullet and came up here to talk to the counselor, she suggested that it might do me some good to find a support group, with other victims. While I did that, and it helped, none of them had been through exactly what I had. A lot of their experiences paralleled what we went through…the helplessness, the terror, the uncertainty, but it just wasn’t the same.”

“There are groups?”

Penelope reached a hand out, and Rayne put hers in it without hesitation. The connection felt right.

“Yeah, there are. Down in San Antonio, I met the most amazing woman. Her name is Beth. She moved out here from California after a horrible experience. She was kidnapped and tortured by a serial killer, but managed to survive. We’ve connected in a way that we hadn’t been able to with others, simply because we’d both been held hostage. I’m sorry to say I can’t help her with dealing with being violated, since I wasn’t, but I’d love to introduce you guys if you’re ever down my way.”

Rayne nodded. “I don’t think I’m quite ready for that yet…but if you give me time…”

“No pressure. Seriously. It took me quite a while before I was ready to talk to anyone about what happened.” Penelope sat back and smirked. “So…is Ghost as good in bed as it seems he’d be?”

Rayne blushed and said nothing.

“Ha! I knew it. Those guys are so fucking beautiful it should be illegal. Oh, don’t worry. I’m not jonesing for your man or any of the guys on his team. I’ve got my own guy I have my eye on back home, but you have to admit they’re some awesome eye-candy.”

Rayne laughed and agreed. “Yeah, I swear sometimes I feel as if I’ll have to get out a stick and beat the women off when we’re out and about.”

“He’s got eyes only for you, woman. Never doubt it. When guys like him fall, they fall hard. They’re exclusive and would kill anyone for even thinking about putting their hand on you.”

“I’m beginning to see that.”

There was a knock on the door and both women turned as it opened and Ghost stuck his head in. “All good?”

“We’re fine, get your ass in here and take care of your woman. I have an appointment to make.” The bold and brash Penelope was back, any sign of the vulnerable woman underneath the harsh façade gone.

Ghost strode in and leaned down and kissed Rayne. He put his hand on her shoulder. “You girls have a nice visit?”

Penelope rolled her eyes. “Oh good Lord, Ghost. Yes, it was fine. We chatted, Rayne understands that you’re a Neanderthal, but one that has her best interests at heart. She knows who I am, and we’ve made plans to meet again. That answer all your questions?”

“Yup. You’re the best, Tiger.”

“Whatever. Come on, give me a hug and let me get out of here. I’ll see you next time I’m up.”

Ghost gave the slight woman a huge bear hug, lifting her feet up off the floor in the process. Rayne watched, loving seeing this side of Ghost…the protective-older-brother side of him.

“Don’t be a stranger. I’ll get the team together next time and we’ll do lunch or something.”

“Sounds like a plan. See you later, Rayne. Remember what I said.”

Rayne pushed her chair back and stood. “I will. It was nice meeting you.”

“You too. Glad you’re safe.”


Rayne looked up at Ghost after Penelope had left the room. “Thank you.”

He didn’t even pretend to not know what she was talking about. “You’re welcome.”

“I don’t know how you knew I needed that when I didn’t know I needed it myself, but thank you. She’s amazing.”

“So are you, Princess.”

“I was only held about a week. I can’t imagine what she went through.”

“Don’t compare yourself to her or anyone else. You went through your own nightmare. It wasn’t any less horrible than what she went through. Give yourself some credit. You’re one hell of a woman. Got it?”

Rayne smiled, thinking about what Penelope had said about bossy men. “Got it.”

“Come on, let’s get you to the doctor and see what he says about those stitches. Then we’ll go back home and I’ll make you some lunch and we can watch a movie.”

“The Notebook?”

“Fuck no. I’ve seen you cry enough for one week.”

Rayne smiled, having known he’d veto it. “Okay, Ghost. Whatever you want to watch.”

“Come on, woman. I’m feeling the need to spoil you.”

“Far be it from me to protest that.”

Rayne smiled as Ghost put his arm around her waist and walked with her out the door and into the hot Texas morning.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Rayne woke with a cry and shoved at the arms holding her down. Moshe was there and wanted to be a man, but she’d be damned if it would be with her.

“Jesus, Rayne. It’s me. It’s Ghost. I’ve got you, you’re okay.”

The words barely penetrated her sleep-fogged mind, her only thought was escape. “No! Get off me. No!”

“Rayne!” Ghost’s voice was harsh, and just what she needed to realize she wasn’t in Egypt. She wasn’t being held captive, and it wasn’t Moshe with his arms around her, it was Ghost.

Rayne looked up at Ghost and swallowed hard. “Sorry, I’m okay. I’m okay.”

“Christ, Princess. I wanted to help you by introducing you to Penelope, not make you regress. I’m so sorry.”

Rayne buried her face into Ghost’s chest and let him move them so they were once again situated on the couch, where they’d been earlier that evening while watching Under Siege. The doctor had said her wounds were looking good and he’d gone ahead and taken out the stitches. He’d given her a mild painkiller and they’d come back to Ghost’s house and he’d put in the movie.

Obviously her talk with Penelope and dealing with the stitches had brought the memories of her captivity to the forefront of her mind.

“It’s fine, Ghost. I’m okay, I just…I need to deal with it, and not thinking about it isn’t working. Will you just…will you hold me?”

“All fucking night, Rayne. Just relax. I got you.”

“Can I sleep with you?” Rayne felt Ghost’s muscles tighten under her. “I mean,” she tried to backpedal, “it’s not a big deal, I can—”

“Yes. I want you with me. I was waiting for you to give me a sign you wanted to. You have no idea how much I wanted to go into your room and carry you to my bed.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because I wanted you to be there because you wanted to be there. Not because I coerced you into it.”

“I want to be there. I haven’t slept that great since the hospital, when you were there with me.”

Ghost carefully squeezed Rayne against his body. Christ.

Later, he carried her to his room, and after she got ready in the bathroom, helped her to the bed.

“Wow, this is quite a bit bigger than the hospital’s, isn’t it?” Rayne tried to joke.

“It might be bigger, but we won’t be taking up any more space than we did in that tiny bed,” Ghost returned, settling Rayne on her side and pulling her against him. He wrapped himself around her as he’d done in the past, and as he’d thought about doing the last few nights. Ghost buried his nose in her hair and inhaled her scent. He’d missed it. He’d missed her.

“Go to sleep, Princess. I’ve got you. I’ll be here when you wake up. Promise.”

He felt her nod against him. He lay there holding her tight long after she’d drifted into a comfortable sleep. Thanking God again for putting her in his path and giving him one more chance to do the right thing. To do what they both needed.

The next morning, Rayne shifted, feeling better than she had in a long time. She froze when she felt Ghost’s calloused hands on her back. She was lying on her belly, head turned to the right, arms at her side. Ghost was kneeling next to her, massaging her lower back. She raised her head and turned so she could see him. “What—”


“I wanted to see it fully.”

Rayne realized he was looking at her tattoo. Half the time she honestly forgot it was there. She blushed. Even knowing he’d already seen the additions to it, it was still a little embarrassing. She nodded and relaxed in his hold.

Ghost tugged Rayne’s shirt up, and helped her raise her arms until he could remove it. Before she’d even settled back down, he’d straddled her hips and had both hands on her tattoo. He traced the words “Quiet Professionalism” with his fingertip, the touch light and almost ticklish against her back.

“Why two-thirty?” Ghost asked in a reverent tone.

“It’s the last time I remember looking at the clock that morning.”

“That last time. When I took you from behind,” Ghost said with certainty.

Rayne nodded but didn’t speak. She felt him lean down and brush his lips over the ghost. She’d thought it appropriate to have it hovering around the iconic clock since he’d told her he’d once climbed the stairs all the way to the top.

“It’s absolutely beautiful, Princess. And knowing our time together meant as much to you as it did to me is priceless. You have no idea what you’ve given me with this. It’s better than anything you could ever say to me, or buy for me. Swear to Christ, I’ll do everything in my power to treasure you. To treat you right. I can’t promise I won’t fuck up because, well, I’m a guy and I’m not used to this. But know that I’ll never do anything on purpose to hurt you.”

“Okay, Ghost.” She felt him move his lips across her back, kissing every part of her tattoo.

“And this is probably the wrong thing to say, and I’m probably a dick for even thinking it, but I swear to God I hope you like taking me from behind. I have a feeling it’s going to be my favorite position with you. Seeing me inked on you. Seeing this eagle ripple as I pound into you from behind…yeah, I’ve had you once and couldn’t get the memory of this tattoo out of my head. But now that you’ve purposely added me to it? You might as well have stamped ‘Property of Ghost’ across your back. Because you’re mine. Hear me, Rayne? Mine.”

Rayne shifted and pushed her ass up into him. Jesus, every word out of his mouth made her wetter and wetter. She honestly hadn’t planned on going there with him this week. She wanted to get home and really think about it, but she couldn’t resist him anymore. She wanted him more now than she did six months ago…if that was even possible.

“I’ll take it any way you want to give it to me, Ghost.”

“Oh fuck.” The words were uttered in a tortured voice, as if she’d just broken through the last of his restraint.

Rayne heard a flicking sound and looked back to see Ghost reaching for her panties with a wicked-looking Swiss Army Knife in his hand. “Hold still, Princess. I have to get these off of you. I can’t wait to see you. I’d rip them off, but unfortunately, that only works in romance novels.”

Rayne held her breath and felt the elastic around her waist give way. Before she could think about what to do or how to move, she felt her hips in Ghost’s hands. “Don’t put any weight on those wrists. Let me do all the work.”

Rayne thought briefly about what Penelope had said…realizing this was one more way Ghost was taking care of her. He remembered her wounds and didn’t want her hurting herself further.

Ghost held Rayne’s hips in his hands and licked once from her clit to her ass, reveling in the wetness he encountered along the way. “You all right? No bad memories?” He wanted to shove himself as far inside her as he could get, marking her as his, but he didn’t want to hurt her either. It hadn’t been that long ago when she’d thought she was about to be raped. He’d rather cut off his own arm than hurt her physically or mentally.

“More, Ghost. Oh God, more.”

Smiling, Ghost leaned down and did it again, slower this time. Relearning her taste and feel. The angle was a bit odd and he couldn’t reach her clit as easily as he could if she was on her back, but he hadn’t lied. Seeing her tattoo as he ate her from behind was as close to Heaven as he knew he’d ever reach from Earth.

He leaned over and grabbed his pillow, easing it under her hips. Seeing it wasn’t going to be enough, he ordered, “Yours too, Princess. Give me your pillow.”

She gave it up without a word, staying down but moving her arms up to rest beside her head.

“Oh yeah, I’ve imagined this in my head so many times I can hardly believe you’re here in front of me. You have no idea how beautiful you look with your ass in the air for me. Spread your legs more. Yeah, that’s it. Christ, Princess. Fucking mine. All mine.”

Ghost leaned down and took her with a passion he hadn’t shown before. He sucked and licked, and ate at her like a man starved. When she started to moan and shift under him, he held her still for his mouth. Ghost finally added one finger, then two, easing into her tight sheath as he concentrated on flicking his tongue as fast as he could against her clit.

Hooking his fingers and stroking the small bundle of nerves on the inside at the same time as he moaned against her clit, he sent Rayne flying over the edge into oblivion. She bucked against his hold, shivering and shaking and crying out his name. Ghost didn’t let up until he felt her pull away from him slightly. Knowing he’d pushed as far as he could, that his touch was now more painful than it was erotic, he backed off. Enjoying the sight of her juices on his fingers and dripping out of her as he pulled away.

He pulled up to his knees and didn’t take his eyes off her. He ran both hands over her back, spreading her wetness onto her, being sure to trace the words that represented him with his quickly drying fingers.

He leaned down and once again kissed the image of the ghost on her back. “Can you take me, Princess? Are you okay?”

Rayne groaned and he felt her push up against him. “Yes, please, Ghost. Please, I need you. I want you inside.”

Ghost leaned over to the table next to the bed and pulled out a condom. He’d bought them on the way back from the hospital, enjoying the shit out of Rayne’s blush as he set them on the counter and smirked at her lecherously.

He quickly sheathed himself, and brought his hands back to Rayne’s skin. “Can you get up on your elbows without hurting yourself?”

Before the words were completely out, Rayne was up. The position brought her ass up to just the right height for him to plunge inside. “Let me know if this is painful for you, Rayne. I mean it. I don’t think I’m going to last all that long, I’ve imagined this for six long months, but I still don’t want you to have a moment of pain. All right?”

“Um-hmm,” Rayne moaned, pushing back toward him.

Ghost held himself away, wanting to make sure she understood. “You hear me? Tell me you understand.”


“I hear you, Ghost. I’ll tell you if it hurts, but dammit, it hurts not having you inside me. I need you.”

Her words pushed him past his breaking point. He fit his blood-engorged cock to her tight sheath and slowly pushed inside.

They both moaned at the same time. “God, it feels like coming home,” Ghost told her as he held himself still inside her. He could feel her clenching around him and could literally feel her hot juices coat his cock as they both acclimated to the feel of him inside.

“You feel huge this way,” Rayne told him, pushing back against him.

“Yeah, I can get farther inside you in this position,” he told her, not sure what he was saying. He held her hips still as he pulled back then slowly, inch by inch, pushed inside her again.

Ghost watched as she arched her back and the wings on the eagle rippled with her movement. “I wish you could see this, Princess,” Ghost told her, moving his hands from her hips to her ink. “Every time you push up against me it looks as though this eagle wants to fly right off your skin.”

“It really does something for you, doesn’t it?” Rayne asked breathlessly.

“Yeah, it does. But it’s more than just the tattoo. It’s that it’s your tattoo. And it’s on your back, and I’m buried inside your body watching it move and flex for me. Don’t think I’m getting off on the tattoo itself. I’m getting off on knowing what it means to you, and that you had me on you before you knew you had me on you.”

“Jesus, Ghost.”

He smiled a bit at the urgency and desperation in her words.

“Move. Now.”

“Yes, ma’am. My pleasure.”

Ghost kept a steady pace, plunging in and out of Rayne with measured thrusts. When he felt her trying to get up on her hands, he pushed down on her upper back. “No, Princess. Stay down.”

“But…I need—”

Realizing she was on the edge and not caring if she hurt herself or not, she only wanted to get off, he ordered, “Touch yourself. Balance on your shoulder and touch yourself.”

She immediately did as he asked, and brought one hand down to where they were joined. Ghost felt her frantic movements on her clit as he continued to thrust inside her. He leaned over and tugged on the nipple of the breast he could reach as he caressed her back with his other hand.

“That’s it. Rub yourself, take yourself there. You’re so hot and tight, I can feel you grip my cock as you get close. Take what you need, take yourself over.”

Ghost felt her hand speed up and she began to buck back against him more frantically. He pinched her nipple roughly and thrust into her harder and harder. Feeling her muscles tense as she finally flew apart, Ghost let himself go. Holding on to her hips with both hands again and watching as he pushed inside her once, then twice, then he held himself tightly on the third stroke and felt himself explode as Rayne continued to buck against his firm hold as she came down from her orgasm.

“Jesus, Ghost,” Rayne murmured after several moments had passed. “If it’s like that every time, you’re gonna kill us.”

“I can’t think of a better way to die.” Ghost reluctantly pulled out, groaning along with Rayne as he slipped from her. He put his hand on her folds and massaged lightly, loving the feel of how hot and wet she still was.

“Mmmmmm,” Rayne murmured, shifting under his caress.

“Don’t move, I’ll be right back.”

“Umkay.”

Ghost hurried to the bathroom and took care of the condom. He ran a washcloth under some warm water and wrung it out before returning to Rayne.

She’d taken his words literally and lay in exactly the same spot he’d left her. Her ass propped up by the two pillows, her arms resting limply by her head, and a satisfied smile on her face.

Ghost ran his hand gently from her shoulder blades to her ass, caressing her, petting her. He placed the warm washcloth against her folds and tried to control his hard-on when she shifted under his ministrations.

“That feels awesome,” Rayne breathed, opening her eyes and watching his face as he cleaned her.

He finished up and tossed the wet cloth on the floor, not caring where it landed. He’d deal with it later. “Lift up.”

Rayne lifted her hips and let Ghost pull the two pillows out from under her. She watched as he kept the one that was directly under her for himself and handed the other one back to her. She shifted onto her side and waited for Ghost to settle before she moved into him. He gathered her close, turning on his back and letting her use his shoulder as a pillow.

She smiled as he groaned when one of her legs bent and brushed against his semi-hard shaft. “Are you ready to go again? Already?” she asked incredulously, slurring her words with exhaustion.

“No. But if you give me thirty minutes or so, I will be.”

Rayne groaned, but gamely replied, “Okay, maybe I’ll nap until you’re ready then.”

Ghost smiled and pulled her closer. “You do that, Princess. Sleep. I’ve got you.”

Rayne’s last thought before she fell into sleep was that she loved how Ghost always told her he “had her.”




CHAPTER THIRTY


The next couple of days were full of resting, relaxing, and relearning each other’s bodies. Ghost had taught her the reverse cowgirl position, and Rayne thought she might even enjoy that better than when he took her from behind. She loved being able to have some control, and even torture Ghost a bit by controlling the pace of their lovemaking, and he certainly loved being able to watch her tattoo.

He taught her the joys of shower sex, and bathtub sex, and semi-public sex when he took her out on his porch one night. Rayne had been afraid the neighbors would see—or hear—her but Ghost had allayed her fears by asking if she really thought he’d do anything that would humiliate her. When he’d put it like that, she’d let go of her inhibitions and allowed Ghost to lead her where he wanted to take them.

When she had another nightmare, Ghost had stayed up with her and listened as she finally described in detail what had happened to her. He hadn’t said a word, but had let her get it all out. And after she was done, and after she’d cried and snotted all over him, he’d simply held her for the rest of the night, with no pressure to do anything else.

She felt loved. She had no idea how it had happened so fast, or if what she was feeling was even right, but there was no other word for it. Ghost had blown past all of her barriers and made her feel like the most cherished thing in his world.

The two of them had even gone out and met the rest of his team for lunch one day, something Ghost had sworn afterwards he’d never do again. He’d been disgruntled that the rest of the guys were purposely trying to rile him by flirting with her.

Rayne made sure she made it up to him when they got home by dropping to her knees and convincing him she only had eyes for him.

Today was the first day Ghost had gone into work since she’d gotten out of the hospital. His week of leave was up and he had to go back in. He’d woken her up with his head between her legs and had taken her so hard she had no doubt he’d rather stay in bed with her for the rest of the day than go to the base.

Ghost had finally left her with a kiss and told her to make herself at home. She’d wandered throughout his house, able to look around freely without feeling self-conscious for the first time since she’d arrived. Ghost’s taste in books ranged from old westerns to the autobiographies of famous military leaders. He had protein powder in his kitchen cabinets along with ramen noodles. There were no romantic comedies in his collection of DVDs, but his tastes were eclectic there too, ranging from sci-fi to historical documentaries, along with the war movies she’d expected to find.

After eating lunch, and growing bored, Rayne called Mary. She knew her friend had the day off since they’d spoken briefly every day. Mary didn’t quite trust Ghost, and wanted to check in frequently to make sure Rayne was all right.

“Hey, Mare. How are you?”

“Good. How are you?”

“Great. Ghost went back to work today.”

“Ah, left you alone in the house, huh? What’d you find?”

“What? Nothing!”

“Bullshit. Does he have a stash of Playboys in his bedside drawer?”

“I didn’t look there! Jeez, Mary. I only scoped out the food, book, and movie situation.”

“Girl, get your ass in his room and see what he’s got in his drawers then!”

“Mary!”

“Don’t ‘Mary’ me. You know you want to.”

Rayne hesitated for a second then mentally shrugged. Her friend knew her too well. “All right, I’m going.”

Mary laughed at her and waited to see what she’d find.

“Okay, I’m opening one drawer…nothing interesting…socks.”


“He keeps socks next to the bed? Weird. What about the other side?”

“Don’t get your panties in a twist, give me a second.” They both laughed as Rayne moved around to the other side of the large mattress. “Ooooh, okay. The condoms he bought the other day are in here, and a tube of lube.”

“Lube? Girl, he had better not be needing that, otherwise he’s not doing something right.”

Rayne giggled. “No, I can honestly say we haven’t needed any lube thus far, but…oh!”

“What? What is it? Playboy? A Playgirl?”

“No…um…a small vibrator, nipple clamps, and those ball things.”

“Ball things?” Mary asked, and Rayne knew if she could see her she’d have a shit-eating grin on her face.

“Yeah…you know…those things that women put inside them and when they rub up against each other they chime or something? I think they’re Chinese.”

“Ben Wa balls?”

“I guess.”

“Holy shit, Raynie…you’ve got yourself a kinkster.”

Rayne could feel herself blush. She closed the drawer. “It’s not that big of a deal. At least I didn’t find whips and chains or something.”

“There’s still time to look around, girl.”

Rayne wandered back into the other room and plopped down on the couch. “I’m bored, Mary.”

“Bored huh? Had enough of your forced vacation?”

Rayne nodded. “Yeah, I think so. I mean, I didn’t mind when Ghost was here. We were busy all the time.”

“Busy…yeah…that’s what you’re calling it?”

“Hush, you sex fiend. I meant we went out to eat, or to my doctor appointments, or watched movies…we were busy. But now that he’s back at work and I’m stuck here…I’m bored.”

Mary was silent for a moment. “You ready to come home then?”

“Yes. No. Shit. Maybe. I don’t know,” Rayne complained. “I love being with Ghost, but I don’t like sitting around feeling useless.”

“You ready to go back to work? I’m sure your boss would let you come back early.”

“No!” Rayne’s negative answer was swift and emphatic.

“So you don’t want to stay there, you don’t know if you want to come back here, you’re bored, but you don’t want to go back to work,” Mary summed up without inflection.

Rayne buried her face in her hand. “I’m a mess.”

“Yeah, you kinda are,” Mary agreed.

“I thought you were supposed to stick up for me, make me feel better.”

“I’m sorry, you must have me confused with a Stepford friend or something,” Mary intoned. “Look, this is only the first day Ghost has gone back to work, right? Give it some time. Read a book. Relax. You’ve always had a hard time sitting around and doing nothing. I’m sure you’re still healing. Don’t rush it. But, Raynie, know that the second you’re ready to come home, I’ll be there to get you.”

“I know you will. I love you, Mare.”

“Why don’t you ask Ghost if you can borrow his car while he’s at work? You can check out the area. See what you think. I know you. You’re falling for him. Eventually, if you want to make this work, you’re going to have to move down there.”

It was so like Mary to be blunt and say what Rayne was thinking. “I don’t want to leave you.”

“Babe, I work in a bank. It’s not as though my job isn’t mobile.”

“You’d move down here with me?”

“Hell yeah I would. I love you, Rayne. You’re my best friend in the world. You were there for me when I needed you the most. I know we can’t live together for the rest of our lives. Eventually our lives might take us in different directions, but if I can support you and help you find the man of your dreams and make it work, and can be at your side while you do it…why wouldn’t I?”

“Jesus, Mary.”

“No! No crying! I can’t handle it. Just tell Ghost you want to borrow his damn car and do it. Find out if there’s a decent mall, if there’s a Starbucks nearby, if there’s a good country and western bar where I can pick up men…you know, all the important stuff.”

Rayne gave a watery chuckle at her friend. God, she had no idea how she’d lucked out in finding Mary. “Okay, I will. Good idea.”

“Of course it was.”

“I’ll call you tomorrow and report in?”

“You better.”

“Love you, Mare. Thanks for always making me feel better.”

“Love you too, Raynie. Seriously, I’m happy for you. I wasn’t sure about Ghost at first, I saw how much he hurt you. So far he’s doing all right by you, but I’ll reserve judgement until he proves it once and for all. Okay?”

“Okay. Talk to you tomorrow.”

“Bye.”

“Bye.”

Rayne hung up the phone, feeling better now that she had a plan. She’d been worried about leaving Mary behind. It was stupid, but they’d been through a lot and had lived near each other for a long time. Rayne was closer to Mary than she was Samantha, and couldn’t imagine not being able to pop over to her place for a drink and a movie whenever the mood struck.

*     *     *

Later that night, lying boneless on top of Ghost after having jumped him the second they’d gone to bed, Rayne tried to ask as nonchalantly as she could, “So…have you used those Ben Wa ball things before?”

Shrieking in surprise when Ghost flipped her abruptly on her back and loomed over her, she held on to his arms and looked up at him.

“You been going through my drawers, Princess?”

“No…well…yeah. You weren’t here. I was bored.”

“I’ve never used them personally, but have seen them used.”

“Seen?” Rayne wrinkled her nose at Ghost.

He chuckled. “Not in person, in a video.”

“Porn?”

“Yeah, Rayne. Porn. Does it surprise you that a career military guy like me has seen porn?”

“Um, no, but…”

“It was extremely hot…I’m sure the woman’s reaction was way faked and over the top, but I couldn’t stop thinking about what they might feel like for you and how when you wriggled and squirmed, they’d chime inside you. I know they can’t actually give you an orgasm, or at least I think that’s right, but imagining them inside you while we go out to eat and how they’d get you wet and excited so I could fuck you the second we got home… Yeah, I decided maybe we could give them a try.”

“Me?”

“You, what?”

“Inside me, specifically? Or inside a woman in general?”

Ghost understood her question and kneed her legs apart so he could push up against her core and she could feel him lengthening.

“You, Princess. Before London, the only thing in that drawer was a copy of Playboy and that bottle of lube. But after you, I watched some videos, got off, and immediately bought those clamps and the balls off the Internet and kept them in my drawer. It was stupid, I had no intention of doing anything with them, but just the thought of them there and the image of what they’d look like on and in you was enough to make me so hard I could pound nails.”

“Uh…”

“Want to try them out?”

“What? Now?”

“Why not?”

“Because we just had sex?”

“Just because I just made love to you doesn’t mean you can’t orgasm again. It might take me a bit longer, but I can guarantee seeing how much you enjoy my toys on you will do the trick in no time.”

Rayne moaned as Ghost leaned over and reached for the handle on the drawer. She leaned up and nibbled on his shoulder as he moved above her. She had no idea what it was about Ghost that made her so uninhibited, but she loved it. She loved him.




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


The next week and a half went by quickly for Rayne. She spent the days driving around the Killeen/Belton area and reporting back to Mary, and her nights being loved to within an inch of her life by Ghost.

It was almost time for her to get back to work. She’d spoken with her boss and he’d agreed to keep her on the Dallas/Fort Worth-London route for a while until she’d gotten her bearings. Then she’d be back in the regular International rotation again.

The thought made her want to puke, but Rayne sucked it up. It was her job; it was what she had to do.

Rayne heard Ghost open the door to the house and when he didn’t immediately appear, went looking for him. She found him standing in the laundry room, staring at what she saw was simply a load of dirty clothes she hadn’t yet put into the washer. Ever since she’d asked to borrow the car while he was at work for the last week or so, Ghost had been picked up by Fletch and dropped off after work by one of the other guys on the team.

This was the first time she could remember him coming into the house through the garage, and thus through the small laundry room.

“Ghost? What are you doing? Are you all right?”

He looked up at her. “You’re doing our laundry.”

“Yeah? So? It was dirty. You didn’t want to walk around in nasty, smelly clothes did you?” Rayne had no idea what his deal was.

Ghost dropped his duffle back on the floor and came toward her. “You’re doing our laundry.”

“Yeah, Ghost. I am,” she repeated.

“Ours. Our laundry.”

“Did you hit your head today? I’m seriously worried about you.”

Ghost picked her up by her waist and set her down on top of the washing machine. “I fucking love coming home and walking into my house and seeing your panties mixed up with my boxers. To come home and know you’re here. Waiting for me. You have no idea. None.”

Chills broke out on Rayne’s arms and legs at Ghost’s words, but he didn’t stop.

“This is what we fight for. This is what we’re willing to die for.”

“For me to wash your dirty clothes?” Rayne had no idea what he was getting at. She wasn’t trying to be snarky, her question was genuine.

Ghost leaned his head against hers and closed his eyes. She could feel his hands squeeze her waist and move up under her T-shirt to her lower back, where he stroked. She knew he understood exactly what he was doing. He wasn’t absently caressing her; he was running his hands over her tattoo, over their tattoo.

“All my life, since I’ve worked with the team, we’ve rescued people, we’ve killed, we’ve gone into any and every situation, no questions asked. And every time I’ve come home to an empty house. I’ve done my own laundry, cooked my own food, cleaned my own space. I fucking love coming home to you, Princess. You make everything I’ve done, every sacrifice I’ve made, worth it.”

“Ghost—”

“I love you. I know it’s fast. I know people will call me pussy-whipped, but I don’t give a shit. You’re mine. I left you once, I won’t do it again. You were given to me to cherish, to protect, and to love. I’m not fucking that up again.”

“Oh my God.”

“I’m not asking you to marry me. I’m not even asking you to move in with me, although I’ve loved every second of you being here.”

“Even when I used your razor to shave my legs and you cut yourself to shreds when you tried to shave the next morning?”

Ghost smiled briefly then got serious again. “Anytime you want to steal my razor, go for it. I don’t give a shit. But yes, you’re not perfect, and neither am I, but you don’t get on my back for the stupid stuff I do. I love that about you. It’s one of the million things I love. But you know what I love the most?”

“No,” Rayne whispered, wrapping her legs around Ghost’s waist while she waited for his answer.

“That I can tell you’re trying. I know you’re bored, Princess. I know you’ll never be a housewife who waits for her man to get home. But you’re trying, for me. For us. And that means more to me than you’ll ever know.”

Rayne swallowed through the tears in her throat. She’d thought she’d been hiding it from him. She should’ve known Ghost was too observant to let something like that slide.

“It’s almost time for you to get back to work, right?” he asked, against hitting at the heart at what Rayne had been stressing about.

She nodded. “I have the DFW-London rotation starting this weekend.”

“You ask for that?”

“Um-hum. I’m not ready for anything else yet.”

Ghost pulled back and put his hands on either side of her head. “I love you, Rayne Jackson. I couldn’t take it if something happened to you.”

Rayne could only nod, trying to swallow back the lump in her throat.

“You’ll stay here until you need to go back up to Fort Worth, right?”

She nodded again.

“Okay, here’s the thing. Sometimes I’ll be able to tell you when we have to leave for a mission, other times we might not get that much advance notice. When we left for Egypt, we knew about forty-five minutes before we had to be at the airport. But this time we got advance notice. We’re leaving for a thing tomorrow morning.”

“Tomorrow?”

Ghost nodded. “It’s actually pretty good timing. You’re ready to go back to work and have to go home to Fort Worth. I want you to stay here, in my house…in our bed, until you have to. All right?”

“What time?”

Ghost moved his hands, scooted Rayne’s butt closer to him, and lifted her up. Her legs clamped tighter around his waist and she held on as he walked to the other room and the couch. “Early. Probably around three.”

“Will you wake me before you go?”

“Absolutely. I’ll never sneak out of our bed again, Princess. No matter what time it is, I’ll wake you up to say goodbye.”

Rayne sniffed once, trying to hold her tears at bay. This was what he did. He was a super-soldier who had to go and save the world. She couldn’t be a baby about it. “Okay,” she whispered. “You hungry?” She watched as a grin moved over his face.

“Starved.”

Her lips quirked up in a smile at his lecherous response.

“I meant for food.”


“I could eat.”

“Good. I made us some tacos. It’s nothing fancy, but it was easy and I wasn’t sure when you’d be getting home.”

“Sounds perfect. You should know…after we eat?”

“Yeah?”

“I’ll be taking you to bed and making you come so hard you’ll be sore, making sure you won’t forget about me.”

“Lord, Ghost, seriously?”

“Oh yeah, seriously. I’m gonna need to tide us over until I return.”

Ghost helped Rayne stand up and smirked at the blush that moved across her face. He leaned down and kissed her chastely on the cheek. “Come on, Princess. Let’s eat so we can go and have dessert.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


Rayne wrung her hands together as she sat in the jump seat. The flight from DFW to London had been tough. It wasn’t the flying that was the hard part—it was knowing she had an overnight layover waiting for her that was the problem.

The airline had put her and Sarah on the same flight, obviously thinking, correctly, that they might like to see each other and that it might be good for them after what had happened. Rayne had hugged Sarah tightly and their coworkers had been polite enough to ignore the tears they’d shed at their reunion.

The flight had gone off without a hitch. They didn’t even have anyone try to become a member of the mile-high club, which was somewhat unusual. Feeling no need whatsoever to tour the city, especially since it held such wonderful memories of Ghost and he wasn’t there with her, Rayne had stuck like glue to the two pilots and the other flight attendants as they’d made their way to the airport hotel.

She and Sarah shared a room and had talked much of the night about their experience and how happy they were to be alive and well.

Now she was on her way back to the Dallas/Fort Worth area after getting the passengers settled in for the long ten-hour flight back to Texas.

Rayne took a deep breath. She’d done it. She’d gotten over the hurdle of her first trip, akin to getting back on the horse after it had bucked her off.

The only thing that would’ve made it better was to be able to talk to Ghost after she’d gotten to the hotel while in England. But Rayne knew she probably had quite a few instances in her future of wanting to talk to Ghost but not being able to, because he was off saving the world.

*     *     *

Ten days later, Rayne stuck her keys in her purse and dropped it on the little table inside her apartment. She wheeled her small suitcase back to her room and left it there, deciding to deal with it later. Kicking off her shoes, and sighing at the relief of having her feet free from the heels she hadn’t worn the entire time she’d been convalescing, she plopped down on her sofa and put her head back against the couch.

She had one day off, then she’d be back on the plane heading over to London again. She’d be on this run for another week, then she’d have to decide what to do. Her boss had hinted that her next rotation would be the DFW-Paris-South Africa rotation, but the thought of having to step foot on the continent of Africa made her break out in hives. Intellectually, she knew South Africa wasn’t Egypt, but emotionally, it was way too close for her way of thinking.

It’d been almost two weeks since she’d said goodbye to Ghost, and she hadn’t heard anything since. Ghost had warned her that he wouldn’t be able to talk to her at all while he was gone. However, hearing him say it and experiencing it were two completely different things.

While she’d relaxed in Ghost’s house after he left, she’d watched the news for the first few nights he was gone, and had called Mary completely freaked out over a story about a terrorist bombing in a subway over in Japan. Mary had, luckily, talked her off the ledge and told her to shut off the damn television and quit imagining the worst.

Mary had come to get her from Ghost’s house the next day, even though Chase had promised to take her back up to Fort Worth whenever she was ready. Rayne needed some Mary time, and it had been more than worth it. They’d chatted all the way home and by the time Mary had pulled up in front of Rayne’s condo, they’d decided that the news was off-limits. All it did was stress Rayne out and make her have nightmares.


Rayne knew she should get up, get ready for bed, eat…something, but it felt so good to just sit and relax for a moment, she couldn’t move.

The next thing she knew, her cell phone was chirping next to her.

She looked around in confusion. Her condo was dark except for the light she’d turned on in the hall as she’d come in earlier that evening.

Looking down at the phone, Rayne saw it was two in the morning. The incoming call was from “Unknown.” Hastily swiping the screen to answer, she wondered if this could be Ghost…finally. “Hello?”

“I’m looking for Rayne Jackson,” the voice on the other end of the line said with a slight Texan drawl.

Rayne’s heartrate sped up and she sat upright on the couch. Was this someone from the Army? Who had her number and would be calling her at this hour? She didn’t think it was any of Ghost’s teammates, she didn’t recall any of them having an accent like this man did.

“Who is this?”

“Is this Rayne?”

“Who is this?” Ghost had given her a short lecture before he left about how he never wanted the dangerous stuff he did to leak back on her, and while it shouldn’t, he urged her to always be careful about what she let slip about herself, him, the two of them, and what he did for a living.

The man on the other end of the line chuckled. “I see Ghost has taught you well. My name is Tex. I’m a friend of his.”

Rayne frantically thought about what to do. Did she believe him? Did she not? If she hung up on him, would she miss learning something about Ghost and when he’d be back? She decided to err on the side of caution. “And?”

“I also see Ghost hasn’t told you about me.”

“No, he hasn’t.”

“Okay, as I said. My name is Tex. It’s really John, but everyone calls me Tex. I also know Wolf and his team…you met Wolf a couple of months ago in Egypt, yeah?”

That surprised her. First, she wasn’t sure who knew the SEAL team and the Delta team were in Egypt, and because of the way Ghost got her out of the country, she wasn’t sure many people knew she had been over in Egypt in the middle of all that had gone down.

“Yeah, I met him.” She still purposely kept her answers vague.

“Good girl. Not telling me anything.”

Rayne flushed at the pleasure she got from his words. She didn’t know this man, but it still felt good that he was acknowledging her attempts to keep information close to her chest.

“Look, here’s the deal. You like Ghost, right?”

“What are you, matchmaker-dot-com?”

“I’m pretty sure you do.” Tex ignored her snarky remark. “This was his first deployment since you’ve been together and he thinks he’s doing the right thing, but my wife and I talked, and we don’t think he is. Hence this phone call.”

Now Rayne was feeling uneasy. “What?”

“Two days ago, Ghost and his team arrived back at Fort Hood. Ghost was admitted to the hospital for wounds he sustained while on a mission. It’s my understanding he’s still there, and should be released sometime in the next two days.”

Rayne’s thoughts were all over the place. “What? Is this a joke?”

“No, Rayne. There’s no way I would joke about this. Call your girl, get in the car, drive safely down there. The team should all be at the hospital when you arrive.”

“Is he okay?” Rayne’s voice was low and frightened.

“He will be. And Rayne?”

She was already on the move, heading to her bedroom to throw on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. She had to call Mary, then her boss; she’d have to figure out who to switch with at work so she could—

“Rayne.” Tex’s voice was deep and commanding now, as if he knew how on edge she was.

“Yeah?” Rayne stood stock-still in the middle of her hallway, gripping her phone and pressing it hard to her ear.

“Don’t let Ghost give you shit. He gives it to you, you give it right back. You’re the best damn thing that’s ever happened to him, and if you let him push you away, you’ll both suffer for it. Got me?”

“Yeah, okay.”

“I mean it, Princess. I’ve never seen Ghost so…settled as I have since you came back into his life.”

It was his use of her nickname that made it sink in that the man was most likely telling her the truth. He knew Ghost and he was back from the mission…and hurt. “You’ve seen him?”

“Well, no, that’s a figure of speech. But I keep tabs on all my brothers…and sisters. I know you met Tiger a few weeks ago.”

“Tiger?” Rayne couldn’t think.

“Sorry, Penelope. But now’s not the time. Go to Ghost, Rayne. He’s going to be fine. Swear.”

“Okay. Thanks for letting me know.”

“You’re welcome. Now go call Mary. I’ll talk to you later.”

Rayne took the phone from her ear when she heard nothing but silence on the other end. That was extremely weird, but she didn’t have time to really think about it. She quickly dialed Mary as she hurried into her room.

They were on their way within twenty minutes. Mary had answered on the first ring and had rushed over to Rayne’s condo, even though it was the middle of the night. She’d helped Rayne pack, throwing way more clothes into Rayne’s suitcase than she would’ve thought to herself, and they’d jumped in Mary’s car and were on the road.

Luckily, this early in the morning, traffic around the Metroplex was light to nonexistent, so they were able to get on I-35 and head south with no issues.

When Rayne finally had some time to think, she told Mary apologetically, “I’m so sorry, you were supposed to be working today, right?”

Mary shrugged. “I called and left a message for David and told him I’d been up all night with diarrhea and I wouldn’t be in.”

Rayne wasn’t in the mood to laugh, but Mary could always say just the right thing. “You did not!”


“Oh yeah, I did. That man has no idea how to deal with all us women who work for him. All we have to do is hint that we’re having some womanly problem or something else that he doesn’t want to even think about, and he’s shoving us out the door. It’s pretty humorous really.”

“Will he be short-handed today if you’re not there?”

Mary looked over at Rayne, who, while she sounded okay, looked as though she was at the end of her rope. “Raynie, I work at a bank. Remember? It’s fine. If someone has to wait an extra five minutes to get a cashier’s check or to deposit money, it’s not the end of the world.”

“Yeah, all right. I just don’t want you to get in trouble.”

“I wouldn’t care if I did get fired. If you need me, I’m there for you.”

That was it. That was all it took for Rayne to lose it. She’d been holding in her tears and hearing her best friend’s words broke the dam. Dammit, she’d never been the weepy type and it seemed as if all she’d done lately was cry.

Mary didn’t stop the car, knowing Rayne wanted and needed to get to the hospital down at Fort Hood, but she patted her friend on the shoulder and kept her hand on her in support. Finally, after ten minutes, Rayne composed herself enough to stop her tears.

“What do you think happened? Why didn’t he call me?”

That was the big question floating around in Rayne’s brain. Why did this Tex person have to call her and let her know Ghost was back in the country? Why didn’t one of his teammates contact her? Why didn’t Ghost himself? Was he sorry he’d hooked up with her again? Was he trying to end it with her? All Rayne had were questions, and no answers.

“Hey, stop it,” Mary ordered as she calmly drove south. “Beating yourself up with all those questions I know you have flitting around that brain of yours isn’t going to solve anything, because I sure as hell don’t know the answers. We’ll get there and you can ask Ghost himself. If he won’t answer, I’ll corner Trucker and get him to tell me what the fuck is going on. Okay?”

Rayne nodded. “Yeah, okay. Truck likes you, so that should work.”

“What? Truck doesn’t like me.”

Rayne looked over at her friend, sorry she couldn’t see her that well in the dim early-morning light trying to peek over the horizon. “Uh, yeah, Mare, he does. And I think you like him back.”

“You’re wrong. He’s a big ol’ ugly jerk. I’m looking for Tom Cruise, not Quasimodo.”

“Mary Michelle Weston! That was a horrible thing to say,” Rayne scolded, honestly shocked. Mary was known for telling it like she saw it, but Rayne hadn’t ever heard her be so cruel before.

“I’m sorry,” Mary apologized immediately. “I didn’t mean that, but he drives me crazy. He’s just so…I don’t know.”

“Strong? Virile? Commanding?” Rayne suggested coyly.

“Annoying,” Mary decided.

“You only spent one day together, I don’t understand how you can feel so annoyed with him. You don’t really even know him that well,” Rayne mused, more to herself than Mary.

“I know,” Mary sighed in frustration. “I don’t either. But I swear he said things he knew I’d get riled up about, just to see me get pissed. Guys don’t usually do that around me, and it confused me.”

“You guys are cute together. Just don’t…don’t do anything that would mean you wouldn’t want to see each other. He’s on Ghost’s team and you’re my best friend. You’ll most likely be seeing a lot of each other…if this works out.”

“If this works out? Rayne!”

“Well? I would’ve thought Ghost would’ve called me the second he was back. And even more so if he was hurt. And if he couldn’t do it because of his injuries, he’d have one of his friends call. So until I know what’s going on, I just…” Her words trailed off.

Even Mary didn’t have a comeback for that one. The miles flew by as Mary confidently drove her best friend to see her lover. The man Mary knew Rayne had come to love more than life itself. If the man thought he’d scrape her friend off like goo he’d gotten on the bottom of his shoe, he had another thing coming.





CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Mary and Rayne burst through the hospital doors, making it from Fort Worth to the Army base in record time. Rayne had no idea what room Ghost was in, surprisingly Tex hadn’t felt the need to impart that information to her, so she stalked up to the reception desk.

“I’m here to see Ghost…um…Keane Bryson.”

“Visiting hours don’t start for another hour,” the woman informed Rayne, seeming not to notice the frazzled state of the woman standing in front of her…or not caring. “You can wait in the waiting room over there,” she pointed vaguely down the hall, “with all the others.”

Wanting to argue, but knowing it’d be futile, Rayne started down the corridor with Mary. She figured “all the others” the woman had mentioned meant all the other relatives and friends of other people in the hospital, but when she walked through the door of the little waiting area, she realized she’d meant all the others who were waiting to see Ghost.

They were all there. Fletch, Coach, Hollywood, Beatle, Blade and Truck, and even Wolf and Penelope were there. Seeing all Ghost’s friends looking worried put the fear of God into her. Was Ghost hurt more than Tex had let on? Was that why no one had gotten ahold of her? She was so confused, and worried, and stressed out, she couldn’t think straight.

Fletch came over to them. He took Rayne by the elbow and led her to a chair. “What are you doing here, Rayne?”

Before Rayne could open her mouth to answer, Mary had done it for her. “What’s she doing here? Are you high? She’s here because her boyfriend, who she hasn’t seen for over two weeks because he was off to who-knows-where doing who-knows-what, was injured and she just found out about it even though he’s apparently been here for a couple of days.”

“How did you find out?”

That question didn’t go over well with Mary at all, either.

“Oh, this is rich,” she hissed. “You’re all here to support your guy, but not one of you had the balls to call and let Rayne know he was here? That you were back?”

Rayne decided she’d better cut in, otherwise Mary would probably get them all kicked out. Her voice had risen and was way too loud for a hospital at this time of the morning—hell, for any time.

“Are you guys all okay?” Her small voice cut through the tension in the room, and successfully brought Mary’s tirade to a halt.

Hollywood answered, “Yeah, we’re all okay.”

“And Ghost?”


“He’s going to be fine too,” Hollywood said vaguely.

Rayne sat awkwardly, looking around at Ghost’s teammates, not knowing what to say. She had a pit in her stomach that wouldn’t go away.

Mary harrumphed, and announced she was going to go find some coffee. Rayne sat quietly watching the clock, waiting for time to go by so she could see for herself that Ghost was “fine” and to get some answers as to what was making his teammates act as though she’d seen the Watergate burglar or something.

Finally, after an hour, Rayne stood up without a word and headed to the door. Turning, she asked quietly, “What room is he in?” to nobody in particular.

Fletch stood up. “I’ll come with you.”

“Me too,” Mary declared, but was stopped short by Truck’s hand on her shoulder.

“Let her go.”

The last thing Rayne heard was Mary pitching a fit over Truck not letting her leave the room. It would’ve made Rayne smile, but she was beyond that at the moment. Fletch led the way to room 227 without a word. Knocking once, he opened the door.

“Hey man, you have a visitor.”

A visitor? She would’ve preferred being called “your girlfriend,” but didn’t hold it against Fletch too much. Rayne stepped inside the room, noticing that Fletch came in too, but he stood by the door rather than nearing the bed.

Ghost was sitting up with three pillows behind his back. His left arm was resting on a fourth in his lap and was covered from his wrist to his upper arm with bandages. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, or one of those hospital gowns, and his muscular chest was bare in the warm room.

His brown hair had been singed off on one side of his head and it made him look lopsided. His lips were mashed together in a straight line, and if he’d had the ability, fire would’ve been shooting out of his eyes.

Rayne had seen Ghost many ways. Laughing, worried, concentrating, lost in his release, content, but she’d never seen him as angry as he was right this moment.

Knowing she’d come too far to back out now, she said tentatively, “Hey, Ghost.”

He didn’t even look at her. His eyes were trained on Fletch. “What the ever-loving fuck?”

Fletch didn’t look perturbed in the least. He lounged against the door and shrugged. “She showed up here this morning with Mary.”

Rayne refused to step back, but the look Ghost leveled on her made her quake a little bit in her shoes. “How did you find out I was here?”


“Tex called me.” Rayne didn’t even think about lying. He was that pissed.

“Fucking Tex,” Ghost said under his breath, looking back at Fletch. “Get her out of here.”

“Wait a second,” Rayne protested, but she felt Fletch’s hand on her arm. She tried to wrench out of his grasp, but all that did was hurt her. She yelped and ordered, “Ow! Let go!”

“Fletch…” Ghost’s voice was low and hard—and full of warning for his friend.

Rayne had no idea if he was warning Fletch to get her out of the room, or not to hurt her. Either way, Ghost had already hurt her himself. She straightened and glared at him. “I don’t understand. Ghost, talk to me.”

But he’d already turned his head to look out the window in the room, dismissing her.

Fletch led her out of the room and back down the hallway to the waiting area, not letting go of her arm until they were inside.

Rayne didn’t know what he thought she’d do. Make a break for it and go running back to Ghost’s side? As if. The man had made it very clear what he thought of her showing up to see him. Crystal clear, in fact.

Mary came up to her and the other guys all stood when they entered. Rayne saw Fletch shake his head at his teammates in some sort of silent communication.

“What happened? Is he okay? What’s going on?” Mary demanded.

“He didn’t want to see her,” Fletch remarked calmly.

“What?” Mary screeched, looking ready to go head-to-head with Fletch.

“Sit down, Mary,” Rayne ordered, settling herself on a chair and crossing her arms in front of her belligerently.

“Rayne?” Mary drew out her name as if she were asking four questions with just that one word.

“If Ghost thinks he’s done with me, he’s smoking crack. What an asshole. I can’t believe he just did that.” Rayne was on a roll, and didn’t see the worried looks change to smirks on the faces of Ghost’s friends. “I don’t know what his problem is, but I’m not going anywhere.”

“But Rayne, he kicked you out,” Mary said in confusion.

“Yeah, he did. But I’m assuming he also kicked all of these jerks out too, otherwise they’d be in the room with him, or at least taking turns,” Rayne complained, motioning to the men in the room with her head. “He’s too stubborn. I might not have been with him long, but I do know that about him. He’s probably got some fucked-up idea that he doesn’t want to hurt me or some such bullshit and thinks he’s protecting me or something. Screw that. Asshole.” Rayne looked up for the first time at the men in the room.

Fletch could see the devastation in her eyes, but was proud as he could be that she was sticking to her guns and not letting Ghost run her off.

“How—”

“You know we can’t talk about the mission,” Beatle said, cutting off her question.

The muscle in Rayne’s jaw ticked as she clenched her teeth. “I. Know. That,” she clipped out evenly, obviously leaving the word “asshole” out of her sentence. “I was going to ask, how is he doing?”

Fletch answered for the group. “He’s fine.”

“Fine,” muttered Rayne. “It’s like getting blood from a stone.” Raising her voice, she asked the question again a different way. “It looks like he’s been burned. How badly?”

It was Coach who took pity on her and gave her what she wanted. “Mostly second-degree. Some third-degree on his arm. The explosion came a bit too close for comfort, but he calmly stopped-dropped-and-rolled and got us the fuck out of there.”

“Skin grafts?”

“Yeah, they took some skin from his leg and patched up his arm from there.”

“His leg?” Rayne asked, panic sounding in her voice for the first time.

“His inner thigh. Not his calf,” Fletch reassured her, knowing exactly what she’d been worried about. Doctors don’t use tattooed skin for grafts.

Rayne sighed in relief. If they’d had to mess up his tattoo, that would’ve been bad. “Okay, so what? You guys are rotating going in to piss him off? Is that the plan?”

Penelope smiled at her from across the room and piped up for the first time. “Pretty much. Did Tex call you too?”

Rayne nodded.

“Yeah, same here. I swear that man loves to meddle.”

“Was it bad, Rayne?” Blade asked from his position leaning against the wall.

Rayne knew what he meant. “It certainly wasn’t the welcome home I was expecting, I can tell you that.”

“Thank fuck you didn’t run off crying,” Beatle said. “Seriously. He ordered us not to call you, and as much as it sucked, we obey orders. But that man needs you. The first thing he bitched about when we were…safe, was how this was going to kill you.”

“This isn’t going to kill me,” Rayne protested. “What was he thinking?”

“Not sure, but seriously, we’ll do what we can to help you, though he’s not happy you’re here,” Fletch told her.

“No shit, Sherlock,” Rayne mumbled. Then said in a stronger voice, “And I’m not happy he’s here, but it’s not going to kill me. And I’ll tell you one thing, I’m not going anywhere.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be heading out to London tomorrow morning?” Mary asked, always the voice of reason.

Rayne slumped in her chair. “Oh. Yeah. I forgot. Damn.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Truck assured her, heading for the door.

“What? How?” Rayne protested as he disappeared without another word. She looked at the other men. “What’s he gonna do?”


Hollywood shrugged. “No clue. But if Truck says he’ll take care of it, he’ll take care of it.”

Rayne knew she should probably protest a bit more, but honestly, it was really, really nice not to have to worry about that at the moment. She’d been shocked and hurt by Ghost’s words and actions, but she kept remembering what Penelope had said to her and what she’d thought all those months ago when Ghost was trying to tell her he would never be a romantic kind of man.

These men would never be romantic in the fairy-tale sense. Ghost would never shower her with presents and sweet words. Oh, he could be sweet, but it was more in a rough, tough sort of way. Ghost was protective of her and would rather cause himself pain than her.

So with all that rattling around in her brain, his words and actions made a sick sort of sense. She didn’t like it, and she’d be telling him later that he needed to take more care with her, but deep inside, she knew he was protecting her.

He hadn’t called her because he didn’t want her to see him like he was. Hurt and wounded. Their relationship was still new, and Rayne figured he didn’t want her to worry about him. He was protecting himself as much as he was her. At least she hoped that was it.

While it pissed her off, she got it. When she’d been in the hospital, there were times she’d wanted to shove Ghost out. She wasn’t at her best, felt like shit, and she hadn’t wanted him to see her that way. It had to be twenty times worse for a man like Ghost. Feeling helpless and defenseless wasn’t in his psyche.

So…she’d wait him out. She’d hang out here with the guys and Penelope, and wait until Ghost was discharged. Then she’d make him see that he was being an idiot. If he thought she was going to go away just because he’d ordered it, he obviously didn’t know her very well.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Late that night, Rayne snuck down the hall to Ghost’s room. The nurses at the desk ignored her horrible attempt at being stealthy, either because they felt sorry for her, or because one of Ghost’s teammates had sweet-talked them into letting her by. She didn’t care one way or the other, as long as she got a chance to see Ghost.

His burns were coming along nicely, and he’d be going home the next day. Fletch had driven her over to Ghost’s house earlier and let her take a shower and put her stuff there. She’d told Fletch to come back in two hours and she’d cleaned up as much as she could before he came back.

The house was pretty much exactly how she’d left it a couple of weeks ago, but Ghost’s duffle bag had been sitting in the breezeway. She’d unpacked for him and started a load of laundry. She changed the sheets, so they were fresh and clean, and scoped out the grocery situation, reminding herself to ask Fletch to stop at the store before he brought her back.

Rayne pushed open the door to room 227 and peeked in. Ghost was in much the same position as he’d been when she’d seen him that morning. Sitting up in bed with his injured arm resting on a pillow in his lap. His eyes were closed and his breaths were slow and even.

Not wanting him to wake up and rip her a new one, Rayne tiptoed to the chair at the foot of the bed. She picked it up carefully, so it didn’t make a sound, and gently placed it next to Ghost’s mattress on his uninjured side. She pulled the chair as close as she could to the bed and sat quietly.

She watched Ghost sleep for a while, memorizing his face all over again. She’d missed him so much and just being by his side made the butterflies inside her gut settle for the first time since he’d left.

His rhythmic breathing put Rayne into a sort of trance and she swayed in her seat. Carefully, trying not to jostle the mattress or the covers—or more importantly, his injured arm—Rayne rested her head on the mattress beside Ghost’s hip. She’d just close her eyes for a second. She’d been up for way longer than she was used to and had experienced several adrenaline highs and lows throughout the course of the day. She was exhausted.

Ghost knew the second Rayne fell off into sleep. He opened his eyes fully and looked down at the woman he loved. He’d clocked her the second she’d entered his room. Not only could he smell her delicious shampoo, but she wasn’t nearly as stealthy as she thought she was. Besides, he was Delta. It was highly unlikely anyone could sneak up on him, wounded or not.

Rayne looked exhausted. She had dark circles under her eyes and her face was paler than Ghost remembered it being. He raised his hand to push her hair out of her face and froze. He put his hand back at his side and sighed. She shouldn’t be there. She’d told him already, but Coach had reminded him that it’d been Tex who had called both her and Penelope to let them know he was back and in the hospital. Damn the man.

There was no one Ghost wanted to see more than Rayne, but it wasn’t fair to her. He didn’t want to worry her, and getting wounded on the first mission after they’d gotten together wasn’t the way to keep her from worrying. His plan had been to wait until his wounds had healed then brush them off as nothing serious when he saw her again. He’d tried to tell himself it wasn’t a lie, but looking at Rayne now, he knew he’d fucked up again. He’d promised not to lie to her ever again, and he’d gone and done it; granted it was by omission, but a lie was a lie. The first time he’d been tested.

He’d been an asshole that morning. But the shock of seeing Rayne standing in his room when he hadn’t been prepared for it, looking more beautiful than he’d remembered, was too much. He didn’t want her seeing him wounded and hurt. He wanted to be whole for her. To be her rock, the indestructible man who’d always be able to protect her.

“She was something to see this morning.”

Ghost looked up from Rayne’s sleeping face to see Fletch standing in the doorway. His words were soft, barely audible to the normal person, but Ghost heard him just fine.

Ghost looked back down at Rayne. Not able to resist, he took a lock of her hair and rubbed it between his fingers, loving how soft it was.

“I’d thought you’d broken her. You were such an asshole. I was ready to defend you, to comfort her, to let her cry on my shoulder, but damn if she didn’t march down to the waiting area and plunk herself on a chair and decide she wasn’t moving. She’s got your number, Ghost. She’s your perfect match.”

Ghost stubbornly kept his mouth shut.

Fletch continued as if he was having a real conversation with his team leader instead of a one-sided one. “I took her to your house today as well, at her demand, of course. She took a much-needed shower, since she’d jumped out of bed when Tex called her early this morning without any thought to herself. She washed your shit, and made a grocery list for later. Full of healthy crap like chicken noodle soup and orange juice. I even saw she put condoms on it.”

Ghost looked up at that and saw his friend’s lip curl in derision. “Yeah, fucker. You treated her like dog shit and she’s still got your best interests at heart and wants to be with you. I know you didn’t want her to see you in the hospital, but she has. Get over your snit and apologize. After talking with Mary, it sounds as though she’s got more crap she’s trying to deal with in her life than just you. Pull your head out of your ass and talk to your woman. Help her, Ghost. Her job is weighing on her and she’s struggling with it. You trying to push her away isn’t helping. Stop being a dick and take care of what’s important. She’s right there in front of you.”

Not giving him a chance to defend himself—not that Ghost would’ve, every word out of his friend’s mouth was the God’s honest truth—Fletch turned and left the room.

Ghost looked back down at Rayne. She was hunched over his bed, her hands in her lap, sleeping the sleep of the exhausted. She could’ve gone to a hotel, or his house. She should’ve fled that morning after he’d been so horrible to her. Honestly, it was what he’d expected she’d do. But here she was. Sleeping at his side. For some reason she wanted to be with him, even if she thought it was when he didn’t know.

He was proud as all get out that she hadn’t run off in tears, but he’d hurt her, and that gutted him. He’d only wanted to protect her from this side of his job. But she wasn’t an idiot. She’d been in the middle of one of his missions. She knew, better than most anyone, what he did and the risks he took.

He groaned softly under his breath. He’d fucked up. Big. He had a lot of making up to do to his woman. He hoped she’d let him, but the fact that she was here, next to him now, made him think he had a chance.

Ghost lay his head back against his pillows and tried to block out the throbbing of his arm. Third-degree burns hurt like hell. Refusing to push the button that would allow the mind-numbing drugs into his system through his IV to ease the pain, he closed his eyes. Rubbing Rayne’s hair through the fingers of his uninjured hand soothed him. She was here. His Princess was here.

The next time Ghost opened his eyes, it was to look over and see Mary’s brown eyes glaring at him. He looked around, hoping to see someone else, anyone else, but it was only him and Mary. She didn’t give him even a moment to get his bearings.

“She called me at two-thirty in the morning frantic to get down here to you. She was going to drive herself…and probably get herself or someone else killed with the state she was in. She’s supposed to be at the airport right this second getting ready to fly…you know…her job? But instead, she’s running around trying to make sure you have what you need when you get home, and she doesn’t even know if you’ll be nice to her when you get there or not. She’s been badgering the doctors and nurses, telling them to get in here and give you pain meds so you won’t hurt anymore, and I know she’s got a grocery list a mile long for later this morning, when she makes one of the guys take her so she can fill up your pantry. If you think for one second your assholeness scared her away, you’re wrong.”

Mary took a deep breath and leaned toward Ghost, not taking her eyes off him. “She loves you, you big jerk. I have no idea why, right this moment, but she does. This is still new between you guys, and I have to tell you, I’m inclined to warn her off of you every chance I get. She might worship the ground you walk on, and you might have your team eating out of your hand, but you have a long way to go to convince me you’re right for her.”

“You’re right.”

“And if you think I’m going to let you mentally abuse her and…” Mary’s words trailed off as Ghost’s words sank in. “What?”

“I said, you’re right. I was an asshole. I was going to wait until I was out of the hospital and better to call her. Actually, I was going to go up to Fort Worth and surprise her with the fact I was home.”

“That might have worked with other women, but it will never work with Rayne,” Mary informed him. “She’d know you were injured and she’d worry. She’d think you were hiding something from her and she’d probably end up pushing you away, thinking you were trying to get rid of her.”

At the confused look on Ghost’s face, Mary laughed, but not in a ha-ha kind of way. “Yeah, it’s messed up. But Rayne has been in love with you for seven months. She’d never admit it, but she’s loved you since London. She has a tendency to do more for others than she’ll let them do for her.”

“That’s gonna change.”

“See? You say the words, but your actions don’t match.”

“Go find me a doctor, Mary. I’m getting the fuck out of here.”

Mary stood up and she and Ghost locked eyes for a moment before Mary nodded. “I said it once, but it bears repeating. The jury’s still out as far as I’m concerned. Treat my friend right and you’ll have no issues with me. But if I get one hint that you’re belittling her, making her feel guilty about something, or just plain making her sad, I’ll haul her ass away from you so quickly you won’t know what’s going on.”

“You’ll have no worries about me from here on out. You have my word as a man, and as Delta.”

Mary nodded again and went to find a doctor.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


“Fletch? Is that you? I’ll be right there!” Rayne called as she quickly tried to put away the last of the cans in the cupboard. “Did you hear anything? Will Ghost be coming home today?”

When Fletch didn’t answer, Rayne twirled around to call out again, anxious to know if Ghost would get released from the hospital. She knew he was probably going stir-crazy. She still had to decide if she was going to be at his house when he got home or not. She wasn’t going anywhere until she’d had it out with him, but if he was in pain and needed a day or two, she’d gladly give it before they had their confrontation.

She stopped in her tracks when she didn’t see Fletch, but Ghost himself standing on the other side of the counter.

“Oh, Ghost. Did you get out?”

Ghost smirked at her question, as it was obvious he’d been released since he was standing right in front of her. “Yeah, Princess. I didn’t exactly have to have the guys enact a covert recon to get the doctors to release me from the hospital.”

A blush moved up her face.

“Good, yeah, that’s good. I, uh, got you some stuff, so you’re good to go. You didn’t have much to eat. I cleaned everything out before I left the other day. Your laundry is all clean and put away. You have, uh—”

Rayne’s words cut off abruptly as Ghost stalked toward her. She took a step back for Ghost’s every step forward until her ass hit the counter and her backward momentum was stopped.

Rayne wasn’t exactly afraid of Ghost. Even though he was bigger than she was, and she knew without a doubt he could hurt her, she also knew he’d never put his hands on her. It was his words that made her nervous at the moment. He could slay her with them, and she wasn’t ready for them yet. She’d been building herself up to tell him off for making her feel like shit, but now that her chance was here, she was totally chickening out.

Ghost saw the fear in her eyes and hated that he’d put it there. “Princess. God. I’d never hurt you.”

“Yeah, I know that.” She said the words but wouldn’t quite meet his eyes.

“When I woke up yesterday I was in pain, and was already second guessing my decision not to let you know I was back. It seemed like the right thing to do when we were flying home. But the second the words were out of my mouth, the second I saw your reaction, it was as if I might as well have reached out and punched you in the face.”

“Ghost, I—”

“I was frustrated, hurting, and sick inside that I couldn’t jump up and follow you.”

Rayne stayed silent, listening. Ghost continued baring his soul.

“I love you, Rayne. And those aren’t just words for me. I’ve never said them to any other woman in my life. I told you when we were in London that I suck at relationships. And I think right now, you’d have to agree. But never, and I mean never, no matter what shit I might spew or what I might do, think that I don’t love you.”

“They didn’t mess up your tattoo, did they?”

The words were so not what Ghost was expecting, it took him a moment to wrap his brain around them. “No. The graft was taken from my inner thigh. I threatened every doctor and nurse who came near me that if they touched one millimeter of my ink, their lives were in danger.”

Rayne turned her head as if contemplating what he said. “You need to get off your feet then.”

“Rayne…”

She shook her head. “Go. You can sit on the couch if you want, but that leg has to hurt. I know you had some third-degree burns and Lord knows why the doctors let you out already, probably because you’re annoying and pigheaded. But if you were this determined to get out of the hospital, you’re going to have to deal with me. So go sit.”

Ghost did as Rayne asked and backed away, not losing eye contact until she turned to the cabinet to reach for something. He sat in the middle of the couch and watched as she puttered around his kitchen.

“Are you hungry?” she called out.

“No.”

“Thirsty?”

“No.”

“Well, there are some sandwiches in the fridge for later if you need something. You don’t want to overdo it and mess up that arm any more than it already is.”

Ghost so wanted to stalk over to Rayne and pick her up and carry her to his bed—to their bed—and throw her down and shut her up the best way he knew how, but he wasn’t sure what was going on in her head. And he had to know that before he did anything else that might damage their relationship.

At last, she’d finished with whatever it was she was doing in his kitchen and sat on the sofa next to him. Not touching, but at least she hadn’t chosen the chair on the other side of the room.

“Don’t do that again.”

Ghost wasn’t sure which “that” she was talking about, but he agreed immediately. “I won’t.”

Rayne was smarter than anyone he knew. She immediately called him on it. “What won’t you do?”

“Any of it. Swear at you. Scowl at you when I’m really just pissed at myself. Not tell you the second I’m back in the States. Not greet you with a kiss when I see you again.”

“What about hurting me?”

Ghost sighed. “Unfortunately, Princess, I can’t promise that. I’m a dick. You know this. I’ll most likely say and do stuff in the future that will hurt you. But I can promise not to do it on purpose. If you’ll call me out when I do it, I’ll do my best to curb it.”

She didn’t say anything for a bit, then finally said in a quiet voice, “My first thought when you and Wolf burst into that room in Egypt and I realized it was you—not just any soldier, but you—was to tell you to get out. As much as I wanted to be rescued, I was embarrassed that I was so vulnerable. I wanted you to remember me as you last saw me…on my knees in front of you, enthusiastically taking everything you had to give me.”

Her words made Ghost’s cock stir, but he sat quietly next to her, letting her get out whatever it was she needed to say.

“But instead you had to see me tied down and helpless…and half naked. I was humiliated and embarrassed, and I’d dreamed that when you saw me again, it’d be when I felt sexy and beautiful. So when you told me to get the fuck out of your room and you stared at me with nothing but ice in your eyes, I swear to God I saw the same thing in you that I felt in Egypt.”

She looked at him, willing him to understand. “I get it, Ghost. I know why you did it. I do. But what you need to understand is that you’ll always be my super-secret spy. The guy who can slay dragons and nasty taxi drivers with a look. Just because you’re hurt doesn’t mean you aren’t still my über-masculine spy. I know you’re a badass. Anyone in their right mind knows that by looking at you. Please don’t shut me out. If you do, this won’t work. You’ll slowly kill me day by day, because I’ll know you’re keeping a part of you from me.”

“Come here, Princess.” Ghost put out his good arm and held his breath, hoping against all hope she’d do as he asked.

Rayne hesitated a moment, then threw herself into Ghost’s side. She snaked one arm around his stomach and shoved the other behind his back against the cushion. She snuggled her face into his chest and squeezed.

Ghost had barely moved his injured arm out of the way before she’d landed on him, and held back a grunt of pain. Having Rayne in his arms was heaven. Better than any medicine the doctors could give him. “I love you. I’ll never shut you out again. I swear.”

Rayne nodded. She knew she was maybe being an idiot for forgiving him so easily, but she loved him. It was a stupid thing for him to have done, but she got it. She really did. “I love you too, Keane.”

“Ghost. Call me Ghost.”

Rayne smiled against him. “I love you, Ghost.”

“God, Princess. I’m so sorry, I—”

“Enough. We’ve discussed it, you’ve apologized, it’s done. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“I’m reserving the right to bring it up again if you do anything remotely similar, so you’ve been warned. Maybe that’ll be some incentive for you to not be a bonehead again in the future. Now…how’s your arm? Does your leg hurt? What do I need to do to make sure it stays clean? Are you allowed to get it wet? What does—”

Ghost covered her mouth with his to shut her up. When he finally lifted his head, he reassured her, “I’m fine. I have to go in every day for the next week for them to change the bandages and do something horribly painful to the dead skin on my arm. I’m not supposed to submerge my arm, but my leg should heal up pretty quickly. Tomorrow night I’ll be able to shower and not worry about it.”

Rayne put her hand on Ghost’s cheek. “You need to be more careful next time. Avoid those nasty firestorms. Okay?”

“You got it, Princess.”

“Come to bed?”

“Hell yes, I thought you’d never ask.”

“No hanky-panky though, mister. You’re not up for it.”

Ghost laughed. “I’m always up for it where you’re concerned.”

“Whatever. Come on, I put some clean sheets on our bed, you’ll sleep so much better here than in the hospital.”

“I like that.”

“What? Sleeping?”

“Our bed.”

Rayne smiled and helped him up.

When they were lying in bed not too much later, after Rayne had helped him get his shirt off and gently kissed the bandages over his arm, Ghost said quietly, “We have a lot to talk about, Princess.”

“I thought we were done talking.”

“We were…about my dumb-ass decision. But we need to talk about us. We have a lot to work out.”

Rayne nodded against his chest drowsily. “Not really, me and Mary already figured it all out.”

“You did?” That made Ghost really nervous, since Mary wasn’t his biggest fan at the moment.

“Uh-huh.” She paused for a huge yawn then continued. “We’re both moving down here. Me to be with you, and Mary because she loves me and says she can get a job at any ol’ bank. I don’t know if that’s true or not, but I’m pretty sure she can get transferred or whatever.”

“You’re moving to Belton?”

Rayne obviously didn’t realize how big of a moment this was for Ghost, because she simply murmured, “Uh-huh…”

Ghost shifted and rolled Rayne until she was on top of him, and predictably, she immediately tried to scramble off.

“I’m going to hurt you.”

“No you aren’t, scoot up here.”

“What?”

Ghost put his good hand on Rayne’s ass and pushed her toward his face, careful to keep his injured arm out of the way. “I need you, Princess.”

“You can’t! Ghost, you’re gonna hurt yourself.”

“Not if you do all the work. I need to taste you. I need those gorgeous folds in my mouth. I can’t lie on my stomach, so you’re going to have to crawl up here and kneel over my face. Just watch my arm as you go.”

“Ghost! I’ll suffocate you.”

“No you won’t. Promise.”

Rayne hesitated for a moment more, but finally eased up toward his face. She hadn’t worn any undies to bed, only one of his large Army T-shirts. She could feel her wetness smearing on his chest as she went.

“God, you’re beautiful. I can’t believe you’re mine. You have no idea what it means to me that you’re willing to move down here to be with me.” Ghost looked up Rayne’s body as she stopped, kneeling over him. He could smell her arousal, and he could see her chest rising and falling with her quick excited breaths. “I love you. You have no idea how much. Now come on, get to work, woman. I want to feel you all over my face.”

Rayne looked up in embarrassment, but moved to where Ghost wanted her. Far be it from her to deny Ghost what he wanted…especially when she’d be the recipient of his generosity.




EPILOGUE


Rayne knew Truck was waiting downstairs and Fletch would be there any minute, but the second Ghost walked out of their bathroom in his jeans and tight T-shirt, she had to have him. She didn’t even give him a chance to fight; she dropped to her knees and went to work on his belt and zipper.

“Rayne? We don’t really have time—”

“I’ll be quick.”

Ghost put one hand on her head as she pulled down his boxers and freed his cock. “Princess, seriously—”

That was all he got out before Rayne engulfed his entire length in her mouth and moaned.

“Jesus. Yes. Take it. God, yeah.”

Rayne hadn’t always been confident in making love to Ghost this way, but not only had she been a good student, she’d discovered how much she loved taking his cock down her throat. She’d told him once that she got the biggest kick out of reducing her man to a pile of goo.

Ghost took control of her actions by putting one hand on the back of her head and the other under her chin. He gently thrust in and out of her mouth, being careful not to hurt her in the process.

“You love sucking me off, don’t you, Princess?” When Rayne moaned, he felt it all the way to his toes. “Are you wet for me?” She nodded in his grip, but didn’t stop licking and sucking as her head bobbed up and down on him.

“As soon as you finish me off, take off your pants and get on the bed. Spread your legs so I can tongue you until you come. Yeah?”

Rayne moaned around him once more. Ghost had no idea what it was about taking him this way that turned her on so much, but it did. He never knew when she’d get a wild hair and want to take him down her throat. He’d never let her do it where they might be caught, but she never ceased to surprise him when she’d lean over in their car or when they were in a semi-public spot.

Groaning, Ghost felt the come churning up from his balls. “I’m close, Princess. Almost there… Oh yeah, right there…” He felt Rayne’s soft hand grab hold of his balls and give them a tight squeeze before fondling them not quite gently. It was all he needed.

He let go of Rayne’s head, never wanting to force her to do anything she didn’t want to do…namely, swallow his come if she didn’t want to. He laced them together behind his head and arched his back as he exploded.

When he no longer saw stars behind his eyelids, Ghost opened his eyes and looked down at the woman he loved more than his own life. Rayne sat at his feet, caressing his softening cock, as she lovingly licked him clean.

“What set you off that time?” he asked, genuinely curious. He’d just come out of the bathroom after brushing his teeth and she’d jumped him.

“You.”

He smiled and ran his hand over her hair, enjoying the after-effects of his orgasm and Rayne’s hands on him.

“I could smell the cologne you put on. And you don’t wear jeans a lot…you’re just…hot.”

Ghost smiled again. She was so fucking cute, and all his. He reached down, tucked himself back into his pants, and got to work belting himself back up. “Go lie on the bed, Princess. Your turn.”

“But, Fletch and Truck—”

“They’ll just have to wait.”

“But they’ll know…” Her voice trailed off, but she went to the bed as he’d asked her to.

“You should’ve thought about that before you attacked me.”

Ghost watched as Rayne smiled and blushed, but popped open the button on her shorts and pulled the zipper down.

“Don’t take them all the way off. Just to your knees.”

“But—”

“Hush. Do it.”

Ghost got on his knees on the floor and pulled Rayne’s legs up until they were around his neck. Her panties and shorts at her knees made it so she couldn’t spread open. While it was more of a challenge for him, Ghost knew it would be super frustrating and exhilarating for Rayne.

He leaned in and licked her once, loving how wet she was. He’d never met a woman who loved giving head as much as she did. She’d protested that she’d never enjoyed it before, that it was only him, and that made him feel ten feet tall.

Rayne moaned as he moved one finger to her opening and pressed in, not giving her a chance to prepare for his invasion. She was soaked and he could feel her muscles pulling at his finger. Wishing he had more time—he could eat her out for hours, but Fletch and Truck really were waiting for them downstairs—Ghost got to work pleasing his woman.

Within five minutes, Rayne shivered with her second orgasm. He’d plundered her clit, not giving her any chance to pull away or to come down after her first quick orgasm. She lay limp under him as he pulled his finger out of her warm body. He leaned down and ran his tongue up her slit, catching the wetness that seeped out with the removal of his finger.

“You’re gonna be wet for a while, Princess.”

“Ummm.”

“Do you think you’ll be able to refrain from pulling my cock out for a few hours while we hang with the team?”

“As long as you don’t do anything sexy…maybe.”

Ghost laughed and turned to kiss her inner thigh. He ducked and lifted her legs back over his head. Pulling her up farther on the bed, he leaned over her as she worked to get her clothes back in order.

“I love you,” Ghost murmured against her lips, knowing she would taste herself on him.

Rayne licked his lower lip and smiled up at him, blushing.

Ghost pulled her up. “Come on. We really have to go now.”

“I love you, Ghost. I never thought I’d say this, but I’m glad I was a hostage in Egypt.” Before Ghost could explode, she continued quickly, “Because it brought you back to me.”

“Come on, before I tell my friends we can’t make the cookout after all.”

Rayne giggled as Ghost pulled her out the door.

*     *     *

“Come on, tell me what you did,” Rayne cajoled Truck as they rode in Fletch’s car.

The big man shrugged. “I called Tex.”

“You called Tex,” Rayne repeated with no inflection in her voice.

“Princess, drop it,” Ghost warned, putting his hand on the back of her neck and squeezing affectionately.

“But Ghost—”

“Do you enjoy your new job?”

“Yeah.”

“Then why do you care?”

“Because!” Rayne protested. “It’s not normal that some guy named Tex—who I’ve never met, by the way—is able to not only get me out of my job with a glowing recommendation, but get me hired, without an interview, for a different airline out of Austin instead of DFW!”

“I’ll ask again,” Ghost said with extreme patience. “Would you rather be flying the DFW international routes again? Taking a chance you’d have to fly into Cairo, or Turkey, or some other Middle Eastern country?”

“No.”

“Then drop it, Princess. Seriously.”

Rayne huffed out a breath. “Oh all right. But only because you trust and like this mysterious Tex guy.”

Ghost smiled at her.

Rayne looked to Fletch. The four of them were finally on their way to Fletch’s place for a barbeque. Since he’d been out making a beer run, he’d offered to pick them up…and Truck too, since he’d been over visiting Ghost. They hadn’t planned on the extra fifteen minutes it took Rayne and Ghost to “get ready” but neither said anything about it, pleased as hell things were working out between their team leader and his woman.

“I still think you should’ve let me bring something,” Rayne griped.

Fletch shrugged. “Got everything I need. Nothing left for you to bring over.”

“But something…brownies? Chips? Something?”

Fletch laughed. “Nope. Got it all.”

They pulled into the driveway of Fletch’s place and Rayne looked toward the apartment over the garage. “Is your tenant going to join us?”

“No.”

The word was bitten out.

“Why not? I thought you said she was nice?”

“She is. But she’s busy,” Fletch said flatly.

“Oh. Did you ask politely?” Rayne pushed. “Sometimes you can be a bit abrupt. You said she had a little girl. Maybe they both could’ve come over.”

“Of course I did. I’m not a Neanderthal. And she has a boyfriend, so get that matchmaking gleam out of your eye right now, Rayne,” Fletch warned, putting his car in park.

“Oh, that’s a bummer. There’s always Mary then.”

Fletch laughed, especially when Truck stiffened next to him. “No way am I mixing it up with that hellion. Your friend is safe from me.”

“Well, poo. I still think one of you needs to hook up with her.” Rayne had been thrilled when Mary had finally done as she said she would, quit her job and moved down to the Fort Hood area. She’d been offered a job at the same branch as her old bank and hadn’t even missed too much work with the move.

Rayne was going to move in with Mary after she’d found a place nearby, but Ghost had convinced her, in the best way possible—namely, making her orgasm over and over again until she agreed—to move in with him. And while they had their moments, she’d never regretted it.

They all tromped into the house, ready for some good food and a nice visit with friends.

But they didn’t notice Fletch turn as he was closing his front door and look at the apartment over his garage longingly, before shutting the door with a sigh and joining the rest of his teammates.

The End
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PROLOGUE


Rescuing Emily

Slamming his apartment door behind him and shaking the entire wall while swearing loud and long, he threw his hat across the room, not satisfied at all when it fluttered to the ground a few feet away. He paced, knowing he’d never forget the humiliation he’d felt while standing in front of the colonel, seeing the disgust in the officer’s eyes.

His squad had been so excited to be picked to go through the special training, sure they’d be able to get through the makeshift city undetected. They were infantry soldiers; they’d trained for hours—no, years—in order to be stealthy in urban situations. The thirty days they’d spent at the National Training Center out at Fort Irwin in California had taught them everything they needed to know.

But somehow their entire plan had fallen apart within five minutes of the whistle being blown. Instead of being able to sneak through the city and get to the rendezvous point unscathed, every single one of his squad had been “killed,” hit with lasers from specially designed nonlethal weapons, before they’d made it even halfway through the training scenario.

Remembering how nonchalant the other unit had been after “killing” them all had felt like salt poured into an open wound. They’d acted as if they hadn’t just ruined his career, his reputation. Sure, the colonel had said it was just an exercise. Had said that his squad had done well. But he’d been lying.

They hadn’t done well.

And it sure as hell wasn’t just an exercise.

He’d seen the colonel laughing with another officer about how fast they’d been killed. And the team that had beat them acted as if what had happened wasn’t a big deal. They’d patted each other on the back and given each other high-fives. To add insult to injury, their team didn’t even have one casualty. Not one! They’d taken out his entire squad as if it was child’s play.

He went into the small bathroom in his apartment and stared at himself in the mirror for a long moment.

His entire life, he hadn’t been good enough.

Because you’re pathetic.

He shook his head at the voice in his head. He wasn’t. It was them. They were pathetic. And it was up to him to show the colonel that he was just as good as the other team.

Nodding as if he’d made a momentous decision, he started planning in his head. He and his friends had a lot of work to do, but by the time they were done, the other unit would regret their casual dismissal of his squad on the simulated battlefield, and he’d redeem himself with the general in charge of the post.

Knowing your enemy was the first rule in battle, and he vowed to himself then and there that he’d find a weakness in the other group of soldiers and exploit it to his advantage.

The asshole soldiers wouldn’t know what hit them. By the time he was done with them, they’d regret their cocky attitude and their brush-off of his squad. He might have been beaten today, but the battle wasn’t over.

He would take them down. No matter who he had to use to do it.




CHAPTER ONE


Rescuing Emily

Cormac “Fletch” Fletcher looked at the monitor sitting on the kitchen counter at the woman standing at his front door. His security cameras caught every inch of his property, starting from just outside the garage to around the back of the yard. He could tell who was driving up his driveway and who was at his door without leaving his house. Hell, he could even log into the app and check the tapes when he was thousands of miles away on a mission. All he needed was a Wi-Fi connection.

The woman at his door was probably five-nine, taller than the women he was typically attracted to. It was hard to guess her age because she looked tired. He figured probably late twenties or early thirties. Her brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail. Fletch couldn’t tell what color her eyes were as she kept them downcast, never looking up at the door to be captured by the camera hidden in the ornate door knocker.

He’d received several messages about the rental apartment over his garage, and Fletch had a few interviews lined up with people who had inquired. The apartment really wasn’t anything special. It had a single bathroom with a shower/bath combo, one bedroom, and a small kitchen. There were a couple pieces of furniture: a double bed, a refrigerator, and an old couch and coffee table. It wasn’t fancy by any stretch of the imagination, but it was clean, and safer than anyone probably knew, considering who he was and what he did for a living.

He didn’t have a lot of enemies, but there were always people who were jealous of him being in Delta Force. It wasn’t widely known, in fact, not many people knew at all, but there was some suspicion that he and his team were more than simple soldiers. They were damn good at what they did and didn’t seem to have any trouble attracting the ladies. The combination had spelled trouble for some of the other Deltas in the past, even without anyone knowing about their Special Forces background. Renting the apartment would mean there’d be someone on his property to keep an eye on it when he was away on a mission.

Fletch wiped his hands dry after rinsing the last dish in his sink, and turned off the security monitor. Not advertising the fact that he had such intensive security was key in catching anyone dumb enough to try to rob or vandalize his property. He walked to the door and opened it wide. The woman standing there looked up with a gasp and took a step backwards after seeing him.

Fletch knew he could be scary. He was six feet two inches tall, and muscular. He’d spent much of his life making sure he was in shape and that no one would mistake him for anything other than what he was…dangerous.

He had tattoos on his forearms and biceps. They were bright and somewhat gaudy. He looked like a stereotypical sailor. Some of the tattoos he’d gotten when he was young and dumb. He probably wouldn’t choose them if he had to make the decision again, but what was done was done. Fletch knew when people who didn’t know him caught a glimpse of him, they were wary. He was big and knew how to use that to his advantage to intimidate people. But the woman on his doorstep wasn’t someone he wanted to scare away. He pasted a smile on his face as he greeted her.

“Hi, you’re Emily Grant? Here about renting the apartment?” Fletch asked, trying to put the woman at ease.

Emily looked up at the man standing in the doorway. If she hadn’t been so desperate, she probably would’ve turned around and gotten right back into her 1998 Honda Civic and driven away. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected out of the man who’d invited her to come check out the apartment, but it wasn’t someone who, while only a few inches taller, could easily bench press her.

His tattoos were also a surprise. She’d seen lots of tattoos on the soldiers on the base, but they were usually more subdued. Black tribal designs or something similar. Instead, the very masculine man had what looked like cartoon characters on his forearms. He was wearing a plaid shirt, open at the throat—enough for her to realize he didn’t have a carpet of fur on his chest—and with the sleeves rolled back to his elbows. She didn’t get an in-depth look at the tattoos, knowing it would be rude to stare, but they still surprised her. Somehow, though, they worked for him.

Putting aside thoughts of his tattoos—and whether he had any others hidden—Emily brought her gaze up to the man’s. She needed this apartment. It was one of the only places she could find that was close enough to work and school, and was within her small budget.

She took a deep breath. “Yeah, I’m Emily. I appreciate you meeting with me today.” She bravely held out her hand in greeting.

Fletch smiled at the woman. He could see right through her bravado and knew she was scared to death of him. But he gave her points for not backing farther away and for reaching out to shake his hand.

He took her hand in his, careful not to squeeze it too hard. “Nice to meet you. Come on in, we can talk about the particulars, then I’ll show you the apartment.”

Emily nodded and gripped her purse hanging off her shoulder tightly as she followed him into his house. Fletch saw her looking around as if trying to figure out more about him. He knew what image the house projected: not one of a bachelor. It was neat as a pin, with not one item out of place…exactly how he liked it.

They walked into a small dining room off of a kitchen that could’ve been featured in any cooking magazine. Fletch pulled a chair out from the dark mahogany table and helped her scoot in once she’d sat.

“Would you like something to drink? Water? Iced tea?”

“No, thank you,” Emily told him, knowing she’d be stupid to take something to drink from a man she didn’t know. It would be easy to drug a glass of tea or water. Especially when she was inside his house. He could render her unconscious before she realized what was happening. She normally wasn’t a paranoid person, but lately, when she couldn’t sleep, she’d been watching too many forensics and crime shows.

Fletch could practically see the woman’s brain churning. She sat uncomfortably in the chair at his table. Her purse was in her lap and she was holding it as if she thought he’d reach over and snatch it from her. He wasn’t offended, far from it, he was impressed she was being as cautious as she was. He made sure to sit across from her, keeping the table between them to give her space.

“Do I know you?” Fletch thought the woman looked familiar, but he couldn’t quite place her.

She shrugged. “I work at the PX. You might have seen me there.”

Fletch nodded. Now that she mentioned it, he thought he did remember seeing her there a time or two. “That must be it. My name is Cormac Fletcher, but everyone calls me Fletch. I own the house and live here by myself. I work on base and am called away on trips somewhat frequently. I’m discreet, and won’t get in your business, and I expect anyone who rents from me to do the same. I’m past the point in my life where I need or want late-night parties. I like to live quietly and I’d like for anyone who resides on my property to be similar.” He paused, gauging her reaction to his words. Emily sat still, giving him her complete attention.

When she didn’t immediately protest or even show any emotion other than curiosity, he continued, relieved. “The apartment isn’t fancy, I’ve had two people look at it recently and wrinkle their noses and decide it wasn’t for them. Rent includes all utilities. It’s too much of a pain in the ass for me to separate out how much electricity you use versus what I use. All I ask is that you don’t get a wild hair to grow marijuana or something that would make the bills spike every month.”

“No marijuana, check,” Emily mumbled under her breath as she nodded.

Fletch wanted to smile, but he controlled it and went on with his well-rehearsed speech. “You can use one side of the garage for your car, but any boxes of other stuff you want to store will have to be either in the apartment or you’ll have to rent a storage unit. There’s simply no room in there for more. I usually park at the side of my house, so don’t worry about taking the empty spot inside the garage for your own vehicle.

“When I’m gone, I’d appreciate it if you could get my mail and look after the place, but if that’s outside anything you want to do, it’s not a deal breaker for renting. Rent’s due the first week of the month, whichever day works best for you. Any questions?”

Emily tried not to fidget under Fletch’s direct gaze. His eyes were ice blue, and had her pinned in place. His hair was longer than she thought anyone in the Army was allowed to have, and it looked like he hadn’t shaved in a couple of days. He was good looking, but even though she was attracted to him, Emily wasn’t looking for any kind of relationship at the moment. She had enough on her plate.

Knowing there was one thing he had to understand before she could accept the apartment with any good conscience, she cleared her throat.

“You should know, I have a kid. Her dad’s not in the picture. She’s six and in the first grade. I didn’t know if that would be a deal breaker for you or not. I didn’t see anything in the ad that said whether or not kids were allowed.”

“Does she scream all day?”

“Uh…no.”

“Steal? Draw all over the walls? Destroy property?”

“No!” Emily sat up straighter, getting irritated. “She’s six. She’s not a thug. She doesn’t hang out on the street corner with her homies every night. She plays with her toys, reads books, and watches cartoons.”

“Then I don’t think we’ll have a problem,” Fletch said with a smile, amused at how easy it was to rile the woman sitting in front of him.

Emily chewed on her lip, as if contemplating her next words. Fletch saw the moment she worked up the nerve to tell him what was bothering her.

“She can be very inquisitive though. She asks questions…lots of questions. Some people have gotten annoyed with her in the past.”

“Annoyed?” Fletch asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Yeah, annoyed. The thing is, Annie’s smart. Really smart. I try to keep her busy and find things to help stimulate her, but she has an unrelenting need to learn. Some of my neighbors in the past have gotten irritated with her asking them questions all the time. But she doesn’t do it to be annoying, she just likes to figure stuff out.”


“Of course she does. She’s a kid. I have no problem with questions, Emily.”

“Okay, but—”

“Is she gonna break into my house and come up to my room in the middle of the night and interrogate me about how the garage door opener works?”

Emily giggled. “Maybe not in the middle of the night, but I’d say there’s a pretty good chance that sooner or later she’s gonna want to know. And, as far as I’m aware, no one has taught her how to pick a lock…yet.”

“Good to know,” Fletch said with a grin.

“I just…some people don’t like kids and I don’t want to live anywhere again where she’s made to feel like a freak.”

“Again?” Fletch asked in a low voice. “You lived somewhere where someone made her feel like a freak? A six-year-old kid?”

“She was four, and yes.” Emily’s answer was succinct and she didn’t offer any other details.

“I haven’t been around kids all that much, but anyone who sees the thirst for knowledge as anything but a good thing, is an asshole, and you’re better off not being around them or having your daughter around them.”

“Yeah. Thanks,” Emily said softly.

Fletch tried to relax his shoulders. It pissed him off that someone would be cruel to a kid. Growing up, he’d also been smarter than his classmates, and he’d experienced some of what Emily was describing himself. Probably not to the extent of her daughter though, if Emily’s protectiveness was anything to go by. “Want to see the apartment?”

“Yeah, but…uh…can I ask how much the security deposit will be? There’s no use in me seeing it if I can’t afford it.”

Fletch tilted his head as he looked at Emily. Really examined her. He hadn’t taken the time before because he wasn’t sure if he’d be renting to her or not. But he liked what he’d heard so far.

She was wearing a T-shirt and jeans. She had an old pair of sneakers on her feet. She looked casual, but Fletch could see something he hadn’t seen in any of the other people he’d interviewed so far—desperation. He saw it all the time at work at the missions they went on. People frequently put on a front, but he could see that this woman needed this apartment. He didn’t know her story, but recognized that for whatever reason, renting the little space above his garage was vitally important to her.

Fletch was also impressed with her candidness about her daughter. He’d interviewed someone just that morning who he knew had been hiding something from him. Given time, he would’ve figured out exactly what, but he didn’t feel like going through the hassle. He didn’t get good vibes from the man, and it wasn’t worth the effort to find out something that would make him want to kick the man out later when his intuition was telling him to turn him down from the get-go.

But Emily laid it out there, making sure he knew not only that she had a young child, but that she was gifted, and that others had found her annoying in the past.

He made a quick decision and cut a couple hundred dollars off of what he’d planned to rent the apartment for; he didn’t need the money anyway. He’d prefer to have someone reliable and responsible living on his property to keep an eye on it when he wasn’t around.

“I haven’t had good luck in renting it so far,” Fletch told her in a nonchalant tone, “so if you’re willing to help out with the house when I’m away, I’ll rent it to you for five hundred a month with half that for the security deposit.”

Emily gaped at the man. Five hundred dollars? And only two-fifty for a deposit? Was he kidding? “Is that a joke?” She couldn’t stop her incredulous question.

Fletch smiled at the disbelief on Emily’s face. He didn’t blame her; he knew he could probably get double that if he pushed. But it was obvious she needed a break. “No joke. You interested in seeing it? Don’t agree until you check it out. It’s only got one bedroom, so you’d have to share with your daughter. It’s nothing special, you might hate it.”

“I won’t hate it,” Emily said, still in shock at her luck. She’d taken the day off work, knowing that even though the missed hours would hurt her budget, she needed to find a better place to live for her and Annie. The landlord at the seedy apartment complex they were currently staying at had gotten more aggressive in his pursuit of her, and Emily knew it wasn’t because he was actually interested in her—but because of Annie.

Her daughter was beautiful. Yes, she was only six, but she was tall for her age and slender. She had long, beautiful blonde hair that she’d inherited from her father. She had blue eyes and never met a stranger. Annie was friendly and bubbly and Emily knew the landlord, damn him, had a sick interest in her daughter.

Money was always an issue. Ever since Annie’s father had left while Emily had still been pregnant, she’d fought to provide Annie with a safe and happy life. She worked at Fort Hood in the PX, the Post Exchange. It was the general store on base. She wasn’t able to work full time, because she didn’t have the money to pay for childcare for Annie. She’d relied on neighbors to look after her daughter before she’d started kindergarten full time, but now that Annie was in the first grade, and in class all day, Emily could work a full six hours every day. She dropped Annie off at the elementary school at seven-thirty, and was able to get to work by eight. She worked until two, without a lunch break, then picked Annie up around two-thirty.

Emily had no health insurance and no retirement plan, but Annie was loved and happy. It was worth it. But to be offered a reliable, secure, and quiet place to live for only five hundred dollars a month? It was as if Emily had hit the lottery.

Even before seeing the ad in the paper for this apartment, she’d planned on leaving the scummy place she lived in before the month was up, even if she had to live in her car. She’d done that when she’d been pregnant, and had sworn to herself that Annie would never know that kind of life. But Emily had been losing hope of finding anything appropriate.

The cheapest apartment she’d been able to find had been eight hundred a month, and it looked scarier than where she was now. Since the building was close to the Army base, Emily had thought she’d feel safe living with other soldiers, as the landlord had told her most of the other occupants were single men and women who worked at Fort Hood, but unfortunately, that hadn’t been the case.

Annie’s father had taught her in more ways than one that just because someone was a soldier, it didn’t mean they were a good person. While she’d thought they were starting their lives together, he’d apparently just been in it to get laid. Somehow he’d arranged to get transferred to another base not too long after she’d happily told him she was pregnant with his baby, and informed her that he didn’t want her following him.

Emily knew she could probably go to the Army and do a paternity test and force him to pay child support, but she didn’t want that for Annie, or herself. Years of relying on someone else to send her money made her stomach churn.

She and Annie had been okay so far, and Emily knew she’d continue to do whatever it took to keep her daughter safe and happy…without help.

Nodding at Emily, Fletch stood up. “All right, let’s go and check it out, then if you like it, we can come back here and do the paperwork, okay?”

“Okay.”

Ten short minutes later they were back at the dining room table in Fletch’s house. Emily had immediately said the small space was perfect, even though Fletch told her there were all sorts of things he should probably do to upgrade it.

“I’ll need to make a copy of your ID,” Fletch told Emily, being as nonchalant as he could. He didn’t really need it for her to sign the lease, but there was no way he’d let anyone live on his property, no matter how fragile and lovely she seemed, without doing a background check. It wasn’t completely legal, but his friend, Tex, was discreet and could have it done within an hour.

Tex was a medically retired SEAL living out in Pennsylvania. He used to live in Virginia, but had moved his entire operation after meeting a beautiful woman named Melody on the Internet. Tex was the eyes and ears behind the scenes for their Delta Force team, and several other Special Forces groups. The man was pure genius with a computer and could find information that someone would swear was locked up tighter than the money at Fort Knox. No one ever questioned how he was able to pull off some of the things he did, they were just grateful he was on their side.

Fletch watched as Emily bent her head and pulled her wallet out of her purse. She handed her license over to him, saying, “If you laugh at my first name, I’ll have to hurt you.”

Emily watched as Fletch looked down at the small plastic card she’d handed him and he tried to hold back his smile. His lips twitched, but he looked up and said with a mostly straight face, “Miracle?”

Emily sighed, obviously used to telling the story about her given name. “Yeah. My parents were older. They’d always wanted kids and when I was born, they called me their little miracle.”

“But you go by Emily?”

She nodded. “Yeah. Definitely.”

“Miracle is a pretty name.”

Emily made a face. “Maybe, but memories of being made fun of throughout my elementary and middle school years made it not so pretty after a while.”

“Kids are cruel.”

“Yup.”

“Your parents still around?”

Emily didn’t really want to get into this with Fletch. He was still a stranger after all—but she didn’t want to be rude either. “Unfortunately, no. They died when I was in college.”

“Tough.”

That was the understatement of the year, but she merely said, “Yeah.”

Fletch carried Emily’s driver’s license to the small printer he had off to the side of the living room and made a copy.

“So, you’re not married?” Emily asked, deciding if he could be nosy, so could she.

“Nope.”

Emily waited and when he didn’t elaborate, she pushed. “This place looks like you’re married.”

Fletch barked out a laugh. “It does, doesn’t it? I actually hired someone to decorate it. I didn’t give her much assistance, and this is what I got when she was done.”

“She did a good job,” Emily observed, looking around.

“Yeah. Apparently it’s fun to spend someone else’s money.”

Emily didn’t smile, but continued to run her eyes over every inch of the room she could see. “I bet it is.”

Fletch leaned against the wall next to the printer and watched Emily check out his house. He wondered what she saw. He looked around to try to see it from her eyes. He had two leather couches that looked stiff and formal, but when you sat in them, you melted into the cushions. He had a large flat-screen television on the wall and a coffee table that looked perfectly normal, but had a secret compartment under it that currently held a Sig Sauer 40 caliber handgun. He was always prepared for the unknown. But thinking about the various weapons lying around the house made him realize that he needed to make certain they were all secure. If there was going to be a child in his house he wanted to be sure to protect her.

Not that her daughter would be hanging out with him, but if she came over with her mom to bring in the mail, the last thing he wanted was for her to find one of his weapons and accidentally set it off. He shuddered at the thought, and vowed to move them all way above kid level as soon as Emily left.

There was a pair of boots lying on the floor next to one of the couches; he’d left them there the day before when he’d gotten back from the base. Other than that, everything else was in its place and there were no stray papers or magazines or any kind of “stuff” that could be seen.

“I’m a bit of a neat freak,” Fletch told Emily unnecessarily as he came back to the table to sit next to her.

“Yeah, I can see that,” she laughed, turning her eyes back to him. “But it’s nice. She did a good job. It’s formal without being fancy. Comfortable without being stuffy. I hope you don’t expect mine to look like this,” she teased. “Annie and I are not neat freaks.”

Fletch laughed and handed her license back to her. “No, I don’t give a shit what your place looks like, as long as there aren’t mice and cockroaches.”

Emily shuddered. “Oh no. We might not be neat, but we’re clean.”

“Then we’re good.”

They smiled at each other. Fletch pushed the lease papers over to her. “Take these home. Read them over, get them looked at by a lawyer if you want, but I want to make sure you completely understand everything and agree before you sign.”

Emily looked at him in confusion. “Did you hide anything weird in here?”

“Weird?”

“Yeah, weird.”

“Weird how?” Fletch asked.

“I don’t know. Like my car only gets four-point-two feet of space in the garage and if I violate it, I’m out. Or weird like if you see Annie after four in the afternoon, I owe more on the rent, or weird like if I’m late one day on giving you the rent money, I’m gone.”

Fletch started out smiling at her, but was frowning by the end of her comments. “Fuck no. Look, Emily, I’m a lot of things, but I’m not an asshole. If you’re having issues paying the rent, just talk to me and we’ll figure something out. I already told you that I don’t care if your daughter is around. I might get upset if she plays with something inappropriate in the garage, but only because it could hurt her, not because I care about anything out there. It’s all just stuff. Stuff that can be replaced. The lease is a simple one, I printed it off the Internet. There’s nothing weird in there.”

“Okay. Thank you.” Emily’s voice was low, but she didn’t break eye contact. “I just wanted to be sure.”

“Good. Look it over, make sure it’s amenable to you. Bring it back and you can move in whenever you’re ready. Today’s the twentieth, if you want to move in before the first, feel free. I won’t charge you for this month, consider it a gift.” Fletch narrowed his eyes. “If someone is giving Annie a hard time for asking questions, I’m okay with you getting out of there and moving in here now. No kid should have to feel bad for being herself.”

“Again, thank you.” Emily had no idea how she’d gotten so lucky, but she’d never been so glad in all her life that she’d seen the ad in the paper about the apartment. She’d been actively looking, and had found the Sunday paper in the recycle bin behind her current apartment. She usually looked over the paper when she was at the PX, but since she wasn’t working that Sunday, she’d grabbed it from the recyclables.

“Can I drop this by after work tomorrow?” Emily wanted to have her boss look it over. She couldn’t afford to take it to a lawyer, but Jimmy liked her and he’d be able to tell her if she’d missed anything.

“Of course. I’ll leave a key under the mat by the stairs that go up to the apartment.”

“Uh, you know that’s the first place burglars would look for a spare key, don’t you?”

Fletch barked out a laugh. If someone did manage to somehow get on to his property undetected, his face would be recorded from so many different angles, he’d be caught before he could get too far away. “I think it’ll be okay for a day or so, Em.”

Emily smiled shyly at Fletch, teasing him. “Okay, but if I come back and someone has stolen the couch up there, I’ll expect you to replace it.”

“Deal.” Fletch smiled back. Maybe having another renter wouldn’t be so bad after all. After the last one he’d thought long and hard about trying again. Fletch would make sure Tex got the background check done on one Miracle Emily Grant before she returned the signed lease the next day. It’d be child’s play for the man.

Fletch would sign it after making sure she was everything she seemed to be. He didn’t think he had anything to worry about. The woman seemed open and honest, and relieved to have a place for her and her daughter to live, even if it was a small, barely furnished hole in the wall.

Being safe trumped material things, and he understood that in a way not a lot of other men would. He’d seen too much in his ten years in the Army, and five years in Delta Force. People would lie, cheat, steal, and kill to feel safe. He’d seen it over and over. Mothers who did whatever the local terrorists and bullies ordered them to, simply to protect their children. Kids who joined gangs, just to feed their families. The horrors of the world went on and on.

But Fletch could tell that the woman sitting in front of him now was a completely different person than the one he’d invited into his home thirty minutes ago. She was more relaxed and at ease, whereas before she was tense, cautious, and suspicious. Simply because she’d been offered a safe place to live for her and her daughter.

Fletch liked that he could give that to her. It felt good. He’d helped too many people to count in his lifetime, but he could feel the relief emanating from the woman all the way to his gut. “Go tell Annie she has a new home and I’ll see you when I see you. Yeah?”

Emily nodded. “Yeah.”

They stood up and Fletch walked her to his door. He stood in the entryway with one arm braced on the doorjamb and watched as Emily walked toward her car. She stopped when she was halfway there and turned to him. “Thank you, Fletch. I know you’re totally giving me a break on the security deposit and rent, and I appreciate it. I’ll do what I can to help around here, you just need to let me know what you want me to do. I can rake, mow, sweep and—not that it looks like you need any help—I can even clean your house if you wanted me to.”

“You’re welcome, Emily. But I didn’t hire you to be my maid or groundskeeper. I’m actually getting as much out of this arrangement as you are. I have a responsible tenant living on my property who isn’t interested in robbing me blind or throwing crazy parties. It’s a win-win situation. I’ll see you later.”

Fletch mentally rolled his eyes at her offer. It was sweet, but there was no way he’d ask her to do manual labor. She could look after his house when he was on a mission, but other than that, there wasn’t much needing to be done that he couldn’t do himself.

“Okay. See you later.”

Fletch closed his front door and heard her car start up, complete with the muffler backfiring. After turning on the security monitor, he watched as her car backed out of his driveway and disappeared onto the road next to his house. He picked up the piece of paper with Emily’s information on it and called Tex. He was ninety-nine-point-nine percent sure Emily was just who she said she was, and what she looked like—a woman who was down on her luck and wanted a quiet place for her and her daughter to live.

Suddenly, he was looking forward to meeting her daughter. From the little bit Emily had said, she sounded precocious and fun. Fletch hadn’t ever really thought about having children, or even been around many, but it occurred to him that it might be fun to teach a child things like how a garage door opener worked.

As far as he was concerned, the sooner Emily and Annie moved in, the better he’d feel. They’d be safe in the small apartment above his garage. He’d make sure of it.

*     *     *

Get the next book in the Delta Force Heroes Series, Rescuing Emily NOW! :)
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PROLOGUE


Matt Pindon threw back another shot. Only live once. Yup. That was his motto for the weekend. Hell, for his life. He and his boys were kicked back, shouting at the ladies and throwing a party for one of their buddies’ farewell to bachelor-dom. It was all good.

He stood and swayed, trying to remember if he’d eaten the meal he’d ordered at the bar earlier or if somewhere in this place sat a lonely burger and fries. He faltered when leaning to look for the food, thought better of it, then slid back on his barstool. Screw food anyway. It’d just kill his buzz.

“Matt, man, you gotta make it through tonight.” Parker shook his head, drinking a beer. “Enough, maybe?”

Matt slapped him on the back. Parker Black was a solid dude, one of his best buds. They had nothing in common anymore but could still sit around, share some war stories—though Parker’s were often classified, the asshole—and drink a good drink to have a good time. It worked out.

“Enough? Nope. Matter of fact”—he ran his numb tongue over the roof of his mouth, his gauge for just how plastered he was—“I need another beer.” Life was too good to him. He knew it. Owned. Played it. Another drink, another broad. It was all a game, and he lived to win. The odds were in his favor almost every time, so who was he to complain? He threw his arm up, flagging down the bartender. “Hey, another round.”

Parker shook his head again as he’d done so many times before. That shit grated on Matt’s nerves, but they were boys from the beginning. They came from nothing and nowhere together. Parker more than Matt, so as much as Matt needed Parker, he thought that Parker needed him too. He was Parker’s family. And that meant Matt wouldn’t tell Parker to quit the responsible guy routine.

The bartender arrived with a beer and a rag, wiping up and switching out the old for new. Matt grabbed the longneck and slugged half of it back.

“Seriously, man, you doing okay?” Parker asked.

“Always.” No way would Matt ’fess that he’d been fired—again—from another security job. If he didn’t watch his ass, he’d be slinging a Taser at the mall to catch shoplifters. Then again, if his fuckin’ douchebag bosses ever opened their damn eyes and saw that he had other shit going on, they might not make the mistake of firing him.

“Right.” Parker chuckled as though he didn’t believe him. “I’m out. Got a work thing I have to hit up sometime tonight.”

“See ya.” They bumped fists, and his buddy walked away.

That was Parker. Always working. The guy could’ve done half the crazy shit Matt had in high school, but he’d worked on breaking the mold for geeky nerd guys by clocking gym time. Then he could’ve done the real world alongside Matt, but nope, Parker chose a paid ride to a fancy college. And shit, now the dude was at a bachelor party and dipping out of a bar to work. What the hell?

Matt didn’t get it. Didn’t want to get it. What he wanted was a motherfuckin’ blow job from a pretty girl, to do another shot with his boys—where were they anyway?—then he wanted to pass out in his hotel room.

“Hey, is anyone sitting here?”

Matt shifted on his barstool and saw gorgeous. She was the kind of cool that rocked his world. Beautiful with a style that screamed sexy and confident, and that kind of scream he wanted in his bed tonight. Blond hair that was a shade darker than platinum and blue eyes that shone so light and bright in a bar of fussed-up, boozed-up women. This woman was out of his league, and that kind of challenge was a rarity. Hell, challenge accepted.

“Seat just freed up.” He could throw down a line. Could try for something she hadn’t heard before, but she was the best of what New York City had to offer. Maybe she was a model. An actress? “How’s the night treating you?”

She smiled, took the seat, and paid no attention to him. Still, he didn’t feel a hard-to-get vibe. Nor did he get the too-good-for-you attitude. He got… nothing. She was just there, waiting to order a drink. How about that?

“I’m Matt.”

She tilted her head, letting strands of hair sweep over pale skin. “Lexi.”

“Here by yourself?”

“Nope. A work thing. A contest, I guess. I won. Yay me. So I’m here to celebrate.” She signaled the bartender then looked back over. “Hundreds of people are in town for my… work thing, so if you’re some creepy serial killer dude, look elsewhere. People would notice me missing.”

He laughed. “Let me celebrate with you.”

Her lips quirked at the corners. “Think you’ve celebrated enough already.”

“Nah, bachelor party. Night’s still young. It’s my job to get hammered.”

“And end up by yourself? Where are your buddies?”

“Honey, I couldn’t care less where they were, sitting next to the likes of you.”

She smiled primly and shut him down with a bat of her eyes. That was the problem. Couldn’t throw lines at a girl with class.

He laughed, drew back. “Too cheesy. I get it. You’re not that kind of girl, even if every man in this bar is praying that you are.”

Lexi pivoted on her barstool. “And what kind of girl is that?”

He worked his jaw back and forth, knowing he was too damn buzzed to keep her attention if he didn’t nail whatever was about to slip from his mouth. “A woman like you walks into a bar, and this man—hell, any man—prays for a look. Maybe a kiss. He wants a green light to get your number as much as he wants to take you to his room. There’s a whole lot going on in a lot of men’s heads right now, seeing as you appear to be a free agent walking into a bar that’s sausage city in the middle of NYC.”

She looked over his shoulder, her eyes drifting across the room. “Doubt that.”

“You aren’t even playing coy with me, are you?” He stole a glance over her curves. “That’s about one in a million.”

“I’ll make it easy for you, Matt.”

He leaned in. “You remembered my name.”

A gentle laugh fell from her lips. “I remember a lot.”

“Make it easy for me, peaches.”

She made a face. “Don’t expect a kiss. No crazy hotel room romp just because I sat next to you. I didn’t ride here—”

“You took the train from where?” Because he would offer to take her back. Damn.

A less-than-sweet smile curved her dangerously deceptive lips. “More like a Gixxer.”

“Like a GSX-R?”

Her eyebrows lifted. “Know something else that goes by Gixxer?”

That leather-clad, smoky-eyed beauty with all that power between her legs… “Fair warning, peaches. I might’ve just fallen in love.”

She laughed, downplaying what might have been the sexiest thing he could imagine. “I didn’t head three hours north to give my number to some man I’ll never see again—”

“I drove three hours. It’s meant to be.”

She gave him another disinterested smile. “I’m not trying to be rude—”

He blinked. “Where do you live?”

“Not here.”

“But where, peaches?”

“That’s not a cute name for me, thanks.”

“God, you seem like a sweet one.”

She tossed her head back and laughed. “Does that crap ever actually work?”

“You tell me.”

“You’re persistent,” she lobbed back.

“I’m who you were supposed to meet tonight. Trust me.”

Now it was her turn to blink slowly. “Maybe.”

The bartender finally showed up. “Need something?”

She stole her eyes away from Matt and ordered a beer.

A beer. Longneck, domestic. In the bottle. were her exact words. The motorcycle-riding princess was his wet dream incarnate. He’d joked about it before, but after her drink order, he was, without a doubt, in love. Or at least staking claim. Everything about her stole his heart. Or made him want to get her out the door, away from every other asshole there, and see what she would do next. This was the type of woman he’d never let go.

The bartender arrived with her beer. “Starting a tab?”

She shook her head. “No, just this one.”

“You and me, peaches.” Matt bounced his almost-empty beer bottle between his hands. “We’re going to start over.”

She shifted those baby-blue eyes up. “Didn’t realize we’d started anything to begin with.”

“Let me take you out to dinner. In DC. Where we both live.”

“I live in DC?”

“Three hours away.”

She assessed him. “I could’ve come from any direction.”

“Fate wouldn’t let you sit next to me if we weren’t supposed to meet.”

She studied him then sipped her beer. “Another line, Matt.”

He laughed. “Give me an answer, Lexi.”

“No, but I appreciate the invitation.”

He clutched a hand to his chest. “Oh, woman. You just killed me. Give me one reason to say no.”

“I don’t have to.”

“But you want to.”

She turned on her stool. “I don’t trust you. I don’t trust a single guy in this room.”

“Not even a little?” Everything about her made her more interesting. “Fine, fuck it. New approach.”

“Are you going to narrate every way you ask me out?” She laughed.

“Here’s the deal to prove my point. Give me your number. I’ll stop hitting on you and go find my buddies. We’ll do our thing, you head off to do yours. And within the week, I’ll give you a call. Dinner. In DC. Deal?”

She didn’t say yes.

He leaned closer. “If you don’t give me an answer on the date, I’m going to make a play to get you in bed right this damn second. You’ll love it. So win-win either way for you.”

“You’re kind of an ass.”

A guy tapped her shoulder.

What the motherfuck? A territorial growl began in Matt’s chest.

The guy who could’ve been the poster boy for Geeks Without a Chance stepped closer. “Excuse me, are you—”

“No,” she answered before the guy finished the question.

“Back away, dick.” Matt threw a protective arm around her.

The shoulder-tapper backed up, tucking his tail like the little nerd boy he was. “Shit, man. Easy.”

Matt stared down the skinny little fucker. Scrawny. Brainy. Straight out of a computer lab somewhere. And dude thought he could interrupt Matt? In what world did that guy stand a chance? Shit.

His eyes shot to her. “Thought I recognized her—”

Matt’s gaze narrowed. “You didn’t.”

Computer boy backed away. A few seconds ticked by, then she peered up at Matt. Clearly she was unnerved, and for every line he’d thrown at her, it turned out all he had to do was act as if he were her man already. Easy enough.

“Thanks,” she said, wary of the world.

He raised an eyebrow. “Sure you’re not some famous model?”

At the joke, she relaxed, and he leaned into her. “Not even close.”

Though she could be by the looks of her. “So my offer…”

“Your offer.” She glanced at his arm possessively around her and almost looked relieved to have someone caring for her in a bar full of nameless faces.

“Yes or no, Lexi?”

“Yes.”

He leaned forward, brushed the hair back from her ear, and whispered, “Three hundred miles to meet a girl from my backyard. I’ll take it.”

She scrawled her number on a napkin. “I have to go deal with work stuff. But it was nice to meet you.”

As she left, he pocketed the cocktail napkin with her digits and finished his beer. Alright. Nicely done. But that didn’t take care of him for the rest of the night. He turned toward the crowd and went in search of someone who’d be interested in him right now.




CHAPTER ONE


Two years later…

Bass thumped hard. The lights were low and dark with flashes of red. The warehouse vibe was chill, and the party raged. Lexi Dare was in her element, with her people, and no one was the wiser that it was, yet again, a party celebrating her. SilverChaos. Whenever there was a big corporate hacker challenge during the day, one of the top dogs in the cyber world threw a rager that night.

Tonight was all her doing, though few knew who she was. Anonymity was comfortable. It had been her one constant over the years, even if some hackers had tried to connect her name and handle. To most, she was just a regular party girl who worked the underground scene. Friendly enough, she vibed out with the crowd and knew with photographic precision ninety-nine percent of the room’s occupants, even if they didn’t know her. They were a tight-knit community that functioned fine without real names, hidden in their cloaks of anonymity. Only a couple nosey ones made her nervous. She’d been in the mix since she wandered in so many years ago as an abandoned teenage prodigy with no one but a foster sister and a notebook full of code that no one but her understood. Until she’d met these people.

They made her feel accepted, as if she had a shot at what having a family would feel like. At those parties, she felt as though she were returning home for a reunion. Really, that just showed how little about family she knew and how much of it she craved.

Now she was back to where she’d started years ago: lonely and abandoned. These events were the only social activity she had anymore, the only ones that let her feel normal, and she clung to them, hoping to retain some of herself even as she knew that with every day in the real world, the real her faded.

Her leather pants and smoky eyes? She’d hide them when she went back home. Either her foster sister would keep her clothes or Lexi would stash them deep in the closet where Matt would never find them. It was just too… hard to find the right balance between living the expected, suburban, almost-a-housewife life and being the real her.

“Blondie!”

She turned toward the voice she’d heard before. It was the second time that night he’d made an approach. He was a nice-looking Asian guy who went by Phiber, and he wasn’t half bad at corporate hacks. What he’d put forth during today’s corporate-sponsored competition was solid. But his wardrobe, what looked like dozens of layered shades of black, did him no favors, and his ego was the size of Silicon Valley. He really thought himself the excellent hack.

“Blondie’s not my name.”

His head jutted awkwardly with each bump of bass. “Drink?”

“No, I’m good.”

She was one of the few women there that night, or in general. It wasn’t lost on her that she was attractive. Men did double takes when she rode up on the back of her sporty racing bike or when she pulled off her helmet and her fuck-yeah braids were tousled. She didn’t mean to look like that—it was just how she could breathe. According to her fiancé, it was also how she attracted attention, which was why he had a problem with everything these days.

How she dressed.

When she worked.

Her bike was too dangerous.

Her makeup was too loud.

Even now, Lexi ground her molars together, briefly weighing the idea of being without Matt—which meant without anyone who called her family—against the idea of being alone in this filled world of loners.

Things weren’t great at home. Matt pushed the line from being a jerk to just being an asshole. But loyalty was important. Trust was too. Family forgave—that was what he reminded her of constantly. Family filled that void she’d always had. Matt was her family. Right?

She pushed out a breath, not wanting to deal with reality. Matt thought she had a security clearance, that she worked a freelance techy “geek” job—God forbid the guy rub two brain cells together—and she had to travel to clients. It was one of the few things he let her do without him anymore, but that was primarily because they needed the steady income from her work.

She’d lied to him from the get-go about exactly what she did to earn a living. Maybe that made her a bad person. Maybe she’d known without realizing it that she was headed down a road that looked perfect but was rocky and dangerous. When he’d dangled a permanent, protective connection in front of her, she jumped at it. Too hard.

Well, this was her work, and the deep, dark hacker underground wasn’t a security-clearance type of job. Without even asking, she knew there was no way Matt would allow her in this world. Her world. Where she was literally the best of the best.

But seriously, when did she have to ask to have a job? To do what she’d done for years? Simple answer—the second he’d slipped a rock on her ring finger.

Phiber tried again with his dance moves and a smile that highlighted a scar above his lip. “If not a drink, then just want to party?”

She held up her left hand and wiggled her fingers to highlight the engagement ring. “Thanks, but I’m good, Phiber.”

The guy smiled, probably because she knew his handle. “Tonight’s really a rager.”

Apparently her subtle “no thanks” hadn’t indicated that she wasn’t in the mood for conversation. Though truth was, she could use a chat. Not that she was lonely. She had friends. Maybe. Just online now, it seemed. She was falling further away from the girls she’d once been close to. All except for her foster sister, but even Meredith hadn’t seen Lexi in weeks.

“Yeah.” She bit her lip and nodded at Phiber instead of focusing on her troubles. “It’s crazy tonight.”

“You hear SilverChaos did all this?” Phiber slugged back his drink. “Mad props to that guy.”

She stepped back. “Yeah.”

“Think he’s here?” He laughed. “Could be me. Could be you.”

“Except you’re Phiber.”

He shrugged. “But who are you?”

She needed an exit now. There was no way the guy would pin the elite handle on her, but why risk it? She clapped her hand on his back, patting him like a dude. “See ya, buddy.”

Lexi tugged on her leather string bracelet, fidgeting, and moved away. She felt Phiber’s eyes still on her, and even though he couldn’t know she was Silver, she had the heebie-jeebies. She melted through the crowd, chatting with others who didn’t creep her out. One weird guy wouldn’t ruin her fun as she hid from home, avoiding her jerk of a fiancé. Though he was so much more than that lately. Her fingers brushed her tender eye.

Stop thinking about him. Shaking her head clear, she tried to focus on the music, dancing to the beat from the sidelines of the makeshift floor, but her heart wasn’t in it. Why did she lie to herself? It wasn’t Matt’s attitude anymore, nor was his drinking just a random occurrence since losing another job. Matt had crossed the line. More than once. A push. A slap. All came with an apology and excuse. He shouldn’t have been drinking. He’d never do it again. She made it happen, and God, she knew better.

But it happened more and more often. Not every day. Not even every week. That would be, like, abuse. This was more like… abuse. Shit. She couldn’t even admit it out loud, couldn’t even tell Meredith. Nope, like a little wimp—like nothing who she was—Lexi could only hmm and hum when anyone asked questions. All she did was bury her face in her computer. Well, that wasn’t entirely true—she’d also rescued Bacon Byte, her cute, slightly morbidly obese pug. But even Bacon’s sweet sneezes and snores didn’t turn Matt into a civilized human being.

Who threatened to hurt a dog? Whether it was off-handed jokes about letting the poor thing gorge herself or jumping at Bacon to scare her, Matt made Lexi’s heart race. Awful people were mean to puppies. Now when she went out of town for her “web security” meetings, she asked Meredith to puppy-sit. So much for Operation Melt-Matt’s-Blackened-Heart.

How did she have a man’s ring on her finger when she didn’t trust him alone with her dog?

“Easy,” she murmured to herself.

She was the queen of abandonment issues. Bouncing from one foster home to the next had really done her in, which was why she showed up to these absurd competitions and kept next to no winnings, donating as much as she could afford. If she could make one little girl’s world happy with stupid money, then yeah, she didn’t need to bring home major dough. But all of that charity still didn’t make her comfortable with the idea of walking away from the only man who claimed he’d never leave her or let her go. Ever.

Lexi wandered through the crowd. A few high fives and a couple hellos later, she was posted in another corner, eyes peeled for Shadow. Her broker dealt with the upper echelon of the hacker world. As a rogue independent contractor, he knew every important corporation and government contact interested in buying her high-tech projects: patches, programs, codes, and exploits. Over the years, he’d made himself her father figure as well as her business adviser.

Lose the douche. Those were Shadow’s only words of wisdom when she mentioned the engagement.

As if it were that simple. Shadow had been by her side since she was seventeen. Last year, for their ten-year working relationship anniversary, he took her to Paris, where they disabled the security and paid off the guards for a private tour of the Louvre. Shadow had a lot of friends in dark places.

“Silver.” His familiar voice caught her from behind.

“Hey.” She smiled then watched him nod hello as he handed her a fresh drink, switching out the one in her hand. “Good times, right?”

“Not bad. How’s life?” He always asked the same question, recently with undertones about concern over the wedding she hadn’t started to plan yet.

For how close she was to Shadow, it was peculiar that he hadn’t met Matt—that she knew about. Actually, now that she thought about it, given how confident his dislike of her fiancé was, Lexi was sure that Shadow had met Matt.

“Same as it always is.” She stared at her new cup.

Carefully, he touched her chin, turning her face, and pushed away one messy curtain of platinum hair. There was a fading bruise on her eye that she’d caked makeup over. In the dark strobe lights, it’d be hard to see, especially given the smoky smudges of black and gray she’d painted over it, but nothing ever got past Shadow. He prided himself on it. Steal from him, he’d steal back. Lie to him, he’d force the words back in your mouth. Ignore the truth—even if it was a black eye that was impossible to avoid—he’d make sure that it was most certainly not ignored.

“Care to explain?” he asked simply.

“No.” She toyed with the leather strings on her wrist.

Shadow would read into that and would be right. Nothing had changed, at least not for the better.

The lines around his eyes tightened. “You ready for Monarch?”

“Absolutely.” The website hack that exploited the social media site was her best work to date. Flawless maybe, definitely untraceable. Program had been absurdly complicated to put together, but it was a beautiful work of code.

Monarch’s social media site had a security hole. Lexi had mapped out and rewritten the code to access and/or fix that hole. It would go to auction if the company didn’t want to purchase the program. Shadow had made the offer privately, but they’d declined, as expected.

That was how those things worked. When Shadow put the code—which she generally just referred to by the site’s name, Monarch—on the auction block, it would likely sell in a hotly bid contest. Her cyber creation would give its new owner access to all of the data the social media site housed: names, ages, credit cards, family, locations, and more.

Everywhere she went, Lexi wondered how many people around her plugged their information in Monarch. It was just as popular as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram, but offered a slightly more niche focus for military families. Every time she caught a glance of someone in the real world using Monarch, she wanted to tell them not to post that picture, not to notify the world of where their significant others were stationed, details on their kids, or when they left on vacations. Just stop with the oversharing.

She almost wished Monarch bought the program just to be safe. But even had she given it to them, they might not have touched it. So typical of a mega-corporation. Most of those companies didn’t buy the fixes to their website problem on the zero day market. It was cheaper to let a malicious, black-hat hacker steal consumer data than it was to fix mistakes. A public apology and a year’s worth of credit monitoring, and they were out of trouble in the public eye.

Lexi wasn’t malicious, but she did earn a living in that shadowy area between right and wrong. Exploit sales were huge business. Governments bought various hacker programs like they were equipping an army—because they were. She was a manufacturer of cyber bullets. Every country with an intelligence agency bought them to spy on everyone. Their own people. Foreigners. Governments. Allies. Enemies. Whoever.

The auctions were as legal as buying a can of mace, and Lexi happened to be really good at creating products for Shadow to sell.

He bent to her ear to fight off the loud music. “I put out some whispers. Everyone’s curious. Uncle Sam is salivating. They want Monarch in a bad way.”

No surprise. That was almost the clichéd response. Even though she’d known it was a good patch, hearing potential bidders respond was a boost to her confidence. And here Matt thought she played on her computer for shits and giggles. Nope. She was aiding in cyber spy craft. Too bad sometimes she wasn’t strong enough to protect herself.

She sighed, fidgeting with the long, skinny, metal-and-leather necklaces draped over her chest. “I have a couple more weeks of work. But yeah, let’s start looking at the calendar for Monarch’s auction.” She released the jewelry and took a sip of her drink, noting that Shadow had had the bartender go heavy on the ginger ale in her bourbon soda mix.

“I’ll want you there in person, Silver.”

She nodded. She loved any excuse to get out of the house, but he would expect her to sit on a hard chair all day, bored, just in case there were questions. “Sure.”

“Sure? How about a hell yeah. A sale this big? It’ll move fast, lots of intel flying. It’ll be exciting.”

Placating him, she nodded. “I love in-person, but I love even more that you love handling the business side.”

Shadow stepped even closer and dropped his chin to give her a fatherly stare. “I’m telling you, this one will be off the charts.”

“Off the chart. Got it.” She nodded, giving his stare right back. “I said I’d be there.”

“But you’re not appreciating it, Silver. Fast and furious. Split-second decisions, immediate approval and counters. Exciting stuff.”

Lexi groaned. “Got it. Super exciting. Where are you thinking?”

“Probably DC this time.”

“So close to home.” She chewed the inside of her mouth, wishing she had another excuse to get away. “Couldn’t we do Maui? I heard there are tons of tourists to steal cell signals from.”

He smirked. “Looking for a reason to get out of the house?”

Her stomach jumped as he called her out. “No.”

“You and Bacon could always come stay with me for a while.”

“Where’s home these days? Canada?” She and Bacon Byte didn’t handle the cold well in Virginia, even with all of Bacon’s padding. “Think we’ll pass.”

“That little roll of pudge would keep you warm. I’ll throw in a couple T-bones, and the pooch would be sitting pretty.”

She tried to hide her grin in her drink. “Aw, leave Bacon alone.”

“Alright.” His face sobered. “If you want to talk….” He shook his head as though he couldn’t believe this conversation was still required. “I get where your head is.”

The base dropped on a new beat, and Lexi embraced the living, breathing energy that pulsed around her. “Ha. You have no idea where my head is, Shadow.”

“I know where you’re from. I know you. But—”

“Enough.” The strobe spun, and she tried to let a streaming jet of red lights blind her. A headache from that would be preferable to making eye contact with Shadow. “Please don’t give me the I’m-worried-about-you conversation.”

“I am.” His voice rose over the beat then dropped along with the bass. “And I’m also worried about this sale.”

“Why?”

“It’s going to be epic. Third-world dictators and freakin’ who knows who else will want it. It’s getting a lot of attention.”

“They always do.”

He sipped his drink slowly and sighed. “Not like Monarch.”

“So… what do we do differently?” Shadow was at her level: elite. There were very few salesmen out there like him, so she trusted his suggestions.

“I might see if we can get eyes and ears on the deal, just as an added layer of security. Someone to watch all the modes of communication for anything sketch.”

“Have anyone in mind?” she asked. She could think of a few contacts he’d use. A couple of them were in the room, and she’d heard one of them once claim SilverChaos’s accomplishments. So not out of ego but more annoyance, she wanted to be part of the decision-making process.

Shadow tilted his head. “Maybe your partner-in-crime?”

Wait… no. Shadow couldn’t mean…? “I don’t know if we’re thinking about the same guy.”

BlackDawn wasn’t even on her short list, though he was actually more talented than anyone she had initially thought about. Combined. The request seemed a little novice to ask of him, but who else would be considered her partner-in-crime?

She’d never met him in person but chatted with him almost every week. Years ago, they’d formed an alliance because sometimes hacks needed more than one set of hands. Sometimes code needed another mind mulling it over. BlackDawn was one of the very few hackers who could hold their own at the highest echelons. But she and he were also slightly competitive.

He wasn’t one for these parties, never came to the hacker events—not that people knew who she was when she showed. So maybe he was in the room. Her eyes skimmed the crowd.

“Silver?” Shadow asked. “Scowling at a party?”

“Just thinking…”

His eyes narrowed. “About?”

“No. Not him.”

“Have a reason?” he asked, leaning in for whatever she would divulge.

Which wouldn’t be much. Black was a talented hacker somewhere in the world—US-based, she presumed, because they’d worked on what she could only assume were American military cyber offenses. That was his specialty. But still, he was her competition, and while they might play allies in the field—occasionally butting heads in heated discussions over who was right and wrong on things that had no right and wrong—business was a whole other world. She didn’t want him helping when it came to securing her sales.

Lexi shook her head, wrapping the long string of necklaces around her fingers again. “Not particularly.”

Shadow chuckled as if he could read her mind. “Alright, Silver, get out there and enjoy your party.”

With a nod, he melted into the night, leaving her to survey the scene. The place rocked out—lights bouncing, bass dropping, and bodies dancing and drinking. Phreaks, gamers, hackers, and groupies. Matt would hate it. The people—the geeks, the nerds—he’d blame for ruining his night out. Didn’t he see she was one of them? Didn’t he see anything about her? She looked at her engagement ring. It wasn’t even a style that she ever would have chosen. But she wasn’t the girl who pined over the perfect ring or the perfect dress. She wanted a perfect love who held her tight, promised security, cherished her, appreciated who she wanted to be more than who he could put on display.

Shifting her gaze from the ring to her drink, she wondered if maybe there was more alcohol in that glass than she realized. Growing up the way she had, she knew just how lucky she was to have a man who’d promised to never ever leave… right?

Still, surrounded by hundreds of people who didn’t know her given name, she was more comfortable there than at home. They accepted her. Respected what she did. They didn’t hurt her.

Not that most times she’d even admit that to herself.

*     *     *

Phiber kept his eyes on the waif of a woman. She was blond, confident, and watched the crowd of dancing bodies under the makeshift strobe lights as if they were her people. His gut said they were—she was in the know, dropping his handle and chatting with the likes of Shadow, who was almost infamous for the amount of deals he’d brokered and connections he had.

After weeks of crawling into every dark corner, trying to pin down SilverChaos through all of the hacks attributed to that handle, Phiber had wormed his way into enough intel that said the woman who’d declined his drink offer was Silver. How about that? Silver was a woman. Not that he was sexist. He didn’t care who Silver actually was as long as the bank transfers from his mysterious Taskmaster continued to arrive, along with the codex message for his new tasks.

Each request from the unknown sender had grown in difficulty, almost as though the first ones were tests. As he completed each challenge, Phiber became more interested in what the end goal was. Though by now, he had a guess. Whoever had contracted him wanted the Monarch exploit. They wanted to worm into Monarch’s website and siphon data about its users. Their intent had malicious undertones, and their means were obviously sketchy. No way was his employer legit—otherwise they would just bid in the upcoming auction. SilverChaos was one of those hack snobs who cared who bought their—her—product. She wanted good people, which wasn’t Phiber or Taskmaster.

At this point, he guessed Taskmaster was positioning him to steal Monarch’s zero day patch, either online or in person. Lifting a laptop or hacking her system? Both would be simple. He was elite enough, even if his peers hadn’t yet given his handle that designation. The most concerning thing would be if she kept her creation in pieces until the auction was complete.

He watched Silver continue her conversation with Shadow. That guy had some secrets and a vat of industry knowledge.

Rubbing his hands together, Phiber itched for the opportunity to find all the parts of Silver’s program, in both hard copy and hidden in the crevices of the cyber world. A physical file extraction wouldn’t be problem; breaking and entering was almost a hobby for him, as his rap sheet showed.


He pulled out his phone and tapped out a quick message. Silver identified. Send bank transfer and next job.




CHAPTER TWO


The unmanned aerial vehicle—the UAV—bore down on the blip on the screen, chasing what Parker knew was the team he worked with, and he couldn’t disarm the damn thing. He couldn’t hack it, couldn’t do shit with it, and if he didn’t crash it in the next five minutes, three of his favorite people would be smears on a mountainside.

“Parker, what the fuck.” Jared Westin slapped the wall of the shit-motel room they’d bunkered down in.

They were working off a crappy signal in eastern Europe with a few laptops networked together. Not his normal equipment and not what he needed to keep the boys alive. They’d lost all their hardware in an explosion, and this relatively simple job would have been so much easier had he been in Titan’s nerve center. Hell, even in a satellite office. But there’d been no time for that.

“Parker,” Boss Man snapped again.

“Give me a second. Fuck.” Sweat beaded on the back of his neck while his hands flew on the keyboard. Every screen, every angle he tried, and nothing. He couldn’t hack the operating system, and his boys were about to die. “Damn it.”

Jared paced the room. The tension was enough to kill them both. Had Parker known this was what the guys were walking into, he’d have been prepared. But no. They’d gone rogue, adding on to the mission objective on their way back to their rendezvous point. Now Parker was trying to keep them alive with no resources on an operation that should have been fast, furious, and simple. Fuck.

“Swear to Christ…” Jared cracked one knuckle at the time.

“Give me a minute.”

They didn’t have that. The monitors showed that they were clearly being outplayed by someone and needed another set of hands and better technology—exactly. More computing power and another set of hands.

He switched laptops, dialing into a network, and sent out an SOS to one of a very few elite hacks that he’d worked with on the regular. Crucial seconds ticked by, then Silver lit up the screen. Parker’s breathing calmed because now he could get back to work. A few keystrokes later, providing Silver all the info needed, Parker switched back to the other laptop. They had worked enough jobs that they knew how to play off one another. Code raced across the screen. His fingers banged the keyboard as he glanced at what Silver was throwing up too. All good stuff. This could be enough to save the guys.

“Damn it, Parker,” Jared growled, staring at the screen with the footage of the team failing to outmaneuver the UAV that Parker had only managed to slow down. “What’s the problem?”

The guys had next to no cover, and even though their vehicle was armored, they couldn’t withstand a direct hit from above. Jared cursed from across the room. Time was slipping away, along with the possibility of success.

A new code sequence ran across his screen. He read it, fed off it, and manipulated the lines to further attack their enemy. His fingers flew on the keyboard, their coding seamlessly integrated on an offensive attack. Screen after screen showed that partnering with Silver had given him the needed speed and data. The anticipation of their impending accomplishment gave him a burst of energy, like Red Bull for the soul. There was no doubt they’d found the right sequence.

“There! That’ll do it.” Parker froze over the keyboard, and his head lifted to watch the screen. The live feed showed their men as hunted prey. Nothing changed. “Dive, fucker, dive.”

He glared at the UAV. His eyes dropped to the screen, confirming that they had done what was needed to take out the drone. The pressure in the room intensified. Whoever was on the other side of the remote’s navigation system was top-notch, but he was better—partnered with Silver, he couldn’t be stopped. So what was the problem? It should be game over.

Come… the fuck… on…

“Gimme an update.” Jared paced.

“Wait a second.” Because Parker couldn’t doubt what was on screen. Black and white intel. Straight fact. They’d disarmed and disorganized the drone. Time would send it to its death.

“Parker…” Boss Man crossed his arms as though he needed to restrain himself. If the guy could rip the drone out of the sky and crush it in his fist, he would. “End this. Now.”

Parker knew that, but he didn’t have time to tell Jared all the hows and whys it would work, because then he’d also have to go into the reasons it might not, and no one wanted a risk analysis of the team’s survival likelihood. His chest cranked tight. If the men in that vehicle—Winters, Roman, and Cash—died, Parker might as well join them. Titan for life. He gnawed his bottom lip, holding an uncertain breath.

Another second clocked by.

The UAV suddenly nosedived, exploding behind their vehicle. Jared punched his arms into the air. Parker’s head dropped down, and he let out a ragged gasp. Even if he’d known it would happen, waiting was still the worst.

Pacing again, Jared looked on the upswing of that adrenaline rush as he dialed the satellite phone. “You fuckers stay on course next time.” Then he threw it onto the motel room bed. “Too fuckin’ close.”

“Agreed,” Parker mumbled, aware that his nervous system was coming down from his own adrenaline high. He loved the rush. Every time. Whoever said computer shit was boring certainly hadn’t seen what Titan could do with a few laptops and a piss-poor foreign internet connection in some pay-by-the-hour motel room.

Boss Man rubbed the back of his neck. “If I smoked, I’d fucking need a light. Shit.”

Parker leaned back in the chair, wanting to shut down the operation, inventory their loss from the explosion earlier, and get back to the States. A flash on one screen caught his attention, and he swiveled his head.

Silver: Almost got your ass burned on that one, buddy.

No kidding, asshole. He smiled, but before he could agree, another message popped up.

Silver: But I needed the distraction. Shitty day.

Black: Almost just had one of those.

Shitty was relative. Laying buddies in the ground, almost losing a team to a rogue UAV, that was what defined a shitty day. Either way, he now owed SilverChaos in their ongoing back and forth.

Parker wondered if Silver knew his broker, Shadow, had asked Parker to scout and check out all of the interested buyers for the guy’s Monarch deal. This was business, and not their norm. If he and Silver kept track of who’d helped out who more over the years, whose favor would it come out on top for? Probably a draw. Either way, Silver was as good as Parker was, and today, he’d been a great resource to have. Ooh rah to that.




CHAPTER THREE


God, that was such a rush. Chills still skated up and down her spine. Lexi never asked questions when she worked with BlackDawn. The objectives always blew her mind, as if they were playing high-stakes games that were real life. But, damn, tonight had made her feel alive, as though she wasn’t hiding in her own home.

Forget the fact that she was sure they’d just saved the occupants of that vehicle. Given the coordinates of that UAV, she’d helped with something bigger, something patriotic. Protecting soldiers overseas? Maybe so. Hacks like that one gave her purpose, unlike developing things like Monarch. That just earned her money, even if she donated a solid portion.

Lexi shifted in the chair in the corner of her bedroom. She was ducked under a blanket with her screen’s brightness turned down to two percent so as not to disturb Matt. Bacon was curled up and snoring on her feet. She thought about staying put—maybe she and her pup could go to sleep right there on the floor. Hopefully Matt was still asleep—or passed out. He’d barely mumbled when her cell phone chirped that BlackDawn was looking for her.

She wondered if Black was already scouting her auction buyers. Over the years, he’d impressed her so much that she’d even thought about breaking hacker protocol and digging into who he really was. Her fingers twitched over the keyboard. It would be so easy to dig and find out more about him—well, maybe not, since he was so much like her. It’d be almost impossible to learn details that she didn’t want shared. But it’d be fun to try—

“Would you get your stupid ass off the computer already?” Matt’s drunken, sleep-scored voice broke her thoughts.

Her blanket-covered head dropped, her curious smile washing away. Still, she didn’t pull the blanket off. She set her laptop to the side and scooped Bacon’s deadweight up to her chest. “I thought you were asleep. Sorry.”

Her fiancé grumbled, thrashing the pillows and sheets noisily. “How am I supposed to sleep when you’re over there clacking on that damn thing? Shit.”

Slowly, she peeled the blanket from her head and squeezed Bacon, who licked her neck. “It was important.”

“Stupid computer games in the middle of the night are not important.”

“It wasn’t a game. It was work.”

Matt rolled over in bed and propped himself up. “Baby, no one’s working you tonight. I’m the only one who gets that privilege, so unless you want to work right now, turn the computer off so I can either get some sleep or a blow job. Your choice.”

Asshole. How in the world was this where she was in life? “Don’t talk to me like that. You’re drunk.”

“You blowing me or what?”

Tears pricked her eyes, and even though her sight had adjusted to the dark room, everything went blurry. But she wouldn’t let him see that. “You’re being a dick.”

“Peaches, dick’s the name of the game. If you keep running your mouth, dick’s what you’re about to choke on.”

“You’re disgusting when you’re like this. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

“Oh, come on, Lex. I’m playing.”

She shook her head. “I’m going to go watch TV.”

“I wish you wouldn’t make me so mad. Why do you do that to me?” he grumbled. “Why do you push me? It’s like you want to be all alone in the world with no one to love you like I do.”

Those words… always her fault. She didn’t believe it. But she couldn’t help her lonely reaction. “Matt, stop.”

“How’s a pretty little nerd girl like you going to find—”

“Stop.” She dropped her head to Bacon’s and wished she could walk away. She could. She would. It would happen. Soon. She just needed to… not be scared.

“Come on, peaches. You know I’m just playing. Get in bed.”

Against her better judgment, she moved to the far corner of the bed, put Bacon at the foot of the bed, then perched on the edge before finally lying down.

His grabby hands ran over her back, pulling at her hips. “Come here.”

“No.”

“Baby, you know I just say those things to make you pay attention to what you want.”

What a high opinion he had of himself. She wanted him? She needed him? But hell, she hadn’t left him, so who was she to call him wrong? She squeezed her eyes shut as she lay straight as a stick on the edge of the bed. “I’m sleepy. Tomorrow. I promise.”

Matt leaned over and cackled in her ear. “Stupid computer cunt. If you didn’t have me, you’d be all alone. No one to love my girl. Just remember that. You belong to me, peaches. We’re meant to be together.”

His slurred speech apparently over, he turned over and plopped against his pillow with a drunken snore. She listened for his breathing to signify that he had passed back out. Finally he did, and she stared at the black ceiling. How did she live these two lives? How was she so confident and successful in one arena, but when it came to real life, she became weaker?

If she could get him to stop drinking, everything would be normal again. She could do that. Then she’d have the security that she craved, and he’d stop with his tirades, punches, and pushes. Just sober him up. Or she could leave…

In the middle of the night, it all felt hopeless. Instead of replaying the constant battle of leave-versus-one-day-it-will-be-better, Lexi focused on their weekend plans. They were meeting up with a few of his friends, so even if he did drink, he wouldn’t be a complete jerk to her. At least while they were in public. Plus there was a good chance that Parker Black, the crush that she’d never admit to, would be there too.

Her heart picked up its pace. She was excited to get out, but really, she was ecstatic to see him. She quickly turned her head to see if Matt would somehow react to her thoughts.

No. Nothing but a drunken snore.

Lexi pinched her eyes closed in the dark, trying to ignore her thoughts of Parker, and focused on the weekend. Matt had plans to go to the range with the same group of guys, who he behaved in a semi-decent manner around. Those guys weren’t impressed with day drinking. They didn’t laugh and joke about dickhead bosses when Matt lost yet another job.

Maybe this weekend could be the start of turning everything around with Matt. Except she wasn’t in love with him. There had been too much damage done. Her insides were broken, and she felt no happiness for him when she smiled. Each night she prayed that morning would come, that dawn would break and a fresh day would show a different life.

Her fingers twirled the engagement ring in the dark. Matt wouldn’t allow her to just walk away. Their lives were so entwined that she didn’t see how it was possible to extract herself. Her GSX-R was at Meredith’s after he had banished it from their home, and Matt never let go of his truck keys. Her friends avoided their place due to Matt’s snide remarks and comments. Not even Meredith came over. Whenever Lexi wanted to go out, he always had a reason why she shouldn’t. Couple that with working from home, and Lexi was alone in a way she couldn’t escape.

But the weekend was coming fast, and soon she’d be face to face with Parker, who never said a misspoken word but somehow always looked as though he believed she could do anything. Like she could walk away from Matt. Her stomach soared again, and she wasn’t sure if it was because of Parker or the idea of leaving. Maybe both.

God. Her reaction to Parker was dangerous. She turned quickly, burying her head in her pillow. Parker wasn’t always around. He often traveled for work. Matt and Parker had grown up together, and that was the only thing she saw as tying the two men together. Except maybe their jobs and military-camaraderie stuff. Parker did something similar to Matt—well, when Matt could keep a job. Which wasn’t often anymore. Parker worked in security, maybe? He never talked about it, but wow, he was built for it.

Shit.

She cringed harder into her pillow and tried in vain to ignore the pop of excitement she felt about Parker being there. First, because that’d be horrible for her to think. She was engaged. To an asshole, but engaged nonetheless. Second, Parker was such a nice guy. Not super quiet, always with a few ball-busting lines, but he seemed extraordinarily intelligent. She didn’t know why she thought that. Maybe his word choices? Maybe how others in their circle deferred to him on questions?

The guy was into numbers, which she totally got. When they talked sports, Parker talked statistics. When they talked news, his answers were based on risk and analysis. All of which magnified his smoldering blue eyes and tousled near-black hair. Intelligence made a man crazy attractive. His broad chest and sculpted butt were pretty amazing too.

Holy shit. Her cheeks heated, her core clenched, and she tugged the covers over her face, smiling like a girl crushing on a daydream. If Matt ever thought she’d even checked Parker out… sadness bloomed in her chest. Thinking about Parker proved that she wasn’t broken. She wasn’t incapable of feeling something intense for a man. She might not have had a spark for Matt, but it was possible for it to happen. Maybe that made her even more broken than she thought. Oh, hell.

Under the covers and in the cloak of the night, Lexi slipped off the ring and wiggled it around. The weight that fell off her without that little diamond on her finger was scary. She had to leave.

Then she’d be alone again. Just as she’d grown up. Which really shouldn’t be as off-putting as it seemed. Once a loner, always a loner. Except being forced away from her friends now was different than growing up in a dozen foster homes, and it seemed like an eternity until the next hacker convention.

Wiggling her free finger against the mattress, Lexi made the risky-but-powerful decision to sleep without the ring on. She tucked it under her pillow—and her recent constant insomnia suddenly faded. Crazy how much easier breathing felt after just taking that thing off.

*     *     *

Matt woke with a hangover that he could only blame on the woman next to him. Had she cooked him a meal when he’d gotten home, a little food in his stomach would have stopped this headache.

“Peaches,” he grumbled, rubbing his hands over his face, “wake up.”

She murmured in her sleep, and her stupid-ass dog snored at the foot of the bed.

Matt kicked at the dog, but he was too tangled to find purchase on the mutt. “Fat ass.”

Lexi stirred. “Hm?”

“I love you, peaches. Wake up.”

Slowly her eyes opened. She stayed with her head against the pillow, but her eyes met his. She didn’t crawl over to him, didn’t offer breakfast, a blow job, or anything worthwhile. “Morning, Matt.”

“What, no love for your man?”

She blinked slowly then dropped her gaze away. “You can’t really ask that, right? I mean, come on. Why are we even doing this?”

“You’re still pissed about last night? Forget it. I had a couple too many.” He reached to pull her close, and she flinched. “Don’t be like that. It was nothing. Besides, you were working on your computer, right? Why do you leave me alone in bed like that?” He leaned over and kissed her shoulder. “If you didn’t obsess over work, I wouldn’t have to fight to make everything okay for us.”

“You were awful to me.”

“Come on, don’t be mean to me.” He kissed her shoulder again, and she didn’t relax. “Time to make up, c’mere.”

“I don’t want to.”

Anger thumped in his chest. “What is it with you saying no? It’s like you’re trying to hurt me, you know that? Like you want to throw away what I’ve given you.”

“You’re turning this around on me,” she sniped at him like a bitch with her thong crawled up her cooch.

“Damn, you’re a bitch this morning.” He crawled over her, morning wood jutting in his boxers. “You make me into an asshole. I’m not that guy. Why are you always pushing me?” He flexed his dick against her.

She didn’t move. Didn’t react.

He rolled his hips against her. “Make up with me.”

“You want breakfast?” she asked. “French toast sounds awesome, right?”

“Nope.” He pressed his mouth to her unmoving lips. “I want you.”

“I don’t want to.”

His hand ran roughly over her stomach and grabbed at her breast. “Since when did you start sleeping with a bra on?”

She shrugged timidly. “Fell asleep like that after working.”

“Peaches. Seriously. I keep saying it. It’s like you want to hurt me,” he growled against her ear. “Like you want to be some rejected lonely girl no one would ever understand. I understand you. I take care of you. If you didn’t push me, none of this would happen.”

She snagged the covers and tried to tuck them in between them as his hands jammed down her pants. He scraped his fingers between her legs—she was dry as the Sahara on a summer day.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” he asked.

“I don’t want to!” She pushed at him, and her hand caught his attention.

His eyes narrowed. He grabbed her bare left fist then the other, just to make sure he wasn’t wrong. “Where’s your ring?”

Color faded from her face. “Must’ve fallen off.” She scurried underneath him, digging her hands under the pillow. “See? Here?” She slipped it on.

“What are you now? A dry-pussied whore, sliding her ring off,” he yelled in her face.

“Matt, stop. You haven’t even been drinking.”

“You think I need to drink to show my woman what the rules are?”

“Stop!”

Rage poured into his blood. He sat up then kicked her dumb-ass dog off the bed. “You. Do not tell me what to do. Do you understand me?”

“I’m leaving.”

He grabbed her, not letting her up from the bed. “Why the fuck do you make this happen?”

“I haven’t,” she whimpered, bending to submit to his pull. “I—”

He yanked her pants down to her knees, and she squirmed, rolling hard as if she would run out of bed. “Stay.”

Bacon growled, jumping back on the bed. He yipped at Matt’s back and bit the back of his legs.

“I’m going to kill this dog. You know that? Fucking slice it’s throat.”

“No. Please.” Her voice shook.

A round of pleasure ran through him because she knew he’d really do it. “Behave, and I won’t. Simple. If that’s how this has to be, peaches, then so be it.”

He got up, grabbed the biting, barking mutt, and threw the dog out the bedroom. He relished its squeal, then he slammed the door.

“You’re not drunk,” she whined.

He shook his head and dropped his pants. Then he descended on the bed, ready to take what he needed by any means necessary. With each kick and thrash, confidence bled into his veins. Every lost job, every moron boss, every jealous inclination calmed in his thoughts when she finally gave up and took what he had to give.

“Such a good girl. I love you so much.”

She lay there, not looking at him until he turned her head to make her eyes meet his.

“I said I love you, peaches. I wish you wouldn’t make us fight.” He pressed his kiss to her mouth, but she didn’t kiss back. “So stupid. It’s like you want me to kill your stupid fat puppy just to get your attention.”

“No!”

“Then I said I love you.”

“Love you too,” she mumbled.

“I won’t ever do that again. I’m sorry if I hurt you.”

She sniffled. “Please don’t hurt Bacon.”

“Don’t make me, and it’ll be okay. Okay? Deal? Are we good now? We both understand what we need to?”

“I want you to stop drinking.”

He laughed. “That’s not the problem here.”

She shook her head, still pinned under his weight. “I’m going to go stay with Meredith.”

Smack. Her head snapped to the side.

“If you leave me, I’ll bring you home. Remember that. Without the fleabag.”

“Please get off me.”

“When you understand.”

She nodded violently. “I understand.”

“Please don’t make me do this again.”

“Okay.”

“Good.” He kissed her, and she opened her mouth. “All is as it should be.”




CHAPTER FOUR


Phiber spent hours on the computer in a Virginia coffee shop, diving through the underworld channels of all things SilverChaos. There weren’t many crumbs to find. Most of his information was based off of whispers and guesses about who Silver was, almost never with any kind of consistency. He had told the Taskmaster that Silver was someone he’d approached at the last con party, but they wanted proof. More than what he had provided with his guesstimation and gut instinct.

So he moved down to where she lived, following her when he could, and went about his confirmation plan. It was the equivalent of manual labor. He was, by hand, pulling every scrap of discarded security footage he could find from the locations where SilverChaos had won or played a part in a hacking event, and every major highway, airport, and parking garage in a five-mile radius to those events. He ran facial recognition programs, vehicle identifying programs.

For as elite as Silver was, she didn’t know that she was being hunted by him. By whoever his employer was, which even he couldn’t figure out.

“Perfect.” He leaned back in his chair and took a bite of his scone. He clicked send, and the file with all of his compiled proof that showed he was correct in his research, still keeping himself relevant by not sharing who she was—even that she was a she—went to the Taskmaster.

He spent the next hour waiting for a reply. Then the next two hours drawing out a lunch of coffee shop muffins and granola bars. Phiber tapped his fingers, bounced his toes, and hit refresh on his computer a dozen times an hour. He wanted an acknowledgment that he had pulled off a feat. That he had all the proof that would earn another task and a bank deposit from the Taskmaster.

His cell phone beeped, and Phiber jumped for it.

Confirmation accepted. Bring Silver to a secure location. Bank transfer incoming.

What? Like kidnap her? His stomach tightened, uneasy at where this was going. Abduction pricked at his morals. She didn’t look like much. He could probably carry her under his arm even if she kicked and screamed. But there was a difference between stealing a program and information, and stealing a woman.

Phiber hit refresh of out habit, and a bank notification email popped onto the screen. He clicked it. He wasn’t a greedy fuck, but damn, that was a lot of money. Running his tongue over his teeth, he leaned back and nodded, accepting that he was willing to be bought, that upping his rap sheet from breaking and entering to kidnapping wouldn’t be that bad if he didn’t get caught. Which he wouldn’t. He was cocky enough to know he was good.

Grabbing his cell phone, he tapped out a message.

Not a problem.

Then he prayed the woman got out of her house more often than she had in the last few weeks. It’d be easy enough. He’d just grab her. Right? Or trick her? Coerce her? Shit. Dealing with people was his weakness. He wasn’t suave, and she’d probably recognize him. Maybe he should just knock on the door and put chloroform over her mouth. Kind of cliché, but it wouldn’t always be in the movies if it didn’t work.

He rubbed his face, uncomfortable with how the assignment had devolved but encouraged by his bank account. If he could stalk a person online, real life should be easier. He popped a piece of stale scone in his mouth then took off to go research secure locations.

*     *     *

Lexi wandered the grocery store aisle, wasting as much time as she could. Matt had dropped her off out front and watched her go in. She was certain he was waiting at the curb, ready to take her bags with a smile and a hug. The world thought he was such a good guy. On the surface, he was attractive with a fun personality. But the guy was rotting from the inside out.

The more she thought about it, the more she was sure that he would hurt her if she tried to leave. Like really hurt her. Not just force her to bed and violate her or hit her. God, for how smart she was, this was confusing. Especially the sex. It wasn’t sex—it was rape. Or assault? How did it work if the guy was her fiancé? If she eventually gave up and just let it happen to get it over with? The process wasn’t as painful when she opened her legs, so what did that mean?

A cold chill ran down her spine, and she spun, certain Matt could see her shopping and read her thoughts. But he wasn’t there.


God, now she was going crazy. But she couldn’t shake the feeling he had eyes on her. She squared her shoulders and pushed down the aisle, not wanting to get caught lollygagging. She sped down the rows, occasionally seeing the same guy with his face covered, hunkered over a shopping list, also filling his cart. Other than that, no Matt.

She turned the corner again, and the other man was gone. Maybe not on the same speed. This was crazy. Paranoia was getting the best of her, yet her senses tingled as though something wasn’t right.

Um, yeah. Her fiancé had forced her to have sex that morning then threatened to kill her dog…

She pushed through the checkout line and briefly considered asking about a back door. She could run away to Meredith’s. But a cold panic rushed over her at the thought of Bacon being used to punish her. The second she could get that dog alone, she was gone. Decision made.

Lexi took her change, ditched her cart, and took the bags on her arms. She rounded the corner and saw Matt waiting at the curb, as expected, right as she slammed into another person.

“Oh, God. Sorry.” Her bags fell, the apples escaping. “Shoot.”

She bent to grab them, and as she gathered them up, she looked at the man hovering over her. It was the hat guy from the aisles. But as soon she zeroed in on his Asian features and the tiny scar above his lip, her mind registered him hitting on her weeks ago, states away, asking if she knew SilverChaos.

“Phiber?” she asked.

He handed her an apple. “Hi. Nice surprise.” His eyes looked predatory, as though he knew who she was and wanted something.

“You live around here?”

“Visiting.” He smiled as he had at the last con party. “I was just heading for an early lunch. Be cool to talk shop if you want—” His eyes flew up.

An urge to run away hit her hard, and she backed into a solid wall of muscle. A hard arm snaked around her.

“And who the fuck are you?” Matt growled, clinging her tight to his side.

She didn’t want him to be her white knight, but something was off in a big way.

“Just a co-worker.” The guy threw up his hands, standing down to Matt’s brutish nature and physical size.

“You know this guy?” His hand clasped to her shoulder.

“We’ve met once.”

Matt’s jealous rage glared off of his face. “Get in the truck, peaches.”

She scurried away, unnerved that Phiber had been in her real-life world, though perhaps that was bound to happen eventually. Matt joined her in the truck, slammed the gear into drive, and sped off.

“You know that guy?” he asked again, distrust in his voice.

“I think we’ve worked on a project before. Or something. He recognized me, I guess. I didn’t at first.”

“Why’d you rush away from him?”

“I didn’t.”

“He the kind of guy you like to put out for? That nerd screamed computer boy.”

She winced. “No, it’s not like that.”

“So you didn’t want me to see him with you.”

“Matt, really, it’s not like that. I promise.” But what was it like? Her eyes closed, and she recalled that scary, hungry look in Phiber’s eyes.

“I’m not a jealous guy, peaches. But I swear to shit, you push me.”

“I know you’re not,” she lied. Damn it. She could barely run from one guy, and now another had unnerved her? “I’ll put a roast on, and everything will be fine. I was just caught off guard.”

Her stomach turned, but the more she thought about running into Phiber, the more she didn’t trust her reaction. It had been completely over the top. Matt was making her paranoid. Really, the people she worked with were loners who did not do well with normal interactions. Couple Matt rushing up behind her when she backed away, and the guy was probably scared to death. The whole thing was harmless.

“A roast sounds great.”

“Great.”

His eyes roamed over her body, making her feel more like a trophy than a person. “You know, Lexi, you’re the only girl who’s ever going to be in my world.”

The words were sweet, but the tone was a threat. “Of course.”

“You and that damn dog. Safe as long as we’re together.”




CHAPTER FIVE


The day had come and gone. Matt had headed out with some guys from the neighborhood, leaving her alone to stare at the empty backpack that she could easily pack and leave with. Two days had passed since she’d run into Phiber, and for those two days, Matt had treated her like a queen. His distrust had melted away the second they arrived at home. He didn’t make any moves on her and told her everything she cooked was delicious. The guy even threw a load of laundry in the wash. He apologized over and over for being a dick, saying that he couldn’t imagine a life without her in it and sometimes his temper and jealousy got the best of him.

It was all bullshit.

Right?

Why did she even doubt?

I’m so sorry. I hurt you. I shouldn’t have. I love you, peaches.

Her stomach turned—she hated the nickname peaches—yet, staring at the empty bag, she couldn’t begin to decide what to pack or where to go. She exhaled, hating and doubting herself. She rubbed her head and wondered what her breaking point was if it hadn’t been passed already?

Enough. Lexi tried to concentrate on Monarch. If she sold it for what Shadow was banking on, then they could quietly put that money into her savings account, and maybe she could just disappear. By the time she came back from wherever she’d hidden, Matt would have moved on. Maybe.

Bacon jumped into her lap, and she rubbed her sweet head. “I won’t let anything happen to you, sweet little Bacon Byte.”

Bacon sneezed and wheezed—wow, Lexi needed to help her rescued little pug lose some poundage. Somehow the dog had become her best friend. She chatted with Bacon, cuddled her as if the dog was the cure to Matt. As if she didn’t need to fear being alone when she had the pup in her arms.

“You and me, Bacon.” Then she kissed Bacon’s furry head and went back to work.

Screen after screen, Monarch was beautiful. The program she’d designed was just like its namesake, starting as something fragile and maybe even ugly. But this was a work of technological art. Strong. Gorgeous. Smart. It was—

A crash rattled in the backyard. Her heart sank. Matt was back, and that was his truck backing into the recycling bin. A dead giveaway of how much he’d had to drink. The truck door opened and slammed, then Lexi heard him curse the trash can for being there. Where it always was. Guess Mister Nice Doting Fiancé was gone. Big surprise.

Maybe he’d come in and rant over a game of pool lost. Maybe he’d come in and demand dinner at—she checked her phone—one in the morning. Whatever he did, she prayed he’d pass out sooner rather than later, ideally on the couch so she wouldn’t have to hear his drunk snores.

Their back door crashed open, and he spilled himself inside. Her body went rigid. Even though she knew she should go meet him, she didn’t move. Maybe she could pretend to be asleep.

Lexi jumped up when she heard him kick the kitchen trash can. It scattered across the floor as she dove into bed. Just another trash can she’d replace without comment. They seemed to always break. Often.

“We gotta go to bed, Bacon.” She snagged the covers and buried them both in deep. Her pup licked her face, and she tried to shush her. “Sleep.”

“Lexi!”

She held her breath and squeezed her eyes shut. I’m asleep, I’m asleep, I’m asleep…

“Peaches, where the fuck you at?”

Go to sleep—

Her bedroom door swung open and bounced off the wall. Bile simmered in her stomach, inched into her throat. Don’t be an asshole tonight…

Matt wandered into their bathroom, leaving a trail of clothes. The stench of the bar permeated the room. Cigarette smoke gave her migraines, and even on his clothes, his hair, his breath, it made her sick. The bathroom toilet flushed, and Matt staggered in the darkness. She couldn’t see him but knew the haphazard, staggering steps he took toward their bed. Thank God he was passing out.

The covers tore off her. “You sleepin’?”

The sound in his voice made her want to vomit. There was something mixed in with the drunkenness and lust. He’d promised never again to take her like before. Said it was a mistake, that she had caused it but that he shouldn’t have done it. Most certainly tonight, she had caused nothing.

“Sleeping, Matt.”

“Roll over.” He grabbed Bacon and threw her.

“Matt!”

“I’m gonna kill that dog if you love it more than me. Stuff its fat ass and put it in the living room to remind you.”

Tears burned her eyes as she remembered when he’d forced her to have sex days ago. She had two options. One was over faster than the other. One left bruises on her hips and the insides of her thighs and came with a day’s worth of him explaining why he’d had to do what he did. If push came to it, the lesser of two evils—sex with her fiancé—would happen. She’d been so stupid, stupid, stupid not to leave earlier.

“I was sleeping, baby,” she mumbled, praying that it mattered this time. Her arms mentally reached for Bacon to make sure she was okay. “Tomorrow? Please?”

It didn’t matter.

His hands ran over her shirt, pulling it over her head even as she tried to glue her ear to the pillow. “Love that body. All mine. Don’t make me take what I need.”

“No, Matt.”

Bacon jumped on the bed, snarling, and Matt grabbed her. He threw her again, but this time out the door, which he closed with a slam.

“Said I was sleeping, baby.”

“Are you trying to make me mad?” He crawled into bed. “Let’s go.”

Lexi swallowed her dread. It would hurt. God, it was disgusting. Him panting, breathing, sweating. But it was so much faster. I’m done. This is the last time. She’d make it through the night then figure things out. How would she leave when she had been wormed away from family and friends?

She tried to redirect him. “Did you have fun tonight?”

His fingers pinched her side, making her yelp. “Sound like I want to talk?”

Tears seeped silently down her cheeks as he yanked down her underwear. With her T-shirt shoved up, her fiancé crawled on top of her, breathing smoky-liquor stank into her face.


“I really don’t—”

His hand covered her mouth, and his other hand jammed between her legs. She couldn’t hide her tears as she sobbed. Matt never even slowed a beat.




CHAPTER SIX


The sun poured into Lexi’s bedroom, failing to shine away the darkness that hung over her. But it was a new day, and she would be gone by the end of it. But she needed to clear her head and couldn’t stand to be around Matt while he got ready to go to the gun range.

He sat at the breakfast table, striking matches and blowing them out.

“Any more coffee?” he asked.

“Nope.”

He struck a match and dropped it where Bacon lay on the floor, and he cackled. “Dumb dog doesn’t know to move.”

“Don’t do that!”

“Put another pot on. Maybe I won’t have to.” He lit a match and dropped it. It fizzled out before it hit Bacon’s fur. “Think she’d eat a lit match? Eats everything else.”

Lexi’s pulse pounded in her neck. “Don’t hurt her.”

He closed the matches and tossed them on the table. “I’d never hurt that dog.” But his tone said he’d hurt Bacon just to stick it to her.

For the next two hours, she kept an eye on her dog and fiancé. Her anxiety built, and she needed to blow off steam. Bacon was asleep, hidden in a pile of clothes in the closet, and could only be found if one was listening for fat doggy snores. Matt was zoned out on the couch before he went out around lunch. She had just enough time to get outside, stretch her legs, and think through her day’s plans. For as much Matt lorded over her, he never cared when she ran—her assumption being that he thought she was staying fit and attractive for him. It was one of the few times his narcissism worked in her favor.

“I’m going to go for a run,” she said.

He eyed her as if he didn’t trust her, which was smart because she was done. But her runs were nothing new. “Go burn off your breakfast, peaches. I think I’ll keep Bacon by my side until you return.”

They stared at each other until she nodded. He wouldn’t hurt Bacon for no reason. She’d done nothing to encourage him to hurt the puppy, and she wouldn’t be gone long. The chances that Bacon woke up and came downstairs or that Matt stopped watching sports long enough to do something to her dog were next to nil.

Lexi tied her running shoes and took off. As the slap, slap, slap of her soles picked up its pace, her mind numbed. Her limbs stretched, and she ate ground, pushing herself in the cool winter’s morning. For a brief moment, she forgot about planning, about forced sex and threats against her dog. But it all came back when she eased out of a hard sprint and into a jog.

What if Matt did do something to Bacon while she was out—just because he was mean? Doubting her decision to leave, Lexi turned back toward hell to check on Bacon. She rounded the sidewalk, running, pushing herself until she couldn’t remember last night. Or the last year. Or any of her decisions that had gotten her to this point. She used to be strong, confident… but now? The sound of her running shoes pounding was her only companion, the only one that knew how deep she was in.

The always-present stomachache tightened as she neared their street. As soon as she hit the driveway, her quiet self would take over. She was a thousand times more distant, more lost, and just… smaller today than she was last night.

She rounded the last bend in the road and saw Matt’s truck—and Parker’s Range Rover. Relief bloomed in her lungs, followed by something that made her a little dizzy. She’d hoped to see him tomorrow, but this was almost too much. It was as if her savior had shown up, even though he had no idea she’d cast him in the role. How and why she’d mentally latched onto him made no sense. Looks and smarts were something to appreciate, but hoping that he would somehow help her… that didn’t matter because Parker was there.

It had to be a sign. Or something. She needed to leave. Or keep running. Never stop and turn back. Except she was drawn to Parker—and couldn’t leave Bacon with Matt. God. Parker had never shown an inkling of a flirtation toward her. Lord knew she didn’t dare look at another man for too long, and certainly not Parker, who was all mysterious cool guy. Big and handsome, almost like out of a movie.

How were those two even friends? Even if it was a friendship that stemmed from back in the day. Then again, no one knew who Matt had become. No one would believe her. Matt had said that once, but he was right. He was brassy and ballsy, a guy’s guy, not an abuser. No way would he hit his woman. No way…

Except he did.

She bounced on the toes of her running shoes. Why couldn’t she run away? Right now. Leave everything behind. Shadow would get her money and help her get a new life. She didn’t need to pack a bag, but all of her notebooks—a diary of every time she should’ve left written in detail—her journals with her work, what she didn’t keep online was still inside, and obviously, she wouldn’t leave her dog. Matt would kill the poor girl. He said so all the time.

Lexi rubbed her temples and gulped a breath before turning up her driveway. She could smile at her fiancé, be cordial to Parker, and not give Matt anything to be jealous or crazy over. But if he knew what was in her head… then she’d be dead.

A couple yards away, the door opened, and she looked up. Parker. Oh… he wore a form-fitting Henley painted across his defined chest. It highlighted the thickness of his biceps and taper of his waist, and he wore jeans that, even from a distance, curved over his backside—and his front side—in a manner that was sinful. Every part of that man looked muscled. Even his strong neck and stout jaw shouted that he was utter male perfection.

Her mouth watered and her breath froze, a spellbinding contradiction that only served to remind her that he might have been the sexiest man she’d ever seen.

“Hey, Lex,” he said in that bottom-of-the-canyon voice that made her shiver. The door closed behind him, separating him from all that she hated inside that house.

Her cheeks felt flushed, but that was okay since she’d been running in forty degree weather. As he casually downed the stairs, his powerful thighs stole the show, and her lungs boycotted normal breaths. Again, she could blame that on exercising in the cold. But what she could say and what was the truth… those were two very different things.

“Hey.” She waved, averting her eyes in case Matt saw her.

Parker walked toward her from the landing. “Didn’t know you were around.”

Warily, she cast her gaze up. “Out running.”

He stepped closer. If they both extended their arms, their fingertips might touch. A round of shivers ran down her back.

His eyes narrowed almost immediately, as though he could sense her concern. “You doing okay, sweetheart?”

Panic set in, and she took one enormous, probably obvious, step back. “Yeah. Of course.”

He stepped forward, his blue eyes studying her in a way that made her want to cry for help. “Haven’t seen you in a while.”

“I, um—”

Matt pushed the door open behind Parker. “Hey, peaches, get inside. You’re going to freeze that sweet ass off.”

She cringed and cast her eyes down, embarrassed that Matt had spoken like that in front of Parker. “Okay.”

Matt jumbled down the stairs and smacked her butt harder than he needed to, not that he needed to at all, as he passed. “We’re headed out. Be back later.”

He was leaving her alone? Now? She was getting out! But she didn’t react when she heard Matt open his truck and turn over the engine. When she finally glanced up, Parker still stood there, his jaw tight, the tendons in his neck prevalent.

Oh, heaven help her. A woman could fall in love with that kind of intense focus. But instead, she fought the pull of his navy eyes and glanced over his shoulder at Matt, whose distrustful gaze was on her.

Matt got out of his truck. “There are a couple dogs that hang down at GUNS. Think I’ll take your mutt with me.”

“What?” She spun, terrified of what that meant.

He smiled as if he knew her afternoon plans. “Think she’d get some exercise running around. It’ll be good for her.”

Lexi watched Matt hustle inside and come back with a squirming, snapping Bacon. “Please be careful with her.”

“’Course.” Then he tossed her in the second row of the dual cab.

Her throat stung, worry alarming her.

“You sure you’re good, Lex?” Parker pushed again, taking another step closer.

Her eyes flicked from him to the window where Bacon pressed her snout, then went back to Parker.

He tilted her head. “Dog’ll be fine at the range. Don’t worry about that.”

“Okay,” she whispered.

“I promise, sweetheart.”

His trustworthy voice was like a hug. She liked that he called her sweetheart, that he called her Lex. But Parker had no idea. Or did he? He watched her for seconds too long, and without a doubt, Lexi knew Matt would be pissed even if she hadn’t done anything to warrant the reaction.

Resigned to the fact that when she left, she might not see Parker again, she ignored the concern on his face and faked a smile that was sad-but-practiced. “Always.”

Just another lie. Even as her heart reached out to Parker, Lexi walked into her house without so much as a good-bye so she could grab her laptop, wait for Bacon to return, and disappear.




CHAPTER SEVEN


Five hours with the same thing on his brain: Lexi Dare. Shit. Parker had spent hours at GUNS with Matt, hitting targets and checking on new spec ops weapons that were for retail sale. The dog that Matt insisted was called Fatso stuck close to Parker the whole time. Even now, the poor thing sawed logs in the backseat.

None of his afternoon had cleared his mind, and as they pulled out of GUNS’s parking lot, Parker rubbed his jaw, unable to ignore the unspoken plea on Lexi’s face. His gut instinct screamed that something had been wrong this morning, and it wasn’t the first time his sixth sense had been on fire when it came to Lex. But earlier, without saying a word, she’d confirmed it.

He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as he drove Matt’s truck back. Matt getting loaded on beer he’d snuck in and running through rounds wasn’t on the approved activities list at GUNS, and Parker had ended things before Matt got them thrown out. It wasn’t news that Matt was an asshole, but he was an asshole that everyone got on with. More or less. His drinking thing was getting out of control, and if Parker wasn’t concerned before today, he was now, after Matt had turned a day at the range into a BYOB activity. Was that what had caused the look on Lexi’s face? The less-than-subtle changes Parker had noticed for months?

The hollow look on her face, when she hadn’t always looked like that, ate at him. That, and there was the distance in her icy blue eyes, almost as if their shine had dulled. Except today when he’d walked up to her, shoving his hands into his pockets to keep them off her. At that moment, those icy blues shined.

The girl was gorgeous. He’d thought about her more than he should, her delicate face always hanging in the periphery of his mind. Her blond hair always looked sexy-tousled, as if she’d been up to no good, and it framed her fair skin and pink lips like a not-so-innocent frame. She was sweet and sexy, quiet but funny. Everything about her was incredible—also off-limits.

Parker clung to the wheel as though he were wringing her fiancé’s neck. She was too good for Matt. Really, too good for anyone Parker knew. But how would he know that? They just had an innate connection he couldn’t shake. He tried to concentrate on the road, on relaxing and blowing off steam after coming home from a Titan op that had almost gone bad.

“Ha.” Matt threw his drunk head back. “Did you hear Sugar’s pregnant?”

Parker didn’t like Matt’s condescending tone. “Yup.”

“Jared Westin as a father. Fuck me.”

Parker shrugged, wondering if he still felt needled because of Lexi or because of Matt questioning Sugar and Jared as parents. “The man already has a daughter. I’m not sure what you’re getting at.”

“Adopted,” Matt scoffed.

“Same thing.” But what he wanted to say was so the fuck what. Parker had wanted to be adopted when he was a kid. That lost feeling ate at him while growing up with guys like Matt, who had the same folks picking him up from school every day, same people to go home to every night. But nope, not Parker. He’d been stuck in the system, bouncing all over their damn county until he finally took control of his future—education and the Marines. He’d been smart, smarter than any single person he’d ever met. He’d made a plan, worked it, and it had paid off, though he couldn’t seem to let go of Matt. Old friends, like habits, died hard?

“Jared with kids? Shit, I can’t see it.”

“Jesus, man, you don’t even know the guy that well.” Bashing anyone in Titan should be an instant sayonara—except he wasn’t quite ready to lose the glimpses of Lexi. “What’s it to you if they have kids or not?”

His irritation intensified. Maybe Parker needed to unload a few more magazines if for no other reason than to have something in his hands that wouldn’t get him in trouble. He ignored Matt’s jackass ramblings, thankful when they finally pulled into the driveway.

Parker’s eyes tracked to the spot where Lexi had stood, looking so gone, then he twisted to see the sleeping dog named Fatso. “Everything all good with you and Lex?”

Matt’s hands bunched. “Yeah. Of course.”

Almost word for word what Lexi had said. Parker tapped his thigh. What the hell was his problem? Butting in when nothing needed saying. Addressing something he could sense but couldn’t see—that wasn’t his thing. Parker dealt with black-and-white facts, not this ache of the unknown ricocheting in his chest.

Matt pushed open the passenger door, grabbing Fatso roughly, as Parker slid the truck into park.

“You coming in?” Matt slurred, dropping the pug, who ran toward the door.

“Yeah.” Because Parker still couldn’t get rid of the sense that something was off with Lexi. “I told Sugar I’d pass something along to Lex.”

Matt’s eyes narrowed. “She’s out.”

“Oh, right. Just tell her it’s something about a fundraiser.” For adopted kids, asshole. “Sugar said Lex might be interested.”

He nodded. “I’ll tell her.”

“Catch you and Lex at Winters’s tomorrow? Sugar can just tell her herself.” Parker grabbed his gear bag from the back of the truck.

Matt stood, frozen and staring at the street. A car parked two driveways down pulled out onto the road.


“Everything okay?” Parker’s eyes narrowed as he tried to ascertain what the problem was.

Matt continued to stare down the road. “Did that guy look like some nerd boy to you?”

“That car?”

Matt nodded.

“Didn’t see him. Looked like a neighbor driving off. Why?”

“Thought I’d seen him before.” Matt bristled. “Never mind. Nothing.” He gave Parker a chin lift and hustled inside, letting the door slam shut.

“Jesus, dude.” Paranoia much?

All day long, all Parker had heard was excuses. Why Matt’s bosses were crappy, why the jobs he’d left were shitty. The whole world was up on his ass and concurrently trying to take him down. Listening to all of that bullshit was draining, though the day was still young. Parker needed to get a burger and make a quick run by Titan HQ to see what was going on. Work didn’t stop because he was off site. His hands slid over the back pockets of his jeans and came up empty. No keys. He’d left them and his wallet in Matt’s truck when he’d opted to take his buddy’s keys and drive them back.

He dropped his head back then let go of his gear bag and made his way back to Matt’s truck. Locked. Great. This was getting better and better. Parker headed to the front door. He was too tired to deal with another round of Matt Pindon bullshit.

Bounding up the stairs, he knocked and pushed the familiar door open as the dog yapped from inside. “Hey, man. Need your keys to open—”

Lexi was against the wall with Matt’s hand wrapped around her throat. He was inches away from her face, and she was crying, shaking her head, and kicking as if she was treading water but losing the battle.

“Matt! Fuck, man.” Parker ran in and grabbed his shoulder, dragging him back.

Matt spun, sputtering with beer on his breath from earlier. “Not your business. Out.”

She dropped to the floor, her hands covering her neck, and gasped as though she were a fish out of water, desperately trying to find stasis again.

Matt stomped, swinging at the dog. The dog looked at Parker as if Fatso was turning over the keys to Lexi’s safety then scampered up the stairs.

“Man, my keys are in your truck, asshole.” Parker lasered in on her. “Lex, you—”

“Get out!” Matt pushed Parker with both hands.

“Enough of this shit.” Parker wrapped an arm around Matt’s neck and pushed him into a chokehold. He counted down and gave Matt’s neck a hard squeeze before tossing him to the floor. “Lex, go outside.”

Matt gasped on the ground. “The fuck”—cough—“you will.”

Parker’s eyes popped in disbelief. “Are you fuckin’ kidding me?”

Matt reared up and lunged, but Parker caught him by the shirt as if he was pulling off a K-9. Lexi didn’t move from her spot on the carpet.

“Out of my house, man,” Matt snarled, acting like nothing Parker would leave alone with Lexi.

Parker angled toward her, holding back her fiancé. “Lex—”

“Don’t talk to that whore.” Matt’s hands clapped down on Parker’s biceps. “She’s mine to deal with.”

“What are you even talking about? God,” she whispered hoarsely. Tears ran down her cheeks.

He struggled toward her. “I saw that guy again. Slut!”

Parker had a code, same as most men, and there was no way Matt, acting like a ’roided-up motherfucker, was getting out of his hold. “You’ve got three goddamn seconds to power your ass down.”

Matt twisted toward Lexi. “Walk out the door, peaches, and I will kill you.”

Parker narrowed his eyes at the sharpness of the words. He pushed Matt back, hard, then pushed him again and put himself between the couple. Matt rolled his shoulders and paced two feet either way, prowling and ready to attack. Lexi didn’t move. Clearly tonight wasn’t the first time she’d heard him like this.

“Lex, sweetheart.” He kept Matt an arm’s length away. “Speak up. What do you need?”

Silence.

“You want me to go?” Parker tried again. But no matter her response, he wasn’t leaving. Not like this.

“This is between me and her.” Matt stepped closer. The ice in his voice sent chills down Parker’s spine. “Stupid, smart-ass motherfucker, think you’re so goddamn clever. Think you know everything. Not everything is about computers and shit, Parker. Get out of my damn house.”

It wasn’t the first time Parker had heard the smart-guy lines. When Matt was drunk, he got his shit in a tailspin and hated on everyone. That was Matt. A first-class asshole. But this, what Parker just saw, was past the line.

“God, man, shut up. You move an inch toward her, we’re going to blows.” Parker had height and weight on Matt, and his senses were in hyper-overdrive, ready to protect her, to care for her… carefully, he crouched without turning his back on Matt. “Lexi…” He put two fingers under her chin and lifted her face to his. “Tell me what you want.”

Her eyes locked on his, and he could’ve sworn her lips formed to say you. But she flinched as her gaze jumped. Parker spun up, countering the attack he saw coming in his peripheral, and he slammed Matt to the floor with a swift right hook. He enjoyed the impact that knocked out the guy.

“Fuck,” Parker growled and jumped up. He turned to her. The woman before him, lips rolled together, eyes squeezed shut, broke his heart. “Lex?”

Seconds ticked by until she gave him the most honest look he’d ever seen. The most scared one too.

“There was no one here. I don’t know what he’s talking about. Please don’t leave me with him,” she whispered.

Those last words were all Parker needed. He slipped his arms around her slender frame and carried her out the door. Right before they crossed the threshold, Parker snagged Matt’s keys to gain access to his own. Behind them, Matt rolled on the floor, waking and moaning. It took practiced restraint to keep from kicking Matt’s ass again.

“Don’t”—Matt pushed up to hands and knees—“you dare leave.”

Parker held her to his chest and glared with the open front door at his back. “I don’t know what’s been happening here, but fuck you.” Then he walked out the door with Lexi in his arms.




CHAPTER EIGHT


Parker held Lexi against his chest. The ease with which he lofted her against him and the moment when her tense body relaxed against his was trouble. Her hair tickled his neck, and there was something too intimate about the hold. She smelled like sweet citrus. Like sugar and lemons. His mouth watered. Couple his visceral reactions with the plain fact that he did not want to let go, and the situation was complicated. That was problematic because he wasn’t familiar with complicated.

Keeping her soft curves against him, Parker opened Matt’s truck, got his own keys, then opened his Range Rover.

As soon as he set her down, he regretted the loss of her weight in his arms. Instead of backing away, he leaned across her body and shoved his keys into the ignition. She needed a warm place to sit, but mostly he wanted to feel her close again. As he pulled back, blocking the door to keep out the cold, he studied her red neck and sad eyes that wouldn’t look at him.

Parker ground his molars, trying to contain the explosive energy that pooled in his fists. “Tell me not to go back in there and kill him.” Despite the growl in his words, he shook loose one fist and touched her chin, angling her face for a better look at her neck.

But her hands batted him away. “It’s nothing.”

“God, Lex.” He took his hand back, wanting to put it on her thigh but instead shoving it into his pocket. “We’ve got problems if you believe that.”

One slender shoulder shrugged. “I’m fine.”

The hell she was. She wouldn’t look up, wouldn’t say more than two hoarse words at a time, and his guess was her throat was bruised. Fuck that dude. “Don’t move. Lock the door. Just stay here.”

She didn’t respond.

“Lexi?”

Her near-vacant stare jumped to his, and surrounding her icy blue irises were tiny exploded blood vessels in the whites of her eye.

“Stay, sweetheart.” He locked then shut the door and charged back inside.

Parker knocked the door open, ready to go to blows with the asshole he’d known for years in the house that he’d been to a number of times. Matt was leaned back on the couch, beer in one hand, remote in the other hand, surfing the television as though what had just happened hadn’t. He didn’t look up as Parker crossed the room.

“What the motherfuck?” Parker’s fists were balled, his muscles ready.

Matt leaned back, not a care on his face. “It was nothing. Forget it.”

“Are you out of your damn—”

Matt raised his beer. “Have a drink or get out.”

“Dude, you had your hands around her neck.”

“It wasn’t what it looked like.”

“Are you fuckin’ on crack?”

His head tilted. “You got a thing for my fiancée?”

“Jesus fuckin’ Christ. I’ve got a thing for common decency.”

“I’m not gonna fight you over her. She’ll come back. Tell her one simple word: Bacon.”

“What?”

“Tell her I’ve got Bacon.”

Screw it. Parker didn’t care. He slammed out the front door and headed back for Lexi. His muscles shook from wanting to crush Matt. Parker’s mind ping-ponged over a million memories. What had he seen before, what had he missed, why had Matt changed—really changed—for the worse? Growling, Parker jumped into his seat after Lexi unlocked the doors then he threw the SUV into reverse and peeled out of the driveway without looking at her. He couldn’t, because shit, if he did, there was no telling what would come out of his mouth.

They slowed through stop signs. He didn’t know where he was going, but they were working through the maze of suburbia hell.

“Sorry,” she whispered. “He’s your friend. I didn’t mean to put you in the middle of that.”

“No friend of mine would ever hurt a woman.” Parker’s grip strangled the steering wheel as though he was trying to force himself not to turn back. His knuckles went pinkish white, and he still hadn’t stopped jamming his molars together.

“Just sorry,” she said again, even quieter than a whisper. Her voice broke his goddamn heart.

“Tell me that hasn’t happened before, Lex.”

Again with the silence.

He heard her sniffle, then he looked over. Fuck him—fresh tears. He was so far out of his league with the last fifteen minutes that he didn’t know the right move. “Has that happened before?”

Silence.

“Jesus. Fuck.” He slapped the steering wheel. “Are you kidding me?”

“Snapping at me won’t make a difference,” she mumbled.

He’d never felt his heart before, but at that second, he did, and it was shredding. Matt had laid hands on her more than once, and Parker hated coming to terms with knowledge he should’ve already had.

Finally, she shrugged. “I’m not me with him anymore. Maybe I never was. I shouldn’t have put up with it. It’s on me.”

Parker yanked the steering wheel over and shifted to park. Everything he did with Titan, everything he’d done in his life hadn’t prepared him for the anger and helplessness churning deep inside. “I don’t know what to say.”

“There’s nothing to say.” She shifted her gaze out the window.

“Why not?”

She looked back, obviously believing whatever she was about to say. “What’s the point?”

“So—”

“Can we stop this?” Lexi’s face pinched. “It’s humiliating, and I just want to—I wish you hadn’t seen that.”

“Why?”

Her head hung lower, her eyes closed. “Doesn’t matter.”

“Does to me.”

“It’s done. I’m not going back, and he doesn’t want me back. End of story. Nothing left to talk about.”

The air around them felt thick. The winter sunlight shone through the window, highlighting her softness, making her vulnerabilities stand out. He put the SUV back into drive and maneuvered onto the road. Tension hung between them, and his chest ached. Parker cracked the window, letting a slip of cold air rush against him.

He still had no idea where they were headed, and he wasn’t ready to admit that out loud. The thing about Lexi was she was always the one he liked to be around. Yeah, Matt had been his boy since they were kids, but Lex was the fun one. The one with the smile, the one who made him laugh, even if it had been a while.

“Hungry?”

“Kinda.” She picked at her nails when he made a turn.

His mind ran the gamut of options. His place wasn’t too far. “I’ll swing by somewhere, grab some takeout, then you can figure out whatever you want to do along the way.”

Parker let off the brake and headed down the street. For being in suburbia, there wasn’t a single drive-through. What the hell?

A pizza place’s sign caught his attention, and he pulled in. “Pizza?”

“Sure.”

He shifted into park. “What do you like on it?”

“Whatever.” She studied her fingers knotting and re-knotting.

“Lexi, toppings. What do you want on your pizza?”

She looked up. Her innocent, blood-speckled eyes seemed so surprised that he cared. “I’m not the girl this happens to.”

Except she was… and he wanted to rain hell. “But you are hungry, sweetheart.”

Her forgotten smile came out for a second then disappeared. “Sausage and banana peppers.” Then her cheeks heated, and her eyes dropped. “But cheese is totally fine.”

“Sausage and banana peppers?” It was a sliver of the girl he had known before, full of personality and unexpected answers. “Alright then.”

“Thanks.”

“Hey, does ‘bacon’ mean anything to you?”

Her color faded. “Oh, crap.”

“What?” Maybe he should’ve kept that to himself. What was it, a code for him finding her, hurting her? “Never mind. Just ignore that.”

“I shouldn’t have dragged you into this, Parker. I’m really sorry.”

Parker cupped a hand over her fidgeting, nervous fingers. The simple touch made electricity shoot up his arms. “If you recall, I carried you out.” She blushed, bringing some of her color back, and that surprised him, adding warmth in his chest to go with the shock of electricity. “Be back in a minute. Okay?”

“Okay.” She nodded, and her shoulders shivered before she tried to hide it.

“Warm up.” He’d been so fired up from wanting to pummel Matt. It had to be forty degrees outside, and he had the window cracked open. Parker pulled a jacket from the backseat for her, cranked the heat to full blast, then jumped out into the cold.

Sausage and banana peppers. As though she was too lost to realize it was okay to order what she wanted. Maybe he should call Matt and tell him to get his ass off the couch, whether he wanted a fight or not. Parker pushed into the pizza place and bounced on the balls of his shoes as he waited in line to order and pay. Bacon, bacon, bacon. What the fuck did bacon mean?

“Ten minutes.” The cashier handed him the receipt and change. “They’ll call your number when it’s ready.”

“Thanks.” Parker dropped the change into a jar then headed to his Rover to wait.

It was empty. No Lexi.

Concern hit him hard in the gut. Matt? No… right? He pivoted, looking for her. Nothing. Just the sprawl of a shopping center on both sides of the street. Maybe she needed something from the grocery store? Had to hit the bathroom? But she didn’t have a purse and would’ve gone into the pizza place. This didn’t make sense.

He walked by a few storefronts. Nothing she would likely go into. A blinds store, a pet food store. Where was she? Parker circled back to his vehicle, and still she was nowhere to be seen. He saw his jacket abandoned on the passenger seat. Finally succumbing to the dread that prickled at him, Parker pulled out his phone and dialed Matt.

“Hey,” Matt answered.

“Where is she?”

“Lexi?”

Rage made Parker’s muscles bunch. “Yeah, you dickhead.”

Matt chuckled. “You told her about Bacon. Nice job. She called from a convenience store. I’m on my way to pick her up.”

“Pick her up?” What the fuck had just happened? Parker hustled to his still-running SUV and gunned the engine, pulling out and leaving tracks. “Where?”

“Good looking out for my girl. Thanks, buddy.” The call ended.

His girl? Parker stared at the blinking screen then looked up and saw the sign for a convenience store. Matt’s truck was ahead with Lexi, head down, shoulders slumped, making her way toward it from the wall full of lotto and phone card advertisements.

Parker honked, and her head snapped up. She saw him, had to have, but she didn’t give him any more acknowledgment as she dragged herself toward Matt’s truck and got in the passenger seat. Matt had to have heard him too. The asshole barely waited for her door to shut before he took off. As he passed Parker, Matt stayed facing forward, but his left hand went up, shooting him the bird.

“Fuck you too.” Then Parker slammed his fists onto the steering wheel because he didn’t know what to do as they drove away.




CHAPTER NINE


All the threats Lexi had ever heard about Bacon played through her head until she was dizzy with the certainty that her poor pup would be dead on the couch when they arrived home. Matt was mean and growing meaner by the day. He’d even tried to burn Bacon that morning. Where had her mind been when she’d left without the dog? Well, she hadn’t been thinking. Breathing had been her problem. Her throat felt as if it had been crushed, and her mind hadn’t gone to her dog. What it had gone to was the protection Parker had offered. His arms had surrounded her with a manly scent tinged with the smell of outdoors and gunpowder, like some superhero aphrodisiac.

Yet there she was, without Parker and back with Matt. But she really hadn’t been with Parker. He had been a ride. A good man who wouldn’t stand by when she was crumbled on herself. Parker likely thought she was stupid, and maybe she was. But the idea of leaving her dog alone with her fiancé, when Matt had clearly issued that last warning, was too much. Plus if she really was going to leave, she couldn’t just have her savior carry her out the door. She needed her computer and notebooks. They were her livelihood and her evidence—selfies after a rough night or her notes jotted down about what he did and said—if she did ever confront Matt.

Lexi bit her tongue when Matt jumped the curb. They headed home at breakneck speed. She needed to survive until she could get her dog, her stuff, and leave. Her mind slammed into overdrive. What should she do? Say? Matt needed to think she’d been stupid or scared. Something. It was best to start simple. It also needed to start now, in the truck, where they were semi in public. If his hands were on the steering wheel, they wouldn’t be on her.

“I’m sorry, Matt.”

“Bet you are.” Lines furrowed across his forehead and anger tinged his skin red.

“I really am. That got out of control. It was all my fault. I’m sorry.”

He glared at her. “I saw your co-worker outside the house, driving away.”


What? That was what had started it? She’d had no idea. He had simply had stormed the house and thrown her against the wall. “I promise you, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“He was there.”

A cold chill ran up her spine. “I never saw him.”

“Then I’m pissed you begged Parker to pick you up. Fuckin’ slut.”

“No.” She swallowed her disgust and put her palm on his thigh. “It all happened so fast. I never want to fight with you again.”

His hand slapped down on hers, his fingers crushing her bones.

She winced, leaning forward. “Ow, Matt—”

He smashed her fingers together. “You comin’ home for me or that mutt?”

“You!”

“You’re really sorry?”

Wincing into his hold, she nodded. “Yes, that—ow—that hurts.”

“You know how bad it can really hurt. Don’t pull that shit again.” Then he flung her hand back. “I forgive you, peaches. But your ass will make it up to me.”

Her head dropped. “I know.”

“Be thinking how.”

She ducked her head further, not wanting to think of how he’d expect that kind of repayment. “Okay.”

“And, peaches?”

“Yes, baby?” she mumbled.

“You leave me again, no warnings about the mutt. I’ll find you and drag your ass home.”




CHAPTER TEN


If there was one thing Parker enjoyed about walking into the Winters’s house, it was the food. Mia Winters loved to cook, and Parker loved to eat. So did everyone else on the team. But they had wives and kids and babies on the way, so more often than not, the rest of Titan was well fed when they were home. Parker relied more than he should on Muscle Milk and Power Bars in place of meals. Mia knew that and fed him well. She mama-beared the shit out of him sometimes, and that was a perk of being best buds with Winters.

Judging by the lack of other vehicles outside, he was first there, and that was planned. He needed Mia’s opinion on yesterday because he was furious—and worried. After Lexi had gone back with Matt, Parker had headed back to GUNS, then hit his gym and worked out to the point of delirium. Neither activity cleared his mind. So his next step was to talk to Mia, the woman who knew how everything emo worked, because he was choking on a ton of it.

He pushed through the front door that had been left open for the incoming crowd. “Hello? Anyone home?”

“Kitchen,” Mia called.

“We’re in the kitchen,” squeaked a high-pitched, girly voice.

Parker smiled at Clara’s repeated words. He rounded the hall and saw the kids before Mia. “Hey, short stack. How’s it going?”

“The baby’s not listening.” Clara’s little nose crinkled in annoyance. “He’s stealing all my snacks.”

Mia popped up from behind the island counter with a pile of platters and set them down. “Don’t let Ace have any of those cookies.”

The evidence was all over Ace’s face. He’d had at least one cookie, by evidence of the chocolate smeared from his chin to forehead, and his smile was huge as he reached for more. Parker scooped up the boy before they all got into trouble and headed for the kitchen table.

Mia scowled, grabbing a wet cloth. “Clara. Do not feed your brother any more sugar.”

“Sorry, Mama.” She set the cookies down and abandoned the adults and her brother in the kitchen.


“Mama Mia, smells good in here.” He gave Mia a kiss on her cheek. “You’re too good to us.”

“I know it.” With expert finesse, she wiped all of the smudges off Ace before the kid could think to scream, then she headed to what smelled like a giant vat of chili and a couple other pots. “Speaking of which, you want a beer?”

“Sounds good.” He popped up and headed to the fridge to get it before Mia could move. “Where’s Winters?”

“Out in the garage. You’re here earlier than I expected—” She stopped stirring whatever. “Nothing you do is ever accidental.”

His muscles went tight as he thought about yesterday’s shit storm. “Nope.”

She put her hands on her hips. The woman was petite, but she didn’t mess around. “And you’re not heading to the garage.”

He shook his head. “Nope.”

“Alright. Spit it out before the troops storm the spread.”

Still holding Ace, Parker walked over to eye the food. “You know Matt Pindon?”

“You’ve brought him around before. Isn’t he going to be here today?”

“I doubt it.”

“Why?”

“I saw him wrap his hands around his woman’s throat.”

Mia turned off the burner. “Sit down.”

He smiled because when Mia got all bossy-therapist, good usually came of it. “Yes, ma’am.”

She wiped her hands and sat across from him before taking Ace into her lap. “Start over. What are you talking about?”

“I walked in on them fighting yesterday. No joke, he was choking her. I pulled them apart. She left with me but went back home to him.”

“She went back to him?”

He nodded. His fury at Lexi for pulling that stunt just killed him. He’d had every intention of bringing her and a sausage-and-banana-pepper pizza home with him. Then what, who knew. But damn it, he liked her being in his arms, amplifying how much he’d liked her from afar.

“Is she safe?” Mia asked.

“I don’t know.” The doubt made him sick. Not knowing the answer to a question wasn’t something Parker was familiar with. He always knew what he wanted to know or knew a way to determine it. He could assign a value to a situation, do a risk assessment. But this Lexi situation—he didn’t know what she thought or if she was safe. It made him feel as though he were bursting out of his skin. He wanted to call her, yell at her for being stupid and question her so it made sense.

Mia’s eyes focused on him, and Parker swore she could read his soul. “Who is she to you?”

“Matt’s fiancée.”

“To you, Parker. A friend?” Her eyebrows raised.

“I don’t think I know her well enough that I’d say friend.” But somehow he’d had eyes on her since she first walked into Matt’s life.

“But?”

His thoughts had been semi-easy to ignore until yesterday, and now he couldn’t stop replaying every stolen look, every questionable action, the way she’d gone from the wild woman Matt brought out on occasion to a toned-down version of a Stepford wife. Parker jumped out of his chair. “I don’t get this.”

“Get what?”

“It’s—” His chest twisted. “Personal.”

“I can see that. So why?”

“She’s a good person and doesn’t deserve that shit.”

“No one deserves that, Parker.”

“I know. It’s—I just like her.” He shrugged. “She deserves better than that.”

“You have feelings for her.”

“Come on, Mia. I’m not here to talk about what I feel or whatever. I’m worried about a girl who—” A girl he’d been feeling deeply, who always made him curious, who even made him feel guilty. He dropped back into the chair. “I care about what happens to her. What do I do?”

“You have a conversation with her. You make sure she gets to a safe place, and you ask her if she values her safety. If she knows her self-worth. Then you hold her hand—”

His eyes shot open. “Whoa now.” Even though he vividly remembered placing his hands over hers in his car and the sense of calm that had washed over her sweet face.

“Figuratively, and help her realize that she is worth more than that.”

Parker leaned his elbows on the table and buried his head in his hands. Behind him, Winters’s boots came down the hall.

His hand slapped Parker’s back. “What’s up, boy genius?”

Parker rubbed his eyes and pushed back. “Matt’s persona non grata for anything Titan.”

Winters held his eye. “Alright. Won’t be allowed in this house.”

“Alright.”

“Want to let me in on what’s going on?”

Parker was closer to Winters than anyone else in or out of Titan. Winters had spent his share of time with Matt and never liked the guy, but he didn’t say much. Old friends were old friends. That was the way things went. Winters and Parker had a much different relationship. They saw eye to eye on most jobs and were a tactical yin and yang. Winters would blow things up and could escape almost any situation, given enough brute force. Parker preferred the analytical, strategic planning side of operations. Either way, they trained together, tested together, stayed in shape and sharp on weapons together. But letting anyone besides Mia the psychologist in on Lexi’s issues was too personal.

“Later,” Parker said.

Winters looked at Mia then back at Parker before picking up Ace. “Alright, later.”

Clara ran back into the kitchen. “Cash is here.”

Which meant a very pregnant Nicola would be inside in a minute. Soon she would be followed by Roman and a pregnant Beth, then Jared and a pregnant Sugar. So many pregnant women, it was almost scary. Parker had never had anything like that—babies, uncles, aunts, all that family stuff. They were like a living, breathing security blanket.

Mia, maybe thinking the same thing, moved back to the stove. “We’ll talk more later. Okay?”

“Yup. Appreciate it.”

She nodded. “Not sure you know this, honey, but you’re allowed to color outside the lines if you want.”

He chuckled because that was something he’d never do, and the statement, much like every Lexi-focused thought, didn’t make sense. “I don’t know what that means, Mia.”

“One day, it might make sense.”

“Maybe.” Parker sat back in his chair and watched everyone come in.

So much had changed since Mia Winters started having big meals after Titan came home from jobs. The guys used to all get together, have a bonfire, and barbecue whatever was around. They still did that, though maybe not in forty-degree rainy weather. But now serious love was put into the food. That was a difference.

Another knock sounded on the door before it opened down the hall. “We’re here.”

Rocco walked in with Caterina tucked under his arm. Squeezed between them was a bundle of blankets. Parker watched the room ooh and ahh over the new baby. None of the Delta guys were there yet—no guests outside of Titan had arrived—so he was literally the only single guy in the room. It was just their core group, and while he wanted to be there, he suddenly couldn’t stop wondering what in the world Lexi Dare was up to and if she was okay.




CHAPTER ELEVEN


Lexi trembled as Matt guided her into the house with his hand on the small of her back. She didn’t know what to expect, but whatever his punishment for her was, it would be the worst yet. But as soon as her feet hit the carpet, nothing.

She wanted to run and find Bacon, but she also didn’t want to remind Matt how much she loved her dog. So she sat on the couch and watched him go about normal everyday life. Still nothing in terms of her punishment happened.

Bacon ran over to Lexi. She scooped the dog up and cuddled all the pug’s squirmy rolls, but Lexi kept her eyes on Matt. Maybe it was a mind game. He’d told her to think of her own punishment. Maybe this was part of that.

She squeezed Bacon tighter and whispered, “I’ll never let him hurt you.”

Matt reappeared with a beer and threw himself on the couch with her. “Sorry, peaches.”

Her heart stilled. She didn’t know if this was a test. She clung to her dog, uncertain how to respond. “You don’t have to say that.”

He took a swig off his beer. “Serious. I fucked up. Shouldn’t have done that—though you shouldn’t have put me in a place where I lost control. Maybe that car I saw wasn’t what I thought. But…” He shrugged and slugged back more beer. “But I didn’t mean for that to happen.”

“Okay,” she whispered.

“C’mere.”

Terrified, she inched across the couch and had to put Bacon down when the pup growled. Lexi perched against his chest like she knew he liked, and Matt tossed his arm over her shoulder and settled in to channel surf as if he hadn’t choked her earlier and she hadn’t run away with his friend. They watched TV until her stomach growled. Her mind went back to the pizza place, where Parker had ordered what she wanted without comment or question.

“You hungry, peaches?”

Lexi bit her lip. “I’ll start something. Sorry—”

“No, I got it. Just relax. You’ve had a hard day.”

She’d had a hard day? Because he’d choked her the day after he’d had sex with her when she hadn’t been a willing participant. “Matt, it’s not—”

“Sit,” he growled. “See, there. Why do you have to bring out the worst in me sometimes?”

“I’m sorry.”

He kissed the top of her head. “How’s spaghetti sound?”

“Really great.” She nodded enthusiastically, hoping to cover her confusion.

“Good answer.” Matt pushed off the couch and headed toward the kitchen. It was a semi-open floor plan, and she saw him putter around the pantry.

Over the next three nights, he made dinner, not letting her out of his eyesight except for very quick errands. It was confusing, and his condescending jabs were sandwiched between compliments. None of it made sense. He bought her flowers. He said he loved her. He did things that should’ve been sweet, but all they did was muddy the waters. She wanted to leave. She wasn’t in love, but every time she blinked at his words or responded too slow, Matt gave her lines that tied her down.

“I’d never leave you, peaches. Just like you’d never dare leave me.”

“Lexi, if you tried harder, last weekend would never have happened like that.”

“I know you better than you know yourself, peaches.”

And she couldn’t forget… “It would be awful if something happened to Bacon, wouldn’t it?”

Everything he said reeked of manipulation, but she couldn’t entirely disregard the attention, the promises of love and to never be abandoned. She seriously needed a break. Just a breather, a few hours where Matt wasn’t watching her work or commenting about everything.

Facts of life dictated that Matt would have to leave her alone eventually. He had a new job lined up. She was counting down the days until he started. But while he had her on his hyper-vigilant crackdown, she was able to work through the last details that Shadow needed for Monarch. It also let her map out ways she could disappear so that if Matt hunted her down, she and Bacon would be far off the grid and unfindable. Interesting how she could find or hide anything on screen, but when it came to her, she didn’t know what to do. She didn’t even have her own transportation. Well, until she got her Gixxer back—how would that work with a dog? If it came to running, she’d figure it out. All part of the recover-Lexi plan.

Finally, it was the day. Matt had a new job, and it was still too early for him to get himself fired.

She sent Shadow some of what he needed and nervously putted around the house, psyching herself up to leave. Despite the days of Matt being semi-nice, she knew deep in her heart that even his nice words were caked with lies. Her bag was packed with a change of clothes, cash he didn’t know about, a roll of crackers, a jar of peanut butter, and dog food. She planned to take the bus to her sister’s, camp out there for the night, and disappear until she had to meet up with Shadow in about two weeks for the auction.

So far, Operation Get the Fuck Out was going well, despite the churning, guilty-excited nausea rolling in her belly. Even Bacon knew it was go-day. The pup never left her side.

She called Meredith, but there was no answer. The voicemail beeped, and she sighed. “Hey, Mere, sorry to leave this as a message. We need to catch up soon. I’m changing things for the better. Call me. I love you. And, Mere, I really miss you.”

Ending the call, she checked the screen. The clock flashed two o’clock. Matt would be at work for another couple of hours. If Lexi was on her normal schedule, she would’ve worked at the dining room table until she had to start dinner. Just like the perfect soon-to-be Mrs. Pindon.

She looked at her trembling hands. “Just walk out the door.”

Bacon yapped in agreement.

It was so close. Just feet away. Her escape that could change everything. Freedom tickled her tongue, making her blood rush with the excitement and anxiousness of the unknown. Lexi swallowed the last of her self-doubt and squared her shoulders. Of all days, today was the anniversary of their first date. How ironic and appropriate. She grabbed her bag and laptop and headed to the door with Bacon on a leash.

But it opened when she was still feet away.

Matt.

Her stomach dropped. Panic rushed through her veins.

“Happy anniversary.” He smiled at her, then his gaze drifted. “What’s going on, peaches?”

“Hey.” She tried for a smile but knew it didn’t ring true. Faking it when so much uncertainty ran in her blood was near impossible. “Happy—” Her throat knotted. “Anniversary, baby.”

“I wanted to surprise you. I left work for you.”

“Awesome.” Bullshit. He’d been fired again. And on day one? God. What now? Please don’t let it be drinking…

His gaze locked on her bag. “What’s in there?”

“Nothing.” She took a step back as he took one forward. The scent of beer finally hit her. “I was headed to the grocery store.”

“With Bacon and your laptop?”

“We needed some air. I was going to work outside.” Waiting until the afternoon seemed like the stupidest move she’d ever made. “It’s nothing.”

She tossed aside her bag and casually dropped her laptop’s bag. She needed to distract him. An anniversary hug. Or a blow job. Something. Anything. That was her new, quickly made plan.

She stepped forward. “Glad you’re home.” She put as much sexiness into her voice as possible. “We can celebrate.”

“Open the bag, peaches.”

Lexi stepped toward him. “That thing? Why don’t I show you—”

Smack. The back of his hand hit across her face. Blood seeped into her mouth as Bacon growled and attacked Matt’s leg. He kicked her dog, making the poor thing squeal. If Lexi hadn’t been numbly shocked, she would have screamed. Matt reached for the dog and hooked Lexi as she tried to run for the door.

“You’re on the couch—” He threw her down then stormed to the front door. “And you’re gone.” He tossed her dog, leash still on, out the front door, and slammed it. “Why do you make me do this?”

All she could think about was the bag. If he looked in it, she really would be dead this time. Lexi closed her eyes and waited for him to beat her until she blacked out.




CHAPTER TWELVE


Parker rubbed his eyes as he stared at the screens. The past few days, he’d run through his normal schedule but felt like a shell. Nothing much was happening, but he still liked to keep an eye on the Titan teams around the globe. Tossing a pen and ignoring his nearly all-consuming concern over Lexi, he flipped from screen to screen, doing absolutely nothing.

His cell phone rang, stealing his attention from the uninteresting screens, and he didn’t recognize the number. His thumb hovered over the button. For a brief second, he hoped it was either Lexi calling to explain or Jared with something to take Parker’s mind off everything. He accepted the call. “Hello?”

Nothing.

He checked the screen. The number wasn’t ringing a bell, and he remembered almost every phone number he’d ever seen. The line was still live. He tried again. “Hello?”

“Can you help me?”

The familiar voice was a sucker punch to his stomach. Lexi’s barely audible, tear-soaked whisper nearly leveled him.

“Lex?” He never should have let her get in that truck. He should’ve gone back to their house and done something. Anything. All his fury and anger was gone, his protective thoughts making his muscles twitch to get to her. “Lexi, where are you?”

“Please.” She sniffled. “There’s no one else I could ask.” Her voice shook. “Please.”

“Where are you?” But his fingers were already flying across the keyboard, calling up a program that would triangulate then pinpoint her exact location. The coordinates flashed on screen, and his heart jumped. She was calling from his home address.

Her phone cut off before she could respond. Parker ran out of Titan HQ and jumped in his Range Rover, bypassing anyone who asked what the hell was going on. When he pulled out of the parking garage, sleeting rain hit his windshield, and wind whipped his SUV. His mind processed a thousand questions that spider-webbed from a few basics. Why was she at his house, and where was Matt? He punched redial on his cell, but it went to voicemail.

Hey, it’s Lexi. Leave a message.

“I’ll be there in ten.” He coasted through lights, blew past the speed limit, used the shoulders, and when he finally hit his street, he floored it. Parker yanked the steering wheel, sliding into the driveway. In the whipping sleet, Lexi, without a jacket, sat on the front stoop of his house. Her dripping hair hung over her face, and she hunched over a package while cradling Fatso the dog. It took him a micro-second to snap out of his terror-fueled trance, and he moved fast.

“You okay?” No. Fuck. No, she wasn’t. “Goddamn it.”

The little dog growled and yapped and squirmed to kill him. Parker worked fast to open his door. He twisted the key, punched in the code, and disarmed the anti-asshole sensors as the biting rain slapped down. The rain howled as he quickly crouched in her line of sight. Lexi was doubled over, and her face was swollen. He grabbed her and the dog, dragging them, dripping, over the threshold. Her frozen body shook and trembled against him. There wasn’t time to ask how she’d gotten his phone number or if Matt had dropped her there like that.

A quick assessment said she’d been knocked around, and that was just what he could see on her face. The blue tinge of her lips didn’t help the bruises he saw on her cheeks. “Do you need to go to the hospital?”

She shifted her head slightly, barely signaling no. He went to touch her, and Fatso went berserk.

“Easy, Bacon,” she whispered.

Fatso was Bacon? Made more sense but still… water poured off of her, and her hair stuck to her face. She clung desperately to whatever that was in her arms.

“We need to warm you up. Get you guys dried off. Let’s go.”

She nodded. Her gaze finally shifted up, and he saw that her eyes were sob-and-slap swollen. There was blood on her shirt, as if her nose or mouth had been bleeding. The rain must’ve washed the evidence off her skin. He couldn’t tell what was blue from cold and what was just bruised.

Without thinking, he took the heavy, flat, plastic-wrapped bag from her hand, set it on the floor, and wrapped her in his arms, holding her so that he could breathe. The dog whimpered, and Lexi stiffened before she relaxed into his hug.

He apologized in murmurs but didn’t let go, running his hands over her soaked back. “I shouldn’t have let you go with him.”

Her frail shoulders bunched, but she didn’t speak.

“Come on, Lex.”

“Wait.” The faintness in her voice sounded like she looked. Weak, water-soaked, and wary.

“Yeah?”

“I need to—that’s my computer.” Her teeth chattered so hard, the words were barely intelligible. “I need—to make sure—it didn’t get wet.”

He blinked. If there was anyone who would get that, it was him, but that she’d said it caught him off guard. “Okay.”

Lexi peeled the plastic away with bluish, shivering hands and displayed a computer bag. She popped it open and smoothed her hand over a nice piece of equipment. He got why she didn’t want rain to touch it, but what he didn’t get was why she had something so high-functioning. It wasn’t for normal use. But that didn’t matter at the moment.

“It’s the most important thing I own,” she said as though reading his mind.


Interesting and curious. “You’re both still freezing. Let’s go.”

Parker tucked her against him, his eyes staying on the computer for a half second before her cold, tense body brought his focus back to her. She leaned against him, and he moved them toward the hall bathroom then thought of the one in his bedroom. A steam shower. Heated floor. The water could rain down, and he could make that room cook like a sauna.

“Just a little farther.” He pushed through his bedroom and into the bathroom before setting her on the edge of a large soaking tub he’d never used. Bacon curled and shivered at her feet. “Shower or bath?”

Her mouth opened, but the chattering teeth seemed to be the only thing she could do.

“Shower’s faster.” He twisted the water on, turned it for steam, and hit every switch in the room to make the bathroom as warm as quickly as he could. He turned to her, suddenly unsure of the next move. “Can you… are you okay? To do this?”

“Yes.” But her hands covered her face.

Shit. “Lex.” He dropped in front of her again. Seemed as though he’d done that too many times recently, always trying to make sure she was okay. If he’d done the right thing the first time, none of these other times would have happened. “What’s the matter?”

“This is so embarrassing,” she whispered.

Her scratchy voice was broken, and it dug into his chest. Steam billowed around the room, but still, he couldn’t move from her. He wanted desperately to make this right. Carefully, he touched her cheek. Well, almost. He didn’t touch her, but he could practically feel her skin. “I’m sorry I let this happen to you.”

“You didn’t.” She shook her head, letting her hair tangle with his fingers.

“Oh, sweetheart.” Slowly, he rubbed a few wet strands between his thumb and forefinger then tucked it behind her ear. He pulled back, found some towels, and rubbed her dog dry while she watched. “I’ll throw some clothes in here.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Both of you are cold. Shower for you. Towels for him.”

“Her,” she corrected. “That’s Bacon Byte.”

Parker rolled his lips into his mouth to keep from smiling. Much cuter name than Fatso.

“No, it’s okay. You can laugh.” She shrugged. “She’s pudgy.”

“Alright, Bacon. Dry enough?” He tossed the wet dog towels into the corner as Bacon tentatively sniffed his knuckles then licked his hand. When Bacon had been with him and Matt at GUNS, the dog acted semi-uninterested in him though she had avoided Matt. But different environment, different dog. “I think she likes me.”

“She’s smart. I rescued her. She needed some looking out for—so I couldn’t leave her with him. The going back thing… I know it sounds stupid, but she’s helped me. I couldn’t leave her.”

Parker pushed off the ground and studied her. She had bruises on her cheeks and forehead, yet she was still the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. “There were other ways to help your dog.”

“I know.” She bit her lip. “I panicked. Matt said if I ever left, he’d kill Bacon.”

“What the fuck,” Parker grumbled.

Bacon barked.

“Thanks, Parker.” The warm room had faded the blueish tint on her skin. “I’m sorry I came here. I just…”

“I’m glad you did.”

Her eyes locked on his. It was the absolute wrong time to feel his heartbeat, but when she cast those icy blue eyes at him, the ground fell away. He cleared his throat and turned, not allowing himself a glance back. Anger and guilt warred for prominence, along with a fierce need to hold her and physically warm her body. Shit. He rubbed his face as he slipped out the door.

Standing in his bedroom, listening to the shower run, he thought back to Mia’s words. Coloring outside the lines. Everything he did had order, but the woman making his heart pound? She was messy and complicated. She was broken, and he didn’t know the first thing about mending hurts. Work was the only thing he knew. But Lexi, who was likely stripping at that very moment, made him want something he was incapable of. Suddenly Mia’s word made sense in a way that confused him. He wanted what he couldn’t, shouldn’t, and absolutely wouldn’t have. A broken woman needed more love and attention than he knew how to give.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


That second Lexi was probably crawling under the hot spray of his shower. Emotionally, he didn’t have that component that made him swoon and stutter over women. Maybe a blessing, not necessarily a curse, but Parker saw the world analytically. That equated to sex being sex and dates being something to do, but none of it had ever given him “the feels.” If logic couldn’t be applied to a situation, he likely wasn’t interested. Relationships weren’t logical, which was why, until that point, he’d been more than happy for simple and no-strings.

“Shit,” he blew out as he paced at the foot of his bed.

Out of every person in the world, Lexi had reached to him, and now he needed to find her clothes to change into while she lathered in his soap and shampoo. Okay. Clothes first, then he needed a drink. Anything to calm his shit down. Quickly, he ran through his drawers and pulled out a T-shirt, sweatshirt, and sweatpants.

Those in hand, he knocked and called through the closed bathroom door, “Can I throw these in?”

“Sure. Thanks.” Her quiet voice was muffled by the shower, as though she’d spoken through the streams of water.

“Incoming.” He cracked opened the door and tossed the clothes.

For a split second, his mind questioned taking a glance, an accidental slip of the eye, just to see the water and suds pouring down the swell of her breasts, the slide of her flat stomach, and endless slope of her legs. Then his deviant mind made him feel like a pervert, and he cringed. He beelined for the kitchen, mumbling at himself to get it together. Sporting wood over a battered girl who’d asked for help was about as responsible as it was intelligent.

He pulled out a bottle of bourbon and a shot glass and made quick work of throwing down a drink. The burn in his throat alleviated some of the pressure, but Parker still let out a curse. He didn’t need liquid courage. What he needed was an impenetrable shield.

His phone rang, and Parker glanced at the screen. Not Jared as he would’ve expected. Winters. Maybe he should’ve expected that more than Boss Man. Running out of the office as though he knew where the promised land was would likely raise some eyebrows.

He swiped the screen to answer. “Hey.”

“What was all that earlier?” Winters asked. “Your ass ran out of the office like it was two-for-one day at Spy Depot.”

Parker rubbed his hair. He couldn’t put into words what he assumed had happened to Lexi—Matt had hurt her because Parker had interfered in their lives. Remorse for not fighting for her flooded his system. “I’m at home. I had to”—protect, save, find—“help Lexi with a couple things.”

“Lexi Dare?”

“Yeah. She needed me.”

“I bet.” Winters laughed, but it quickly died down. “This have something to do with you spouting shit about Matt being persona non grata at my place?”

“Yeah—” The shower shut off. Despite the shot of bourbon and the call from Winters, Parker couldn’t have been more aware that she was naked and nearby. “You calling for work?”

“No.” Winters chuckled again.

“Alright. Get you back later then.” He didn’t wait for him to respond. Parker pocketed the phone and hung onto the counter. Literally, he clung to it as though he needed an anchor. His fingers flexed into the granite as he ordered himself to pull his shit together. He was furious. Wanted to find Matt and end him. Tear him apart limb by limb. God, he wanted to rant at Lexi for going back, then he was struck by a worry that she’d run home again. “Fuck.”

Her footsteps, followed by the click of the dog collar, came toward him. He was no more ready to see her than he was five minutes earlier. Hell, he was worse off.

“Hi.”

Parker pivoted to see Lex swallowed by his sweats, and that did something to him. All his anger at Matt paused as Parker’s mind jumped to what was underneath his clothes. Or not underneath. Her clothing-covered breasts swayed as she came to a stop, their peaks making him dizzy with thoughts of sliding his hands over her just-dried stomach and roaming north. He gripped the edge of the counter even tighter as the pinch in his chest and the rush of blood to his cock made him equal parts asshole and aroused.

“You can’t go back to him, Lex.”

She nodded. “I know.”

“You did before.” And his mind wanted to explode over that.

“Yeah. That was a mistake.”

“I’m going to kill him, you know that? It’s taking everything I have just to stay here.”

“Please don’t. I want to forget all of that ever happened.” Her towel-dried hair hung around her face, torturing his fingers. “I never wanted to make you mad. Apparently that’s what I do really well though.”

“What?”

“Make men mad.” Her head turned down.

Shit. “No, sweetheart.” He stepped toward her and instinctively pulled her to his chest, dying inside at how good it felt to hold her. “I’m not mad like that, like him. I… hated that you went back to a bad situation.”

He gave her a light squeeze then released her, realizing that he couldn’t cling to her for no reason. They were barely friends and whatever comforting excuse he had to hug her didn’t give him permission to just hold her. His arms wanted to stay around her body though. Parker swallowed away that addictive feeling. He even tried to tamper his desire to obliterate her asshole ex, though he was curious why Matt would have left her on his door step or even given her Parker’s number. Maybe it was Matt’s way of saying Parker was to blame for the bruises? All over again, he wanted to avenge every mark on her beautiful body. Instead, he moved back to the counter and clamped his hands on that.


She tugged at a strand of damp hair. “Thanks for the clothes.” A quiet laugh spilled from her lips. “Hot, ugh. I’m such a mess.”

Hot in a way that made him hang tighter to the countertop. If he wasn’t careful, his bones would shatter from the force. “Nothing wrong with how you look, sweetheart.”

She blinked. He stared.

This was wrong. So very wrong.

She needed space and a therapist. She needed Mia. There shouldn’t have been any tension between them. But the thick air and the sparks pounding at his pulse points hit him strongly. He didn’t feel as though she needed counseling and a change of scenery. He felt as if she needed him in a way that was much more than a place to hide.

Which was why he had to go. He pushed back from the granite, heading to the fridge for no other reason than it was something to do.

“I know I owe you more of an explanation for showing up like I did, for dragging you into this twice.” She scrunched the hanging hem of his sweatshirt and nervously played with it. As she did, a line of creamy skin showed on her stomach, where his sweatpants hung, rolled on her slender hips, reminding him how bare she was underneath and how those pants were a touch away from sliding down.

Parker sucked down a breath. “I have questions.” That was putting it mildly. “I know people who can help you. I can help you. I… want…”—you—“to help you.” Bacon rolled over at his feet, and he realized how deep his voice had gone, how much he felt in those words. “Tell me anything you need. It’s yours.”

She licked her lips then looked down the hall. “Can I throw my clothes in your dryer?”

“As long as you don’t get redressed in them and leave without a word.”

“I won’t. Do you maybe have a hair brush or something? A girlfriend’s? Or…”

He shook his head. “No girlfriend. No brush. But there’s a comb in the top drawer by the sink.”

She bit her lip and ducked her head. “Thanks.”

As she turned, he couldn’t help himself. “Lex.”

She stopped, raising her eyebrows. Her porcelain skin was marred by bruises and a pink hint on her cheeks.

“I’m glad you called me.”

They stayed staring at each other as though there was so much more to say. “Glad you answered.”

Lexi padded out of the room, leaving him to drink in a long breath and watch the clock on the microwave. One minute passed, and it felt like an eternity. Anxiety barreled through him. He paced then took out his phone and dialed Winters.

Winters answered on the first ring as though he’d been expecting the call. “Hey, buddy. Calling back so soon?”

Parker had no idea what to say or where to start. All he knew was that Winters, more or less, got shit like this and probably already knew Parker was neck-deep in Lex. “It’s wrong, right, man?”

Winters chuckled. “That woman’s good-looking. But she’s also engaged, right?”

“I hope like fuck not.”

“Then why are you calling me like I’m your AA sponsor?”

“I have no idea. She needs something I have no idea how to give.”

More laughter. “Man, you are in over your head, aren’t you?”

“I’m never in over my head, jackass,” Parker snapped. “Except, maybe.”

“You gonna enlighten me about all that persona non grata shit?”

“Not my place to share.” He leaned against the wall, pressing his forehead against it and wanting to slam his head, but waited for Winters.

“Do you have a woman in your life that you’d hurt if you hung out with Lexi?”

“You already know that answer.”

“Right,” Winters grumbled. “I’m playing you right now, you get that? I’m running through your stupid-ass checklists and trying to figure out what your risks are.”

Shit… he thumped his forehead against the wall. The situation was literally driving him to beat his head against the wall.

“Your boy Matt?” Winters’s voice dropped low and sounded angry. “From what I saw between them, I don’t think she mattered to the guy. He was out for fun; she was his trophy. Like a possession. He never looked at her the way I’ve seen you—”

“I didn’t—”

“Just shut up and listen, Parker. I don’t have the details, but going by my few interactions with him and her, I’m guessing he crossed a line. He’s a dick. He would.”

“A line was definitely crossed.”

“And if you’re worried about some kind of code when he didn’t respect his woman? That’d be enough for me to say you have nothing to worry about.”

Parker mulled over all the truth that Winters had just thrown down. “Probably right. But that’s not my hesitation. She’s… been hurt.”

“This is the thing. You have to get over your right-wrong, nothing-in-between mindset. Let that computer brain of yours take a vacation.” Winters waited a two-count before continuing. “And no matter what situation you’re in, you won’t hurt her.”

“I think she’s in a bad place.”

“Alright then. People get in bad spots. They also get out of them with the help of people they trust.”

“Right.” Maybe. Was he that guy? More than that, he wanted to be that guy for Lex.

“Matt wasn’t a winner to begin with—though the asshole could put on a good show—and he has done nothing but gone downhill. But her? She’s a good one.”

“She is.” Parker pulled his forehead off the wall a half inch then dropped it back.

“She is what?” whispered from behind him.

Lexi.

His eyes pinched tight. “Catch you later.” He hung up on Winters without another word and pocketed the phone before slowly turning to take her in.

Her arms were crossed, and her hair was twisted into a messy knot on top of her head. Strands of nearly dry blond hair framed her face. The woman looked like a broken angel.

“Hey,” he said.

An angel who was pissed, hurt, and confused all at once. “She is what?”

He said nothing as he mapped out the words he wanted to say and weighed them against what she might want to hear. Not that he would make up a lie for her benefit, but maybe there was a filter he could use. Damn it, he had no idea which direction to go.

She is… here. Sweet. Scared. Beaten and engaged?

“Parker?”

She is the single most distracting thing I’ve ever experienced.


Her eyes flashed to frightened, and her pink lips pulled into a frown. “If you just told Matt I was here…”

“Are you kidding me?” But that was his confirmation that Matt hadn’t dropped her there with Parker’s number. So how did she end up on his steps? “I didn’t call Matt. What kind of dick do you think I am?”

“I can leave. I didn’t need to bother you, burden you—Bacon, where are you? We need to go.” Her hands went over her face then she dropped them hard. “I shouldn’t have—”

“Stop.” The walls were closing in. He needed to shout that she was safe, make a case that she shouldn’t leave. Damn, what he really needed was to crush her body to his and kiss her mouth to shut down the wild distrust. But instead, Parker crossed his arms, trying to get a hold of his reactions. “Lex—”

“She is what?” Lexi yelled, exasperated and distrusting.

And that was it. Her begging, pleading for something that she already should know.

“She is fuckin’ gorgeous.”




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


There it was. The God’s honest truth, and the more Parker looked at her—those sweet lips parting and a blush hitting her fair skin—the more he wouldn’t back away from the statement. But just because he’d said the words didn’t change the circumstances. She was in a bad place, and he was consumed by the possessive need flaring in his chest.

Lexi didn’t say a word.

She didn’t step away.

Nothing that needed to happen was happening. Instead, her gaze locked on his, and a hunger he couldn’t get a grip on beat in his blood. He worked his jaw, feeling the tendons flex in his neck.

“So there it is, sweetheart, and now I have to go… do something.” Because saying he needed to back away from her was just rude, and he couldn’t stay in this staring contest. The stakes were too high. If she ran from him, it’d be a gut-shot, hurting more than it should. If he stayed, every part of his body would want to press against hers, to walk her across the room and take her against the wall.

“You think I’m gorgeous?” Her icy blue eyes darkened, as though her body was silently begging for more.

He silently laughed, shaking his head in disbelief. “Lex, the whole world thinks you’re gorgeous.”

Her lips rounded into an unsure O.

Parker lifted his chin, a quiet gesture to say good-bye, and turned. Leaving was the right thing to do even if it was the only thing he didn’t want to do. “You can have the whole run of the place. I’ll be in—”

“Two years,” she said to his back, “I spent with Matt.”

He dropped his head and ran a hand over the back of his neck. He had no idea what she was going to say, and he wished to hell the sound of her voice wasn’t quickly becoming an addiction.

“I didn’t have a family, and I bounced from foster house to foster house. When we met, he just… took over, almost parenting me, telling me what to do… I thought he was assertive, but he really wasn’t. He was weak and narcissistic. Matt was an asshole who didn’t want me to be me, and I let that happen.”

Parker turned, almost seeing himself for a moment. Except he’d let go of anything that could hurt him as he bounced between foster homes. He’d latched on to the methodical side of his brain, forgetting how it felt to feel lost and unwanted. Forgetting how to feel in general—except that was all he’d done with her recently.

Lexi rolled her lip before continuing. “I saw it coming, which just shows how stupid I am. I thought I was protecting myself. I thought it would change when really all I wanted was a person to lean on. To know he’d be there. Because I’ve never had that, and I was so hungry for it, I took the bad kind of being there rather than have nothing at all.”

For all the things he wanted to do to her body, his arms ached to hug her. Hold her. “Sweetheart—”

“I moved through the stages, hoping things would magically change, but they just got worse. I clung to the idea that it was okay because he loved me.”

Parker swallowed against the pain in his throat. “A guy touches you like that, he doesn’t love you.”

“I know. The thing is, I didn’t love him.”

Thank fuck for that. But an uncomfortable moment hung between them.

Her fingers fidgeted until she sighed. “So thanks for letting me get my head on straight. I’ll be out of your hair after a couple of calls.”

He stepped forward, frowning. “Again, I didn’t say you had to leave.”

“I know.”

Then one more step closer. “I don’t want you to leave.”

She blinked, uncertainty in her eyes.

Shit, wrong thing to say. Right? That was that look? He’d just told a woman who had been scared to leave her fiancé not to leave.

Parker rubbed his temples, too damn worried about screwing up—whatever was happening. “Until you’re ready. Plan your next move. You’re safe here. I’ve got this place on lock down, with enough security to slow down a hostile takeover, much less a drunk piece of crap like Matt. Scour the fridge. We’ll find Bacon some food. Order in, whatever. Stay here until you’re ready.”

“Why did I have to meet him?” she whispered.

If she hadn’t, he never would’ve set eyes on her, so was this one of those “things happened for a reason” situations? That was a fucked-up thought. He was so far out of his comfort zone that he didn’t know what he even wanted to say. “I’m not the guy who’s good at… this.” See, he didn’t even know what to call whatever this was.

“At what?”

He scrubbed a hand over his face. “I am what I do. Risk analysis, situational quantification. Ones and zeroes. Code. Cold, lifeless facts. You’re fragile and hurt and probably filled with I don’t even know what. Feelings. Whatever. I have zero experience with anything you need right now.”

“God, that’s ironic.” A sad smile crept across her face. Lexi tugged at the sweatshirt with his alma mater’s insignia. “MIT? I saw your desk, that office in your bedroom. The technology in this place is sick.”

Her words made no sense as to why what she’d noted was important. “Computers are my thing.”

She laughed quietly. “Damn.”

“What are you talking about, Lex?”

“Nothing.” She took a deep breath. “You said I was pretty—”

“No, sweetheart. I said you were gorgeous.”

The pink on her cheeks intensified, and God, he liked making that happen.

“Gorgeous,” she repeated. “No one’s said that in a long time.”

Parker shifted, wishing he could fix that. “You deserve better.”

Tears welled in her eyes, and emotions scraped through his chest, leaving jagged questions ripping through him.

“Parker…”

“Yeah?” He swallowed the knot in his throat.

“This is going to sound so damn stupid.”

No stupider than every at-odds thought in his head. “Try me.”

“Can I have—can you just hug me?”

And… he… was… done.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


An explosion of excitement raced through Lexi’s body. The tips of her ears tingled all the way to the bottoms of her bare feet. She could breathe with Parker, could feel alive and that unattainable, so-missed feeling of her body sizzling under the intense, smoldering scrutiny of the man she couldn’t close her eyes without seeing.

Lexi wouldn’t give him the chance to back away. What she wanted more than another breath was to fold her body into his arms. She was just that damn hungry for a human connection. A male connection.

For Parker.

A hug sounded simple, but she knew that with as much as was written in his eyes, the intimate embrace would be anything but. He hadn’t granted permission, but she didn’t care and moved closer anyway. Lexi pressed her cheek against the hard muscle in his chest. She fit in that spot as if their bodies were meant to mesh, and a sigh unlike any sound of happiness she could remember slipped free of her lips.

He breathed her name, and if she could have melted into him, it would’ve happened at that sound. Slowly, one of his heavy arms wrapped around her back, then the other, as though he were binding himself to her. His chin touched the top of her head, and she closed her eyes, shutting out the world outside his hug. Parker smelled peppery. That same scent had scored itself into her memory when he carried her from her house into his SUV. It was mouth-watering and masculine, and the solid thump, thump, thump of his heartbeat in her ear put her into a trance.

She had no idea how long they stood there. Maybe she even fell asleep, standing in his arms, feeling safe and herself. He didn’t waver, didn’t ask her to let go and give him a little room. Nothing. He was her rock. The start of a new day. Maybe a new life. That was a lot to put on someone who hesitated to hug her, but truth was, he was her catalyst. No matter what came of it, he’d always have a place in her heart for setting her free.

After time slipped by, Lexi stepped back to cast her eyes up. “Thanks. Guess I needed that.”

“Me too,” he whispered, his arms still locked behind her.

She leaned into his hold, enjoying the warmth that went beyond skin-deep. “Why?”

“I don’t have a single answer that is… appropriate.”

A shiver fell across her skin and slid down her spine. The earnest look in his eyes was real. Raw. It had a depth that she couldn’t understand yet completely accepted.

Parker released one arm and cupped her chin, surprising her heart and making it skip a beat. His strong fingers ran along her jawline, easing her eyes shut as another rush of shivers cascaded down her limbs. It’d been too long since someone touched her with such care. Lips tingling, she embraced the arousal swirling deep in her belly. Her breaths became shallower, and when she opened her eyes, Parker’s deep gaze was intent on hers.

“This isn’t black and white.” His fingers continued to graze her skin.

“Never is.”

“But it always is in my world.” His quick, unsure smile flashed.

Her skin prickled. She was scared he would release her, but he only inched closer.

“Can we pretend that our worlds don’t exist right now?” she asked.

His warm breaths caressed her lips. “I don’t think it works like that.”

“Please,” she whispered then let her eyes close again.

Lexi soaked in all that was Parker. His scent. His strength. The rise and fall of his carved chest and his flat, hard stomach touching hers. Blood rushed in her ears and raced at her pulse. He shifted, and she almost moaned, craving his kiss.

His mouth brushed against hers. The touch was so soft, yet a rush of emotion and arousal tornadoed inside her. She went boneless. His lips were so right, so absolutely perfectly beautiful that she forgot to do more than just exist. She memorized his taste as he urged her to open, letting his tongue tease hers. His hands held her as though she was precious yet unbreakable as his fingers flexed into her back.

Every time she’d dreamed about his kiss, her most spectacular thoughts were nothing like this. He leaned into her, angling her head, deepening their kiss—

Until he pulled back hard, holding her steady.

She gasped, almost crying for his kiss again. “Wh-what?”

But that look on his face—it was the worst. Regret.

*     *     *

“I think we need some space.” Parker hated himself on several levels for saying that, but it was the only thing he could do. Kissing Lexi changed everything—it put into action the wants and needs he’d harbored and always ignored.

Beautiful blue eyes broke before him. His gut twisted. Unease that he couldn’t articulate flooded his body because everything about her was amazing, but fragile, and he wouldn’t be responsible for hurting her.

“But—” she stopped herself.

“Not because I…” He had no idea how to finish that thought. No idea what to say.

Not because he didn’t want her kisses and so much more. That wicked tongue of hers would lead them straight to his bedroom, and—he blew out a harsh breath—he wanted it all. He wanted to hear her breathy moans against his neck and feel her come while he was planted deep in the woman blushing before him.

Damn it.

Another frustrated breath burned from his lungs. Screwing her would mess up their situation. When he had her, it wouldn’t be because she was lost or because she thought she’d found a savior with a hot shower who’d rescued her from a shitty day. When he had her?

Lexi shook her head, blond hair cascading over her cheeks. “That was stupid, sorry.”

Her doubt was like salt in the emotional wound he couldn’t see but was shredding him. “Don’t be like that. I just can’t go there right now.”

With a tilt of her head, her eyes cast up. Bacon rolled on the ground, making a sound like she was playing dead. So even the dog didn’t buy his line. With each passing second, he regretted that they weren’t on the way to his bedroom, leaving a trail of clothes.

“Okay.” Her eye lashes fluttered, making his chest seize up.

Any more time with her, and he wouldn’t be able to hold himself back. “Maybe you should get some sleep. A nap or something. Or dinner? What do you need?”

“A nap or dinner…” she repeated, sounding too sad. But that passed, and something unsteady appeared on her bruised face. “I’m not really hungry. Why are you being so nice to me?”

Her confusion slayed him. “Because you feel the need to ask that question.” He inched closer, teasing himself with the idea that another inch wouldn’t be too much. “I don’t want to leave you alone, Lex, but I don’t trust myself. Not with you, not after that kiss.”

“But—”

“We’ve always had a good reason not to cross the line. And now…” He inclined his head. “I think that reason’s gone.”

She nodded, relief in her eyes, and held up her ringless hand. “Gone.”

Parker needed to step away but couldn’t force his feet to make the moves. He swallowed, but his throat ached. “I’m trying to be the good guy. Please get some sleep.”

She didn’t budge, tempting him.

“Or…” He pulled the one weapon he thought he might have. “You can explain how you ended up on my steps, calling my number, if Matt didn’t leave you here.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Lexi blinked at Parker, more tongue-tied than before and unwilling to share that she’d hacked Matt’s phone contact list, got Parker’s number, then back-hacked that to see what his billing and mailing addresses were. No one wanted to sound like a genius stalker. The process had taken all of five seconds, maybe longer since she was hunkered at a gas station, piggybacking off the Wi-Fi on someone’s phone. But she wouldn’t explain any of that. It made better sense for him to think she’d just stolen his info from Matt’s phone.

She stepped away, backing up more from his question than anything else. “I forgot, I have to send an email for work.”

His eyes narrowed, and he worked his jaw as if he was choking on the word bullshit. “Alright.”

With that, she grabbed her computer and held it to her chest like body armor. “Then I will take a nap. I really appreciate it.”

With that same intense scrutiny, he nodded silently and led her out of the kitchen. At the door of his bedroom, Parker waved. “If you need anything…”

She watched his throat bob, noticing how thick his neck and strong his shoulders were. Whether wanting him made her worthy of wearing a scarlet letter—no. She and Matt were over. They’d been done before he kicked her butt then kicked her out. Remembering the last twenty-four hours made her skin crawl. Matt had tossed her around, dragged her upstairs, and thrown her back down. And Bacon. That poor dog had done so much over the last few weeks to stop him. The second Matt had passed out, Lexi ran.

She pulled herself out of her thoughts, vaguely aware of Parker staring at her as though he’d been speaking.

“Lex? You okay? Need the internet password or whatever?”

“I’m good. Thanks, again.”

Kissing Parker, doing whatever with Parker was fine. She shouldn’t worry about strings or complications. Though the abrupt way he’d pushed away from her had been unexpected.

At least she was safe and warm. She could fire up her laptop without complaints from a nasty drunk peanut gallery. Shadow needed files, and she needed to use her laptop’s hotspot to send her broker an update. Parker’s house wasn’t the ideal place to send mega-sensitive documents, but as long as she could get Shadow the word that the files were heading his way, it’d be okay.

Parker guided through his room and to an alcove off the side of the master bedroom. “You can work here if you want.”

His house was large and expansive, expensive, and the area he motioned to had probably been designed for some rich housewife to lounge and dress while sipping on some fruity wine spritzer or something. But he’d turned it into a sleek office with more bells and whistles than she could have dreamed of. Some people had food porn, others had real porn, but this was hacker porn. Holy shit. Everything was turned off, and there was a fingerprint and retina scanner. Her pulse jumped from just looking at the four monitors stacked two on top of two and back lit. There were two sets of ergo-keyboards.

She was hiding her inner geek as best she could, but seriously… “This is some crazy shit, Parker.”

He rolled the chair back and still studied her. “Here you go, all yours. Quiet work space. Do whatever you need to do.”

If it was all hers, she wouldn’t let someone else even breathe on the computing power before her. “I can just work on the…” She’d almost said bed. How presumptuous. Except he was bringing her in there to sleep and work. Oh God, now she really was having a hard time taking a steady breath. They were like the two most intimate places she could be: in a man’s bed and in his personal office—even if it was locked down like Ft. Knox on steroids. That seemed like a lot of trust.

“Feel free. Whatever you need. I’ll take this and be out of your hair.” He unplugged his laptop from a docking station and tapped the back of his chair. “Work and relax. Deal?”

All in all, she was transfixed by the setup and by the man. “Really appreciate it.”

“Alright then.”


The room was big enough that he could have put a dozen feet between them as he left. Instead, he walked right to her, his long strides eating the space between them and sucking the oxygen out of her lungs. He tossed his laptop on the bed and stopped in front of her, and Parker gripped her shoulders and slid his palms to her elbows. His thumbs stroked over the sweatshirt, and she would’ve died had his hand been on her skin instead.

Hoping she didn’t show how desperate she was for his touch, she said, “I haven’t always been this fragile girl who needs to be saved.”

“I know. I didn’t meet you today.”

Two years of watching him from afar. “I know.”

“You might be the most interesting woman I’ve ever met.”

She stepped back, nervous, but couldn’t get far because his hold on her tightened. “Why?”

“There are a lot of things about you that I can’t explain. I’ve known you, liked you, been interested in you, but now…”

Her mind raced. She could just tell him how she pictured herself, who she was and wanted to be. What she did for a living, or even her current project. Even Parker might have trouble understanding though. Laymen learned about the zero day market and thought it was illegal. But he seemed on the up-and-up with all things techy.

She could explain her work in vague terms. Given what he’d seen and said so far, he wouldn’t tease her or break out the name-calling. No nerd girl titles from Parker, who was up to speed in giving nerd-girl-gasms—because she still couldn’t get over his setup.

But her hesitation was still there. Damn Matt for screwing up her head. She just felt so broken. “Well, see, I, uh—”

“Don’t.” Parker shook his head. “I’m curious. Didn’t say I needed an answer now. Just that I plan on figuring you out.” His hand cupped her cheek, his thumb sweeping from her cheekbone to the corner of her mouth.

“Oh,” she sighed, almost nuzzling his hand like a damn cat.

He took the warm touch away and left her alone, mouth agape and hand wanting to reach out to stop him. Damn. Parker wanted to figure her out? Holy swoonballs! If she was interesting, Parker Black was the most intense man she’d ever met.

Quickly, she went to her computer, trying to shake the tingling feeling that hung in her limbs. Once she was in her email, she typed a message to Shadow.

Monarch is complete, and Matt and I are done. Big day for me, huh? Thought you’d be proud on both accounts. But because of the Matt situation, I’m on the road and not comfortable transmitting the files. Don’t hate. :) Be in touch soon. Xx

Perfect. She hit send, double-checked that it went through, then powered down her laptop. The reliable machine went silent as it turned off, and she was completely aware of how alone she was in Parker’s room. A nap—she needed one and had promised him that she’d try. She must need the rest if he was so adamant she get some sleep.

A nap in his bed though. Obviously he didn’t realize that would likely mean absolutely no sleep. She’d sooner get rest on the tile floor of his bathroom with towels as a pillow. The man did have heated floors in his bathroom, so that wouldn’t be a huge hardship.

Lexi trailed her finger along the smooth wood headboard. Parker’s bed was so Parker. Dark sheets. Dark furniture. Big, strong, but somehow refined. The carved wood was sleek and inherently masculine. Powerful. His bedroom smelled slightly more of him, but his sheets… her hand slipped from the wood to smooth over the pillowcase and sheets.

God. Her stomach flipped, and carefully, almost as if she were savoring the moment, she crawled onto the king-size mattress and fell into Egyptian cotton heaven, thread count a billion.

There was no way she would get any sleep. Her pulse thundered in her throat, and even now, all alone, she didn’t feel as though she could take a deep breath. He’d been gone for twenty minutes at least, and her mind was still entirely focused on Parker. Whose clothes she wore, whose bed she was in, and whose kiss stayed on her lips. Lexi pressed her fingers to her lips. That had been the sweetest, deepest kiss of her whole life, and despite how he’d pulled from her, it was also one of the most empowering moments she could remember.

Her phone buzzed.

Parker: You’re not sleeping

Lexi: How would you know

Parker: Assumed

Parker: Sleep…

Lexi: I can’t if you keep texting me

She couldn’t break the smile from her face. He was flirting with her while she lay in his bed. In what universe was this happening?

Parker: Sleep yet?

Lexi: Sigh. I’m trying

Parker: Buzz me if you need anything

Lexi: Thx 1.0E6

Lexi: Sorry. Thanks a million. It’s a work thing. Never mind. Thx for tonight.

Parker: Know what it means, sweetheart. Sleep.

He was flirting with her. Holy shit. But what was her problem, slipping into Silver-headspace when she texted with him? Or maybe she was just becoming comfortable with who she was around Parker.

“I was almost me tonight,” she whispered in the dark, Parker’s sheets pulled up to her neck.

Her neck and cheeks heated. She was embarrassed by how weak she’d been with Matt, but the world felt full of possibilities just from how Parker made her feel. There was something between them, the kind of connection that made the air feel magnetic, as though it crackled and sparkled the closer they stood.

Her stomach dropped again, despite lying flat on her back, and she smiled. Because she was lying flat on her back in Parker’s ginormous bed, and he’d set the groundwork for something more than just a kiss.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


A noise clanged, pulling Lexi out of her half-comatose dream. She rolled over, buried in everything that smelled like Parker. She sighed, shaking her head and trying to organize her thoughts. Had that been a doorbell?

The green glow of his alarm clock read a little after nine. Hours had passed since she’d showed up at Parker’s. Her limbs were sore, and her face ached. She was bruised and beaten and all of her muscles hurt from Matt. Wait—a doorbell? She shot up in bed. Dread arrived hard and fast because somehow she knew, without a second thought, that Matt was there. Bacon rolled over and whined at the foot of the bed. Dogs always knew what was up, and that whimper said her ex was definitely there.

What was she supposed to do?

She started shaking. Matt would kill her. She was lying in his friend’s bed? In his clothes? Holy crap. His violent mood swings had been epic lately. But Parker would protect her. Hell, he wanted to shred Matt to pieces. So she was safe.

The tiniest spring of relief tried to push into her mind. Parker would keep Matt away from her. She took a calming breath and quickly ducked down, burying herself in the pillows and comforter. Maybe her instinct was wrong, and it wasn’t Matt. Maybe Parker would lie and say he hadn’t seen her. Maybe Matt was risking life merely by approaching Parker. But the more she thought about Matt’s jealousy, the more she trembled.

So what to do? Just stay in bed with Bacon? Or she could spy on their conversation. Just a bit of eavesdropping to see what was going on between the men. Anything was better than having a panic attack in Parker’s bed.

“What do we do?” she asked the dog that had crawled up to her side.

Bacon’s ear pricked up, pivoting as both ladies strained to hear anything. Lexi came up short, but her pup heard something. A low, protective growl came from the pudgy pooch.

Carefully, Lexi crawled from underneath the protective cocoon of the sheets. Cool air heightened her senses, making her feel chilled even though she still wore Parker’s sweats. “Stay, girl.”

But Bacon ignored her and jumped down.

They inched toward the door together. Butterflies spun in her stomach as if she’d been drinking tequila on an empty stomach, and she grabbed Bacon to feel less queasy. Together, they cracked the door. Hard voices drifted up the stairs, but the words were lost.

“Stay.” She pushed Bacon back inside the bedroom then crept closer to the stairs, hoping to hear exactly what the hateful mumbles were. Inches turned into feet, and she stopped at the corner. Their words drifted up the stairs.

“Showing up here isn’t the answer,” Parker’s baritone boomed, making her slide just another foot closer.

Matt’s anger resounded though mumbled, probably slurred, words that she couldn’t make out.

“Not my problem.”

What wasn’t Parker’s problem? Her? Matt? Their messy breakup? She had twenty questions, and they all revolved around her. Anger rushed through her veins. God, she was just so done. She had to have an empowering I’ve-taken-back-my-life moment, and this was it, even if there was a stronger likelihood that she would puke from nerves. Lexi stood on shaky legs, ready to confront him, and—what? Would she really tell Matt to leave?

Yes. She’d say get out, that it was over, that he couldn’t hit her, hurt her, steal her thoughts for a moment longer. Lexi pushed past the corner, her heart rioting against her ribs, warning her to stop. But it was too late. She couldn’t stop even if she wanted to.

Silver gave no fucks about the world, and she was her! Lexi gripped the handrail and forced her legs to take each step down. Her stomach soured. Adrenaline spiked into her blood, and a cold sweat broke out on neck.

When she was three steps from the bottom of the stairs, the men’s conversation died. Both sets of eyes were on her, both men with vastly different looks on their faces.

Matt’s was familiarly scary. Angry. Harsh lines that didn’t come from laughing creased around his eyes. His mouth, which she’d once found sweet, was snarled and rabid-looking.

And Parker normally looked protective and handsome, but there was nothing sweet or sexy on his face now. His strong features were marred with protective concern.

“Are you fuckin’ shittin’ me?” Matt growled, charging forward.

Parker’s arm shot out and caught Matt across the chest. “Chill out.”

“Fuck you, and your I’m-not-fuckin’-Lexi bullshit.”

Lexi glanced down. Wearing Parker’s clothes didn’t do her any favors. “Matt, you have to go.”

“Get your skank ass outside and in the—”

“No.” She stood her ground and shook her head. “We can’t do this anymore. I’m done.”

“Outside, Lexi.”

She wasn’t breathing because this wasn’t working. What had she expected? If she walked out the door with him… bad, bad things would happen.

“Please—” She swallowed around the lump in her throat. “I left. You knew I left because you forced me out. I don’t care if I see you or my things ever again. I have what I need. Let’s both walk away.”

“Stupid fucking woman. Your things? The only things you care about are your stupid computer and that fat-ass dog.”

“Time to go,” Parker interjected.

“Fine. Fuck it if I care. She’s a lazy fuckin’ screw anyway. You’ll see if you don’t already know, goddamn Judas.”

His words… her molars grinded, her head exploding. She was so sick of this. God! Lexi shook her head, seething. Her fists bunched as she slammed her arms straight. “No one’s screwing me, but if they did, from here on out, they will have to have my permission! Now get out!”

“Excuse me?” Parker growled, catching her eye then turning to Matt as though he was a hair away from strangling the guy.

“Like you didn’t want it.” Matt exploded, and he dove at her, hands outstretched like a predator.

Her body had been trained to react. Her forearms covered her face, her hands wrapped around the back of her head. She dropped and curled into a ball, awaiting the punches and kicks that would rain down on her.

But nothing hurt her. The scuffle she heard didn’t touch her, and she blinked, surprised, and opened her eyes. Parker had Matt on the floor. When Matt looked ready to tap out or die, Parker dragged him toward the front door. With a quick move, like something out of the movies, Parker flung it open and lofted her ex through it, then slammed it shut. His gaze sliced to her. Their eyes locked, and he stalked over, his hand outstretched.

“You okay, Lex?”

Carefully, she unfolded herself and let him tug her up. They stayed connected at the hand for a minute until his hand came toward her face—not fast but apparently too quickly because she flinched. Hard. Then she cringed because Parker wouldn’t hurt her. A guy like him did nice, sweet things. He was strong and tough but had amazing intentions.

“I think…” His jaw flexed in a beautifully pissed-off way. “That it’s time to talk.”




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Phiber had followed the man he assumed was Silver’s boyfriend, hoping to locate the woman. One day she never left the home, the next she was gone, and Phiber couldn’t think of a single hacker con she might have gone to. So he followed the guy from Silver’s house to this house, only to watch him come out flat on his ass. He’d literally been tossed out, and that guy wasn’t small. What was this? Days of Our Lives? Phiber shook his head, almost feeling bad. There was no question reject boy was drunk, angry, and had just been dumped.

The question was how could this guy help him get what he needed? He watched reject boy climb his stumbling ass into the driver’s seat of the truck that had barely gotten him there alive. The truck’s engine revved, and the man hung out his driver’s side window, cursing at the house. Phiber opted to stay close to reject boy instead of snooping around Silver’s new location. He turned over his ignition and pulled out behind the truck.

They swerved to the local dive bar, and reject boy parked his truck crooked across two parking spots. Asshole. Phiber parked in one spot like a decent human being and followed him in. There was no way, as drunk as the guy was, he would recognize Phiber from one passing encounter at the grocery store. The guy could barely think, evidenced by his turning on his right turn signal only to go left.

The bar looked exactly as he would expect: sparse and crappy with a few folks who looked as though they hadn’t moved in days. Phiber sat on the stool next to reject boy and watched him slug back a beer.

The bartender leaned over, wiped the counter, and threw down a napkin. “What’ll it be, son?”

Phiber tilted his head. “Same as this guy.”

Reject boy looked over, his eyes narrowing. “Do I know you? You look familiar.”

Not too drunk to forget a fifteen-second encounter. “Not yet.”

Whatever memory he had tried to grasp faded as he jerked back, swaying on the stool. “I’m no fag. You’re barking up the wrong tree.”

Phiber laughed. “Nah, man. I like pussy. No worries.”

He nodded. “Right.” Then he killed the rest of his beer in a few gulps.

Plan was to let him get even more sloshed, then siphon him for info and figure out if he knew where any of the parts of Monarch were or if Silver’s new location was permanent.

“Got some woman problems to drink away,” he offered, hoping reject boy would take the bait.

“Me too.”

That was easy. The bartender put a cheap beer in front of Phiber. “Thanks, man.”

“Tab?” he asked.

“Yeah, a tab works.”

“Another for me,” the man slurred.

The bartender nodded. “Sure thing, Matt, long as you don’t cause a problem tonight.”

“I never cause problems.”

The dude had problems written all over him and needed a friend. Phiber held up his beer in toast. “I blame women.”

Matt drunk-laughed. “Amen, my oriental friend.”

“Not sure that’s the right word, asshole.”

“Asian. Amen, my Asian motherfuckin’ friend. Cheers to fuckin’ stupid cunts. Let’s drink to that.”

The guy would be a piece of cake. “Cheers.”

They raised their beers, and Phiber took a long pull while Matt guzzled.

“What’s wrong with your woman?” Phiber asked.

Matt’s eyes hung at half-mast. “Computer girl found her nerd hero, and fuck them.”

“Yeah.” He nodded. “Fuck ’em.”

They drank and watched the sports replays on the hanging TV. Well, that actually bored the shit out of Phiber, but he didn’t want to rush the guy.

When a commercial hit, Phiber bounced the bottle between his hands. “Computer girl for you? Can’t see it.”

“Lexi… always got her nose in her computer. Playing games. Working.” He used air quotes around the last part.

“She wasn’t?”

“Hell if I know. But I do know that bitch fell face first into my boy’s lap. Damn nerd boy thinks he’s some kind of computer Mozart.”

“I could use a new laptop. Get back at the girl. Sell her shit to me, make a couple bucks.” He reached for his pocket, ready to entice Matt with easy, revengeful cash.

But Matt threw his head back. “You know what’s funny? She left her ring and took the computer. What kind of stupid woman does that?”

Shit. The smart kind. “Where?”

He shook his drunk head as though this all should be clear as day. “To the damn nerd’s place. Shit.”

Phiber had gotten a glance at the guy who’d tossed Matt clean on his ass. The guy was a big dude, and he didn’t look anything like what Matt called him. If anything, Phiber was taking far more offense to nerd comments than the oriental one. Well, actually, fuck him for both.

He needed to get back to where he’d come from. “Alrighty, buddy. Take it easy.” Matt nodded, and Phiber threw down a twenty while waving at the bartender. “Heading out.”

Time to head back to Silver’s new place. His head pounded. Abducting someone wasn’t easy for him. He was nervous and trying to make it happen in a way that wouldn’t make him rot in hell. Grabbing Silver at the grocery store hadn’t been an overly fruitful idea. What, he was just going to sneak her out of the back of the store to his waiting car? Stalking her at home hadn’t yielded much. Honestly, abduction wasn’t his talent. But the Taskmaster said jump, so he was ready to try again.

He climbed in his car and checked his bag. Laptop, a couple cells, chargers. Nothing to jimmy open a window. He might have a lock-picking kit in his glove box… maybe. He leaned over to check.

“Shit, yes.” Phiber made the quick drive back.

All the lights were on. He drove around the block a few times, but no lights went out. They weren’t going to bed. Then again, if Silver was face first in the guy’s lap, they’d be distracted. They’d fuck and pass out. Then he could grab the girl, right? Sneak in while they were occupied and just wait it out. Kind of creepy, but it was a solid plan.

What if… Phiber pulled over and searched his bag for anything that might help. Score. A mini electro-jammer. Instant power outage. The happy fuckin’ couple could go to bed, do their distracted thing, and he could slip in. He’d grab whatever laptop looked like Silver’s, which would be a bonus, and the girl when they were both passed out. Simple.




CHAPTER NINETEEN


Time to talk? Oh boy. Lexi’s mind tumbled. “Um…”

Parker moved around her, sliding his hand onto the small of her back. “Into the kitchen, sweetheart.”

Silently, she let him guide her into place. Before she knew it, she was sitting at a table that held a dog-eared technology magazine while he wandered the kitchen—also known as the scene of their first kiss—doing who knew what. “Um…”

“Beer, bourbon, or…” He opened the fridge and made a you’d-hate-it face. “Muscle milk.”

“Um…”

A half-smile curved his lips. “That’s about all I’ve got.”

“Beer it is.” Which she could totally use right about now. “Thanks.”

He pulled two longnecks from the fridge and made his way back to the table. He put one down, cracked it open, and slid it over for her. Parker flipped a chair around and straddled it. He opened his bottle then folded his forearms over the back of the chair. His fingers toyed with the two bottle caps, flipping them over in constant, dexterous motion. “I’ll start with what I know, and you fill in the blanks.”

Biting her lip, she watched his gaze drop to her mouth. The butterflies swirled in her stomach, and her teeth released. No way could she talk about anything he wanted to know while her insides were doing the mamba. Mindlessly, she reached for her beer then gulped a sip while she tried to find the right words.

“Matt’s a dick,” he offered.

She snort-laughed, taking the beer away from her mouth, and giggled while slapping her other hand over her mouth.

“Cute.” He grinned. “About time you laughed tonight.”

“Yeah, super cute. All snorty and stuff.”

But the laughter on his face faded away. “Your turn. Say something.”

“Matt’s a dick. That pretty much sums it up.”

“I saw him choke you before. He played it down, and you”—Parker’s brow furrowed—“went back.”

“Like I said, that was a mistake. I had a bagbiting plan to save Bacon, but—”

“Bagbiting?”

“Oh.” Her eyes went wide that he picked that up. “It means—”

“I know what it means. Your plan didn’t fail; you just didn’t keep yourself safe.”

Wariness ran over her. He even thought in the same terms she did. “Right. So faulty strategy. I was stupid.”

His head shook slightly. “Nope. I don’t buy stupid.” Parker grabbed his beer and drained half of it. “If you need to go to the cops or whatever for—” He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “For anything he might’ve done, I’ll be your ride. I’ll… be whatever you need.”

“Oh …” She had fanatical notes. Everything was written in code, so only she could understand it, but it was there. She had saved a couple of selfies that showed bruises, blood. But showing those humiliating pictures to anyone… she just couldn’t process that. “I don’t want to. I’m not ready for everything that comes with that.”

His jaw flexed as if he wanted to disagree. “You change your mind, you let me know.”

“Alright.” Because what was she going to say? She’d stayed with a man who hurt her. The floor was suddenly the most interesting thing in the room. She couldn’t tear her stinging eyes away as a knot tied in her throat. The hopelessness and loneliness that had strangled her before seemed ridiculous, especially when there were people in the world like Parker, but… she squeezed her eyes shut. Slowly, she pushed through the bevy of emotions choking her and locked her gaze on Parker.

“What do you do again?” he asked, completely off topic.

“Website testing.” Her standard answer.

“What else?”

More than he could comprehend. Her standard thought. Yet maybe not. But she didn’t trust him enough to even start an explanation. “That’s about it.”

“You won’t leave an abusive home without your computer—”

“It’s my livelihood.”

“Your dog’s name is Bacon Byte.”

“She’s tiny as a postage stamp, fat as a hog. We both love bacon.”

He smirked. “I saw her collar. Byte. With a y. You’re not making a play off an appetizer there.”

Defensive, she pushed her shoulders back. “What’s your point?”

“You speak hack and text inarticulations, you recognized bells and whistles in my office, you almost died for a computer. You do more than web security.”

Even as he called her on things that most never noticed, she couldn’t say the words. She wasn’t confident enough in herself to share her true colors with an outsider. Matt had broken her down to this point. Instead of agreeing, she shrugged. “I like the idea of hacker culture. That’s it.”

And that was true.

Parker mulled her words over and nodded. “I get that.”

They sipped their beers, her dancing around sharing too much and him likely trying to figure out all of the pieces that put her together. Though why he pushed, she didn’t understand.

He ran a hand over his face. “I’ve never been able to get you out of my head. Before today. Before all this.”

Her head pulled back, shocked, on its own accord because she was too busy trying not to pass out. “What?”

Parker’s tongue ran over his top lip. “What I don’t know is—you.” His forehead furrowed. “And why you’re hiding that from me.”

“I don’t mean to.” She sucked down a breath as though it might fortify her soul. “And I’ve thought about you—”

As if Matt had ears in the room, the lights went black. The quiet hum of appliances slowed and silenced. Fear bled into her veins. Matt wasn’t leaving Parker’s house without her.




CHAPTER TWENTY


“Nope, screw this.” Parker shot up from his chair. The chair clattered on the floor, and he grasped Lexi’s arm, pulling her close. The top of her head came to his chest, and when he bent his chin to touch it, the scent of his shampoo in her hair teased him mercilessly while he listened for incoming danger. “Nothing’s going to hurt you. God, that fuckin’ drunk-ass dick.”

But just because Parker wouldn’t let Matt hurt her didn’t mean the guy wouldn’t try. When Parker got his hands on Matt, there’d be no question about where the line was and how far Matt was to stay away from it.

“Parker,” she whispered, her voice tinged with fear.

“Give me a second.” His ears ached as he listened to the point he could hear his heartbeat. Maybe hers. “One more second.”

No sounds.

But this wasn’t a regular power outage. The timing was too perfect. This was a drunk dude ripping wires out of his breaker box, though even the act of doing that would trigger an alarm to Titan. What gnawed at Parker’s chest was that the backup generator hadn’t kicked on. The breaker box and generator weren’t together, which meant Matt had to have been hunting around his property. Dude was further gone than Parker initially realized.

As his eyes grew accustomed to the dark, he walked with Lexi to a wall, then carefully, he peeked outside. His gaze ran up and down his neighborhood. The street lights were on, and a few houses had porch lights on or windows lit. Confirmation that this wasn’t a power outage.

He needed to assess if there was an immediate incoming assault. Was Matt gonna firebomb his window with a Molotov cocktail? Was he going to shoot at the bedroom windows? What was that asshole going to do?

“Stay put a sec.” Parker swiveled to a nearby bookshelf and ran his hand under it, removing a Glock.

“Why do you have a gun in your bookshelf?” she whispered.

He held the weapon down, his finger itching to feel the Ghost trigger, and he moved back to the petite woman shaking in the dark. “Occasional hazards of my job.”

“Are you kidding me?” But she clung to him. “Parker—”

“Sweetheart, I need you to give me a quiet second. Okay?”

With no immediate offensive to prepare against, he changed tactics and headed to stash Lexi in the safe room. Then he could pull up the video feedback and disengage the alarm system. Whatever was about to happen didn’t need to involve the cops, and he could explain the alerts to Boss Man later. This was between him and Matt.

Click.

Parker pivoted toward the breath-of-a-noise at back of the house. Was Matt picking his lock? If so, then awesome. The doors had a built-in security feature that handled petty moves like that. If any door was forcibly breached, the security protocols snapped into effect. The first of which would happen any second.

“Let’s go,” he said.

They bounded up the stairs and crested the top one when Parker heard a cry of male pain. Matt had disabled the last tumbler in the back door, which meant volts of electricity had shocked him.

“What was that?” she asked.

“The door’s wired to give an electrical shock under breach protocol.”

“Why does your house—”

He tucked the 9mm into the back of his waistband and snagged a flashlight from the hall closet. “In you go.” He scooted her into the reinforced space masquerading as a guest room and turned on the flashlight. “You’ll be fine, but I’m locking you in.”

“What?” She shook her head. “I don’t want—”

“Safest place.”

He pressed a kiss to her lips that slowed the spinning world. The seconds his lips seared hers, her fingers dug into his shirt, and he went from shoving her into the safe room to backing her against the wall, kissing to their tactical, strategic detriment.

He broke away—surprised that his body had taken over when his mind would never have allowed a slip like that—and every fiber of his being rioted at their distance. He cupped her face and spent a tick of a second longer than he should have sliding his fingers over her skin and down her neck. “Damn, Lex. You’re dangerous.”

Then he hurried away before he shut them both in the safe room and kissed every inch of her, from behind her ears to the tips of her toes.

“Focus,” he growled. As he hurried toward his office, he couldn’t get the taste of her off his tongue. Clearly his self-lecture hadn’t worked.

Parker booted up the monitoring system that ran off a centralized battery, cancelled the alerts, and quickly moved through the feedback. A figure who had hidden his face—clearly Matt knew where the cameras were, so the asshole wasn’t that drunk—headed to the breaker box, then disconnected the generator, and finally headed for the back door. Asshole. The footage showed Matt falling backward then crawling away from the door and running off into the dark.

Pussy. Still, he wanted to check the exterior and reconnect the generator while Lexi was safe. Parker stormed across his bedroom—stopping for a nanosecond to take in his mussed sheets where Lexi had been in his bed—then snagged a backup weapon, just in case. If Matt was still there, Parker would make it clear he wasn’t playing games.

He moved through the house to the back door and disarmed the lock. The night was silent as he stepped outside and waited for Matt to bum-rush him from the shadows. “Show your face, asshole.”

Silence.

Parker pulled the door shut, engaging the lock from the exterior side, and slid around his home. His body anticipated sucker punches and attacks. He listened for the swish of clothing or a step in the grass. Still, he didn’t hear anything other than expected neighborhood noises. He moved past the bushes to the electrical box. The small metal door had been left open.

He glanced in, expecting to see cut wires, but they were intact. Squinting in the dark, Parker angled to keep an eye on his surroundings and still study the box. His wires weren’t cut, switches weren’t thrown. A tingle of uncertainty fell over him. How had the system gone down? He used the flashlight app on his phone to study the breaker box. Nothing abnormal caught his eye—except. He peered closer. What the—?

A tiny electro-jammer was secured to the back interior wall. He ran his finger over it, confirming that it was exactly what it looked like. He scratched his thumb over it, popped it off the back of the metal box, and crushed the tiny device. The lights on his house blinked and illuminated.


A strong current of apprehension ticked at his thoughts. What was Matt doing with technology like that? The guy was a blow-it-up-question-later kind of guy. Nothing like this. Confusion and concern at what he was missing racked Parker’s brain.

He moved back inside, locked up tight, and re-engaged the security system. Then he hit the stairs, taking three steps at a time. After opening the panel hidden in the wall, Parker punched in the code, and Lexi’s steel-enforced door unlocked. He twisted the door knob and—ducked as a flash of motion came toward his head. When he looked up, Lexi, nightstand lamp in hand, jerked back, ready to smash it against him again.

“Easy!” Parker stepped to the side, hands up. “Lex, sweetheart, it’s me.”

She blinked, eyes peeled wide. “Tell me what happened.”


“Your ex is an asshole.” He tugged her hand, dragging her downstairs behind him. “And we’re not staying here.”

“Parker.”

“Jamming my power and breaking in my goddamn door.”

“Jamming?” she repeated, pulling up beside him.

“Since when does that prick know shit about technology?” Parker mumbled, more pissed than making conversation.

Her face fell, all the color fading. “What? Why?”

“There was a—” Fuming and confused at the attempted breach, he shook his head. “Never mind.”

“No, tell me.”

Then his eyes narrowed on her. He thought about her vague familiarity with technology. “Do you know what an electromagnetic jammer does?”

She nodded, her face saying she was absolutely familiar with the term. “Maybe.”

“Well, Matt apparently does too.”

Lexi slowly shook her head. “There’s no way.”


“It didn’t get in my breaker box on its own, Lex.”

Her face darkened, lines pinching her sweet face. “I’ve caused enough of a headache here. Can you drop me at my sister’s house?”

“Are you kidding me?”

“No. I should go.”

“So wait, a sister? Thought you said you bounced around foster homes.”

A brief flash of acknowledgment crossed her face. “I just need to go.”

“Lex—”

“Will you take me? If not, I think you know I’ll brave the elements.”

“What the hell is going on with you?” Because if it didn’t sound like an idea worthy of a caveman or jail time, he’d tie her sweet ass to a chair and keep her safe.

“I have to get out of here.”

His mind turned over everything he knew, and none of it made sense. There were secrets all over her face. His anger and alarm blurred together. He wanted to shake some common sense into her. Wanted to lay down some kind of law that if she was hiding anything from him, she should stop and rely on him instead.

“Haven’t I done enough to earn your trust yet?” he asked.

She dropped her head. “Don’t be like Matt, questioning what I want to do, when I want to do it. I’m asking you to take me to my sister’s. I’ve caused enough trouble and need to go.”


The comparison was like a wave of ice-cold water. He stepped back and hated their distance, but worse, he hated wanting to protect her while she wanted to leave. “Whatever you say, Lex.”

But his mind shocked him as he held back the words, “Please don’t go.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


It was well after the middle of the night. Lexi was back in her clothes, and Parker was pissed at her as he drove her to her sister’s. Her mind crunched every possible piece of data she had, which only confirmed that she had a problem and needed to go dark after talking to Shadow.

Lexi buried herself in Parker’s sweatshirt. She said she’d give it back but planned to steal it. Like it or not, no matter their connection, there was the chance they’d never see each other again, especially given how the night was ending and his understandably frustrated response.

“You sure about this? Did you talk to her?” His knuckles were pinched tight on his steering wheel.

She had already sworn up and down that Meredith was expecting her and that Matt wouldn’t think to go over there because of how much her sister traveled. Mere wasn’t expecting her, and lying to Parker wasn’t the greatest thing to do, but it was the right course of action. “Yes. She left the door unlocked, told me to go in when I got here.”

“Okay,” he said in a voice so low she wanted to lean toward him. “I’ll walk you in.”

“No, you don’t have to.” But if he did come up with her, then she could drag him back into the dark. He could press against her as he’d done when the power was out; he could take her mouth as though neither of them cared who else was in the dark. A shiver ran up her spine as she thought about the power in that kiss.

“You don’t have to be so secretive with me, Lex. You get that?”

She tilted her head. “Why do you have guns hidden in your bookshelf? Why is your door electrified?”


He grumbled. “Touché.”

They arrived at Meredith’s swanky apartment building, and Lexi wished the drive had taken a hundred miles longer. Parker shifted his SUV to park and turned his smoldering gaze, so hot that the seat warmer had nothing on him, toward her. With just the strength of his look, he held her stationary.

“Look, Lex, you need to get something.”

God, he made her feel fuzzy from the inside out. “What’s that?”

“I’m not him, and whatever you’re holding so close to the vest? You don’t have to.”

“I do.” She nodded, looking at Bacon, who was asleep on the floorboard.

“So at least you admit that there is something.”

“Maybe.”

He grabbed her hand, which she hadn’t realized was fidgeting. “You disappear, I will find you.”

Her blood jumped a few degrees hotter because he’d smiled and said nice things. How messed up did she have to be to simply get aroused from kindness? From the growly quiet and protective manner with which he cared for her?

“I won’t disappear for long.” She unbuckled and jumped out, grabbing her laptop bag and a still-sleeping, snoring Bacon. As she slammed her door, she heard a second door open and shut. Oh, God. Lexi kept her head down and powered toward the apartment’s front door.

His shoes slapped the ground behind her. Her stomach somersaulted. Parker was running after her. Like running after her, and she couldn’t breathe.

“Hey.” He stopped in front of her so abruptly that she almost ran into his brick wall of a chest.

Bacon let out a loud snore but didn’t wake, and Lexi guessed that the poor dog was sleeping so soundly because it was the first time in weeks that she hadn’t felt the need to remain on constant safety patrol. Parker’s hands steadied Lexi, then he pulled himself away as though he’d grabbed her too hard. But with him, it was never possessive enough. Crap, she didn’t want to leave him. Not yet.

“Wait a sec. Okay?” His breath came out as a cloud in the cold.

“I should go inside.”

“I need you to stop.” Hesitation was written all over him, as though he had no idea what he was doing, and that confusion in and of itself was baffling.

“What are you doing?” she whispered.

His palms went to his face, running his fingers into his hair, where they knotted. “I want to—I don’t want to hurt you. I need to grab you. Hold you. I want to feel you. But damn it…” Uncertainty danced on his face. “I’m not the guy who knows how to help with whatever you’ve been through. I don’t regret much, but I already regret ruining the chance.”

His words made her boneless. Standing was a challenge she didn’t think she could meet for much longer. “The chance at what?”

“At you, sweetheart.”

Oh God…

As though he were inching through a minefield, he closed what remained of the distance between them. “I work with numbers. With code. You know I went to MIT but then I became a Marine. Now I’m Titan. I call what I see. It’s either black or white. One way. One order. One goal. So that look on your bruised face, coupled with trying to make sense of today? I want to drag you back to my car. I want what you do not need. And if I let you go, I’m sure of it, you’ll be gone. It’s that simple.”

Numbers. Code. He couldn’t have said anything more perfect. All those words translated into one phrase: no bullshit. He spoke her language, and he could also read her mind, maybe her soul.

“You speak code?” she said. “I speak similar. All of which is far easier to understand than what I’m trying to figure out…” With Shadow’s concerns, Phiber sightings, just everything.

His throat bobbed. “The more I know about you…”

“Same…” His unfinished thought mirrored hers exactly. “What’s Titan?”

“Nothing. A job. My world. A lifestyle. It’s complicated.”

The sound of the apartment’s front door opening interrupted them, and Meredith’s doorman approached from behind Parker. “Can I help you, Miss Dare?”

“Hi, Malcolm.”

“Your sister is n—” He cut himself off as her pinched face begged him to shut up. “Can I help you with anything? Bacon, perhaps? And your bag?”

Lexi transferred her snoring dog into his arms. “Thank you.”

“Your bag?”

“No, I’ll keep it.”

He nodded. “We’ll be inside.”

“Thanks.”

Parker stepped close to her again. “Won’t let go of that bag.”

She shook her head.

He stepped closer until their stomachs touched. “It doesn’t feel like you were on my steps hours ago. Feels like a lifetime has happened since then.”

“A lot has.” She nodded. “Matt showing up, someone trying to break in.”

“Me kissing you.”

The pounding of her heartbeat nearly drowned out his words. “Yes,” she whispered as the memory of his tongue in her mouth became vivid.

His eyes flared, and he licked his full lips as though he were also remembering. Parker pressed against her until there was only a slip of air between them. His hands took her waist, and his warm breaths in the cold were her undoing.

“Please…” Kiss me, touch me, save me…

His mouth claimed hers, and walking her back toward his SUV, he kissed her as though she were leaving him forever. Her back hit his Range Rover, and despite wearing his sweatshirt, the metal froze her body. She hunched into his arms as his lips moved to her neck. The length of his hardened shaft pressed against her through their jeans, and holy crap, Parker was impressive.

He opened the back door, took her laptop bag, and tossed it onto the floorboard. Then Parker leaned into her and scraped his teeth along her neck until she moaned. God, his sinful, talented tongue worked her skin until her hips writhed against his erection to the point that she should’ve been embarrassed.


“Get in the car, Lexi.”

He barely let go of her. As she fell on her back across the seats, he climbed on top of her, shutting the door and leaving the frigid night behind them. She was pinned beneath his weight, his arms around her. One of his hands held the back of her head, and the other wrapped around her torso, under her shirt, smoothing up to the clasp of her bra and down to the edge of the pants that she’d die to take off.

“Please,” she whispered. “I haven’t felt like this… ever.”

He flexed his hips, and the tips of his fingers dipped below the waist of her pants.

“God, I’m begging, Parker.”

“You don’t have to do that.” His mouth was on hers again, his tongue licking the seam of her lips until they tangled in a kiss. But he stopped and shifted, dragging her into his lap and cradling her. “You’re the only person that makes me do what I’m not expected to.”

He unsnapped the button on her jeans and dragged the zipper down so slowly she couldn’t help but shift her hips up. His eyes locked on hers as his palm went flat on her belly. His touch was strong, and holding her gaze, he slid past the lace band of her panties and pushed deft fingers between her legs.

“God,” she moaned.

He grazed over her folds, and Lexi inched her legs apart, breathing heavily, as though oxygen was in short demand.

“So soft,” he growled quietly.

He hadn’t done more than press against her, and she was pulsing for more. “Parker…”

His fingers spread, finding her clit and stroking. Her head dropped back, but he held her in place. “More?”

She couldn’t talk. “Hmm-hmm.”

One finger pressed inside her, then he added another, drawing them in and out. This was heaven. Her nipples ached for his mouth, her body begged to be stripped down, and the building sensation promised to be catastrophic. Just his fingers were better than anything she could remember. Ever.

Still, he watched her face. His eyes studied her, maybe memorizing the cues to what made her moan and gasp his name.


“Parker, God.”

His hand moved deeper, stronger, working her as though he’d been born to make her beg. She gulped breaths and watched his jaw tick, his brow furrow, his tongue lick those lips she’d just kissed.

“I’m so close,” she gasped.

He bent over, pressing his mouth to hers and delving his tongue deep, like his fingers. Her body went rigid, her back arched, and she ground down on his hand while crying out.

“God, Lex. You’re fuckin’ beautiful when you come.”

The world spun, and she disappeared into a climax-soaked oblivion. This was too much like a dream come true.

The trembles of her innermost muscles slowed their spasms as she came down off her high. His hand went lax and his kisses went lazy as she lulled through the high and low of climax. This was a euphoric cloud, and she was completely surrounded by all things Parker. His scent. His taste. The way he made her fall apart.

“Hell. You’re always beautiful.”

A blush hit her cheeks—she felt its heat almost as much as she could still feel him touching her. “Thank you.”

He chuckled and rumbled around her, righting her pants, and pulled her to sit up in his lap. “None needed.”

“Look at you, all gentleman-like.”

“Sweetheart, I just finger-fucked you in the back of my car. Not a raving sign of chivalry. But…” He directed her face up toward his. “I think maybe it’s the first time in a while anyone took care of you. So I’ll take that.”

Nodding, she bit her lip, tugging at his belt. She wanted to return the favor as much as she wanted to taste him. That kind of desire was liberating. It was also a sign that she’d been with the wrong guy, even before Matt had ever hurt her. Because never had she ever wanted her mouth on someone as she did at that minute.

He stilled her hand. “You don’t have to.”

“But…?”

“You left your fiancé hours ago. Your face is bruised. As much as I want your tongue stroking my cock, Lex, not like this.”

Her eyes drifted from him to the apartment building. She didn’t know what to say, but emotions choked her tightly. He was obviously trying to put her ahead of his own needs.

“I don’t want you to go, but you’re going to anyway.” Parker pressed his lips to her forehead. “Run away. Whatever you’re keeping from me, that’s yours to hide. But when you’re ready, I’ll be there. Deal?”

Her stomach flipped. “You’re for real, aren’t you?”

He gave her a short chin lift to say yes. “Real enough.”

“I’ll call you when I’m…”—safe—“when I’ve had time to figure out what I need to.”

“Do your thing. Call me later. Maybe explain the big secret on how you knew my number and where I lived.”

Her cheeks heated all over again. “Maybe.”

After another quick kiss, Parker opened the back door. “Looking forward to it.”

Though her spaghetti legs and squishy-filled chest worked as she moved from the Range Rover, she couldn’t help but be unnerved with the casual way he seemed to accept everything she’d tossed at him today. Well, other than him not wanting her to go to Meredith’s. The guy seemed chill about almost everything except for her, and that made her happier than she’d been in a long time.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Lexi pushed through the apartment doors to face the doorman and Bacon, who was now groggily awake. “Hey, sleepyhead.”

“Do you need a hand upstairs, Miss Dare?”

“No, Malcolm. Thank you.”

“It’s nice to see you around again, especially when you’re smiling. Have a good night.” He handed her the leash.

“First time I’ve felt like smiling in a while. Does that all-hours coffee shop across the street have a problem with pets?”

He shook his head. “Very pet friendly.”

“Okay, I’ll be back.” She went back outside and tried again to reach her sister.

Meredith’s phone once more went to voicemail, and Lexi was certain the likelihood that she would come home tonight was nil. Meredith liked to save the world, doing volunteer trips or whatever, hoping that she could help foster kids that had it worse than they had. To each their own. Lexi donated money to the cause while Meredith liked to be hands-on in the system. It actually made her a much better person than Lexi, because Lexi wasn’t sure she could stomach some of the places Meredith had grown up.

The cold air crushed her as she ran across the street with Bacon huffing and puffing behind her. When she pulled the heavy door, her stomach rumbled at the sweet scents of coffee and muffins. Even the pup grumbled for food.

“Okay, you get something too,” she told Bacon.

After looking over her shoulder to be sure no one was watching her, she ordered a vanilla latte, chocolate croissant, and a slice of carrot cake for Bacon. They hunkered down in the back corner, and Lexi punched the Wi-Fi password the cashier had given her into her laptop. She pinged Shadow as she waited for the latte to cool.

Shadow: Got your email. All looks good.

Silver: You said you had some concerns before. Someone wanted what I wouldn’t sell too.

Shadow: Yes

Silver: So that’s all taken care of?

She tapped her finger, waiting for Shadow. There could be a dozen reasons he wasn’t answering immediately. She had no idea where in the world he was, if he was alone, in public, or on the phone. But as the minutes ticked on and she sipped her latte, Lexi knew there was a problem.

Silver: Shadow.

Silver: ??

Shadow: Not all taken care of. Why?

Silver: Went to a friend’s, someone broke in. Power was cut with a jammer

Shadow: Where are you?

Shadow: Don’t answer that. Go off the grid. Now.

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard as she typed out and deleted the same questions more than once: What is the problem?

Shadow: I still see you. So can the world if they’re smart enough. Shut down and move. See you when and where we planned for the auction.

Then he went offline. Shit. Lexi looked around. Everything seemed benign. But she’d never had Shadow talk to her like that before, never felt the sense of dread that had started with Parker mentioning the jammer—which meant the person who’d tried to break into his place was most certainly not Matt—and now Shadow’s demand that she go dark for weeks. If there was one person she’d listen to, it was him. And maybe Parker. Perhaps BlackDawn… she wondered what his take on Monarch would be.

She shut down and packed her computer, shoved the croissant into a bag, and guzzled the rest of her super-hot latte before she tugged Bacon to fall in line behind her. This would be a long night, and for the time being, she had no idea where to go or how to get there.

Actually… she had transportation. The old Lexi surged in her veins. She knew exactly what her next move was. How had she even forgotten?

Her cell phone buzzed, and a dooming thought pricked at her. Buzz kill. Was Matt texting her? Maybe it was Shadow telling her that going dark meant turning off her cell? God, going dark wasn’t her thing. She needed a checklist.

Pulling the phone free of her back pocket, she hesitated before swiping the screen. The digits rang clear and familiar. Parker. She hadn’t saved his number, but there was his text, waiting. Damn near giddy, she swiped the screen again to read it.

Hope you’re dreaming. Gnight.

Holy shit. Her entire body swooned from four words. So sweet and almost intimate. He didn’t write that he hoped she was asleep. But dreaming…

Stepping onto the sidewalk and not feeling the bite of the cold wind anymore, she imagined what she could dream. He’d given her a lot to remember. Lexi bit her lip as a heat blossoming in her chest made her light on her feet. Bacon trotted beside her as they hustled back into the apartment building. As soon as Monarch sold, maybe she could show up on Parker’s doorstep again and pick up where they’d just left off.

She pushed inside, and Malcolm greeted her. “Miss Dare.”

“Can you do me a huge favor?” He’d done it before, every time she needed to get Bacon safely stowed when she traveled for work.


“If it has to do with my furry friend, I would love to.”

Lexi jumped up on her toes and hugged the guy. “Thank you.”

He chuckled. “At your service. But truly, Miss Dare, I’m happy that you have a smile.”

“Thanks.” She bent down and ruffled Bacon’s fur. “Be a good girl. Thanks again.”

Then she rushed to the elevator and headed upstairs. A few floors up, Lexi, infused with excitement, headed to Meredith’s apartment. She grabbed the front door key that Meredith stupidly left under the mat and let herself into the empty apartment. It was cold and dark, looking as though it hadn’t been lived in for a few weeks. Yeah, her sister was off somewhere, and if Lexi was a halfway decent sister or friend, she would’ve known that. It was insane how deeply she’d been sucked into Matt’s world.

Enough of that. Because Parker wanted her to dream.

She smiled in the dark then moved to the kitchen and shuffled through the junk drawer. Bingo. The key to her Gixxer. Excitement surged through her. This was a big step to becoming herself again.

She headed to the bedroom to borrow clothes and anything else that could get her through the next two weeks. There’d be a bag in the closet and pajamas in the dresser. After tossing a pile of socks and PJs on the bed, she pulled open the walk-in closet door and flipped the switch for the light. On the closet shelf, right smack in the middle, was a cardboard box labeled LEXI, as though Meredith had known that one day, Lexi would be staring into her closet.

“Oh boy,” she breathed then went on tiptoes to pull it down.

Lexi kneeled next to the box, tugging the flaps free. Her clothes were folded neatly in even squares. They were all things she thought she’d tossed or given to Meredith when Matt had started to make a fuss about her wardrobe, saying she stood out too much, acted too sexy. The thought of that made her laugh. How had she transitioned from this—she unfolded a pair of tight leather pants—to the boring jeans she wore now?

Though the unflattering jeans hadn’t stopped Parker…

But, God, she loved the pants in her hand. The ones that Matt said made her look like a biker slut. The ones that were her absolute favorite. Reverently, she placed them next to her and kept digging through the box. Shame poured over her at how she had abandoned the very fiber of who she was for a man who’d promised never to leave her. Surely she was a slam dunk for therapy. But it was nothing she couldn’t figure out on her own if she really worked on it.

Lexi pulled outfit after outfit from the box and transferred them to the bag she was borrowing. Finally, she slipped out of her generic, blend-into-the-crowd clothes and into the everyday version of what Silver would wear in public.

A thrill ran through her. She walked over to Meredith’s bathroom, raided the makeup that had been left home, and when she was done, though it was the middle of the night, Lexi’s ice-blue eyes were smoky and her lips were glossy. Her clothes were so… her, and she took a deep, soul-resetting breath.

Returning to the closet, Lexi found a jacket that she’d have to remember to give back to Meredith, and she twirled in front of the wall mirror. That girl, even in the dark, felt like coming home. She didn’t know where she was headed. Literally, she had no plans except to go back to the coffee shop and buy them out of muffins and scones. Then she could disappear.

Lexi grabbed the eyeliner and wrote a note to Meredith on the mirror. She stared at the simplicity and truth of her words.

I’m back. xo, Lex

Bike keys and bag of clothes in hand, Lexi secured her laptop in a messenger bag strapped to her back and walked out with a renewed sense of who she was and what she was doing. This was the old her, reborn.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


“You tap into that comm system yet?” Jared’s voice carried before he walked into Parker’s office.

“Yup. Boring-ass shit, but soon as something decent pops up, I’ll let you know.”

“Alright.” Boss Man cracked his knuckles, pacing. “Dig into the recruit files?”

“Yeah, I’d say three of them are solid Delta material.”

“It’s not for Delta.”

Parker spun in his chair. “Yeah?” Because none of the guys would fit on any other team Jared had. If they weren’t for Delta—but they could be for…

“With the girls all pregnant and their husbands asking about paternity leave, seems like a good time to bulk up the main team.”

Holy. Shit. Titan was expanding. Parker grabbed the jackets for the three men that he thought would pass muster. Jax Riddle, Bishop O’Kane, and Locke Oliver. “Then these three are solid Titan.”

Jared glared. “Any of them have baggage?”

“Nothing that’s out of the ordinary for us.”

He nodded and took the folders. “Right. Well, if there’s nothing sketch, I’ll give these guys to Rocco for a look. What else is going on?”

Parker thought about Lexi and how she’d disappeared. He’d even checked a few sources—not like he was trying to be an overbearing stalker asshole—but the girl hadn’t used any credit cards or her cell phone in days. Checking up didn’t make him a creep. Except it sounded like it did. Fuck. He was in way over his head and had no idea what to think about anything. “Not much.”

Jared slapped the folders against his palm. “What’s going on with that side project you picked up?”

“The Monarch security check?”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

“Nothing. Dude hasn’t given me much, and what I do have isn’t turning up shit.”

“Waste of time?”

“A favor owed that will be returned.”

Jared nodded as though he appreciated the behind-the-scenes, underground world Parker utilized. “So it’s almost wrapped?”

“Almost. Shadow’s got an in-person meeting in a week or so. Wants me there as more of an extra body than anything else. But other than that, the project is done.” Not that Parker was going to blow off what Shadow was asking, especially if he could help Silver, but Silver had been MIA, likely preparing last-minute details for the auction, and Shadow was hell-bent on being vague.

Winters and Rocco walked in. Rocco had dark circles under his eyes and coffee in hand.

“Long night?” Parker asked.

Rocco scowled, and Winters laughed, slapping Rocco on the back.

“Babies are a fuckuvalot of work.” He guzzled coffee. “Cat’s got it down, but man. Not easy.”

Jared pushed the folders at Rocco. “New guys. Thumbs up or down by the end of the day. We’ll make arrangements soon as you say go.”

Both men’s eyes went wide. Rocco put his coffee on a console.

“Hey, jackass.” Parker moved the cup. “Spill that on there, and you and I are gonna have problems.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Rocco’s exhaustion was gone, replaced by curiosity as he went through the jackets. “Fuckin’ hell. These dudes are solid.”

Winters peered over Rocco’s shoulder and nodded. “I know that guy.”

“This one?” Rocco lifted a head shot.

“Yeah. Man’s good. Was deep in a weapons trafficking cartel, right?” Winters turned to Parker.

“Right,” he confirmed.

“Alright, assholes.” Boss Man headed out. “Gossip later. I’ve got to get Sugar’s sweet ass to a doctor’s appointment.”

“You going to tell us girl or boy yet?” Rocco called after him then mumbled, “Totally going to be a girl. The man is destined to be surrounded by women.”

Winters laughed. Then they both looked expectantly at Parker.

“Nope.” Parker turned around, pulling up screens of nothing to look busy.

“Do you know what the baby is?” Rocco asked.

“Have you looked?” Winters pushed. “Do some hacker magic and give us a confirmation. We’ll go paint the place camo-pink.”

Parker shook his head. “I do not have a death wish.”

Rocco shook his head too. “Nah, Boss Man’d get over it.”

“Shit, Boss Man isn’t who I’m worried about.”

Winters and Rocco both made agreeing noises. Jared was one thing. Sugar, on the other hand, was just scary when she wanted to be.

“So how’s Lexi Dare?” Winters changed the subject.

Parker glared. “If you girls are done gossiping, out.”

Rocco grabbed his coffee and perched on the edge of a table. “Must be going good?”

Winters raised an eyebrow. “Or is she still with Matt?”

“No,” Parker growled, not interested in sharing, especially since she’d disappeared and he was doing his best not to care too much. He’d had one day with her—even if he had made her come on his hand and moan his name. One single day. His gut churned that she was gone. Again. Second time she’d left him after he’d saved her. He thought she needed help with… something but had no idea what.

Parker did, however, know where Matt Pindon was almost every waking moment. If that fucker did anything that looked like coming after Lexi, Parker would kill him just for the sport of it. Shit. He rubbed a hand over his face.

“Going that well, huh?” Winters joked.

“She’s with her sister.”

“So you and her…?”

Rocco sipped his coffee. “Obviously not. Dude needs to get laid.”

Parker glared. “Would you two fucks shut it?”

Both laughed, but Winters shook his head. “No joke, girl seems like she’s a good catch.”

“That’s her, right?” Rocco nodded at the desk, where the print-out from her sister’s security footage was.

Yup, that was her. So her. Hotter and sexier than when he’d dropped her off. The shot was of her walking out only an hour later. She was on the way out the front door, with her back to the camera, but she was looking to the side. Her platinum blond hair looked nearly white in the black-and-white footage, and that wasn’t what he’d left her wearing. Because if it had been, he’d never have left. That image showed classic Lexi. The one who had all but disappeared. “Uh… yeah.”

“Not creepy at all, dude.” Rocco laughed.

Parker balled his fists. “I don’t know where she is.”

Winters stepped closer. “So use your boy genius powers and find her.”

Parker pinched his eyes closed, trying to think of any way to track her down without being a super-sketch privacy invader. “Some things you’re not supposed to do.”

Winters grabbed the paper. “Like finding her on security footage.”

“Asshole.” He reached for the print-out. Parker had stared at it forever. Even in the almost-grainy picture, she was clear. She wore a killer shirt along with tight black pants and fuck-me boots, and from the visible slice of her face, her dark eyes were made up like a rock star’s. He could describe that outfit in detail, could almost feel it against his palms he’d studied it so hard. She looked like sex and cotton had collided, making it the world’s most teasing security footage shot ever. It had to be less than fifty degrees outside, and she was dragging what looked like a leather jacket. Parker closed his eyes but could still picture her vividly.

Winters took the paper and stared. “Damn.”

Rocco nodded. “Babe’s hot.”

“That’s a Sugar lookalike,” Winters agreed. “Not the girl I met with Matt. This one is a total badass.”

“Same girl. More like who she was before that asshole got in her head. But yeah…” Parker blew out a breath. “She kinda is.” Then he dropped his head forward, trying to ignore the hurricane of emotions: anger, arousal, worry, frustration. “My problem is, she’s totally gone.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Morning light poured in from windows high in the cathedral-height ceilings. It had been two weeks since Lexi had walked out of her sister’s apartment and gone dark. Slipping from one extreme to the other, Union Station was about as public as she could get. She leaned forward, balancing on the front two legs of her café chair. Noise echoed, and people in business suits rushed around.

This wasn’t her scene. Really, Washington, DC, as a whole, wasn’t either. The people were useless. They liked to hear themselves talk too much—as evident by the several self-important types on their phones while ordering coffee, talking as though they held the keys to world peace—and they all looked the same. Dark suit, red or blue tie, cuff links, and smartphones attached to their ears.


She didn’t blend in at all in her form-fitting T-shirt, leather pants, and boots, which made the phone-stuck-on-ear folks either avoid her or stare. Clothes weren’t a cure for losing one’s self, but they’d been the catalyst. As each day passed, and with every silly self-help book she’d read, Lexi had become more confident and more her.

“Are you using this chair?” The man was already moving it, cliché phone stuck against his head.

She hooked the chair with her boot, fighting the submissive urge to agree, and kept it close as she waited for the barista to call her second latte of the day. “I’m waiting for someone.”

The man nodded as though it wasn’t a big deal. Because it wasn’t. Only Matt would’ve thought it was. Lexi channeled one of the pages of the many books she’d read while off the grid. I deserve to feel great. I am worthy of being safe. I can say yes, no, or maybe later. My thoughts and feelings are allowed. She took a deep breath. Thinking simple, common-sense thoughts helped. Go figure…

She thought back to her time off the grid. No computer usage. No cell. Nothing to do except hit bookstores and coast by libraries. Reading and journaling passed the time. She wanted to understand herself. Like, she knew herself but didn’t get herself. If that made sense. Even now, sitting in the middle of a commuter hub, she didn’t totally understand the difference, but the weeks alone had helped. Connecting the dots from her foster home roulette to standing by Matt the abuser hadn’t taken much thought or energy; it had just taken self-reflection.

And now… she wanted to see Shadow, to show off her newfound old self. Not only would he notice, but he’d be proud. That excitement was one of the reasons she’d arrived early, just in case he did too. She also wanted to call Parker the second the auction had wrapped up. With all the time on her hands, she’d thought about him to the point of exhaustion. Or exhilaration.

The vaulted ceilings and marble floor amplified every sound. The throngs of people made her itch to get back on her bike and fly away. Just give her a laptop in the middle of nowhere. Maybe give her Parker in the middle of nowhere…

Jittery, Lexi tapped her nails on the table. Maybe she shouldn’t have ordered a second latte. Though she didn’t have to actually drink it. Okay, just calm down.

Lexi pressed her fingers onto the table. She was at the right location on the right day. It was time to come in from the dark in the electronic sense. She flipped open her laptop and logged on to the device that hadn’t been booted up in weeks. Emails, messages, and everything else had piled up. After a few seconds, she disabled her Wi-Fi and turned off anything that would track her location. As she scanned through, one codex message from BlackDawn caught her attention. What had that guy learned about her? What did he think about her sale? Did he notice she’d gone silent? She would notice if he disappeared. Watching him work had entertained her for hours. He challenged the way she thought about her job, the world. Black was by far the smartest, most talented of the elite she knew.

Knowing that his request was outdated, she opened the message anyway.

BlackDawn: Dealing w/ a salted, brute-force hash attack. Got any plain texts I can pull from?

Then in the same thread an hour later.

BlackDawn: Never mind. Got it. You alive?

Why had he asked that? Had Shadow told him that she was physically in danger? Or was that rhetorical? Of course it was. Overthinking much?

She needed to say something and probably give him a virtual fist bump because over the last two weeks, she’d used a few tricks he’d showed her over the years. Nothing too complicated, just things she never would’ve guessed she would need to know, like accessing her bank accounts without a trace and erasing records of her staying at cash-only motels. Those had been her off-the-grid tools. Funny how life went full circle.

She powered on her phone to ping Shadow while simultaneously reaching back into her memory, trying to pinpoint the moment her path had first crossed with Black’s. Sometime in her teens, when she’d been too much of a punk and trying to prove to the world that she was as good as she thought she was. Black had seemed to be doing the same—though they had distinct specialties, hence the partnership.

Bzz. Her eyes shot to the phone on the café table as if it was a lit line of dynamite. Wow. Maybe she should’ve gone with decaf. She didn’t know the number but assumed it was her broker. The guy had a new phone almost every day, which was a pain to keep up with, but she didn’t blame him.

“Shadow,” Lexi answered as her gaze darted through the crowds milling through Union Station. “I’m here super early. Are you?”

“Not yet. Just checking on you.” The apprehension in his voice made unease churn in her stomach.

“Everything still a go today?”

Shadow cleared his throat. “That buyer that I was… concerned about, they’re offering to triple, maybe even quadruple, the best offer you’ll get from any NATO country.”

What? “No. You have my list of approved bidders. Why are we even talking about this?” Last thing she wanted was her exploit to be resold to some third-world despot or terrorist leader who would do a lot worse than cyber spying.

“I just want you to think about what you’re turning down.”

This was about money? “What I’m turning down for both of us? Is that it?” She shook her head. “Since when do you care so much about your fifteen percent?”

“I don’t, Silver. But—”

“Then why are you acting so different?”

“I just want to be sure,” he mumbled.

“I care about what happens to the world. Selling Monarch willy-nilly isn’t a good thing.”

He huffed. “And I care what happens to you, Silver.”

“So this is still about the break-in?”

“Maybe. Alright, be there soon. We can talk in person.”

No, she wanted information now. “Is someone trying to stop the auction? And what did BlackDawn find?”

“Does in person mean anything? As long as the program is still saved in more than one place—your standard operating procedure—everything will be fine.”

She bit her lip. “You’ve scared me. You ask me to do what you know I will never do, and I still don’t know the details of your concerns.”

“Silver—”

“What is it?” she hissed. “Just level with me. Someone’s going to try to steal it from me physically?”

Shadow cleared his throat. “That was a concern. Which is why I asked you to go dark.”

“And you said you’d fix it.” She tried to keep her voice low, but she was exasperated—and scared.

“I did. I hired help.”

“You did what? How many more people are you going to bring into this? First, another hacker nosing into my business, and now, what, an armed guard or something?”

“It’s our mutual friend.”

She shook her head. “I don’t have a friend like that.”

“You do. Black does security in person too.”

“What?” She closed her eyes, trying to piece everything together.

“He’s a client. Just as you’re a client. He did a generic security sweep for me, and he has no problem getting physical. It all works.”

“I don’t want to meet him! No one knows Silver. I don’t want to meet anyone.”

“I know, but desperate times call for—”

“Now we’re desperate?” she snapped.

“When your safety’s an issue, yes. He’ll find you if I don’t see you first.”

BlackDawn would find her? If there was anything she knew about Black, it was likely he already had.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Parker tugged down a ball cap and held a coffee cup from the first café he saw. There were a couple of places to grab coffee in Union Station, and even though it was probably coffee blasphemy to bring a cup from Grinds into Grounded, he wasn’t going to waste time determining there was no Shadow at the first place without buying a cup of joe.

This wasn’t a typical Titan job; it was a favor. Shadow had helped him over the years, and while he didn’t need a broker on the regular, the man was a source of information and a trusted ally. As it turned out from their brief conversation, Shadow was more worried about the Monarch auction than he had initially let on.

They’d never met in person, but Parker had always felt he could pick a hacker out of a crowd. They had a look, and it wasn’t cliché flannel shirts and hipster pants. It was more a look in their eyes. As if they knew that cameras were watching, bank accounts weren’t safe, and identities were easy enough to steal. Add on the nerves he’d picked up when Shadow reached out for security, and Parker felt positive that he could easily pick out Shadow. He’d be older, concerned about a deal, and discreetly look loaded.

There was a bonus to this job. Parker wanted to see Monarch before it was sold. Simple curiosity had made the trek into DC worth it.

Taking a pull from the coffee, he dropped into a chair along the wall and assessed the open area of the coffee shop. Suits talking business, and tourists snapping pictures, begging to get pickpocketed. None looked like he’d guess Shadow would.

“Silver. Order up.”

Like Monarch’s Silver? What were the chances…? He assumed he’d find Shadow first, but meeting Silver in person would be interesting. Parker’s eyes shot to the barista pushing a drink onto the counter.

In a split second, everything he knew about his world shifted. A chair pushed back, and a Lexi Dare lookalike stood with her back toward him. He knew that hair, that body, and the clothes similar to the security footage. What was she doing there? After she’d never responded to his text the night he dropped her off? And what was she doing… now…?

Parker watched her walk to the coffee called out for Silver.

“Round two, huh?” The barista laughed.

Parker’s eyes tracked to the small table she’d left within her reach, with another coffee cup and the laptop Lexi had been so protective of. She hadn’t seen him, and he couldn’t register the woman in front of him, with those pouty pink lips, who joked with the barista. She was sexy like he couldn’t comprehend. She wasn’t doing a damn thing other than walking back to her table, coffee in hand, but the sway of her hips, the perk of her breasts…

“Fuck me,” he whispered and stood, scraping his chair loudly enough that she looked up.


Their eyes locked. Her lips twitched. Not a smile. Nowhere close to a hello. The leather-clad rock-star lookalike apparently was as shocked as he was. Parker didn’t speak. Didn’t move. Until he did, bounding over to her and strangling the urge to grab her, kiss her, and drag her to a back room where he could have his hands and mouth all over her.

On a scale from one to smokin’, Lexi was nuclear. With wide eyes, she tilted her head to look up at him. There was little room between them, and if he could erase the inches without looking like some overeager fuck, he would.

“Parker, hi.” She bit her lip, looking as if she’d been caught red-handed. Her cheeks pinked, and her eyes danced, wary, searching around him.

For what, he didn’t know and didn’t care.

“Nice to see you.” She turned and shut her computer.

“Can I join you?” he asked.

“I can’t.”

“You can’t, what?” He wouldn’t take no for an answer, completely mesmerized and almost forgetting his confusion about the Silver coffee questions.

Again, her pupils danced. “I’m working.”

“Same.” He pulled out the chair at her table then sat down.

“That seat’s for my co-worker. He’ll be here any time now. You should really go.” Lexi twisted her coffee cup.

The scrawl of the name on the cup caught his eye and disappeared each time she moved it. But it read Silver. He hadn’t heard wrong, hadn’t lost his damn mind. Anxiety prickled down his spine as all the pieces lined up. The collision of his two worlds was explosive. Was he wrong? No, there were too many coincidences that he should’ve picked up on already. His hand clapped on top of hers.

Slowly, she pulled in a quiet breath and tried to tug her hand back, but he clasped it and didn’t let go. “Parker, you have to go.”

Shoving emotion aside, he ran through the facts. She’d gone back to a dangerous, abusive relationship for a computer? The unexplained jammer that he couldn’t figure out how to blame on Matt? Shadow calling with a security concern about Monarch, and Lexi sitting here with that coffee cup? All the dots lined up. “No way…”

Her forehead pinched. “What?”

“You’re Silver.”

Color drained out of her face as her smile went flat and paranoia exploded in her icy blue eyes. She dropped her gaze to the scrawl on the coffee cup. “I don’t know what you mean. It’s just a nickname for a coffee shop.”

He leaned forward to study her lying eyes. “Damn, Lex.”


“No,” she whispered, shaking her head in the most unconvincing manner. “I’m not.”

Despite the leather and eyeliner, she looked as delicate as she had in his sweats with towel-dried hair. Parker’s heart pounded as the magnitude of their extensive relationship formed, all the things Parker had assumed simply by never asking. What he’d known was Silver was a code-breaking dude. A trusted, competitive contemporary who Parker could find in the middle of cyberspace, run a hack with, try to one-up, and say see ya until later. That was Silver. The winter princess scowling at him? Not Silver. But yet it all made sense. “You’re…”

“Busy,” she mumbled, refusing eye contact.

Parker rubbed his temples. How could he know a guy for a decade plus, when the guy wasn’t even a guy? “You can’t be…” You can’t be him.

“No idea what you’re talking about.” She stood, shoved the laptop into a messenger bag, and tossed the full coffee cup with Silver scrawled across the side.

“Wait. Don’t leave.”

“I have to work.” Then she ducked under the table and retrieved a motorcycle helmet. “Nice seeing you. Thanks for everything before.”

With a toss of the bag over her shoulder, she tugged her thick ponytail from under the strap of the bag. Damn, it was the kind of hair that a man could wrap a fist around.

What he knew and what he saw didn’t mesh. Lexi was a wisp with icy blue eyes who had thankfully left her shit fiancé, and Parker had a major hard-on for her. What Lexi did not look like was an elite hacker who had bantered back and forth to him in code for a third of his life.

He remained frozen to the table, remembering the weekend that Matt had met her. Bachelor party for one of their boys. Parker had been able to write off almost the whole thing on his taxes because there was a technology conference at the same hotel, including a hacker competition. Holy shit.

Lexi Dare was, without a doubt, SilverChaos.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Parker abandoned his coffee and jogged until he came up beside her sweet body speeding through Union Station’s wide corridor. “Give me a second.”

“Nope. Bad idea.”

A wave of men’s glances followed her. Not a single man could walk by without staring, and she didn’t seem to notice. She hit the escalators, and Parker stayed with her as a new rush of people departing from a train swallowed them with briefcases and rolling suitcases. Lexi quickly moved to another platform then slid behind a black gate, ignoring a large red-and-white “Closed to Public” sign. Parker stayed on her six as people bustled around.

“Lexi, come on.”

“Leave me alone.”

But he didn’t. Wouldn’t. Suddenly they were alone in a maintenance hallway. She pushed through another door covered in dust and cobwebs that creaked when it opened into a service alley. It was dark, dank, and dirty. They were somewhere between the rails and a garage. Exhaust and the smell of metal hung in the air. Lexi never slowed, an old pro in the back tunnels of Union Station. That didn’t thrill him.

Enough. He reached for the sharp angle of her shoulder. “Where are you going—”

The little blonde spun on him, helmet in hand as a weapon, and smashed it toward his face.

“Seriously?” Parker ducked, grabbed her arm, and spun her around so that the sinful round of her backside was pressed against his thighs. “Don’t be like that.”

Sweet citrus drifted into his nose when she reached back and ran her hand into his hair. She didn’t pull, but she didn’t let go either. “I need you to go away.”

Parker belted his arm across her chest while he kept her helmet-wielding arm down. His lips brushed her ear, and at that moment, the citrus struck him. “You don’t need to take a swing at me.”

“You follow me into a back alley?” she whispered. “I can hit you if I want.”

He chuckled into her hair. “I’m not Matt, and you are Silver.”

“God.” She twisted in his hold, her lips coming within inches of his. “Leave it be.”


“Why would I want to do that?”

The brim of his ball cap pressed against the side of her head, sheltering him, giving him a moment to savor her. She smelled like lemons. Sweet and tart, which was exactly what she was like. Why he noticed and why he cared jumbled together. Truth was, knowing Silver, the way the hacker could work a job, how intelligent Silver was, how much of a challenge… it all shifted what had already been extraordinarily hot and full of potential to something with years’ worth of gravity and depth.

Their tension multiplied the sexual charge that had been there in spades. Whatever he’d ignored after he’d driven away that night weeks ago was nothing compared to the lightning pulsing between them. She felt it too—he knew that without a doubt.

“You were here to work,” he whispered. “I was too.”

“Good for you, Parker.”

And that was his in. “Try BlackDawn.”

Her head whipped up, her glare disbelieving. “Excuse me?”

He smiled as he watched her process his screen name. “Now we seem to be on equal footing. Everything I didn’t get before makes sense.”

She rolled her tongue over her bottom lip before catching it between her teeth. She didn’t steal away, didn’t look away. Just blinked and tried again. “You’re still holding me.”

“I know.” He squeezed her tighter because God, did he know he was holding her. It’d been over two weeks since he’d had her in his arms, and with her smelling all woman and dressed like sex in leather, there was no chance in the world Parker would release her. “If you didn’t know, it’s one of my favorite things to do.”

Her pink glossed lips parted, but nothing came out.

“I like the new look. Old look. Whatever.”

She blinked darkly shaded eyes. “You remember?”

“Something like this? Shit, sweetheart, etched into my memory.”

Slowly her body softened. “Shadow hired you?”

He nodded.

“You’re BlackDawn?” She sounded breathy and gave another slow blink.

Yeah, a little breathy and a lot bothered. Maybe angry and confused. Who knew what else? Mostly she sounded like he felt. Totally mind-fucked and turned on.

Trains clanged in the background. Horns blared from distant streets.

“Yeah.” A lump formed in his throat as he released her, dropping his arms and letting her step back.

“I can’t process any of this.”

“What’s there to process?” But even he knew that was a lie. All of this was confusing. How he felt, how she looked, what they thought about the tension they couldn’t ignore, and the work they’d done together for so long without knowing. Silver was anonymous, and his work at Titan was classified. None of this should converge.

He grabbed her hips, and she slammed her open palms against his chest.

“Why are you angry, Lex?”

“I just am.” Her fingers splayed then clutched his shirt.

He jerked her close, and her mouth went wide. The passion in her icy blue gaze rocketed through him. He shook his head. “No reason for that.”

“Go away. I need to think. I thought I had my head right, but now—God!”

His eyes dropped to her hands fisting his shirt. “You’re holding on to me, sweetheart.”

But instead of pushing him away, her fingers bit tighter into his chest. He spun them around so her back was against the wall, his chest pressing against hers with her clenched hands sandwiched between them. Her breaths came quicker. Her tongue darted out and licked her lip, and he groaned, flexing his hips into her.

“You still haven’t let go,” he breathed against her lips.

“I don’t want to.”

His mouth collided with hers, his tongue plunging into her mouth as she gasped and moaned. Her hands tightened, trying to pull him closer though it was impossible. Whatever had happened in Parker’s kitchen was sweet, and even in his Ranger Rover’s backseat, he’d been careful with her. This wasn’t like that. It was harsh and rough and hungry.

Lexi’s legs crawled up his thighs, and he pressed against her, giving her his weight, making sure she knew that all the blood in his body had rushed to his cock. He moved to the slope of her neck, kissing and scraping her soft skin with his teeth. His tongue licked, and as he savored her skin, her hips started a sinful rhythm.

“Wait.” Harshly, Lexi released her grip on him. “Parker, God. Wait… work. I have—” She gasped when he ran his lips to the spot behind her ear. “Work.”

Who cared? He needed her alone. Not in an alley but a bed, where he’d strip the leather off her legs and kiss his way higher until he could delve into that pussy and make her come. But damn the look in her eyes. The second he let go, she would run. He didn’t know why and couldn’t push her to stay.

“Parker, please.”

He had to release her, though not without a warning. “This isn’t over, Lex.”

As he set her down, her eyes squeezed shut, and her erratic breathing might as well have been a stroke to his swollen shaft. He didn’t want to stop, and with her panting like that, those kiss-swollen, pink lips of hers teasing him… he shook his head. He was lust drunk and nowhere near ready to think about the Monarch job.

“I have to go,” she whispered, retrieving her dropped helmet.

“We’ll talk about this later.”

She bit her bottom lip then spun away. Parker let her go, watching as a tightness hit his chest. His arms were empty, and for the first time, his life felt empty too, devoid of a partnership they didn’t even have. Yet. He wanted her friendship, wanted her in his bed. He already enjoyed working with Silver. What a wild combination, maybe making him acknowledge for the first time how much he wanted something substantial outside of Titan.

She hopped over a low cement retaining wall, then she was gone. He was alone in the middle of a maintenance alley. Trains clanged and echoed around him. The exhaust replaced the lemon scent that had made his mouth water. Even as she disappeared from sight, his boots wanted to chase her down. Seconds later, the growl of a motorcycle roared to life then faded away.

Time was drawing near. Monarch would go to auction soon. So even if Lexi ran, Parker knew Silver well enough that there was no doubt she’d be back inside for the auction.

Silver was Lexi was… his. That put a smile on his face.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Lexi couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching her. Parker? Phiber? Matt? She needed to get back inside the station. The auction would start on time whether she was next to Shadow or not, but did she really want him to give her hell for showing up late? Nope. Not at all. But then she’d see Parker, and she felt like a damn fool. Running away from him? What was this, sixth grade? But she was overrun with emotions, and instead of crying or screaming, she ran.

Parker and BlackDawn were one and the same. So she’d trusted both without question.

She revved the engine then rode around another traffic-filled corner until she hit the next red light. The unsteadiness in her stomach churned. Looking for whatever made her feel hunted, Lexi checked her mirrors and saw nothing.

There was less than an hour until go time. Less than sixty tiny minutes to replay everything that had just happened with Parker. She let his name roll in her mind. When his brooding eyes had landed on her in the coffee shop, she’d wanted to run. To him. From him.

She shook her head and rested her boots on the asphalt, waiting to move through the gridlocked light. “Come on.”

The light turned red again, and no one had moved. She dropped her head then gave up waiting, forging a path down the street. Cars honked. Taxi drivers edged closer. She didn’t care and couldn’t stay put.

One turn, then a shortcut through an alley, and the arm of the Union Station parking garage gate lifted after she grabbed her ticket. She parked her bike as a text message buzzed her phone. She didn’t look at it, knowing it had to be Shadow and wishing it was Parker. She headed through the cold garage, jogging down the escalators then skipping past the regular entrances to a back door.

She opened the door labeled “Authorized Entry Only” then walked down a poorly lit corridor, where she read the text.

Shadow: Where are you? Thought you were here early. I want you to meet BlackDawn.

That made her snort-laugh. Today was going to be absurd or epic. Her money was on a little bit of both.

*     *     *

Parker settled in diagonally from Shadow after discreetly nodding hello. Shadow had a good instinct, but what he didn’t know, or hadn’t shared with Parker, was that there’d already been a piss-poor attempt to steal the hardware—at his house. He wanted to shake his head and growl at the guy who should have read him in on all the concerns.

Jared had barely signed off on the job. Shadow was a good point of contact, though right about now, he was on Parker’s shit list. He shifted in his seat, resisting the urge to text Lexi, and instead he tapped his fingers, unsure of how much leeway to give Shadow for not sharing all pertinent intel.

A race of excitement slid down his back as he heard the click of her heeled boots. His muscles bunched, and his hands clenched. Staying seated was a task when all he wanted to do was drag her to him. Her ass swayed as she walked to Shadow. There was a gentleness in her voice as she said hello and gave him a half-hug, making Parker jealous of the old bastard who had her attention.

Shit. He needed to focus. On something beside her voice, her walk, the memory of her taste and how she smelled. Parker groaned.

Shadow nodded as if he were signaling to Parker who the woman was. He could read her expression somewhat. Nervous curiosity. Apprehensive excitement. Lexi shifted in her chair, casting her eyes across the crowd. She was looking for him. God, he liked being the person she wanted her gaze on.

Shadow motioned discreetly, and Lexi pivoted, landing a sexy glare on Parker. The heat in her eyes reached his groin. Even his heartbeat picked up the pace. But he kept all that to himself as he casually acknowledged her with a small chin lift.

As if she’d been caught, she dropped her head and fidgeted. Her fingers knotted then retied. Was she still mad? Why was she nervous? Because of him or the auction? Their security threat? His nightmare was her in danger, but the threat would soon be over. After all the Monarch file transfers were complete, it’d be magic. Threat averted. Poof, danger gone. Someone else would be in possession of Monarch, and their worries about stolen technology, or worst case, a kidnapping where she’d be forced to reveal the coding behind the exploit, would be over.

Assuming he knew everything he needed.

Which he didn’t. If he knew everything he needed to know, Parker could’ve put together a statistical likelihood of almost any situation happening. But nope, not with the limited intel shared. He bunched his fists. Everything about this job had changed now that Silver was Lexi.

Parker picked up his phone and sent her a text.

Parker: I didn’t say before, Monarch’s incredible. Proud of you.

Her fidgeting hands picked up the phone, then her head shot toward him. He wanted to laugh. No one had apparently told her the intricacies of not drawing attention to the undercover guy. But then a smile she tried to hide rolled onto her lips, and her fingers worked the phone.

Lexi: No one has told me they are proud over anything I’ve done. Ever. Except maybe Shadow but he doesn’t count. ;)

His heart seized, then his phone showed another message from her.

Lexi: So thx. That means a lot.

He kept his eyes up but responded.

Parker: Second time it’s come…

Lexi: 2nd time what?

Parker: That I learn you haven’t been told what you should.

Lexi: *blush*

Parker: Prepare yourself, sweetheart. That’s all about to change.

Lexi: Oh yeah?! :)

Parker: You should know, you’re…

Parker: Smart.

Parker: Gorgeous.

Parker: Sexy.

Parker: Crazy intelligent <—guess that’s smart, huh?

He watched her stifle a laugh and Shadow give her a questioning glance.

Lexi: It’s easier for me to talk like this.

Parker: I get that

Lexi: I’ve msg’ed you a thousand times.

Parker: Yup

Lexi: Sorry I ran out on you earlier.

Parker: Are you gonna explain??

Lexi: Shadow’s looking at me funny

Parker: Let him look

Lexi: Everything I ever wanted was so close. I never saw it.

Parker: The auction?

Lexi: No

Parker: Monarch?

Lexi: No!

Parker: Hanging w Shadow, drinking crappy coffee?

Lexi: No!!

Parker: What then?

Lexi: YOU

Parker: ;) I know…

She laughed out loud then texted him a smiley face. Now it was his turn to smile, but he hid it from the world while sipping his coffee.

Lexi: Yeah, this is easier

Parker: For some things. Agree. Tell me what you’re not telling me IRL

Her head tilted, and she put the phone down. Picked it up. Put it down. Then she typed out something. Nothing came through though.

Parker: Hit send, sweetheart

She picked up the phone to read the text, and he took his eyes off her to gaze around, looking for who knew what. Shadow really should’ve given him more of a heads-up, or even an idea of what was really going on. His phone showed a text message from her, and he opened it.

Lexi: I’ve so fallen for you

His stomach jumped into his throat. But he had an easy answer for her.

Parker: Good. Glad ur right there with me. Cause I’m in deep.

He checked the time. Shit. Thirty minutes out. He really should be on patrol for whatever lurked.


Parker: Eyes up, stay alert. After this is over, I’m taking you out to celebrate

He saw her nod, and he powered away thoughts about just how he’d show her a good time. Parker powered on his tablet and opened the app to monitor all nearby electronic communication and external cyber activity. He tucked his chin and kept his roaming gaze on the lookout, watching and waiting, ready for who knew what.





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Giddy and warm under Parker’s stare, Lexi didn’t know how many hours passed as Shadow played auctioneer on his laptop. It was a long time to sit in a coffee shop and watch his wheeling and dealing, especially since never once did she feel Parker look away. Squirming in her seat, she occasionally cast a glance at him and saw his smoldering, protective blue eyes were locked on her. It was enough to make her starstruck.

Shadow’s fingers banged furiously on the keyboard as he ran bids and countered offers from across the world. “So do you two have a thing I don’t know about?”

She choked on the unexpected question even though they were eyeballing each other like horny teenagers. “I was engaged until just recently.”

“And we both know what I think about that piece of shit. Is Matt bothering you?”

She shrugged. “I’ve been dark. No contact with anyone, even if they reached out.”

Shadow stopped and twisted the pivoting screen. “Looks like we’re finishing up. Yay or nay?”

Her focus zoomed in on the screen. The UK had bowed out then started lobbying Shadow to sell Monarch to the Americans. Back and forth the French and US governments bid. The US government was the highest bidder, and the time between bids was lengthening. The dollar amount was absurd.

“Yay.”

“Good. We have a deal.” Shadow gave her a thumbs-up then went back to his keyboard. Seconds later, the burner phone on the café table rang as his hand was already moving to it. Without pleasantries, he answered and said, “Process the wire transfer immediately. You’ll have Monarch by close of business tomorrow.”

The deal was done. Finally, Uncle Sam won the auction, paying big money. She hadn’t expected that high. Not at all. A quick look at Shadow showed he thought the same thing. The guy had just made beaucoup dollars.

“Job well done, Silver.”

She nodded. “No kidding, right?”

“Pull another one like this off in the next year, and you’ll be my most profitable client.”

She already knew she owned the top of his client roster but didn’t let that slip. “Already working on something, though I don’t see how it will beat this one.”

“Alright. Let’s get ready to transfer the files so you can get out of here. Maybe go talk to Black, who can’t take his eyes off you. That might do you some good.”

Heat crawled up her neck. It was almost unbearable. She’d never been so distracted, so consumed with lust-soaked thoughts. “You hired him to watch us. He’s doing his job.”

Shadow chuckled. “The job’s done. He knows it. Auction went off without a hitch. Not the first time he’s worked jobs like this. Auction ends, he leaves. Simple.”

She shifted to take in Parker. “Nothing’s simple about that guy.” She hesitated. “At least by the look of him.” Because she wouldn’t admit to knowing him in real life. Ha. She wouldn’t even admit anything to herself at this point.

“Go say hello. Introduce yourself.”

She grimaced, not wanting Shadow to see that side of her. “Small talk isn’t my thing.”

“You guys are old buds. Go say hello. I’ll upload the last part of Monarch, and we’ll be done here.”

Then the threat would be over, and Parker could stop his scorch-the-world protective scowl. She withdrew a flash drive from her back pocket and slid it across the table. “Last piece of the puzzle.”

He took but didn’t plug it in. “Silver, go say hello already.”

“Maybe. Well, truth… it turns out we’ve… known each other.”

Shadow’s jaw flexed as he studied her. She was familiar with that look. It sprouted on his face before he felt the need to impart fatherly wisdom. “I know you don’t have…”

“Any father figure,” she finished for him.

“Anyone who has held that role.” He nodded. “Except me. I’m always around as a set of ears you can trust.”

Lexi regarded the man she’d been in business with since her late teens. “He’s a good guy, isn’t he?”

Shadow nodded but said nothing.

“I’m not sure I trust my judgment.” She sucked her teeth.

“Well, if that’s it, shake it off. Check your bank account tomorrow then go to an island somewhere and have a drink. Bring Black.”

“Ha,” she snapped, her cheeks lighting on fire.

“Go to Barbados. Hit the Virgin Islands. Something. Lay low. Forget about Matt the dick and…” Shadow flipped the thumb drive in his fingers before plugging it in. He paused, staring at the screen, and she waited for him to enter the string of codes that would combine the files. When his fingers stopped moving, his eyes tightened as he reread, then he smiled. “And trust your judgment. It’s gotten you far in life with things like this.” He tapped the side of the screen. “I—”

A burst of movement made Lexi jump back, knocking over her coffee and sending it spilling. A blur of a person swooshed by and grabbed Shadow’s laptop.

Shadow’s chair clattered as he jumped up. “Motherfucker!” Running as if he had any chance to catch up with the guy, Shadow panted as he sprinted across the café. “Damn, Black. Go!”

But Parker had moved toward her instead. His worried eyes tightened on her as an arm wrapped around her neck from behind. The rough fabric of a muscled arm caught her throat, choking her.

“Let’s go,” an accented voice growled in her ear. “Move fast.”

She was surprised and stupefied, but she snapped out of it as she saw Parker clawing his way across the crowd. Lexi struggled and kicked, slamming her head back. Her gaze tracked to Parker as he threw tables and chairs away to get to her. His hard body leaped, and the massive weight of him slammed onto the man at her neck, dragging her into the throes of Union Station.

Lexi hit the ground. The thud of fists clashing bled through her ears as the crowd screamed and scurried. People ran, some shouting for the cops, some shouting just because. Parker’s punches rained on her attacker. Two security guards descended out of nowhere, struggling to get the pit bull off his victim. They hooked arms around Parker and struggled to pull him back.

“I’m good, I’m good.” Parker’s muscles bunched as he paced in a tight circle, and she saw his mind working over what had happened.

Shadow was gone, stupidly chasing the laptop, not that he would walk back over with cops around. Parker’s face registered what she was realizing. Whoever had wanted Monarch was still on the hunt. She wouldn’t be safe in the custody of Union Station security or Capitol Hill police or whoever these guys were. She needed to get back off the grid, and she needed to do it now.

Parker wiped his bloody fists on his shirt, his eyes stuck on hers, and she was certain he was trying to impart a directive. Or was he? Maybe he was out-of-his-mind angry, and that’s how it registered on his intelligent face.

Nope. Trust your judgment.

She dropped her eyes to the marble floor. The unconscious man wasn’t Phiber. Neither was the one who’d stolen the laptop. The officers were attempting to question Parker, but his attention was on her.

Ignoring everyone clamoring for his attention, he tilted his head. “I’ll find you.”

The cops turned toward her. Their questioning eyes still weren’t sure what had happened, but now they were clued in to her. Soon they’d watch security tapes and see that the man had grabbed her. But for now, she needed to disappear.

Her pulse thundered in her neck, and that booming sense of dread was going to make her hyperventilate. Parker would be arrested. Shadow would have a damn heart attack running after her stolen project—and God, she needed Monarch back. It was too dangerous to be on the black market.

Parker pulled back hard when a guard put a hand on his shoulder.

“Calm down, son,” said one uniform as the other approached her.

“Ma’am, can we talk to you?” the other officer asked.

Parker shook his head hard. “Go, Silver.”

Go. She snapped into action, sprinting through the coffee shop’s chaos to the back room, then she hauled ass down an industrial hallway. She heard the voices ordering her to wait and replayed Parker’s promise to come find her. But hadn’t she caused enough problems? Less than a minute later, Lexi kicked through the fire door, ran through an alley, and scaled a barrier to the garage.

Tears streamed down her face. She didn’t even know why. Shock? Anger? Terror? Worry? Running from who knew what or who. Monarch had been stolen, she’d almost been stolen, and Parker was likely to be arrested. Blood rushed in her ears, and adrenaline was about to make her heart explode.

With one long, deep breath, she jumped on her Gixxer, revved it, and rushed out of the garage with no idea where she wanted to hide, but knowing she needed to get there now.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


An hour after Parker had been unceremoniously released, he hovered over his keyboard, pulling the security footage, trying to get a better look at what had happened. It’d taken Titan less than two hours to find him in the system and have him released, but in that time, a lot had happened. Most notably, Lexi had disappeared in broad daylight—thank God—but now he wanted eyes on her.

He pinged Silver’s screen name and called Lexi’s phone. He waited a couple of minutes and did it again. Nothing. Her cell was turned off, so he couldn’t triangulate her. Despite the tracking software he had that could handle problems like that, he was coming up empty.

Parker’s gut twisted tightly as he called up another angle of security footage and scrolled through frames rapidly. Nothing… his fingers flew over the keyboard, pulling up video feeds from traffic cameras, running a program that would search for a motorcycle. That was all he had. He wasn’t even sure what kind of bike she had. Wait—there.

A slender figure on the back of a bike weaving through traffic, heading toward Virginia. The feedback was stilted, but she flowed confidently, maneuvering through DC’s heavy traffic until she exited onto the GW Parkway.

He sat back, letting the soreness of his knuckles drift over him. Felt good. Fury he hadn’t realized he harbored had exploded when that man put his hands on her. Whoever he was, he was in the hospital now. Never had Parker been more certain that he needed to help her, and never had he been terrified that she needed his help.

Without intel, he was useless. Normally he totally owned cyberspace, but right now, he knew crap. No—no, he knew she was heading to Virginia and that it didn’t look as though anyone had followed her.

He needed to remove his emotional response and think about this as if it were a job. Because it was. Even if it was so much more than that. He actually had several things going for him. Lexi didn’t seem like she was avoiding cameras, she was safe, and she hadn’t been trained to disappear beyond just going dark on the web. Even if SilverChaos was a sly fox online, Lex hiding in the real world was out of her element. And she knew he was coming for her.

Fast as his mind would work, he sent out coded messages to various places where she might check in. Only she would know who had sent them and what the encrypted words said. Only Lexi would know that as his fingers slammed on the keyboard, his short orders were laden with a desperation unlike anything he’d ever experienced. Get a hold of me. Find me. Call me. Tell me where the hell you are.

No responses to any of them came as he sat and waited.

In over her head and incommunicado, what would her next move be?

Parker bent over and rubbed his head. Until she reached out, he’d work the other angle. With a few key strokes, he hacked into DC General’s medical records and pulled up the John Doe admitted semi-conscious earlier today. There was nothing noteworthy in his medical charts, but what was interesting were the notations about his unwillingness to give a name and checking out against medical advice. Definitely didn’t want to be there.

Parker clicked a couple more screens, finding nothing, then went back to the original screen.

Error. Page you are trying to reach does not exist.

Parker’s head tilted as he studied the screen, then he cued up the search function for the hospital’s database and typed in the patient ID number.

No patient with that ID number found. Please try again.

His eyes narrowed, and his sixth sense tingled. Someone else was in the system at that same moment, hacking this info and erasing it.

What the double fucks was happening? This info was so in the weeds that it was almost pointless to remove it. It was a complete clean sweep, and he couldn’t grasp which player would risk grabbing Lexi. None of the bidders would. If they were legit, they wouldn’t arrange for an abduction, and if they weren’t, they’d hop town and fly home. No need to hack the medical records.

Who wanted both the program and Lexi? Who needed to cover their tracks, unable to hide behind the protection of foreign diplomats or bullshit political agreements? Parker’s throat went dry as his mind focused on one dangerous hypothesis. A terrorist organization interested in a cyber-attack could want both the niches, social media centric technology and the mind behind it. Wouldn’t be the first time they’d pulled something like that.

His fingers tapped the desk as he pulled up Monarch’s social media site and dummied an account for the social network. It was like Facebook, except specifically for women, catering to military families. He opened a different browser to read Monarch’s corporate user stats. Nothing he couldn’t guess.

Now that he was logged in as a new user, it automatically prompted him to enter entirely too much information: home address, work address, family names, ages, where they worked, what they did. No wonder Monarch was such a heavy hitter. They had tons information they could sell to advertisers.

Entering his BS information, he clicked to the next screen. Groups to join. A cartoon caterpillar was guiding him through the process. As soon as Parker clicked one interest, another page with more groups appeared. Users looked at it as Monarch offering community support, but Parker looked at it through the deviant goggles of a malicious third party. There was far too much easily accessible information.

He shook his head, his stomach dropping at all the information a terrorist could get their hands on with one simple program. The caterpillar inched across the screen, urging him to pick a group interest to find his home to flourish. Shit. Automatically, he picked Military: Marines. Hundreds of Marine Wives and Family groups popped up.

The gnawing nauseated feeling he’d had before exponentially increased as he joined group after group. Within minutes, he had a social network of several thousand and a reach of hundreds of thousands, all “fellow” military wives. All posting their husband’s rank and location, the change-of-command photos, their well-wishes and concerns, the missed birthdays and postponed homecomings. There was so much emotion on the pages, so much shared with each other, that for a second, all Parker could do was feel sick over the sitting targets in front of him.

Terrorists didn’t want their fight abroad. They wanted it here in the US and in allied nations. Monarch gave them pinpoint-level accuracy on where they could show up and wreak havoc.

They were bringing the fight here…?

But it was only a theory based on instinct and assumptions on what was happening in the world and the international political climate. He had nothing hard and fast to base his theory on, but Parker had no doubt what was happening. Even though there wasn’t much in the terrorist chatter and there had been little given to soldiers’ families in terms of warnings—simple things like don’t post pictures or friend people you don’t know—truth was, no one had told people to stop posting their lives online. And it was finally going to come back and haunt them.

Parker picked up his cell and called Jared.

Jared answered on the second ring. “If this has anything to do with that Shadow security thing that you promised me was a ‘simple job,’ I’m not in the mood.”

“Think it’s bigger than that.” Parker’s eyes narrowed as he continued to add friends and expand his Monarch network. The caterpillar was gone, and a butterfly had taken its place, promising him he was ready to fly.

“Yeah, how so?”

Parker kept clicking. The butterfly sent him a notification that it was hungry. What the hell did that mean—oh, he needed to join more groups to keep his stupid butterfly happy. The site was genius if it wasn’t so damn dangerous.

“Parker,” Jared snapped. “What the fuck do you have?”

“It’s a theory, but I may’ve scratched the surface of a terrorist plot.”

He groaned and cursed. “Be there in five.”

Shit. Okay. This was what he did, what Titan handled. But he also needed to find Lexi and make sure she was safe. For the first time, the right move wasn’t analytically clear—no, wrong. It wasn’t the first time thinking about her had altered his decision-making process.

Parker rubbed his temples. He needed to see this idea through, to investigate what he thought. But at the same time, his mind searched for the woman who made him want to question his standard operating procedure.

Jared stormed into Parker’s tech-lair. “Explain.”

So he did, spending twenty minutes walking Boss Man through the site and his thoughts. Jared rubbed his face, looking over everything the screen said and analyzing the limited intelligence they had.

Finally, Jared shook his head. “Seems extraordinarily complicated for micro-targeted attacks. If the fuckers want to come over here and cause havoc, why not ping people off the street? Attack random homes.”

Parker pulled up a page of his Monarch groups, noting the obnoxious, already-hungry-again butterfly. “All military.”

“I got that.” Then Jared’s brows went up as his eyes narrowed on what Parker was certain was a list of deployed wives support groups. “Shit. Fuck.”

“Right?” Parker nodded solemnly. “Those fuckers come over here and hurt families, kids, while their dad and mom are overseas? If there’s no rhyme or reason to the attack—” He scrolled down the list. Young and old. Every part of the country. There were too many people to protect at once. Thousands of vulnerable possibilities. “Screw low morale—a lot of those soldiers will do what it takes to protect their families. And those who don’t do something will be distracted and dysfunctional.”

“Fuck.” Jared cracked his knuckles. “Alright, I have a couple calls to make. What’s your next move? Where are you digging on this?”

“Back hack the IP of a lead in the DC General’s server. Look at the hole in Monarch’s site and see what it really shows, then trace the security footage to follow the stolen laptop.”

“Good. Do it.”

Parker’s fingers were already flying on the keyboard. “It’ll take time.”

“If that thing is on the run to God knows where, we don’t have time.”

No time and not enough manpower. Lexi had to keep herself safe, at least until they made progress.

“And, Parker?”

He looked up, still typing, still worrying about his woman.

“If this is what you think it is, then I need to turn it over.”

Parker nodded, not feeling territorial at all. “No problem.”

Boss Man’s brow furrowed. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“You fight to keep every project under your control, and the possibility that this mother bear might be the greatest looming threat out there, you’re cool with passing it along and not asking to stay with it?”

He paused, thinking over the absurdity of what Jared had just suggested, then he nodded. “Something like that.”

“What’s going on with you?”

He took a deep breath before sharing how his personal and professional lives had crashed together. “Silver is Lexi.”

Jared’s jaw worked side to side. “I’m not exactly sure what that means.”

Parker had never not shared everything in minute detail when it came to his concerns, ideas, and solutions, and Jared always listened, even when Parker went a little too deep in the weeds. So this was different. They both seemed to feel it too.

“You have a problem with asking for help?” Jared asked.

“No.”

“Alright then. Ask when it’s needed.”

“Ten-four, Boss Man.” Maybe. She was so guarded that Titan storming after her might make her run deeper. He was at a crossroads, torn between following after a terrorist threat or chasing down his woman on the run.

Jared pulled his phone out, already dialing, when he paused and turned around. “Don’t make me pull you out of custody again.”

“No worries for that.” Parker kept his face stoic and unreadable, but on the inside, he’d already decided Lexi was his priority and changed his mental operations to focus on a missing-person job. Soon as he had anything to go on and Jared had turned over the threat concerns, he’d be out the door.




CHAPTER THIRTY


Parker pinged Lexi-slash-Silver again every way he knew how and went back to tracing her through camera footage, searching for her motorcycle. A quick blip of a reply, nothing more than a symbolic hello, came across his phone, and his chest tightened, possessive concern eating him alive. Parker studied his cell phone then replied with digits and a message that it was a secure line. Then he stared. And stared. Waiting.

The screen lit before it rang, and relief broke through him as the unknown number flashed on the phone’s console. He swiped the handset off the desk. “Where are you?”

“You should leave me alone. You told me to go dark,” she whispered.

“I also said I’d find you. It’d be easier if you answered when I reach out.” His fingers flew across the keyboard, trying to pinpoint her precise location. It might have been secure on his end, but she was still flailing in the wind. Time wasn’t on his side. Eastern United States. Alright. Getting somewhere. Lexi was at least still on his side of the country.

“Stop. I know what you’re doing, Parker.”

“Of course you know what I’m doing.” Though he could tell she’d gone through a lot of hoops to hide where she was when she called. Not that that would stop him. He hit a cyber-wall. Shit. Backing out, Parker tried another way, searching for a hole, something she wouldn’t have anticipated. He ran a hand into his hair, growling at the screen. “What I don’t get is why I have to.”

“I’ve created this mess. I don’t want you to get hurt. I don’t want you to get in trouble with the law. I don’t want you to accidentally murder someone on my behalf.”

God, she had no idea. “Don’t be like that, Lex. Where are you?”

The next line of code got past another one of her barriers. His search narrowed as he triangulated. Virginia. Okay, so she hadn’t gone too far.

She sucked in a breath. “Don’t use my name.”

So quiet. Too quiet. Her words stabbed in his chest, building pressure that he wasn’t used to. She was scared, and he needed to fix that.

“We’re past the point of being concerned over a name-handle connection,” he said. “You’re in trouble. I can fix this. It’s what I do.”

She remained silent.

“Goddamn it, Lexi, where are you?” He went back to the first screen that had started his initial search. Inside Union Station, she was just walking into the coffee shop. Even in that simple, grainy picture, she was so damn beautiful that he almost couldn’t take his eyes off her.

“Just let me stay dark for a while, and I’ll be back.”

“It doesn’t work like that, Lex.”

“Everything will be forgotten.”

“There’s a whole lot I have no intention of forgetting.” He’d almost pinpointed her. She was in northern Virginia.

“You can’t just beat up your way out of this. I’m causing trouble for everyone—God, were you arrested?”

“You have no idea what’s going on. You need a safe house and security.”

He should’ve told her more of who he was, what he did for a living, how he was more than a set of hands and a brain that could turn her world upside down. He should have sworn that he was her protector, and that he would kill himself to make sure he was holding her at the end of the day—God help anyone stupid enough to try to come after her again. Damn it. He should’ve said more than Titan was complicated because Titan was his authority to scorch the earth until he found her.

“I have it under control, and I’ll call you later.”

The line went dead a half second before he could pinpoint her location.

“Fuck!” He slammed his phone receiver down and pushed back from the desk.

Breathing hard and mind racing, he didn’t know the next move and couldn’t make heads or tails of what he was supposed to do. He had a decent area with multiple modes of transportation and several interstates. Not a lot, but the data was a starting point. Parker snapped out of his stupor and worked the remnants of her signal, hoping to find some regional bread crumb.

A throat cleared behind him. His head turned and took in Winters leaning against the wall, arms crossed.

Parker blew out his frustration. “Busy.”

Winters took a step forward. “What the fuck was all that about?”

Anxiety, confusion, and a thousand things in between skewered his judgment. “Nothing.”

“Parker?” he tried again.

Parker ran his hands along his desk to try to let the smooth surface calm his nerves. His work area was icy cold. They kept it that way for the electronics. The lights were dim, and the room hummed. None of it gave him direction, none of it centered him, and finding no answers, he dropped his head farther, rubbed his temples, and cursed.

His buddy laughed quietly. “You want me to guess what’s wrong with you?”

Parker shook his head. “I am fucked.”

“Nah, you’re never one to get into a position that screws you. Though you almost landed your genius ass in jail today, so what do I know?”

“A friend of mine found herself in deep and doesn’t know how to get out. She thinks she has it handled, and she doesn’t.”

“You realize you’re being vague and talking in circles?” Winters scowled.

Parker sighed. “It’s a long story.”

“Is there a short version?”

Short version… there wasn’t one. Other than the one-sentence summary he’d given Boss Man. Lex is Silver. Jared just walked back in, so the conversation had the potential to get much worse.

“They’re running with your intel. Looks like you’re right,” Boss Man grumbled then tilted his head. “What the fuck is that face for? Thought you had your thing to do.”

Winters gave Parker a look and a moment to answer Boss Man, but Parker didn’t. Winters turned toward Jared. “Parker’s got problems.”

Parker scoffed, internally agreeing. “I don’t have damn problems.”

Winters laughed. “Then he has a chick with a problem.”

“Thought we’d been through this already.” Jared’s eyes sliced to Parker. “Fix it.”

“Yeah.” Parker turned back to his computer, his eyes catching on the screen where he’d left Lexi frozen in place. He couldn’t look at that and play dumb to the extent of his interest in her, so he pushed away and stood. “Working on it.”

Winters made a wry noise, his mouth down-turned as though he was trying not to laugh. Jared raised an eyebrow at Winters. Parker wanted both men out of his office.

“This problem,” Jared pushed, eyeing the dynamic between Parker and Winters. “Fixed soon? Fixed when?”

Parker rubbed his temples. “Think I need some time off.”

Jared’s raised eyebrow dropped, and he glowered. “You need time off for a problem connected to a terrorist cell with a chick I just learned is involved?”

“Yeah. Basically.” Though when it was laid out like that, it had a problematic vibe that Boss Man wouldn’t deal well with.

“Wait, she is?” Winters asked, dumbstruck.

“No.” Jared’s boots turned, and he pounded out of the room, growling as he went. “No time off. Work it from here.”

The headache punching at Parker’s temples worsened. “Alright, wait.”

Jared glared. “You have twenty seconds to try again.”

Winters leaned against the wall. “Might as well explain everything, ’cause I’m confused as all hell.”

“Shut it, Winters,” Jared snapped. “This isn’t gossip central. But, Parker, man, you’re screwing shit up.”

Parker pulled in a breath through his teeth. “A hacker I’ve known most my life—” Explaining the intricacies of something Jared didn’t care wouldn’t help his case. “Turns out is the same person as the woman I’m… seeing.”

Winters laughed. “Now there’s an upgrade.”

“Would you shut the hell up?” Jared growled.

“What am I missing?” Winters asked.

Jared paced. “The hacker and the girl are the same person, and there’s a terrorist cell that the ARO implanted in the States, and they’ve set their eyes on a niche attack on US soil.”

The ARO? Parker’s stomach dropped. Shit. Worse than he’d expected. Jared’s contact had worked fast. Bad news all around. The Arab Revolutionary Organization was smart and wanted headlines.

Winters ran a hand over his face. “What’s Lexi have to do with them?”

The line between Boss Man’s brows deepened as he stared at Parker. “You didn’t see this coming?”

“Why would I have seen this coming?” He turned to Winters. “You’ve known the girl as long as me. You know she was into this?”

Winters shook his head. “Nope. Lexi, one. Boy genius, zilch.”

“Jackass.” Frustration wasn’t making Parker’s explanation any easier.

“Thought you were smart.” Jared shook his head. “Fuck me, I was wrong.”

“What?” Parker asked.

“Man, you do not think you need some time off. Something looking like Lexi running free with some attack dog after her? You say, ‘Call up the fuckin’ troops, we’ve got work to do.’”

Parker blinked. “This is off the books.”

“Everything’s off the books.”

“This doesn’t pay.”

“The best jobs don’t,” Jared replied.

Parker dropped to his chair and leaned back, rubbing a hand over his jaw. “I’m not sure what I’m getting into. Titan doesn’t need that.”

Jared shook his head. “If there’s one person who knows what shit Titan gets into, it’s you.” He rubbed his forehead. “Get Rocco, debrief with him. Winters, sit in. Keep your boy on point. You have whatever resources you need.”

Parker stood back up, anxious energy making him bob and weave like a freakin’ Whac-a-Mole. “Seriously, Boss Man—”

“What?” Jared growled.

“This is personal.”

“Somehow, for the last decade of your life or however the hell long you’ve worked here, you’ve missed out on something basic. You got personal, we deal with personal. And, brother, you have never got personal. When shit pops up, as it’s done now, we go in and fix it. Winters needed his girl. We got his girl. I needed a hand with Sugar. Even though she was kicking and screaming, we dragged her sweet ass home. Rocco, Caterina. Cash and Nic. Don’t even make me mention Roman.”

Parker shook his head. “This isn’t like any of that.” Except was it?

“Whatever it’s like, it’s the only outside-of-Titan personal connection you have. Whatever that woman is to you, you make her fuckin’ day. That means you save her life, you kill some rogue attacker, you smoke out some terrorist fuck. You do a hacker thing. You get the job done. Read me?”

“Loud and clear.”

Jared stormed out, and Winters grumbled in agreement. Parker, again, dropped to his chair, uncomfortable with everything that was about to happen and never more grateful for who he worked with and how good they were at it.




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Lexi crept down yet another alleyway and scooted into the mom-and-pop shop. Old Town Alexandria was filled with tourists, likely because it was warmer than it had been in weeks. The thick band of people gave her an added layer of protection, allowing her to blend in with random groups and grab onto their cell phones’ hot spots whenever she needed quick access.

Hiding in plain sight, she wasn’t in a faraway hole, as she’d just finished doing for the past couple of weeks. Staying close by wasn’t her smartest move, but it was fueled by not wanting to be that far from Parker. From Black. One and the same. Even though she wouldn’t let him help her. Dragging him into her nightmare terrified her. Just like Shadow. She still hadn’t heard from him.

Lexi pushed through the door and waited in line, exhaustion making her mind cloud. Maybe she should’ve found a hotel room instead of an ice cream parlor…

“What’ll it be?” the kid behind the counter asked.

She ordered quickly and quietly, as though if she talked loudly, someone would know where she was. Lexi paid in cash for an orange sherbet with hot fudge, dropped the change into a jar, and took the already melting mess to the back of the shop where she could hide and map out her next move. She had no idea what that’d be. Maybe she should call Parker back and tell him she was done being belligerent.

God, she wanted to call him, but how much more of a mess would she create by doing so? Instead, she stabbed her spoon into the bowl of ice cream, hoping it could temporarily fix everything. A couple of spoonfuls in, she wasn’t ready to admit it wasn’t working, but she wasn’t ready to stop.

A shadow curved over her table. Her stomach shrank as much as her body tingled. “You found me.”

It wasn’t her broker or whoever had grabbed her at Union Station. Nope. Like her blood could sense how tall, dark, and handsome Parker was, it rushed and burned in her veins. She turned to see it was most certainly tall, dark, and maybe deadly, judging by the fire in his smoldering gaze. His muscles seemed relaxed, but given their lack of restraint in Union Station, she was sure that didn’t matter. Parker and Black were definitely an impressive combination. But he shouldn’t be there. He might be all muscles and brains, but he didn’t deserve to have a threat in his life just for knowing her.

“You should go away.” She took another bite of ice cream and hoped-slash-prayed that he would wake her from a nightmare then take her to bed.

“You should have gotten enough to share.” His smile was as intoxicating as it was teasing. “Orange sherbet and chocolate, just like sausage and banana peppers. You have unique taste.”

Spoon between her lips, she shivered from the tone of his words, not the chill of the ice cream. Her ordering choices weren’t normal. Matt had never noticed, or if he did, he was an ass about it. Parker acted as if it was merely Lexi-laced trivia he was storing away for later.

“I was just teasing.” Parker’s growly voice ran over her goose bumps that didn’t come from the ice cream. “I hate that you question yourself with me.”

“I don’t.”

“It’s simple, Lex. That’s what you like. Not a big deal. If anyone had a problem with that before, then you need to know it’s no longer a problem for you. Get me?”

She nodded.

He sat down. “The other thing you need to know is me. Who I am. Saying I was a Marine, telling you I was Titan, I get it. I was vague. It didn’t occur to me you needed to know.”

“I don’t.”

“You do.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re trying to protect me?” He tilted his head. “Admirable if not suicidal, sweetheart.”

She blushed. “I’m just… I don’t know.”

He scooted closer, took the spoon from her, and rested it on the edge of the bowl. From there, he repositioned her face to face his, then his hands rested on the table. “My name is Parker Black. I sometimes work as BlackDawn. My employer is Titan, and my training is from both the Marines and MIT.”

“I know.”


“But you don’t know what that means. I will kill to protect you. I will hunt what follows you,” he said through clenched teeth. “I will seek out anything that has its sights on you, and I will destroy it. I’m not a muscle hound with a hard-on for electronics. I’m a mercenary for the good guys, an analyst of life-and-death situations, and I will, I swear to Christ, maim, harm, and kill anything that wants what I care about.”

Her jaw hung open.

“You are my top priority.” He closed his eyes for a second. “Understand what I’ve told you isn’t to scare you. It’s to make you feel safe. Get it?”

She nodded.

He picked up the spoon as if the speech he’d just given was nothing, then he took a huge spoonful of ice cream and fudge. He made a face but grinned. “Not for me. But you like what you like. Nothing’s wrong with that.”

He handed the spoon back, and God, she had to bite her teeth together to keep from uttering stupid words that were far, far too soon but felt like what was in her head that second. Things like I love you.

“Any thoughts?” The deep gravel of those words made her drunk, reminding her of what he could do to her body.

Her pulse flew, and her lips parted as if she would murmur how she felt. But instead, she whispered, “I really like you. You’re an amazing guy.”

Never in a million years did she think Parker had it in him to blush, but his chuckle was accompanied by a hint of color on his cheeks. “I won’t complain about that.”

Buttery warmness lit in her chest. She stole her eyes back, scooped up more ice cream, and decided the safest course of action was to keep at her original plan—focus on the ice cream—because she’d just said almost what she’d texted him at Union Station.

Parker must’ve read her uncertainty as she became self-conscious. His boots tangled under the table, locking around the legs of her chair, then he pulled her toward him. She was completely aware that their proximity was nearing the point of touching. Every time they did that, things got out of control.

His well-defined arms crossed over his chest. No less hot than he was at his house, Meredith’s apartment, and Union Station. “Eyes to me.”

She obeyed and focused on his black-as-night hair that was tousled just right, because if her eyes dropped to his blue-blue eyes, she’d be done. No way to protect him from the trouble she’d caused, no way to protect her heart any longer.

He scooted her chair even closer to his. The sugary air felt warmer. His full lips dipped down into a frown. “You need to know that I’m crazy about you too. But I’m also done with the secrets and skirting the truth.”

The last part sounded… unhappy. With her. There was an intensity in his eyes that she couldn’t understand. “Are you angry with me?”

“Not angry.” He bent his head closer, letting their foreheads kiss. They stayed there forever until he inched back. Their breaths mingled, their gazes locked. “Many things, but never angry with you.”

“Tell me.”

He inched back with a tight smile. “Let’s start with my short list. I’m frustrated. Annoyed. And pissed.”

“What?” Her lips parted, trying to keep up with the roller coaster of emotions her mind was subjecting her to. “At me?”

“You asked.” A quiet laugh fell from him. “And yeah, sweetheart. At you.”

She swallowed, stuttering for a comeback. “Those are all the same thing.”

He bent close to her ear, making fireworks explode on her skin. Deep below her belly tightened with want.

“Then let me break it down for you.”

Maybe she shouldn’t have asked for an explanation. “Okay.”

“First.” His lips brushed her earlobe, and she moaned. “I’m frustrated that you’re in trouble, and I don’t know how deep.”

The last part was drawn out and worked her senses like a masseuse. She inhaled, her eyes rolling into her head. “But—”

Parker shook his head, toying with her hair. “Next. I’m annoyed, Lexi, that we’ve been partners on pretty much every damn thing, and you didn’t flag for serious help on this play. I had to get some bullshit semi-informed request from Shadow that didn’t give me anywhere near the intelligence I needed.”

Her heart palpitated when Parker let his lips brush her neck. “I—”

His finger reached her lips, pressing and quieting her rebuttal. All she wanted to do was run her tongue along it.

“Parker, please.” But please what, she had no idea. They were in public, and she squirmed in her seat, nearly panting from his teases.

“And, finally, I’m pissed. Pissed. So upset I can feel my blood boiling in my skin. I’m giving you whatever I’ve got—talent, resources, knowledge—and I can still see in your eyes that you’re assistance avoidant. I can’t keep you safe if you won’t let me, and I can’t handle how much I need to take care of you.”

“I didn’t know you were Black,” she said against his finger, unable to ignore the electrical currents telling her to kiss whatever part of him she could.

“But now you do. And I know Silver like I know no one else in the world. I know how you think, what you do, how you solve problems, and how goddamn smart you are.”

“Oh,” she whispered.

“And you being that sexy girl I’ve watched who let me protect her from that piece-of-shit guy? Combine all of that? I like you too, Lexi. Like crazy.”

She held her breath, not responding. She was barely staying conscious from all the tummy swirls and mind racing he did to her with simple words. “I…”

“Now the choice is yours. Are you going to let me in? Or am I going to walk away, and when I never hear from you again, then I’ll know they got you?”

She shuddered as a wave of panic rolled over her. “No one’s going to get me.”

His head tilted, showing he didn’t believe her. “I found you in less than a day.”

“You’re good.” She gave him a smile, but it was weak.

His mouth quirked. “You’re better in many things, and I still found you.”

“I’m better?”

He nodded. “Some things you are, but not when it comes to keeping you alive. Understand?”

“Starting to.”

“Alright, better than nothing.” Parker stood, took her hand, and tugged her out of the chair. “Let’s roll.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


Hand in hand, Lexi let Parker snake them through the mess of chairs and scattered tables to the front of the shop. After a long, sweeping glance into the darkening street, he apparently didn’t find anything that worried him and pulled them into the crowd.

Three things popped into Lexi’s mind. First, she would’ve taken a lot longer to search the area for potential threats—though she didn’t exactly know what she was looking for. Second, she didn’t know where they were going. And third, Parker still had his hand on hers. Warmth radiated from his strength, and she couldn’t hide her smile. She had her motorcycle helmet in one hand and squeezed his with the other, unable to act as if she wasn’t love-sick, and he squeezed back. Her heart soared.

They stopped in front of his sleek gray-almost-black R1. They had superbikes in common, but his beast was a jet. She’d known from years of watching Parker and chatting with BlackDawn that he had more than a couple badass rides. But between this one and his Ducati, Lexi was about to fangirl.

“Did I ever tell you how sick this is?”

He didn’t say a word but gave her a smile that was all power-and-sex, just like his bike, then nodded expectantly. The realization that she was about to hop on behind him with her arms wrapped tight… hell, her knees went to jelly.

But she had her Gixxer to worry about and had lost it once before. It was a freedom she didn’t want to lose track of so quickly. “Mine’s around the corner. Tell me where to meet you.”

Parker towered over her, his hand still holding hers for a heartbeat before he dropped it. “Already found it. Already moved it. That was easier to find than you.”

“Ha, um.” She swallowed, more excited than she could have ever imagined. “Okay then.”

He took her helmet, pressed it to her chest, then grabbed the handles, threw a leg over the bike, and readied for her, all while looking sexier than sin on a hot day. “Ready?”

Cotton-mouth silent with a dry throat, she nodded and acquiesced, doing as she was told and ignoring the deep need twirling low in her belly. She climbed on the back of the vibrating bike.

“Let’s move.” With a flick of his hand, the engine growled. “Hang on.”

Slow and steady through traffic didn’t require putting her hands on him. Then Parker dropped the gear, and she clung tight. Holy shit, he was trying to kill her with stomach-flipping butterflies. His rumbling laughter vibrated between their bodies, making her laugh too.

When she finally held on tight, he turned his head at a tourist-packed stop sign. “Better.” Mischief crept into his voice, making her wonder what he had planned.

They sped off, firing her excitement, and wove through the streets until he hit the parkway. She took a breath as they eased onto the open road. This was her element. If it wasn’t in front of a screen and keyboard, it was when the air rushed by. The curving lanes ran along the river. Trees hung overhead, making the darkening afternoon feel like night.

Finally they slowed in a quiet neighborhood and pulled into the driveway of a more-than-modest house. All the windows were dark, the shades drawn. The garage door lifted, and there was her bike. How the hell had that happened? And whose house was this?

Parker shifted. “You good?”

She slid off the bike, then he did as she unsnapped her helmet. Parker snagged her hand and tugged her past her bike as he hit the garage door to close. They went through one door, which opened into a small hallway, then stopped at another door. There he stopped for a security system. Like, an impressive security system complete with scanners, codes, and voice recognition. Seconds later, she was inside the belly of the house.

“Hungry?” He walked, and she followed, mouth agape.

“No…” A camera followed them down the hall. “Who’s watching us?”

“No one right now. Motion activated.”

“Oh.” The colonial exterior didn’t match the tech-laden interior. The place rocked. Everywhere she looked, something caught her eye.

Passing the living room, he grabbed two longnecks from the fridge and kept going. The living room was a shrine to an armed hacker nation. Her mouth dropped as she took in the operating station. The walls were lined with provisions, weapons, and lots of military-looking crap. She didn’t know any other way to describe it. It was like a Doomsday cyber station.

“What is this place?”

He moved to the chair facing a wall of screens. “Safe house of sorts.”

“You have a safe house here?”

“We have safe houses everywhere.”

“We? Titan?” she asked.

He nodded.

Her eyes followed all the up-to-the-second technology. “And you’re outfitted like this everywhere?”

“Not everywhere. Some places serve different purposes. I have work for both of us to do, and I didn’t know what all we needed.”


“So you brought… everything?”

He laughed. “Just about.”

“Oh… my… God, this is fabulous.” She ran her finger over the processor that had to be powering his work station. State of the freakin’ art.

“Fingers off, sweetheart.”

She pulled her hand back. “Sorry.”

“Kidding.” He smiled the kind of grin that could make a day on the run fade away.

She turned away, concerned that she’d look way too eager to touch any—and everything—in the room. “So…?”

“There’s a strong possibility that Monarch was stolen by a terrorist organization interested in targeting the wives and families of servicemen overseas.”

A wave of dizziness swept over her, and she dropped to the couch. “Excuse me?”

“There’s not much to share, but until something’s confirmed, I thought you should know.”

“Oh, my God. I did this.”

“No.” He shook his head. “Evil people ruin good things.”

“But…” She buried her head in her hands, groaning. “This isn’t what was supposed to happen.”

“Let me help work on it. We’ll get it back before damage is done.”

“What if we can’t?”

“How many times have I asked you for help over the years? How many times did we fail?”

“Never.” She jumped off the couch and walked into the middle of the room.

He prowled around the room, circling her tighter with each revolution, the circumference decreasing until he no longer circled the room. No, he stalked her body, pacing a tight circle around her.

“Parker,” she whispered. “You’re making me nervous.”

He leaned close, brushing her hair off her shoulder. His soft, full lips tickled the top of her ear, and he spoke low. “That’s the last thing I want to make you.”

She gasped and flushed, exposed while completely dressed, barely stifling a moan that drifted through her lips. But he backed up the second before she begged him to strip her free of clothes, free of concerns. He could do whatever he wanted to her body—he was already doing it to her mind.

His eyes darkened, and her insides went mushy. Again. Same as she’d reacted in the ice cream shop and in his car, in the kitchen, just everywhere. Her lungs were full, her chest felt funny. Her breasts swelled, showing him just how badly she was in need of his touch. He grabbed her, his supporting arm pulling her tight and pressing her stomach to his. His free hand cupped her cheek, and she was done.

Softly his thumb curved over her skin before his palm pushed his fingers into her hair. “What do you like better, Silver or Lexi?”

She blinked, honesty bleeding through her mind. “I like sweetheart.”

“You are killing me.” His words sounded like an orgasm sliding off his tongue.

She arched toward him, and the tiniest groan burned her lips. The bit of space between them slowly evaporated. They were drawn together, eyes still open. Sparks swirled. His lips weren’t on hers yet, and she could feel him deeply. She was desperate to relive their past private moments.

He was always so gentle with her. He parted her mouth with a soulful soft kiss that shattered her to pieces. Parker tasted like the hint of hot fudge, and he growled, promising that he wasn’t nearly as sweet as he pretended to be. The stubble on his jawline rasped her skin, and Lexi wrapped her arms around his strong neck, running her searching hands into his thick hair.

“Christ,” he murmured, backing her up fast until they hit the couch.

In one swoop, she was in his arms, on her back, with a very strong Parker Black pressing his hard weight and thick length against her. She moaned and licked his bottom lip. But it was the wrong thing to do because he stopped his onslaught and left her cold, wanting. Hell, begging for more of his mouth on hers.

“Parker…” Lips still close enough to flit across his, she wanted to catch their touch again. “Please don’t stop.”

“You have to know something, Lex. I’m not going to take you here, on some random couch in a safe house.”

“Why not?” The desperation in her voice sounded close to pathetic, but she didn’t care. His blue eyes neared black. She’d never seen a look more intense, more at war after kissing her.

“You want this?” he asked.

She nodded. Wanted. Needed. All the same.

“You’ve wanted this? Between us?”

Her eyes sank shut. Parker was calling her on her past, when she’d watched him when she shouldn’t, when she’d closed her eyes to fantasize over a kiss she thought she’d never get. When her eyes opened, she couldn’t lie to the man who seemed to know her in every conceivable way. “Yes.”

“Then that’s why.”

“Okay.” She couldn’t hide the hurt falling from within her. Her body went limp, rejected and dejected.

“Don’t be like that.”

She blushed, embarrassed that her feelings were so evident. “Yeah, sure.” She tried to roll out from under him, but he had her caged into the cushions.

“Lex, I want something better from you than a quick-and-dirty fuck, and you deserve that from me.”

Heat hit her cheeks. She knew, yet again, that she was blushing while Parker was front row to her uncertainty. But then his hand took hers, tugging her upright. Words wouldn’t come. She couldn’t read his mind as he could so easily read hers.

“What—where are we going?”

He pushed her in front of him and wrapped his arms around her torso as he guided her forward with a hunger in his growl and his erection thick against her back. “You’re convinced that since I’m not fucking you in the living room of a safe house, I don’t want to hear you scream.”

Her stomach flipped. “What?”

“I’m not letting you leave until this computes. You deserve the world, sweetheart. To be taken care of.” He threw open a door and displayed a ginormous bed. “And we’re not leaving this place until you know it.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Nerves and butterflies swept through Lexi as she stood at the door of the bedroom. Parker held her from behind. He was both strong and gentle, her every temptation rolled into a massive package of a man ripped with muscles, a genius without shoving it into anyone’s face. When he pressed her forward, she couldn’t breathe.

“Changed your mind?” he asked against her neck.

Need pulsed between her legs as strong as the desire in her heart. “No.”

“Thank fuck for that.” His low rumble tickled her skin as he walked them to the foot of the bed. When her thighs touched the mattress, he slowly rotated her one hundred eighty degrees so that his arms still draped her, but they were face to face, stomach to stomach.

“Thank you for finding me.”

He sighed, pressing his forehead to hers. “Just when I think I’m immune to the sweetness that comes out of your mouth. God, Lex. You do not have to thank me.”

“Then I’m glad I’m here. Like this. With you.”

If she thought about it, she’d only seen him twice since she and Matt broke up, and both times, something crazy hot had happened. She shouldn’t have sex with him. This was only their second date or something, even though they’d known each other for years. No… more than a decade.

Hear you scream… she shivered as Parker’s voice echoed in her ears, making arousal spark life into something that she hadn’t felt in so long. Matt had never cared if she found hers, but Parker, God, he was different. Not just a man who wanted to screw, but a gentleman who wanted to give and give and give.

He shifted away and tore off his shirt. Her eyes went wide, hungrily drinking in the sight of his defined muscles. They had a smooth ripple, the taut skin pulled tight over the bulges of etched mass. Lexi pressed her palms to his pecs, and his eyes sank shut. He sighed in approval over something so simple. Matt had never made a sound like that, never appreciated her intent or touch. But this… this was far more than anything she’d ever experienced.

Needing to forget her past and concentrate on Parker, Lexi widened her fingers, spanning them across his chest, then dragged them down. The sparse smattering of dark chest hair and the rigid tips of his tight nipples teased her palms. His cut stomach had slight valleys and grooves, even in a relaxed state.

“Love your hands on me, Lex.” His head lolled to the side.

His skin had goose bumps, a trail of explosions that followed her touch. The visceral reaction was stunning to watch. He wanted her. Like really wanted her… and didn’t hide from it. His chest expanded with each of his breaths. His eyes remained closed until she placed her hand on the buckle of his belt then stroked the bulging length of his erection through his jeans.

Parker’s eyes opened, and his head dropped down as he covered her hands with his. “I’m getting lost in you, but I think the plan was to make you know what you’re worth.”

The heaviness of his words coated her senses. Lexi pushed back onto the mattress, scooting toward the middle, and Parker took off her boots, one at a time. Each he tossed over his shoulder, his smile torturing her with whatever that devious mind had come up with.

“So all about me?” she whispered, breathy and bothered.

He crawled onto the mattress, kicking his shoes off as well. “Completely.”

She moved to him, and they were both on their knees, eyes locked, in the center of the bed. Her fingers went to his belt again. “I haven’t been able to do what I want in a long time. And what I’m dying for is this.” The harsh leather belt was hers to manipulate, and she unbuckled it before running her hands over his denim-covered thickness.

His throat bobbed, and his eyelids were heavy. “Sweetheart…”

Sliding her hands back to his chest, she pushed Parker onto his back. He complied with a look of complete awe, and didn’t that make her feel like his woman. She pulled at his jeans, unsnapping and dragging down the zipper to show dark boxer briefs. He lifted his hips, giving her the freedom to do what she wanted. Seconds later, Parker Black was completely naked, with his impressive, gorgeous erection reaching for attention.

“Damn you, Parker, you’re the most handsome man I’ve ever seen.”

He slowly stroked himself. “Got me naked. Wasn’t my plan, so what do you want—”

She cut him off with her hands covering his. He quickly switched their fists so that the hot, silky flesh was directly under her touch, and his hands clamped tightly on top of hers.

“God, Lex.” He worked his shaft with her hands. The tighter he squeezed, the thicker he felt in her fingers and the wetter she grew for him. She wanted the ache of an orgasm, but far more prevalent was a hunger, a curiosity asking if that bit of precum crowning the head of his cock tasted as good as her dreams.

Lexi bent, swiping her tongue over his very essence. It was more than she expected—completely virile and masculine—and she was drunk on just one quick lick.

“Fuck,” he groaned, drawing out the word. His hips flexed slightly, as if it had been unintentional and he’d caught himself and held back.

Still with his tight hand over hers, he worked his length, and she opened her mouth, letting him fill her. Parker released her hand, and his palms threaded into her hair. She kept the same grip, the same rhythm that he had set, then she sucked him hard and licked him lightly. Every single gasp and groan that blurred from his lips urged her on.

He sounded gutted, ravaged. His hips pumped and his cock fucked her mouth while she all but tried to swallow him. Nothing like this had ever seemed fun, let alone erotic. But as she made his entire body react—limbs trembling, hands grabbing, and words lost in moans—she decided that she’d never held more power.

“Wait,” he panted. “Lex. Lexi.”

She ran her thumb over his crown when she bobbed up, then she slid down to the base of him, needing to feel him come. He gave her every permission to back away, to work him until he spurted on his own stomach, but God, that wasn’t what she wanted.

“Silver, sweetheart.” He groaned as his hips flexed up hard, and he came on her tongue, the hotness hitting her senses on several levels. “God. Damn.”

His rigid body flexed, and his fingers pulled on her hair. She never let up, needing everything he gave her. It was an eternity of mind-altering arousal, and when his body went lax, she was in love with everything about him.

He was her friend.

Her co-worker.

A protector.

And her lover.

She wanted this again and again and again. She wanted to watch him, taste him. To feel him push inside her, to have him hold her close. To let her take him in her mouth again, where it wasn’t just about him getting off—an experience her ex had used to debase her—but a connection that they both flat-out loved.

Parker laid there, looking at her in a way that made her swoon, with his heavy cock lying over his thigh and an appetite in his eyes. Even with all that, she knew he wouldn’t have sex with her yet. But it wasn’t just the location. Safe house or not, he didn’t want to screw up a good thing. Her sense was that until her invisible scars faded, he wouldn’t ride her deep.

All of those were assumptions, but she was going to take them as fact until maybe he realized aloud that he was in love with her also.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


A calmness washed over Parker as Lexi curled next to his naked skin. Her mouth had been a complex heaven, with enough tease and taunt of promise and fulfillment that he might declare himself officially addicted. It was supposed to be all about her, but somehow he was the one naked. Not that he was complaining…

Even as she lay next to him, she faced away. That was her—close yet far. She was someone he knew—two someones he knew—but oddly enough, he was only starting to learn all about the real Lexi Dare. He turned on his side to hold her from behind and let his hand drift from her thigh to the hem of her tight cotton shirt. His fingers slipped on her flat stomach, dipping across her belly button then sliding around in circles. She let out a soft sigh and leaned back against his bare chest.

“Think we should lose this.” He tugged on the cotton, helping her slip out of it without turning around.

Lexi leaned back against his chest, and his mouth pressed to the angle where her neck became her shoulder. She smelled like citrus, and he breathed her in as his hand cupped her breast, its tip hardening against his palm. Massaging its perfect weight, he let his tongue slide on her skin until she squirmed. Her hips writhed and her back arched just enough that he took that as his cue to slip under the lacy cup of her bra and worship the perked breast.

“God, Parker,” she whispered.

He pushed up onto his elbow and, with his other hand, undid her bra. The thing fell away, and he tilted her back as he moved over her. Wide-eyed and pink-cheeked, Lexi watched him watch her. They stayed in their moment, him naked and nestled between her leather-clad legs, the length of his erection thickening all over again.

“You’re gorgeous, sweetheart.” Parker unsnapped her pants and peeled them off her, taking her panties and socks in one ravenous sweep.

There was complete trust on her face, and he’d never wanted a woman more. Hell, the way in which he wanted her was nothing like he’d experienced. It was possessive, protective… even branding, permanently imprinting her inside him. He wanted to know that the burning aggravation he felt for her was mirrored, that she was in deep for him that same way.

Parker dropped her clothes off the edge of the bed and held her slender ankle. Slowly, he kissed up her calf until he got to a sensitive spot behind her knee.

Lexi moaned and turned her head. “Wow…”

His tongue played in a circle as he grinned at her reaction.

“That’s so not fair.”

He laughed against that special spot then moved to the other knee—bending her leg to see if that same location had the same effect. As her hips moved and her lips moaned, he reached the conclusion that it did.

“Fair’s no fun.” He let his stubble scratch the inside of her thigh.

“Oh, right.” Her hips wiggled again. “But torture is.”

Tracing his fingertips along the same path, Parker spread her legs and put her on display, giving him all of her perfect, pink sweetness. “That wasn’t torture, sweetheart. But I’m willing to give that a go too.”

His lips hovered over her folds, making her thighs crush against him. She smelled like desire, and as his tongue licked her smooth skin, she sucked in a breath that he felt down to his toes.

“That’s insane,” she whispered hoarsely.

Parker touched her, teased her, danced his fingers over where his tongue had just been, and when she moved too much, he drew his hand away and clamped her hip in place at the same moment that lips found her clit.

Lexi moaned and moved, almost pushing herself onto him, and everything about him went into overdrive. His forearms pushed her thighs wide, and she walked her feet up the bed, bending her knees.

Her knees clamped down on his head, and she jumped back. “Sorry. Sorry.”

Lost in the woman, it took him a second to realize that she was apologizing for… reacting to him. To what he did and how much she liked it. “No reason to say that.” He flicked his tongue over the sensitive bundle of nerves.

“I know. I just…” Her body was tense, her mind not with him anymore.

Parker’s deep-blue eyes darkened. “God, I should’ve killed that fucker for you.”

“I’m screwing this up.” Her forehead scrunched.

He rose up to kiss her stomach and leaned against her small frame. “I said it before. Now I’m going to promise it.”

“What?”

His fingers moved between her legs, paying attention to her slick entrance. “I’m going to take care of you. I’m not between your legs because I’m killing time. I want it, and you deserve it.” His thumb circled her clit. “Relax. Forget wherever your head went.”

“Mmm,” she whispered. “Okay.” She moaned again. “Alright.”

He chuckled as he kissed her side. “Good, because, sweetheart, I’m gonna eat you until you get it. I like your taste. Those sounds. The way you feel moving against my lips.” He inched down, pushing between her legs again. “You want to clamp and claw on me, then fucking do it.”

Parker slid his fingers into her tightness and covered her nub with his lips, lapping and loving on her. The more she moved, the harder he took her. He was relentless, and she was letting go. He fucked her with his tongue, his fingers. He held her open, teased her top to bottom.

“God, Parker. God.” She gasped and thrashed as if she’d never neared orgasm before.

He wanted her to pulse on his tongue, shudder and shatter against his kiss, and he moaned into her body, telling her to come for him.

“Oh!” Her hands fisted the covers as she came. Her hips bucked, her back tried to arch off the mattress, but he held her in place, making Lexi ride her climax as long as he could.

Finally, her covers-knotted hands went limp, her body went soft, and he kissed her gently, eliciting the tiniest of shivers. The boneless woman before him was what he’d always wanted, and now that he’d finally had his taste, he didn’t plan on letting go.

He pulled his frame over her and caged her face. Her ice-blue eyes radiated trust. Her fair skin was pink and flushed. He kissed her, tasting her as his tongue tangled with hers. They kissed forever, for days, until again he lost his mind, consumed by her.

Lexi held him, melding herself to his body, until finally she broke away, her eyes heavy-lidded. “I know what you said before, but please. This is me giving myself to you, erasing the past and wanting something different in my future.”

Too drunk on everything about her, he had little resources to back away, to say no. He couldn’t remember his reasoning for that logical decision he’d made. “Sweetheart…”

“Make love to me.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


A part of Lexi’s soul had never been bared, and she was handing it to Parker as though she was a virgin all over again. His features darkened, his deep-blue eyes firing with a need that mirrored the white lightning flowing in her veins. She wanted him to touch her, to love her, to smooth away all of her past and pave the way for a real love. A relationship that was fulfilling.


She gulped her nerves, refusing to apologize, but as the seconds ticked by, a slice of fear wrapped its ugly tendrils around her neck. “Parker?”

He dropped a kiss to her lips then moved to her ear. “It…” His weight pressed down, his tongue touching the bottom of her lobe. “Would be my honor.”

Shivers cascaded down her shoulders, her spine, and she was consumed by the tension burning her. Parker rolled away, and a cold brush of air ran over her naked body. He grabbed his jeans off the floor, pulled a condom from his wallet, and rolled it over his hard length. The seconds it took for him to do that, Lexi drank in his physique. Parker was etched muscles, like a living, breathing Michelangelo.

He moved back to the bed and gathered her against his chest. Once again, they were on their knees, his full lips eating hers, his tongue driving her to the brilliant edge of madness. One of his hands threaded into her hair, and the other wrapped around her waist. Holding her, he sat against the backboard, her legs straddling him. His strong hands ran up and down her back. She was lost in the sensation. He wasn’t rushing her, wasn’t jumping at the green light to slam into what she offered.

Lexi lifted against him, pressing his sheathed head against her needy core. With her arms over his shoulders, his arms supporting her, and their gazes held, she inched down, embracing that amazing, intoxicating stretch as he invaded her muscles. Her eyes rolled, her head lolled, and Lexi’s jaw hinged as she sank onto his shaft.

“Fuck, sweetheart,” his hoarse voice ground out.

This was perfect. Of course he knew how not to push her, how to make her feel in control after not having any recently. Parker missed nothing when it came to her. He honestly couldn’t be a better man. She swayed her hips and watched his eyes squeeze shut. Lexi tested herself on him, sliding up and down, back and forth, establishing a rhythm that made her want to die in his arms.

Parker flexed up, damn near impaling her soul, and it sparked a fire of reactions. Reading her mind as he always did, he owned the motions she had set. The speed, the sway, everything that she wanted, he took over as their mouths tangled and her breasts bounced against him. All of his strength surrounded her, and their fury blasted out of control. He growled into their kiss, pumped into her, holding her tight.

“Parker.” Her heartbeat drummed as her climax built. She moaned and gasped and called his name against his ear. “Make me come again, please.”

He moved them fast onto her back, and he hooked one of her knees, spreading her wide, opening her deep, and he pistoned inside her. There was immaculate pressure against her clit, perfect to reach that crazy spot, but it was the strain and focus and determination in his eyes that made her fall apart. She came again, crying his name, and as she finished that insane roll of orgasm, he dropped her leg and thrust hard and deep.

God help her, he was going to make it happen all over again. She was ultra-sensitive, and he changed to deep and slow, drawing out every inch of him until she begged for more. The low rumble of another earth-shattering climax started. His tense body bucked with hers. With delicious, bruising force, he growled his release, holding her tighter than any man had before.

The stars shined in her closed eyes. Tendrils of glowing aftermath raced through her system as they collapsed together. Their hearts beat where their temples and cheeks touched.

Minutes lingered on until he gently kissed her forehead and pulled away. “Damn. You are so… worth it.”

And honestly, not because he’d said it but because he’d made her feel it, she agreed. “You too.”

He kissed her again and pushed out of bed to ditch the condom. “Back in a sec.”

She sighed and tried to melt into the bed, to drown in the down comforter, burying herself away from anything that would ever erase how she felt at that moment.

From far away, the familiar sound of her phone ringing brought her from her happy la la land. Shadow? Lexi snapped out of it and jumped up, tugging on her shirt and wrapping the blanket around her hips because there was no time to try to pull those tight leather pants back on. She found the phone in the pocket of her jacket and checked the screen. Meredith.

Not Shadow, and she was seriously beginning to worry about him, but talking to her sister was a rarity. No telling when she could get her again, so she hit OKAY and slid onto the couch in a loose-limbed haze. “Hey, Mere.”

“Hey, yourself. So is the girl I know and love back?”

Lexi laughed quietly. “I hope so.”

“Your bike is gone, your clothes are picked through, my makeup’s missing, and my doorman has been babysitting Bacon. So you dumped the loser?”

“More or less.”

“What’s with that happy sing-song tinge in your voice?”

Meredith was always so good at reading her. “Just happier, I guess.”

“Huh.”

Lexi tugged the blanket high on her chest. “I have to run. I just wanted to say hi since I keep missing you.”

“Sorry I wasn’t there when you needed me.”

“Don’t worry about it. I had someone to lean on.”

“You sound really good. Malcolm said that smile I hear might have to do with a man?”

She happy-sighed. “It does.”

“Well, thank God for that. He better be a good one.”

“He is. I know it seems so fast, but I’ve known him forever. I’m just totally, completely”—she stretched, loving how wonderfully sore her insides felt—“absolutely in l—” As she repositioned from her stretch, there was Parker. Standing. Listening. Watching her confess her deepest feelings to her closest confidant. “Mere, I have to go.”

“Wow. Okay. Call me as soon as you can. I want—”

Lexi hung up, unable to read his face. “Hi.”

He wore just his pants, which hung low on his hips, unbuttoned. “Hey.”

The creases on his forehead said he’d heard every embarrassing word. She wanted to be mad at him—that conversation had been for her sister only. It was the first time in a long time she’d felt taken care of, and the words had rushed out. But he’d also said amazing, incredible things to her, so it wasn’t news to him where her head was.

The sweet tension from before had shifted. He was concerned, and she felt stupid for wandering around in a sheet and forgetting that they were in a safe house with motion-activated cameras lining the common areas.

“I need to take a shower,” Lexi said.

He nodded. “I’ve got some work to do.”

“Sounds good.” With her chin up and shoulders back, she walked past him in her ridiculous blanket wrap. With the cameras on them, his chest bare and pants unbuckled, she felt as if she was taking the walk of shame.

Her feet padded down the hall, part of the blanket dragging, when Parker called her name.

“Yes,” she half-whispered, studying the floor.


Parker paused for a long time. “You’re a very special person. I hope you know that.”

Her cheeks burned. What had she expected? Just because she was clearly in love with the guy, and he was pretty into her, that didn’t mean that saying—or even thinking—things about love was a good idea. It was enough to chase a guy away.

“I do. Thanks to you.” Then she dragged herself to shower, where she could hide her fall from love-drunk heaven.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


Parker’s ears burned. She loved him? She hadn’t said that, but it had sounded like the lead up to that kind of confession. He hadn’t meant to listen, but those few seconds had felt like eternity, and he couldn’t walk away.

It’d been only a few weeks since she showed up on his doorstep, yet she loved him. Maybe that could classify the unexplainable reactions he’d had lately. A chest ache that wasn’t heartburn. An urge to take on the world even if he didn’t know what was wrong.

Christ.

He’d far past fallen for her. His visceral reactions were trained to jump at thoughts of her, and when she’d hustled by a few minutes ago, he’d felt like an asshole who should’ve said something intelligent. Instead it came out like a Hallmark not-so-fast greeting card.

The shower shut off, and wandering around the kitchen, he couldn’t have been more aware that she was still naked nearby. For the second time in recent history, Parker found his fingers biting into a countertop. Problem was, this time he’d already been with her and knew how great her mouth felt on his dick, how she rode his cock with a finesse that made his mind explode, and how they were supposed to be in bed, drowning in goddamn orgasms.

His fingers flexed into the counter as his ears pricked. Bare feet padded down the hall, coming toward him. He took a deep breath and turned, jaw gaping at the temptation displayed before him.

“Hey.” She wore a towel wrapped around her, squeezing her breasts. Again with the towel-dried hair that hung around her face, and that was maybe one of his favorite looks on her. “I hung up on Meredith and jumped in the shower like I had something to hide.”

“You don’t.”

“That whole time, I was… embarrassed that you know what I think. But really, I’m done hiding. It didn’t do me any good with Matt, and I don’t want that to happen with you.” She shook her head, her cheeks pinking. “Not that you’d hurt me, not that you’ll propose to me. God, what I’m trying to say is—”

He grabbed her in his arms and kissed her quiet. “You don’t have to explain anything.”

“Are you sure?” She toyed with a strand of damp hair, spinning it around her finger.

“Positive.” Even though he wanted to hear the words again, wanted to see how his chest would have felt if she’d finished that conversation with Meredith. I absolutely, completely, what? Love? Sounded as though that was what she had almost said. Hell, he could finish her conversation for her because he absolutely, completely…

Wanted her? Check.

Liked her? Check again.

More than that…? Yeah, maybe so.

“Two years,” she said, biting her lip. “And only a few months of it was worth making a memory over.”

He dropped his head and ran a hand over the back of his neck. “Really, Lex. You don’t have to say anything.”


“I moved through the stages. I mentioned before… I didn’t have a family, and he filled the void. I felt nothing… like I do now. What I’m trying to figure out how to say… is…”

“Lex, we’re good if you don’t want to share.”

She pinched her eyes closed. “I haven’t had a man touch me because I wanted him to in a long time. And now that you did, I’m crazy scared that you think I’m confusing sex and anything else.”

He stepped back, hating and loving every word that’d fallen off her lips. “I’m not—”

“You are the guy for me. Code and numbers and MIT? Black and Silver, partners for years. You are way more than Matt ever was. I want you to know that, no matter what you feel or say or think after hearing me talk on the phone. How I feel has nothing to do with the scars you can’t see. Nothing.” She closed her eyes and breathed deeply then leveled her icy blues on him. “I’m in love with you.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


Dawn’s light bled through the safe house bedroom as a ringing cell phone tugged Parker from sleep. He took a deep breath and relaxed his body against hers, her blond hair in his face. After ending the night in bed, her words had weighed heavily on him, but she seemed comfortable with what she had said, what he hadn’t said. So he’d fallen asleep holding beautiful. His lips quirked at that. Beautiful wasn’t tangible. His analytical brain wanted to scream over how stupid that thought was. He was holding her. She was beautiful. But it was more than looks, and everything gathered in his arms was beautiful. The girl. The feelings. What she represented to him.

Didn’t make sense. At all. But he didn’t care.

“Hello?” Her sleep-drenched voice sounded like a dream. “Hello…? Wrong number.” Lex dropped the phone back on the nightstand and crawled back into his arms. “Morning.”

He bent over, lightly pressing a kiss to lips that had him mesmerized. “Morning, Lex.”

“I like waking up next to you.”

He brushed her hair with his fingers, nonchalantly toying with the strands and thinking that her sleepy grin was too damn sweet. “Another one of my favorite things I get to do with you.”

That made her pretty features morph to almost embarrassed, and her fair skin blushed. With a quiet giggle and an almost shy cast of her eyes, she whispered, “You have a lot of favorites?”

Morning wood was quickly morphing into a not-to-be ignored hard-on, and he cursed quietly against her lips. “Wish safe houses stocked condoms. Actually, they might.”

She quietly moaned as his hands found purchase under the baggy white shirt she’d found folded in a dresser. That was all she had on. His boxer briefs weren’t doing him any favors as his length rubbed against her. Parker smoothed his hand down her stomach, between her legs, and found her wet with arousal. His stomach spun. His mind was just as turned on as his body, and she made the sexiest sound as his fingers strummed over her folds.

Kissing him in a drowsy, needing morning wake-up sex kind of way, her hands also drifted south, sliding over the rigid length of his shaft. Parker sucked in a breath as her thumb circled his crown.

“We could,” she whispered, torturing him with her deft hand movements. “After I went dark, I, um, went to the doctor’s, just to make sure and all. Doc checked everything from bruises to… um, testing. So… I’m okay.”

“I’ve never not with a condom.” Which didn’t mean he couldn’t with her…

Her hand stilled. “Right, sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“Are you on birth control?” he asked.

“I get a shot, few times a year.” She nodded, all cute, sweet, and nervous. Little things like birth control made her blush, but bold statements like I love you she was so damn confident about.

That feeling like a time bomb was going to blow in his chest, like he couldn’t get close enough, deep enough, in her head enough.

“Parker…”

He slid down and kicked off his boxers then tugged off her shirt to bare her sinful body. With his heart in his throat, her phone rang again.

He held her hand. “Don’t answer it.”

She cringed. “What if it’s Shadow?”

Shit, he had no argument against that, and he nodded.


“Hello?” Her eyebrows rose. Then she shook her head, pressed a button on the phone, and dropped it. “No one again.”

“Wait a minute.” He reached for the phone, his senses firing as much with worry as with arousal.

“It wasn’t Shadow. It won’t be Matt. Just you and me.” She brushed her lips across his skin and let her hands roam until she had the weight of him in her hold. “I need this, us.”

And thank heaven for that. He didn’t just need her; he had to connect with her, to feel her in every way, because his exploding heart and emo-drunk mind were almost more than he could survive. He pulled her to him, needing to be inside her to alleviate the deep ache that threatened his sanity.

Lexi lifted her legs, hooking them over his thighs, and with that little gesture, the head of his cock was dangerously close to her center. Hot and wet, he throbbed to push inside her. His eyes sank shut as he inched in. Bliss. Fucking heaven. Her tight pussy on his bare cock was out of this world.

She sucked in a breath as he pushed deeper. On their sides, he kissed her, thrusting gently, waking her body up with his. Tangled in the sheets, they were hidden from the world, and the deeper he reached into her, the longer he wanted to stay there. There was no letting go of Lexi. He couldn’t dream of this with another woman and didn’t want it anyway.

Her mouth gaped, her breathing escalated. Their eyes locked, his dark blues to her icy ones, and just the same as last night, he fucked her in a way that made love, that made him reach past everything that made sense of his world. This wasn’t about him giving a woman some gigantic climax, him getting his in the process and everything as it should be. It was just so them…so fucking catastrophic.

He flipped them, powering into her as they rolled. He didn’t only want her today, tomorrow, whenever. He wanted her. Period.

Lexi met his every move, her fingernails tearing into his back. “God, yes.”

Buried bare in her, her mouth open and moaning his name, her legs wrapped tight around his hips, he lost himself, living for the moment that she came. Her core clenched, her eyes pinched shut, cries and pleas fell from her lips, and everything she asked for, he gave. She came hard, rippling her most intimate muscles over his throbbing shaft, sinking her nails into him. Parker stilled and strained, releasing his climax as she spasmed with him.


He stared at the most important thing he’d ever held. His mind spun as he fell onto her, rolling them, still connected and locked in every way. “I love you too, sweetheart.”

Her smile reached her eyes, which slipped shut as he kissed her. “We should wake up like this again and again.”

“We should—” Her phone rang again. What the motherfuck? As he slid from her, he grabbed it. “Who has this number?”


“No one really. You, Shadow, my sister, um…”

“Matt.”

She nodded. “Yeah.”

Buzz kill. But that wasn’t what bothered him. His senses itched, and as he pulled from Lexi, now that he was momentarily sated, his brain went into overdrive. “He’s been calling and hanging up?”

She shook her head. “Unknown number.”

The hour didn’t sit right. Matt was a party guy, and it was seven fifteen in the morning. So either he hadn’t gone to sleep yet or… it wasn’t Matt.

“Get up. Get dressed.”

“What? Why?”

“No idea. We’re compromised. Let’s go.” He tugged her hand, dragging her from the warm sheets.

“Parker!”

“Someone’s tracking you down. Pinging closer to your location every time you answer.” His mind raced. “Have you talked to Shadow at all since he ran after the laptop guy?”

She shook her head, realization that they were being hunted clouding in her eyes. “I am not cut out for all this real-life BS.” She sat upright. “But what about Shadow? What about him?”

Now wasn’t the time to explain that Shadow’s phone likely wasn’t in his possession anymore, and if neither of them had heard from him through alternative methods, he also likely wasn’t breathing. “Get dressed, Lex.”

She tugged on her clothes as he did the same. For as talented of a hacker as she was, as much of the underground as she was aware of, she still couldn’t see criminal activity. It wasn’t in her training to sense, wasn’t in her mind to search out. It should have been in his mind, but he was too stuck on the woman to see what was happening around them.

The doorbell rang.

“Fuckin’ hell. Are you kidding me?” Guess they’d learned from trying to pick his lock last time. He ducked under the bed, running his hand around the frame until he found a Glock. He pulled the magazine, checked his count, and snapped it back in. “Let’s go.”

“Could just be Girl Scouts? Jehovah’s Witness folks? Right?” But her face said she didn’t buy it. Nervous energy radiated from her as she clung to his hand.

“It’s seven in the morning.”


Her worried face pinched. “Crap.”

“Just in case, stick close and duck the windows.” He held her against the wall then rounded a corner. All clear.

Parker held her again and snagged the keys for his bike as she grabbed her jacket. He followed, doing the same, and picked up their helmets. He opened a closet and snagged two Kevlar vests.

“We don’t really need that, do we?”

“Better to be safe…” He pulled one over her head and cinched it tight then did the same for himself. If someone was at the front door, they couldn’t see the garage, and they’d have to round the house to get to them. Parker and Lexi had a few seconds of head start if they rolled out on his R1.

“Helmet.”

She took it and slipped it on.

“Now stay put. Just give me a second.” He took her hand and pressed the Glock to her palm. “Anyone comes in here not me, just shoot.”

She nodded, and he ran back into the house from the garage. Parker reached the room farthest from Lexi as the doorbell rang again. Just in case it was some pushy-ass cookie seller macking her entrepreneurial skills at the crack of morning, he peeked. Nope, just a guy in his twenties. Parker snapped a picture with his cell then ransacked the linen closet, finding a couple of cherry bombs amongst the stash of weapons and ammo. He took them and slipped into the front room again.

“Thanks for stopping by, asshole,” he mumbled then slid the window open enough to toss lit cherry bombs outside for a loud, smoky, snap-crackle-pop distraction.

He beat feet back to Lexi as the cherry bombs detonated. Surely the mini-explosion turned the attention of the man at the door away from the ultra-silent garage. With the garage door opening, he pulled Lexi onto the motorcycle and waited for as long as he could.

“Duck, sweetheart.” He switched the ignition, throttled down, and burned out of the garage, cutting off the driveway, heading down a sidewalk, and exiting onto the street from someone else’s driveway.

A high-pitched squeal came from behind him, and his gut churned until he realized she wasn’t screaming in terror. Lexi Dare had just enjoyed the hell out of their little escape. He’d laugh if he wasn’t terrified of her getting shot in the back. Parker wove down side streets, swooping down a maze of two-ways. He was certain no one had eyes on them when he hit the interstate to head to the belly of the beast. Time to bring Lexi to Titan.





CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


Phiber climbed from the bush he’d ducked in then checked his surroundings to make sure no one had seen him dive like a coward. Only then did he pull the gun from his waistband and run to the garage. It had closed. While it looked like a harmless garage door, his fingers still had burn marks from when he’d tried to pick the lock at the last place Silver had been hiding.

Who was that woman? More importantly, why did she live like a commando? Maybe he hadn’t given her enough credit. Then again, she had stupidly let him track her to this place.

Phiber circled the house, unable to see in anywhere. A window on the side of the second floor was cracked a few inches. While he might be able to get a ladder or something and crawl in, he was wary of entering that way. Maybe she had electrified windows.

His phone buzzed with a text message, and without looking, he knew who it was.

Taskmaster: Complete?

With a slightly bruised ego, Phiber scrolled up to see his previous message that he’d found Silver and it would be a sure thing this time. His fingers hovered before he responded.

Phiber: Almost.

All he needed was a plan, because they wouldn’t send him another bank transfer until they had her. His greedy heart wanted that payday in a bad way.

Taskmaster: New task at the incoming location. All you’ll need to move forward will be in there. Consider it a thank you gift.

Well, fuck him running. Maybe he wasn’t as off today as he thought. A second later, a text buzzed through with an address. Phiber hopped back into his car and punched the location into his GPS. Less than a mile away. It took a few turns, and he found nothing but yellow-lined do-not-park curbs in a sea of driveways. At the fire lane, he threw his car in park anyway and jumped out. His phone buzzed again. Another address with one accompanying command. Walk there.

He got his bearings and headed down the suburban street until he found the address. The garage door was up, and a Mercedes sat inside. Holy shit. He pulled out his phone to ask if what he was thinking was what was happening, but the Taskmaster beat him to it.

Taskmaster: Key in the ignition center console. Consider it a gift for the job done.

Well, shit. He hadn’t even finished yet, and maybe they didn’t get that it was turning out to be harder than he expected, but what the fuck. A new ride ten times better than his current one? That he’d take. Phiber ran his hand over the frame from the trunk until he pulled the driver’s door open and sat in leather-covered heaven. This ride was sick. Not really his style, but it was crazy high end and would sell quickly. But not before he checked out how this baby could burn rubber.

He ran his hands over the steering wheel and saw the keyless key waiting for him. All he had to do was press his foot to the brake and push the button that said IGNITION. He took a deep breath of new car smell as he rested his foot on the brake pedal.

The snap of the interior locks surprised him. “What the—”

The garage door began to close.

“Hey!” He reached for the unlock button and jabbed it several times, but nothing. His fingers pried at the locks, but they were small and barely peeping out of the door console. He couldn’t get enough traction on the nub of plastic sticking out.

The car’s engine ignited even though his foot hadn’t moved, and he hadn’t pressed it to start.

“Shit!” Phiber tried the windows and sun roof. Neither opened. Then he jumped to the other side of the car and tried that lock. No luck. Panic made him perspire.

He pressed the button above him that should connect him to an operator. But music blared in the car instead.

Then a robotic voice filled the speakers, repeating, “Three strikes, you’re out.”

The car’s engine raced, and the scent of exhaust seeped inside. He put his foot on the brake and tried to shift into reverse, but the slap-stick gear shifter wouldn’t budge.

“Fuck!” He slammed the steering wheel with his balled fists, then he grabbed his cell phone and called the Taskmaster. It rang until a robot-generated voicemail message told him to speak after the beep. “Let me go, you fuckers.”

But nothing changed except the noise.

Phiber hung up and dialed 9-1-1. The phone clanged to a busy tone no matter how many times he redialed.

The engine still revved, the tachometer redlining. His fingertips bled from tearing at the doors and windows, all unbudging. The garage slowly filled with carbon monoxide, and a foggy, tired feeling ate at his mind.

He pulled his shirt over his mouth and nose, panicking, and leaned back to gain leverage. With his feet, he bashed at the windows to no avail. They didn’t shatter. He coughed and hacked, growing weaker with every wheezy breath. What was this, bulletproof glass or some shit? With each kick to the unyielding glass, he grew more tired, coughing, until his fight was zapped.

Unable to do anything more, Phiber lay back, his mind swimming, his lungs burning. He couldn’t keep his eyes open anymore…

*     *     *

Lexi leaned against Parker as they came to a stoplight. Riding like that after spending the night with him, every time he throttled, she felt it.

He turned his head and looked dead sexy. “We just have to make a quick stop.”

They were dangerously close to her old house, but that also meant that they were very close to Parker’s place. They hadn’t had a chance to talk about what their next move was, but she thought his house, where she’d first known that she was falling for him, was the perfect location after their night together.

“Sounds good.”

They rolled into his driveway as his garage door lifted. She swung off the bike and watched him do the same. Some men were born to ride motorcycles, fewer created to master that speed racer. As Parker removed his helmet and ran his fingers into his hair, with two days’ stubble on his cheeks and his blue eyes aflame, she almost couldn’t contain the need to kiss him.

Oh, screw it. She pushed onto her toes and placed her hands on his scratchy cheeks, pulling his face to hers, and she took the kiss she wanted.

A grin curled on his face, and he laughed quietly. “What was that for?”

“Just because.”

“I think I could get used to this.”

She giggled. “This?”

“Yeah, this. You and me, running around on an adrenaline-sex high.”

Heat crawled up her neck. “Well, good. I’m glad.”

He hooked his arm around her as they walked into his house. She hadn’t had time to analyze his declaration of love in bed, but she was certain of one thing. A man who said “I love you” while having sex might not say it again. Except he was Parker. She trusted him. She was in love with him, and if he said he loved her too, then maybe he really did.

“What’s that look?” he asked as they shed their jackets.


She shrugged, not ready to bare every single thought that moved through her mind. “I just haven’t had a moment since this morning to think about, I don’t know… us. And kissing you for the hell of it, just like a random, for-no-reason kiss, that was awesome. Just kind of makes everything feel real when the last few days, really the last few weeks of my life, have been absurd.”

“Good.” He crossed his arms. “So we’ll hang here for a while. I have a couple of things to do, phone calls to make. You okay if I jump in the shower for a minute?”

“Yeah, yeah, sure. No problem.”

“Okay. You’ve been here before, you know the lay of the land. Anything you want is yours. Got it?”

Everything she wanted was standing before her. Even though she’d had him that morning and last night, it was as if he’d tapped a hunger she couldn’t stymie.

He snagged her close, laid his lips on hers, and made her senses explode before he set her free. “Alright, there’s an untraceable tablet on the coffee table, and the remote’s gotta be somewhere close to that. Be back in a few.”

She padded to his living room and sat on the couch. Everything was very Parker. Straight lines and hard edges, as if he’d found a black-and-white rule book for how a room should be decorated to look like a man’s place. But honestly, he’d nailed it. Thick, rich furniture, all of it dark. The walls were deep blues, the hardwood floor seemed more manly than elegant, and half a dozen techy magazines were tossed in a pile—well, there were military ones too. Ones named Tactical this, and Strategic that…

She sat down to Google Titan. The site immediately popped on the screen, and she paged through until she came to an executive staff bio page. Parker Black. What she read blew her mind. His career. His history. Where he’d been. What he’d done. And that was only what was public. She tried to hack past all of the safeguards in place but couldn’t. No reason to do it really, except that was how she passed the time. But it was locked down, impenetrable. Primarily, she assumed, because Parker—or rather BlackDawn—had run point on the site. The man knew what he was doing, she couldn’t fault him for that.

But after what she had read, if she’d been impressed before, she had a newfound respect for him. The guy just kept amazing her. Down the hall, she heard the shower running. Odd how that casual and intimate act made her swoon inside. A man showering, leaving her to roam his domain, was simple enough, yet it wasn’t—especially given everything she continued to learn about him.

She could spend the next twenty minutes staring toward the bathroom, imagining how he looked showering, or she could search for breakfast. Or for ice cream. That cured all ills. What were the chances that Mister Muscles had ice cream? She opened the freezer and smiled when she found a pint of vanilla. Not bad, BlackDawn.

Then she went in search of a bowl and maybe some toppings. Nothing said life on the run like dessert for breakfast. After opening cabinet after cabinet, taking in the stock of boxed, non-perishable, open-and-eat foods like granola bars, rice pouches, and instant potatoes, she realized that he had nothing perishable or confectionary-focused, so she moved to the fridge. Nothing but condiments, protein shakes, and beer. This place really was a bachelor’s pad.

With another quick search of the drawers, she found a spoon—

“There’s fudge in the pantry.”

Lexi jumped and spun. “Parker! You scared the—”

But as she took him in, tight T-shirt stretched and stuck across his semi-wet chest, jeans that hung low but were somehow molded to his hips and thighs, she lost her words. His hair was damp and the light scent of soap surrounded him, making her mouth water.

“I didn’t mean to sneak up. Thought you heard me.”

For a second time, her eyes raked down him. Sweet Jesus. “No problem.”

“Breakfast of champions?” He nodded at the vanilla ice cream. “Gonna eat it or…?”

Right. She was standing there like a moron, likely with her tongue hanging out. “You’re kinda soaked.”

“I rushed—I didn’t want to step away too long.”

“Did you get your work stuff done?”

“Yeah, about that…” His face grew grim. “It’s not orange sherbet, but did you want fudge or not?”

“Don’t even tell me you have a sweet tooth.” Big, lean, follows all the rules, stays inside the lines Parker stashed chocolate? Almost too funny to believe.


He smiled. “Maybe.”

She wagged her finger at him. “You totally played like you didn’t at the ice cream parlor.”

“Orange and chocolate?” He made a face but grabbed a jar of fudge out of the pantry she hadn’t searched. “Not my thing.”

“Want some vanilla instead?”

Parker shook his head, popped the cap, and stuck the jar in the microwave while she doled out her ice cream. When the microwave beeped, he grabbed the jar with a cloth and dumped enough chocolate onto her ice cream that she almost proposed to the man. Swishy warmness lit in her chest when she focused on him.

He licked his thumb. “Good stuff.” Then took another thumb of fudge and pressed it to her lips. “Careful, it’s still hot.”

Apparently, she had died and gone to heaven.

“Thanks,” she mumbled, licking off the last bit of chocolate. For as much as he was focusing on her mouth, something else was hiding in his eyes. “What’s the matter?”

“Sit. Eat.” He pushed out her chair then took his, flipping it around to straddle it.

Her stomach dropped as she did the same into her chair. “Really, I’d rather you just told me.” The spoon hung limp in her hand, and all of the vanilla ice cream was quickly turning to sludge. She stirred the bowl into a creamy chocolate river. “It’s about Shadow, isn’t it?” Because what else was there that Parker would know about right now?

He nodded. “Sweetheart…”

She stole her eyes back, scooped up the ice cream soup, and decided the safest course of action was to keep at her original plan: gorge on sugar.

“Lex, I’m really sorry.”

Sorry… like sorry? That couldn’t be right. That sounded a whole lot like condolences. She smashed and splashed her spoon into the bowl. An overwhelming sadness broke through her. All the time she’d spent with Shadow over the years, all of his advice. The father figure she’d always leaned on. He’d taught her, guided her, pushed her to become what she was today. He’d tried to protect her from Matt and, in his own way, pushed her toward Parker. Tears pricked at her eyes, and a lump sliced into her throat.

“Maybe you’re wrong,” she said quietly and bit her lip, letting the tears spill, knowing Parker wasn’t.

His head shook ever so slightly. “There’s no doubt.”

A sudden wave of guilt smashed her down, turning her world, drowning her away from even Parker as he sat there watching her. “Because of me. Because he went after Monarch.”

“That was stupid. That was on him.”

“Don’t say that,” she snapped.

Parker tossed up his hands. “Wrong thing to say. Sorry.”

Letting the spoon clatter to the table, she curled into a ball on the kitchen chair. The chair opposite her scraped on the floor as he pushed up and lifted her, sobbing, into his arms. He shushed against her ear, murmuring for her to get it all out. Her insides were broken. Dull pain radiated from every joint, in every bone. Even her blood hurt as it pumped through her heart. Everything inside her was heartbroken.

He collapsed on the couch with her bawling into his chest. “You’re going to be okay.”

She shook her head, eyes swollen. “How can you say that? The only man who I could even think of as a dad is dead because he tried to help me. He’s dead because of me!” Deep sobs stole her breath. Her mind stopped thinking forward, instead replaying their last moments over and over. “I’m an awful person.”

“Hardly.” He stroked her hair. “But I promise I’ll make this right. Okay?”

“What happened?” She sniffled, letting the tears slow even though devastation had its stranglehold on her. “Was he hurt? In pain?”

“Details aren’t important, and truthfully, I don’t know yet.”

Oh, God. He was. Shadow had died painfully because of her. “No… you have to tell me when you know. You have to. Promise?” She wiped at rogue tears. “I wish I could fix all this.”

“That’s why you have me. I’m a fixer. We’ll make it work, and I’ll take the hurt away.”

Shadow was dead, and people were after Monarch. How did she not know this would happen? She wanted to escape, just push away and run. Even as she squirmed, Parker didn’t let her go.

“You can’t control things like this, Lex. You do what you can to protect yourself, your work as you best see fit, then you move forward. Every situation has a risk, some higher than others. Shadow knew there was a risk, he tried to mitigate it, but he also kept too much information to himself. He didn’t ask for real help when he needed—”

“Monarch was mine.”

“Just because you create a program doesn’t mean it’s your fault when someone tries to take it. Strictly speaking, in terms of risk analysis, Shadow knew too much and shared too little. He was playing with matches and gasoline. If he knew what I think he knew, then he should’ve put the auction on hold and done the right thing. He had to have seen this coming.”

If she thought her stomach had dropped before, she was wrong. “What don’t I know? What did you just learn?”

“ARO has Monarch. They’ve infiltrated a foot army into the States.”

She’d armed a terrorist organization with dangerous information? “I think I’m going to be sick.”

But she didn’t run for the bathroom. She went limp, completely caught off guard by the intense panic and disgust that swirled in her bile.

“But there’s a saving grace.”

“What?”

Parker smiled carefully. “They haven’t run it yet. No one knows why; they’re working on that. My guess is, since they’re tracking you so hard, they’re too fucking dumb to figure it out.” Delicately, he moved her to the couch. “I’m going to get you some water or something. Just sit still.”

Nodding, she drifted alone in a world of darkness. “I created… something awful.” Which she really, truly loved. Monarch was a gorgeous program. She’d worked those lines of code as if they were clay forming a sculpture. The end result had been breathtaking. Until it wasn’t.

“No, sweetheart. Just like guns for protection aren’t bad, but in the wrong hands, bad things happen.”

“Yeah.” She sniffled. “True.”

“I think you’re brilliant, and you were robbed. What you made was terrific, and in the right hands, it could help people, could ensure the safety of millions of families…”

“But it ended with the bad guys.” She shook her spinning head.

“You can’t do this to yourself. I won’t let you.”

She scoffed. “You’re going to fix this too, huh? Just go back to work and take out a terror organization like magic?” Though she had seen him do some crazy shit, and that was just what he’d needed help on occasionally.

“Yes.” Parker’s face grew solemn as though he was selling his soul. “That’s exactly what I’m going to do.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


They rode in silence in Parker’s Range Rover as Lexi remained lost in her thoughts, still dealing with the sadness of losing Shadow in such a violent way. She wouldn’t get over it for a long time. Maybe never. Because as she sat there, trying to hide from the world with the help of Parker’s tinted windows and the Rover’s seat warmers, she was painfully aware that sadness hurt. It ached in a way that made her head pound, her jaw lock, her limbs limp, and her stomach sick.

As they coasted down Interstate 95, Parker took her hand. When his long fingers gripped her balled fist, warmth bled from her heart, trying to fight away the darkness and threatening a chokehold. They drove the remainder of the way, still in silence, with him holding her hand. They pulled up to a nondescript building and slowed down the steep driveway to an underground parking garage. Along the way, Parker swiped a badge and entered codes. Twice.

They pulled into a parking spot, and all she could think was the office building had a custom parking garage. The ceiling was high, the spaces were wide, and she could see why. The trucks and cars in there were larger than life. She saw a couple military-looking vehicles and a few other cars that looked like throwaways. Normal cars that would blend into a crowd, and she was certain they were for just that. Over the years, she’d met a few friends of Matt’s. Parker and his buddies, she had noticed, didn’t blend into the crowd—even if they were driving something nondescript.

“This is where you work, huh?”

“Yup.” He opened his door. “In we go.”

Lexi’s nerves kicked up, and she quickly got out also.

He took her hand again. “Look, whatever happens in there, whatever we learn and do, it’s going to be overwhelming, but it’ll also be fine.”

“Okay.”

“You might even see some familiar faces.”

Groaning, she bit her lip. Even though she’d had a chance to shower before they left his house, she was still in the same clothes she’d been in for the past day, and she didn’t want his co-workers thinking whatever people thought when they saw her looking like a two-day-old walk of shame.

He acted as though he sensed her unease. “You’ve met most of the guys before, right?”

She nodded as if that would make things better. “In passing.”

“So that was them relaxed.” They approached a door, and Parker pushed his face to it, letting the retina scanner identify him. “But here, they’re more intense.”

They were pretty damn intense to begin with. “Sweet.”

“But it won’t be a problem.”

He guided her through more security hoops, and with each passing layer of safekeeping, she became more and more certain that they were walking into some kind of spy headquarters. Finally they came up an elevator, walked through solid, masculine-looking doors that were more utilitarian than for showing off, and passed a simple but strong block letter sign that read Titan Group.

She felt eyes watching her from somewhere, and her sixth sense kicked into overdrive. Power and danger hung in the air and permeated the walls, and with each passing step, she understood Parker Black and BlackDawn better than ever. “Titan must be way more than I’ve comprehended.”


“Titan is—” He squeezed her close. “The most effective, efficient private security force in the world.”

Private security force. “Badass.”

“Generally.” His smile reached his eyes. “Titan jumps in when the best of the best need a hand.”

“Oh.” Her lips rounded and stayed that way as he guided her to a door. “Fancy.”

He laughed. “Here we go.”

Pushing the door open, he led her into what had to be the nerve center. It was sick. She’d never been surrounded by so much state-of-the-art technology. It was enough to make that safe house look like computer day at a dollar store.

“Holy crap.” Her eyes went wide, and curiosity exploded within her, dulling the hurt she’d been suffocated by for hours. Right now, all she wanted to do was fan-girl Parker’s office. “This shiz is crazy.”

“Decent setup, right?”

“I’ve never seen anything like it before. Ever.”

He dropped into a chair, letting her wander and stare around the room. Besides the equipment, there were flat screens with what looked like live feed thermal imaging, live feeds into offices, foreign-looking cities and streets, and empty meeting rooms that looked to be no more than desert-sand camouflaged tents. Watching him on his home turf was incredible. Smart was sexy, and with his genius put to good use, that made her both impressed and proud.

“If I’ve never told you before, you, BlackDawn, are really talented.”

“Thanks.” He looked pleased, but his brow was creased, and worry painted his eyes.

Going back to his keyboard, he looked as though he was pulling data and reading quickly. Not that she wanted to look over his shoulder, that’d be rude—whatever, it was about her. Screw protocol and manners.

“Tell me what the problem is,” she said.

“I’m just tapping in, trying to catch up. But—” He rubbed his hands over his face, more stress showing as he turned away. “It looks like a play’s in action. The ARO is in over their heads, trying to run the Monarch patch. Intel reads they probably expected to be unable to execute your program, which is why they’re after you. But it’s actually good news, confirmation they can’t run it.”

She could see on his body that he had more he hadn’t shared. “Might as well tell me everything, Parker. It can’t be worse than what I already know.”

His head dropped.

“It’s worse?”

His head waffled from side to side. “Yeah.”

“Please tell me. I have to know, or I’ll go nuts trying to figure it out.”

He stared forever at her before nudging his chin toward a chair. “Sit.”

She grabbed the rolling chair and slid it closer. “Tell me. Is it about Shadow?”

“Intelligence reports indicate his death was… not an easy one.”

She choked on the bile that sloshed into the back of her throat as nausea hit her. “Excuse me?”

“You don’t want the details, but he went down fighting. Because the program hasn’t been executed yet, I’d say he took his secrets to the grave. Chalk him up as a hero.”

The room spun, and without thinking, she crumbled in half. Everywhere she looked, technology blinked and whirred at her. This world, these things that she loved creating, had fucked her. They were just a big middle finger pointed straight at her.

“I need to get out of here.” She stood, rushing for the door, needing an escape.

“Lex—”

“Go away, please.”

“You can’t run around in here. There’s no place to go.”

“Then take me out of here! I don’t want to see any of this!” She spun around, pointing at servers and mainframes and wires and everything she’d found comfort in her entire life.

Parker pulled her tight, stroking her hair, her back. “Take a breath, it’ll be okay.”

“He was in pain. He died because of me,” she sobbed into his chest. “And I hate myself for that.”

“No, sweetheart. He died protecting the only girl he ever called family.”

She sucked a breath, tears streaming down her face. “He was my family. I have nothing. No one. I’ve never been so alone and hurting in my life.”

He directed her chin up, forcing her eyes to his. “Not true. You have me.” Then he wrapped her back into his arms and held her until the tears dried away.




CHAPTER FORTY


Sometimes a girl just had to cry it out. So Lexi did. Then she ate a protein bar that Parker had stashed away—it was disgusting. She could feel strength recirculating in her bones, her attitude renewed. Somehow she was starting to understand Shadow’s death and how he’d want her to live and laugh. Shadow had constantly pushed her to not be so serious. He’d want her to joke with Parker, which was what she’d been doing, slowly coming around.

She played on the internet while Parker took a few phone calls, updating whomever about what he knew or assumed, and he spent a lot of time listening, only to offer simple, confident, generally one-syllable answers.

Yes. No. No. Yes.

He rolled his chair back. “Hey, did you… want something to change into? I hadn’t thought about that.” He gestured with his hand. “You look great. I’m not saying that. It was just suggested that you might want to change.”

She grinned, watching him squirm, but then squashed the amusement off her face. She glanced at her days-worn leather pants and tight T-shirt. “You think I need to change?” Inside, she laughed all over again at his expression of pure male panic. “Really?”

“No. Um, well, see—” He scowled at the phone he had on mute. “Like I said, someone thought you might want to change.”

“So it came up in conversation that—” Her lips faltered, the corners dying to tug up in hysterics. “I needed different clothes?”

“No.”

“Do these pants make my butt look flat?”

“What!” His brows shot up. “No.”

“So it’s the shirt. What, too tight?”

His eyes dropped to her chest, and she almost died laughing. “No, Lex.” Then he could tell he’d been caught looking at her boobs. His gaze narrowed. “Are you fucking with me?”

“Maybe.” But she fell apart in her chair, laughing with her head tossed back. It felt amazing to let go and just have fun.

Parker stood, grumbling but laughing, and bent over her to press his lips to hers. “Coloring outside the damn lines.”

“What?”

“Nothing. Just something someone smart promised me I’d enjoy if I tried.”

She kissed him back, forgetting even the laughter for a minute as everything heated. “Alright, get back to your important phone call about my clothes.”

He smirked playfully, gave her another kiss, and said, “I’ll have the last laugh. Have you met Sugar? She’s pregnant, hormonal, and dead set on playing dress-up with you.”

Lexi had met Sugar. The woman was actually the closest Lexi had ever come to seeing someone dress the way she did pre-Matt, minus the vampy-sexiness that Sugar rolled around with as though it were everyday casual wear. But they did share a common theme: leather pants and sexy boots. That was something she could totally work with.

Bring on the hormones—Lexi wasn’t concerned in the least. “Have her call me.”

*     *     *

Stomach grumbling, Parker wondered how long Lexi would be gone with Sugar. They seemed to hit it off. He wasn’t sure why he’d had some initial nerves about siccing Sugar on Lex. Except the fact that he cared what Lexi thought about his friends, and he cared that Sugar had the easy ability to offend just about everyone on earth.

So… he was on edge and ready for dinner. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw two women strolling down a hall on the security feed. Parker pushed his chair over to get a better look. They passed from the frame and were gone from sight until Lexi and Sugar walked into Titan’s war room. They both had extra-large smoothies, and Parker was lust drunk over his girl as she toyed with the straw. Blood rushing in his ears, he needed in that room.

Sugar tossed a couple of magazines on the table and gave Lexi a hug before it looked as though she left her all alone. In that sinful outfit with her lips wrapped around that damn straw.

“What the fuck is wrong with me?” Feeling like a voyeur, he shook his head.

He couldn’t rid himself of the image of Lexi kicked back in a skirt, crossing one dark-covered leg over the other, propping her boots on an opposite chair. She sipped her smoothie, her cheeks hollowing, as she paged through a magazine with a big-ass gun on the cover. Christ, he’d never seen anything sexier.

His phone rang, and the screen showed Sugar’s name and face. Swiping to answer, he couldn’t even manage hello for all of his distracted thoughts. “That’s what you brought her as a change of clothes?”

Sugar laughed her ass off. “The girl’s, like, five inches shorter than me, like a buck ten. We don’t wear the same size. We went shopping.”

“Where, Biker Bitches Depot?” But wherever that store was, he was getting a line of credit.

“Turns out we like the same stores.”

“Imagine that. And you, what, suggested that skirt?” Or rather the scrap that was crawling up Lexi’s legs every time she fidgeted. Really, he should thank Sugar. But hell, God only knew how many red-blooded, unattached men roamed this building—actually none, now that he thought about it. Some had cleared out for training, and some had just gone home. He was supposed to mine some more intel, yet he really wanted to stake claim on Lexi at that moment.

“No, boy genius.” She laughed again. “The skirt was all her. My contribution would be the garters holding up that hose.”

Holy. Fuck.

“You’re welcome. I’m on my way out. Have her call if she needs anything.”

“See ya, Sugar.” Parker hung up the phone, grabbed a couple things, and headed to what was his.




CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


After the tenth page of guns and knives and things that caused mass destruction, Lexi realized there were many things in the world that she didn’t have experience with or even thought existed. Assault rifle upgrades? Who knew those bad boys needed modifications. And all these charts for velocity and accuracy? Guess it wasn’t as easy as “point and shoot.” Guns had specs like computers did, which logically made sense. But she’d never bothered thinking it over. She knew phishing, phreaking, spoofing, and spyware. Parker, it seemed, knew both.

Her mind slid back to him. She wondered what he’d found or where he was. Sugar had said she’d find him, but he was working. The door shot open, and Lexi jumped.

Parker.

That honey-warm feeling she now expected when she saw him rushed through her veins, making her legs and arms feel heavy. But it also reminded her that she had dressed for her, for him, to be noticed, and be her own person.

“Hi.” She unfolded her legs from the chair she’d perched against.

“Hey.” His eyes raked down her.

She’d taken time to brush her hair with a real brush, not just Parker’s comb. They’d grabbed her new makeup, and she swore there was confidence in wearing new, sexy lingerie. Sugar had sworn it was true, and she’d been right. Though sliding back into a style Lexi loved had also been a boost.

His dark-blue eyes smoldered as he stalked to her, and her eyes dropped to his hands—a roll of duct tape? Oh shit. Her stomach dropped. What the hell was that all about?

The scratching crack of the tape being unrolled in his hands made her eyes go wide, but he quickly bypassed her. A breeze settled over her, and she watched in complete confusion, spinning in the chair. Parker took one piece of dark tape and secured it over the wall. Stretch, tear. He and another piece of tape moved across the room, where he did the same. One more time, Parker repeated the action then turned to her.

The heat burning between them was enough to singe her clothes, make them turn to dust and blow away. The thickness of his erection bulged in his pants, and the sight of him hungry for her, the realization that he’d just covered every camera in the room, consumed her.

Instantaneously, she was aroused. “Parker—”

He grabbed her hips and lifted her onto the table. His full lips took hers, her tongue hungrily seeking out his. With her thighs clenched to his hips, she moaned into his mouth, needing what only he could make her feel. The impossible. Loved without fear of abandonment.

His large hands cupped her legs, running high until his touch moved above the garter-supported stockings. “Fucking hell, you are the sexiest thing.”

She refused to let him stop kissing her, and her mind wouldn’t compose a response for her to speak. Instead, she reached for his zipper as he ran a hand over the tops of her legs.

“Damn.”

Damn because she was soaking her panties? Damn because she’d found the silkiest things they sold? Didn’t matter—the reaction was what she wanted. He slid the fabric aside, and she pressed herself against his fingers.

“Yes,” she hissed. “Please.”

Without a second’s hesitation, Parker speared her with two fingers. She cried out, stifling herself with a bite to his shoulder. Their arms tangled, the masculine hair on his arm rubbing against her forearms as she unbuckled his pants. It was wild and rushed and absurd how they couldn’t keep their hands to themselves in the middle of this… war room.

She freed him. His erection bobbed heavy, and Parker wasted no time. One deep thrust, and she bit his shoulder again. Have mercy, this was incredible.

“Fuck, Lex,” he growled.

“You’re telling me. God.” She wrapped her legs around him. Everything before had been sweet and deep, but this was a carnal drug addiction.

He powered into her, holding her to him, making her take every single insane inch of his pleasure.

Their breaths echoed in her ears. “So good.”

He grunted in response. Lexi’s climax built immediately. Her mind was already there, surprised and shocked by how brutally amazing this was.

“More.” Seriously, she’d said it—hadn’t thought it and didn’t know how it was even possible.

Parker gripped her tight enough to crush her, and his rigid length pounded her until she was blinded with impending bliss. Her muscles banded tight and rippled. The orgasm sideswiped her to some other dimension, making the room fade. White light and all those sparkly, shiny fireworks ignited as forever spanned into a climax coma.

He seated himself deep inside her and strained his release. Her head lolled back, embracing that intimacy of his bare length coming inside her.

Parker took a deep breath, his head dropping on top of hers, his lips murmuring in her hair. Finally, he pulled away and slid her off the table. “I cannot get enough of you.”

They both righted themselves, but she knew she looked like she’d just been fucked. God and every person in this building probably knew how loud she was, even muffled by Parker’s shoulder, but screw it. She didn’t care.

“Never going to look at this table the same way again.”

She covered her mouth, trying not to laugh. “Oh, my God.”

“I had every intention of taking you to dinner and updating you. Got a little side-tracked, but still seems like a good idea. You hungry?”

“Sure, yeah.” She smoothed her skirt and could still feel him inside her. She needed to run to the ladies’ room, but she also loved how he’d internally marked her. “Do you, um, need to remove the duct tape? Why was that there? I mean, I guess it makes sense, but…”

He guided her out of the room and laughed. “Trust no one. Plus, a couple years back, I busted Winters and Mia damn near getting it on against a motel room door. I got pictures and everything.”

She smacked his chest. “That’s awful.”

He hooked an arm around her. “He’s going to get me back one day, but today wasn’t going to be it. Besides, their stuff was tame enough. They hadn’t gotten through the door yet. I adore Mia, and Winters is my boy. All good fun.”

“Well, if I’m the one he gets you back with, let me know—”

Parker pulled to a stop, scowling. “You really don’t get it, do you?”

Her eyes went wide. “Well, um—” Was he talking about them? “I, uh…”

“If I could kill Matt, I would. Because Jesus, shit, he did a number on you.”

Oh, yeah, her invisible scars. They were still there, but why was Parker scowling about them?

He grabbed her hand and practically dragged her back to office. There he sat her on a rolling chair and spun her around to see every screen, every piece of equipment that hummed and blinked for his attention. “This, Lexi, is what I know. I’ve told you, same as you’ve told me, how I feel. I’ve never done love. I don’t do feelings because, until you, they didn’t get in my way. I never noticed the warm fuzzies and whatever else. That’s how my brain works.”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“I told you I loved you for shit’s sake because I do. And you’re all ‘if you’re the girl I get caught with’? Fuck me running, what the hell more do I have to do besides notify you how I feel and want to stick with you like I can’t get enough? Because news flash, sweetheart: I can’t.”


“Parker—”

“I’ve said the words, done what feels like the right actions. But damn it, Lex, what more am I supposed to do? I am out of my element.”

Her jaw hung open. “I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

His hands ran into his hair. “Shit. I’m not hurt. Nor am I concerned about you going anywhere. If that makes me a cocky motherfucker, fine. Call me cocky. But you need to realize what’s in front of you.”

“I see you. I do. I get it. I think. It’s just, I don’t know. I—”

“You are more amazing than even you know.” His hands rubbed over his face. “And I have no idea how to do more than be by your side, saying the words that I thought were supposed to do the trick, holding your hand—I mean, tell me what you need, Lex. Then consider it done.”

Unexpected tears streamed down her face. “I want you.”

“You need to trust me.”

“I trust you. It’s me I don’t.”

“Then fix it, Lex.”

She wiped her wet cheeks. “I’m trying.”

“Good.” He blew out a frustrated breath. “I can plan the crap out of a mission objective. Give me a little time, and this job is good as done.”

“I’m a job?” she squeaked.

“It’s the only way I know how to fix things.”

Her eyes went wide. “What do I have to do?”


“Grab on.” He extended his hand. “We’ll find a way to figure it out.”




CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


Basketball played on Parker’s flat screen as he lounged in the living room while sipping his beer with his woman in his arms. Lex played on her tablet and mindlessly petted Bacon, same as she had every night this week. Titan didn’t have any teams on mission, and Jared had turned over all of Titan’s intel on the ARO to the Defense Intelligence Agency. Life was good. Parker could be lazy and do nothing, and he enjoyed the daily routine he and Lexi had picked up.

She twisted to face him. “I’ve identified part of my problem.”

“What are you working on?” he asked.

“No. I mean with me.”

Muting the college hoops, even though his bracket was totally killing it, he thought it was interesting that she’d figured out an aspect of the trust-herself problem when he was no closer to the resolution. If he’d had one of those within his sights, he could at least mentally crunch the numbers and know statistically if it had a shot in hell at being successful. “Alright. Shoot.”

His plan was to lie low, stay in bed, order delivery, make love, make her scream, walk the dog, and start over again. It might even be a solution. He wasn’t saying it wasn’t, but he had checked the computational value of just living as they were. Whatever, he was overthinking this. When she was ready to trust herself, she would.

She turned around again. Her back was on his stomach, her blond hair spread on his chest. Bacon was on the floor, snoring like a fat man, even if the girl had lost a few pounds. Lexi’s arm hung off the sofa, casually petting her dog and sometimes rolling the poor thing over when she got too loud. The casualness of it all made him comfortable, made him feel complete, as though he shouldn’t be anywhere but holding her and watching ball on TV.

“I don’t belong anywhere,” she said quietly. “I don’t go home at the end of the night because I don’t have anywhere to go.”

One week. Seven dinners, seven nights in bed. Eight mornings of waking with her in his arms, and he had no intention of making the eighth night any different. Actually, he had no intention of changing the eighth, the eighteenth, or the eightieth night, and he was confident about her thinking that too. “You don’t like staying here?”

She twisted to face him. “I love staying with you.”

“So stay here.” He shrugged.

“I can’t just stay here. I need a place where I live.”

“Seems like you’re living now.”


“You’re a guy. You don’t get it. I need a place that’s mine. With my things. My stuff. I mean, everything at my old house, I’m sure he’s sold it off or burned it or whatever. But I need more than just the stuff Sugar and I went shopping for.”

“I like you being here, sweetheart, but I’m also not about to let you out of my sight when I’m not one hundred percent sure that no terrorist fuckers are going to try to grab you in the middle of the night.”

“I’m a work thing!”

He laughed as she grumbled. “You’re not a work thing, and you know it.”

Lexi pressed her forehead to his chest as if she was burying her face. “I need a place of my own. It feels weird to just be here.”

“Hmm.” He stroked her back, basking in the quiet, trying to think of how to say what he needed to say without sounding like a bossy dick. Simple facts were what he could understand. He loved her. He wanted her in his house. He enjoyed waking up with her naked body pressed to his and died to be inside her every night.

“What does ‘hmm’ mean?” she asked, resting her chin on his sternum.

“I hadn’t thought about what we were doing; I was just living each day with you.” He turned the muted television off and wrapped his arms around her. “So what do you want to do?”

“I don’t know. I can’t just sit and work from your office all day.”

“You want to stay here and work?” Though watching her interact with the guys who’d come through his office had been… he didn’t know the word for it. It’d been as it should be.

They all got on well, though a few had met her before. She worked hard, worked quiet. It was totally impressive to watch her think and watch her fingers fly over the keyboard. Hell, he could barely get shit done for watching her work. If he thought that leather rocker-chick look she had going on was hot, her brain gave him an instant hard-on. Because damn, she was brilliant.

She sighed. “I don’t know.”

“What’s really the problem?”

“What if you get sick of me?”

“Back to you trusting you. Still not taking offense to it, sweetheart, but I am calling you on it.” His cell phone buzzed on the table. The screen lit with his contact at the Defense Intelligence Agency. “Hang tight, I have to get this.” With a swift move, he sat her up, answered the phone, and headed toward his office. “Hello?”

“Sorry to call so late,” the familiar voice said. “But we have a confirmation and need direction on Flyaway.”

Operation Flyaway was the working title of tracking down Monarch to ARO and seeing where it landed. He’d been itching for news on Monarch for days, but since they’d handed the job off, he hadn’t heard a word. “Okay.”

“Our eyes on the ground have seen the laptop. We’re right about their intentions for micro-targeted, door-to-door attacks. But the computer was damaged, or something has corrupted it. They’ve kidnapped a few hackers and are forcing them to work. No one can pull it off, but with trial and error, they’ll get it soon.”

“Get the civilians out, blow the whole place up.” That’s what Titan would do anyway.

“We have different protocol, as you know.”

Parker grumbled. Maybe they shouldn’t have turned the Monarch problem over and just taken care of business on their own. “So what do you need?”

“A hacker who goes by the name SilverChaos. We have an opportunity to track the entire ARO network, but their system has to be infected with physical access.”

“Bullshit, I can get in anywhere.”

“There’s no time to prove you wrong. They’re decentralized, rarely hooking into network, always off the grid. They want SilverChaos, and we need physical access to rootkit the system and install malware that can harvest intel the rare times they hook in.”

Damn it. Parker couldn’t access what didn’t have a connection. But Lexi couldn’t do an in-person job. There were too many risks. “No. SilverChaos isn’t possible.”

“Any reason why not? The guy can name his price and any indemnification he wants for any outstanding issues.”

“Outstanding warrants aren’t the issue.”


“Then get a price from the guy. We need to get him in there.”

“The woman is under our protection, and we’re not turning her over for you DIA dicks to run shop over.”

“Come on, Parker. You’re not putting one person above the safety and security of a nation?”

“Of course I’m not, asshole.” Though that sounded exactly like what he was doing. Shit. “Give me another option. We’ll work on it.”

“We’re up against a hard deadline. I don’t have time to come up with another option. You can find anyone; our plan was for you to find SilverChaos.”

“I call bullshit for having only one plan.”

“You need to make this play happen. Run it by him—her. Whatever she wants. Done. Record cleared—”

“That is just one of the reasons I don’t want to turn her over to you. You assume she’s a criminal? No more than you and me, man. Plucking people out of nowhere—”

“Don’t compare some hacker to intelligence work.”

“She’s elite.”

“And I’m decorated. Get her in the goddamn office.”

Parker rubbed a hand over his face, knowing that he’d walked into that one, but worse was knowing that if it hadn’t been Lexi, he never would have balked.

“Parker, I’m one phone call away from contacting Jared Westin. No one wants to do that.”

He cackled. “Call Jared. See if he doesn’t defer to me, asshole. Let me be clear to you. If Silver does anything associated with this job, I call the shots and I run point. You got that? Because Jared will defer to me.”

“Fuck me, tell me Silver’s not actually Titan?”

“In every sense of the word. For all you care, Silver is Titan in every conceivable way you can imagine, then some you can’t.”

The man grumbled in Parker’s ear before agreeing. “Call you back.”

“Fine. Call, as long as you have more than one option.” Parker hung up the phone, pocketed it, and turned to find Lexi staring at him.

“What do they want me to do?” she asked.

Damn it. “No idea. I didn’t get that far because they didn’t have another option for consideration.” That, and no way was he involving her in anything like this. He could imagine the job—sending her to some Jihadist work site—and it didn’t matter if it was in the States or overseas. It was a big, fat, hell no.

“I can help.”

“They’re going to ask for a lot more than help, Lex.” Like her life. He wouldn’t risk it, and he wouldn’t let her consider it either. Parker shook his head, feeling anxiety grow in his chest. SilverChaos was the best option for the greater good. “No. Nope. No way. There’s always another way. They shouldn’t have approached me with a single option.”

She pulled her cell from her back pocket. “I’ll call Sugar. She’ll call Jared, and I can talk to whoever that was.”

“Lex.”

“And then I’ll get my way.”

He rubbed his temple. “You have no idea what you’re asking. I have no idea what they want, just a few assumptions. So to agree to that before we even know? I can’t, and you won’t.”

“But I can.”

“Why?” he near-shouted, frustration at the situation choking him.

“You know I’m the best solution. If I can keep people from being hurt, then I want to.”

“Lex—”

“I created it, don’t you get that? I have a responsibility to stop it.”

“And I have a responsibility to you!” He threw out his arms. “I want you here. I need you here. In this house. Under this roof. I need you just as badly as I love you. Goddamn it, I don’t want to run the numbers on this op’s risk. I don’t want to crunch data as to whether or not you will make it out alive. Alive! Don’t you get that?”

She blinked, not saying a word.

His insides raged. Not at her. Just at the world, just because she was right. “I can’t look at statistical computations and make any justification for what should be done, what’s worth the risk. It eats me alive, but I can’t choose them over you. You. Are. Mine. And I can’t say I want you to help because it’d be a lie.”

Breathing like a mad man, he paced the room. She didn’t budge, just watched him circle as his phone rang again.

“Shit,” he growled. It would either be Boss Man or his point of contact at the DIA. Either way, he didn’t want to take the call. But he grabbed the phone, his sense of honor warring with his sense of self. DIA POC. Shit again, but he answered. “Better be good news.”

“Sorry—”

He flung the phone on the bed and stormed out.




CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


The phone’s screen ticked seconds away, and Lexi alternated looking at it and at the door Parker had just stormed through. She’d put him in this crappy position, torn between doing the right thing and what he wanted to do. Well, she could make life a lot easier for him. Holding her breath, she climbed onto the bed and held the cell as if this was a make-or-break moment. And it was, on several levels. She was choosing to protect Parker from her, but at the same time, going against his wishes. She was also protecting the world from what she’d created. She couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t try.

Gingerly, she held the phone to her ear. This conversation could change the course of her life. Parker could walk away from her or, as he’d made clear, she might die.

Crap. No good solution.

Lexi took a deep breath and whispered, “Hello?”

“Hello? Who is this?”

Her insides trembled. “This is Silver.”

There was a long pause, making her wonder if she had done the wrong thing.

“Hello?” she tried again.

Finally, a string of low curses. “It’s ten fifty-seven on a Wednesday night. He’s flipping out, and you’re on the phone.”

“Yes.”

“You’re Parker Black’s woman?”


She nodded. “Yes.” Though pulling a move like this might mean she would no longer be Parker’s. “Can you tell me what’s going on? Or at least why you need me?”

“Goddamn it. Hang on.” There was noise in the background, as if whoever it was was talking to someone else. Seconds ticked by. “I can’t share, Silver. It’s classified.”

“But it’s about me? I want to help, just talk to me.”

“Shit. Let me think. We’ll call back.”

“No. Wait. Tell me enough, what’s not classified.” Because if he got off the phone and started talking about her as Parker’s woman, not Silver the hacker, she didn’t trust that anyone would make an unbiased decision. “I can make this happen. I have to help. I—need to. But I can’t hurt him, and he won’t put me in a dangerous position. Just give me enough that I can tell you what to do with me, then you do what you need to.”

He cursed and mumbled, “Don’t hang up.”

She heard Parker stomping around the house. Soon as he realized she was on the phone with whoever this guy was, the conversation would end fast. “Hurry.”

But he was already gone. She waited, watching the digital alarm clock. One minute, then two ticked by.

“Ma’am?”

“Yes?” she said, watching the door for Parker.

“We’ll tell you what we can.” He spent the next two minutes vaguely talking about the program she had designed, who had it, where they had it, and why it appeared they were stuck. The laptop wasn’t far, likely in a stronghold on the east coast, where their so-called expert hackers had tried and failed to repair the improperly functioning code. Shadow had been tortured, and someone had made an attempt to find her twice. But the ARO hadn’t outsourced well in either their code-breaking or kidnapping talent.

The man then took a deep breath and rushed through the details that the Arab Resistance Organization was known for executing those who’d served their purpose or who had failed. No wonder Parker’s risk analysis aversion was so intense. All of the information scared the bejesus out of her.

Eventually the ARO’s trial and error would fix their Monarch problems, then lots of people would die. She had no choice but to get involved. But she was so far out of her comfort zone that she couldn’t see where her next move started. No way could she do this alone.

“I have an idea,” she said shakily. “Call back in thirty minutes.” Even though presenting Parker with the idea would bring a certain yes or no within a matter of seconds.

“Yes, ma’am.” Then the line went silent.

Alright then. She steeled her nerves and went in search of the noisemaker who kept stealing her heart. She found him in the living room, pulling books that had already been perfectly lined up on shelves and slamming them back into place.

“Hey.” She picked up a thick programming interface book and handed it to him.

“Hey.” He slammed the hardback into a precise spot.

She grabbed another, this one on risk analysis of military security. “Don’t be a baby.”

His smoldering blue eyes narrowed. “Knowing the statistical outcome of any op that you might die in doesn’t—”

“I have an idea.” She pushed the book at him. “We could work together on this.”

“No interest.” He rearranged two books on reverse engineering of foreign state algorithms.

Not to be distracted by the scope of variety of his reading collection, she stepped in front of the shelf. “I’m going to help. You might as well be by my side while I do it. Just like I’ve been by your side every time you sent me an SOS for a set of hands.”

“Not comparable. Virtual versus flesh and blood. Your flesh and blood.”

“We go where they say, we do what we do. In person. Together.”

“Shit, Lex, come on. It doesn’t work that way.”

“I think it could work a lot more in the way I want than you’re giving me credit for.”

He snatched more books and lined them up straight. “Only way I want you involved is if you’re in a secure room a thousand miles away. Since it doesn’t work like that—”

“Since it doesn’t work like that, you’re willing to let people die instead?”

“Fuck!” He threw a book across the room. “Goddamn it. No. Is that what you want to hear? No, I can’t let that happen. But what do you want from me?”

“For you to be by my side. They, this ARO, keeps trying to take me, right? Every time they try to abduct me, we are together. So we get taken.” His eyes narrowed, and she knew he was thinking it over. Lexi leaned against his chest. “If I have to do this, Parker, hold my hand and make it safe. Please.”

His body deflated even as he held her tight, breathing deeply against her neck. “I don’t know how to risk someone I’d die if I lost.”

She pressed her chin to his chest and gazed up. “Don’t bother running numbers if you don’t go with me.” Her lungs ached as she readied to plead for what they had to do. “But if you do go with me, I’ll tell you with one hundred percent accuracy what your programs can’t. We will make it through because I want my life here with you too. I’ve wanted it for far too long, and nothing will stop me from loving you. If our problem was that I couldn’t find it in me to trust myself, then it’s fixed. I trust my gut on this. It’s what we need to do.”

He squeezed her tight but didn’t agree.

“Don’t make me break out the Semper Fi on you.” Not that she would throw his honor in his face—she knew his eventual answer would be the right one—but hurrying up his conclusion and decision, yeah, that she had to do.

Parker’s eyes closed, and he grumbled as though he was in pain before he took a breath. “If we’re going to do this, Titan’s on point. I’ll call Boss Man.”




CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


Sandwich shops always drove Parker crazy. They smelled yeasty like baking bread, and he hated to watch his food go down a conveyor belt. It all came down to control, reminding him that he’d rather be in his teched-out lair at Titan or the war room, with the ability to see the plays coming and make adjustments. Today wasn’t like that. It was just him and Lexi with their asses hanging in the wind, waiting and baiting some terrorist motherfucker to whisk them away.

This setup was his nightmare, even though Titan and military associates had eyes on him. They could almost take over a third-world country with the amount of military know-how that was sitting in that sandwich shop, and still Parker wanted to bundle up his petite, leather-clad biker chick and head home.

“Don’t you think this is a little obvious?” Lex said, playing on her phone. Whatever game she was into, she was winning, moving up a level, buying tokens and credits and whatever else under her handle, on the phone that they’d tracked her with before.

“Yeah, obvious is our goal.” Simple plan. He repeated it again and again. Force the ARO to make a grab, embed themselves in their hideout, infiltrate their network, and shut down Monarch. With much more aggression, he jammed buttons on his phone as well.

“Too obvious, I mean.”

Lexi’s eyes kept darting to the back corner, where Nicola, Beth, and Sugar, all playing the part of innocent moms-to-be, sat watching the points of entry. Pregnancy hadn’t slowed any of them down, though they had removed themselves from direct action involvement. Still, they were a force to be reckoned with, and he was glad he had those ladies behind him.

He finished his sandwich and balled up the wrapper, catching Winters at the farthest table by the back hall. He was on his second box of Dots and shooting the shit with the new guys. Everyone in the shop, with the exception of Parker’s table, was relaxed while he and Lex were sitting ducks, waiting to be hunted.


His skin prickled. For as much as Lexi had been briefed about what would likely happen when they grabbed her, she couldn’t understand the fear she was about to feel. She had been told, had seen videos, had listened to audios… the woman was the most intelligent person he’d ever worked with, but there was something to be said for when shit actually went down. No amount of brain power could squash basic human reaction. He slammed down his phone and took a stabilizing breath.

“We’ve got something,” Winters murmured into a box of Dots.

“Roger that,” Sugar confirmed, holding up a onesie. “He’s searching for someone. Dark pants, green jacket. Full beard.”

The man crossed Parker’s line of sight.

A sick trickle of concern made his blood run cold. “Last chance, sweetheart. Pull the plug on this. Now.”

She shook her head. “Nope.”

He wanted to drag her outside as much as he admired her strength.

The bearded man stopped at their table, eyes bouncing between them. Discreetly, he showed the butt of a gun. “SilverChaos,” he said to Lexi in his heavy accent. The words were as serious as the threat in his dark eyes. “Your assistance is needed. Come quietly.”

Lexi’s face went pale, and Parker would’ve died to make how she felt go away. Instead he grabbed her hand.

“Get up, go out the door.” The man discreetly nudged the weapon inches from her head. “We need to talk about a business proposition. Five minutes, and this will all be done.” He leaned closer.

From an outside perspective, they were chatting with an old, albeit intense, friend. But Parker’s chest clamored at the point-blank range Lexi was in.

“Or do you want to kill your boyfriend?” he asked.

“No,” she quipped.

“Easy there.” Parker nodded to her. “If you have business with her, sit down and talk.”

His eyes narrowed on Lexi. “Get up and walk out the door.”

All Parker had to do was make sure they took him with her. “She’s not going anywhere without me, jackass.”

“Last chance.”

“I’ll go if he can come too.” Lexi’s eyes darted between the ARO asshole and him. “Please.”

The man stared hard as seconds ticked by. Parker’s certainty that this would work began to wane.

“Please,” Lexi whispered, her voice shaking.

With the gun still trained on her, the man nodded, relenting. “Both of you, up.”

Relief at the small victory flooded him. He didn’t want to go to plan B if Lexi was taken alone. They both stood, grabbing their phones.

“Leave them,” the man snapped.

Lexi whimpered. She was playing a part, following a script. So she was only acting scared… Parker repeated it over and over, except the fear coating her voice sounded so real.

“Okay.” She met his eyes, left her phone, and turned to their abductor.

The man roughly guided them toward the exit, passing Winters, who gave him a discreet nod. Titan had eyes everywhere. Even if they stayed far back, they had satellite coverage as well. Parker would keep his mic and earpiece for as long as possible. They just had to get Lexi to a computer where she could work from within their system, manipulate Monarch to appear to work, install untraceable malware, and do it without suspicion. Sure. Easy. Why not. Shit… it was literally one of the most complicated pieces of code to ever have been created. His stomach dropped, and he held her hand tighter than was needed, holding on to what was most precious.

Like out of a cliché movie, a windowless industrial-looking van raced up, and they were pushed inside the back door. Their abductor jumped in behind them, joining the four occupants already inside. Two were in the back, where the seats had been ripped out, and two up front in the driver and passenger seats. The van filled with Arabic, a huge advantage for them, since Parker had a solid working knowledge of the language. But even if he hadn’t, the heated discussion was easy to decipher.

Why are there two?

What do we do with the other one?

For the moment, Parker wasn’t concerned with staying alive. Everything from their clothes to the way they bickered said no one there was a decision-maker. That was the guy he had a real concern about.

“Where are you taking us?” Lexi’s gaze bounced around the van. “You said talk. You wanted to talk about business!”

Black hoods were roughly pulled over their heads. A boot stomped on their handhold.

“Ow,” Lexi cried.

“Careful with her, asshole.” Head covered, Parker slammed his head forward, butting the jerk who had hurt her. His swift attack hit with nearly complete accuracy, and he felt the man’s nose crack.

Another round of Arabic rang out, and one of the men weakly pistol-whipped the back of Parker’s head. It might have been a pathetic blow, but it still hurt like a bitch. Goddamn terrorist prick. They exploded in Arabic again.

Don’t hurt him. He might be an incentive to make her work.

He ignored the pain and listened to their bickering, as well as the bloody sniffles of the man with a now-cracked nose. He also listened for all things Lexi. For tears or worried breaths. For fear or pain. His senses were on hyper-alert when it came to her, and God help any man who hurt her, because Parker wouldn’t give two fucks for tearing him apart.

Except right this second, he couldn’t protect her. So maybe God help him.




CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


It felt like they’d hit a highway, and Lexi’s heart hammered, adrenaline spiking. It was one thing to talk a big game and say she could help infiltrate a terror cell. Sure, jeez, no problem. But with a bag over her head, men yelling in a language she couldn’t understand, and Parker already scuffling with them, this was the very definition of a bad idea.

The bag over her head was opaque and stunk like the bad breath of a thousand abducted victims. It smelled like tears and fear, vomit and blood. While she’d been prepared to be blindfolded, nerves made her stomach slosh.

The wicked words floating around her head were indistinguishable. She didn’t understand anything they said, but they were furious at Parker to the point that she was scared they’d kill him.

They had to stick together and stay silent for them both to make it out alive. The drive felt mostly like interstates. They were speeding by hundreds of cars full of people who had no idea she was in there. But many intelligence operatives did, so she should feel some sort of relief. Parker had a tracking beacon on, and she had a tiny microphone sewn into the hem of her shirt. All she had to say was the job was done, and Titan would descend.

There was the sound of a scuffle and a grunt. Lexi cringed at what sounded like Parker absorbing a kick to the gut. Her heart slammed in her throat for every minute of their long drive.

“Please don’t hurt him,” she whispered.

No one said a word. Not even Parker told her it’d be alright, and that lack of communication made her anxiety grow.

Finally the van slowed, and she toppled over the floor when they made a sharp right turn. Pushing herself upright, one of the men pushed her back down again, catching her off guard.

“God! Ow.” She shirked back.

A presumably blindfolded Parker attacked whoever was next to him, and they returned the hit. Her gut twisted. She needed to stay quiet if for no other reason than every time she made a noise, he lashed out at someone, and they hit back.

“I said don’t touch her,” he growled. “You want someone to push, you push me.”

The van door slid open, and a man grabbed her arm and yanked her onto the ground. She kept the cry of pain to herself as her knees and palms were scratched on asphalt.

Her pusher hocked and spat, the grossness landing close enough to her that it hit the ground with a disgusting smack. “Stupid American slut.”

Well, not so stupid that they could figure out Monarch. But she bit her tongue and wouldn’t go near the slut part. They didn’t like women, right? Second-class citizens?

She rolled away from the sound-of-spit landing zone and tried to get to her feet. Her ears burned for Parker. It sounded as if he had men on both sides, forcing him to walk with them. She was pulled and pushed toward where she assumed Parker was. Their shoulders bumped, and the brief contact was instant relief. She reached for his hand, but no—his were angled behind his back.

“You okay?” he asked calmly.

“Yes.” A hand slammed between her shoulder blades. She lost her footing and went down, her hands scraping again. “Ow, damn it!” Her palms burned, maybe bled. She wanted to wipe them or look for gravel in the cuts.

“Son of a bitch.”

Parker’s struggles reached her ears, as though he was trying to take out the lot of them. Part of the act he’d been assigned was belligerent, antagonistic, overprotective boyfriend. Unplanned, untrained, and reactive. Honestly, she had no idea how much was an act and how much was him trying to kill armed men while blindfolded and handcuffed.

“I’m fine,” she whispered. For her part, she had been told to act scared and untrained, like a hacker who needed her boyfriend. It was easy to play.

The ARO men pushed her and Parker forward across what felt like a parking lot. Everything around them was silent, abandoned. Like they were the only people on earth.

“Step,” the man with broken English ordered.

She stepped high twice before she reached what she was supposed to step onto. An elevated floor. The chilly air smelled like metal. Another round of words she didn’t understand came fast, and she was tugged away from Parker.

“No! Wait!”

But all she got was a push. Still stuck with the nauseating bag over her head, she lost her balance and stumbled, barely catching herself. A hand yanked her up, pulling her arm and making her scream. In the background, far away but echoing in the dark vastness, she heard Parker yelling for her to stay strong.

She couldn’t. She was going to vomit, joining the others who already had in this awful, airless bag. Her legs were weighted, each step closer to wherever erased all of her confidence in her decision, her patriotic duty, her desire to be brave like she thought Parker was. Tears sprang and slipped down her cheeks. This was the worst idea she’d ever had, and it proved, without a doubt, she had no good judgment. He’d tried to warn her, begged her to stand down, but Lexi had been bullheaded and pushed this.

Parker was right. He was right about everything, and she wondered if he already knew what the risk analysis said. He denied it, but could he not? What was the chance she’d make it out alive if they stayed near the sandwich shop? If they took her hours away? If the ARO separated them? She thought of Parker and could almost guarantee that he was running all the computations of her survival, even without the luxury of his war room. She knew he stood by her decision to likely get herself killed all because she’d thrown words like honor and duty in his face.

God, she was an awful person.

Maybe they wouldn’t kill her. She was blindfolded, and according to TV shows and movies, that was a good thing. If she couldn’t see them, then it wouldn’t be a problem to let her live. Even though Titan and whoever else was supposed to sweep in if things got too bad before she completed her assignment.

They came to an abrupt stop, and the bag was ripped off, grabbing her hair with it. “Shit!”

But no one cared. They simply tossed the bag on the floor, and two men were walking away. Oh no—their faces weren’t hidden, and they didn’t look concerned. Prime time TV 101 said that her likelihood of dying just skyrocketed.

Lexi sucked down the desire to puke or pass out and glanced around at where they’d left her. It was the middle of an open area with industrial ceilings, a metal door on the far side surrounded by pallet-made walls. The space was maybe twenty yards by twenty, and there was a desk and computer in the middle.

A man she hadn’t seen before walked from the shadows. He circled her, assessing and judging. His intense scrutiny wasn’t about her as a woman but a hacker. She could sense her people, and this guy was a wannabe-elite hacker, a man with no scruples. He was evil. It flowed in the air as he breathed. His eyes were as intelligent as they were dead. He had no morals, no compass, no thought for humanity. He was as emotionless as she’d ever seen a person. It was completely terrifying.

“SilverChaos.” The man towered over her, just a little shorter than Parker, and he was pissed. In a major way. All because he couldn’t figure out Monarch.

Her objective was the ARO network as much as it was pretending to fix Monarch. She needed to infect their system while she worked, creating a dormant program. Whenever the laptop connected to the internet, the malware would silently, automatically come to life and trace how large the Arab Resistance network was, both on US soil and abroad. The demon program would hunt and harvest the ARO’s contacts, correspondences, uploads, and downloads. Every keystroke, every one click. Everything.

“It was hard for me to believe a slight woman like you, dressed like sin, was smart enough to be SilverChaos.”

Bam! A gunshot echoed through the air. She jumped, turning toward the noise. Terror ran through her. Parker had been shot? God. Wait. No. In her briefings, they’d said that the abductors might trick her, make her think they’d harmed Parker to get to her react. Or they might have actually harmed him, in which case there was nothing to be done.

Bile burned her throat. Now she was the one running the probability statistics, even though she had no idea what the confidence intervals or variable manipulation factors would be to correlate survival. A small sliver of what Parker had to have been feeling began to overwhelm her.

Bam! As the second shot rang, she cried out. She needed Parker to explain that the shots were simple tricks, that everything would be alright. Her lips trembled, her teeth chattered. With blurry eyes, she squeezed them shut to get rid of the tears and end the nightmare, but neither happened.

“I go by Taskmaster. You will do as I say.” His lightly accented English was articulate.


“Please, I don’t—”

He inclined his head. “I’ve been impressed with you. I will give you that. But I’m done with your games. The ARO revolution is in place, and you hold the key.” Carefully, he reached behind him and unsheathed a long, serrated blade. “Your mentor did not go easy.”

Eyes wide, she moaned at the thought of Shadow under the knife’s blade. “No.”

He nodded then tilted his head toward the desk. “You don’t need all of your fingers to work. We will go one at a time if that is what it takes.”

Tears flooded her eyes. “Please—”

“Or you will sit down and repair the Monarch files.”

She sniffled. “Don’t kill me.”

“I’ll kill you if you don’t work, but not before I get what I need.”

She moaned with fear. “I’ll do it, and you’ll let me go?”

“You’re not in a position to negotiate.”


“What can I do to”—her hands shook—“survive?”

“You’re a resource. Prove your talent is worth keeping.” A flat, uncaring smile moved on his lips, but he’d just given the reason he might not shoot her dead the second he thought she was done.

All she had to do was make sure he knew she was game. Careful to use the simple words she’d been taught by military psyche-war people, she nervously continued the conversation. “Keep me alive, and I’ll do whatever you need.”

His eyes assessed her again.

“Please,” she whispered, wiping away tears.

“Sit. Work.” He spun the knife in his hand. “We can discuss other options after you have completed your task.”

Numbly she walked to the computer and booted it up, tears still quietly streaming down her face. She wondered if the gunshots were a tactic or if Parker was really dead.




CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


Two gun shots in the old warehouse, and Parker was going to murder everyone that he didn’t recognize as a friendly. The men guarding him cackled after the shots were fired, knowing it had gotten to him. Damn it, his mind was stronger than these petty maneuvers, which were not unexpected. But the mind games got to him more than they should. One of his guards paced closer, delighting in what had obviously made Parker react, and chuckled as if the inevitable had just happened.

“I’m gonna kill you first, fucker,” Parker snarled with his hands still taped behind his back. “Then you next.”

Both men laughed, and Parker seethed. They’d gone through a maze of hallways with his eyes covered before arriving there, where they took off his hood. The room held little that he could use as a weapon when the time came. A few chains hanging overhead. The table, a chair. Metal barrels marked as chemicals. His mind ran over every object, assessing how they could be used, even if right now, he wasn’t in a position to do much but wait.

Another man walked into the room. His dress varied from the men who’d taken him. Motherfuckin’ terrorist middle management.

“Ah,” he said in a light accent, “I see we have SilverChaos’s boyfriend. Unexpected, but a useful incentive if need be.”

“You hurt her, so help me God, I will tear you apart.”

“See?” He grinned like death. “We all do things in the name of our god. You want to kill me.” He made a face as though he found humor in it. “And I want to kill you.”

“I will.”

“You might try.” The man clapped. “She was hard to pin down, but I assume that has something to do with you.”

“Eat a dick, asshole.”

“Stupid American. All muscles, no brain.”

How many minutes had gone by? If the ARO had put her on a computer already, they were almost golden. He needed to drag this out for another fifteen? Maybe? Then she would have done what she needed to to infect their system in a way that this dumbfuck never saw coming.

“You don’t like a smart woman, do you?” Parker goaded.

“Smart and useful are different.” A snide, self-important sneer crossed his face.

“Sucks to be outmaneuvered by a female, right? Is that what bothers you most? Or that your attempts to get her before were amateur?”

“You aren’t worth my time.”

Parker turned to the two men at the door. “Your boss was one-upped by a woman. God—Allah—whoever you fucks pray and kill for is laughing.” The guy smacked Parker across his face, making him laugh. “No wonder a woman outsmarted you. You even hit like a girl.”

That time, his captor roared back and punched him in the gut.

Parker laughed harder, arms still taped behind his back. “Pansy ass.”

“Kill him.”

Parker caught the man’s eye. “Another thing you can’t do yourself.”

With a maddening look, the man charged. Parker dropped to the ground, pulling his legs up and sliding his duct tape-tied hands from behind him in the split second it took to fall. Wrists now in front of him, Parker wrapped them around the captor’s neck, locking him inches from his own face. Parker slammed his head forward, rendering the other man stunned, then pinched his neck with his forearms, suffocating the leader as the other men ran forward, guns drawn.

“Don’t shoot your boss.” Parker released the stranglehold on his neck, keeping him alive and worthy of a terrorist-human shield.

The man gasped and sputtered in Parker’s face. They backed into a hall as the guy fumbled for his side, trying for something, likely a weapon. As they rounded a corner where Parker had sufficient cover, he slammed the leader’s head back against the wall then dropped the unconscious body. A serrated knife clattered to the floor.

After grabbing the blade, Parker ran down the hall, needing a place to hide and ditch his tape cuffs. Door after door was locked. Foreign voices echoed as people looked for him. When they found their leader, alive or dead, their rage wasn’t good news for him, but it was potentially detrimental to Lexi.


Needing to find her quickly, he tried one more door and ducked into a dark bathroom. For the next forty-five seconds, Parker held the blade between his knees and sawed like all hell through the tape, nicking and scratching, slicing and tearing apart both skin and restraints. Finally he ripped his hands apart and palmed the knife.

The searching voices had quieted, and that was fine. As long as they stayed away from his woman, they could search all they wanted because now he was hunting them.




CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


Lexi typed as fast as her mind could process and juggle both of her tasks. A ringing cell phone startled her, but she kept going. The man answered, snapped in foreign-tongued surprise, then her guards split. One with a full beard came at her while the other ran out.

“Hey!” She jumped from her chair. “I’m working. I swear!”

He pushed her back into the chair and pulled cable ties from a pocket. He grabbed her kicking feet and tied them to the chair legs as she fought. Next, he yanked off his belt.

“Hey, no!” Her eyes went wide. Her ops briefing had very quickly run through the types of attacks on women that could be expected, but this made no sense. Not now. Not when she was doing what they wanted. “I’m working. I promise. See!” She pointed at the screen. “See! Don’t touch me!”

She batted his hands, but he didn’t grab her how she expected. He wrapped the belt around her torso and buckled it behind her back, securing her to the chair.

“I was working.” What had changed?

Her lone guard didn’t say a word but used his foot to push her closer to the table and computer. Was something wrong with Parker? Was Titan there? Her mind raced, and her hands slowed. The man yelled at her, slamming his hand on the table and pulling her from her thoughts.

“Okay, I’m working.” She picked up her speed, letting her fingers dance on the keyboard until finally she stared at the masterpiece before her. The malware was ready. It looked right. It read like it would do what she wanted, what the DIA had asked of her.

Another slam on the table, and the man yelled unknown orders in her face again. She pressed Enter without looking at the keyboard, just staring at his face.

“The job is complete,” she said flatly, praying her hidden microphone announced to the world that she needed a rescue.

Her gaze dropped to the screen as the man stood down. Nothing changed on the laptop’s screen, but it was working. An error message would have popped up if not. Her heart warmed that at least she was able to accomplish that. In addition to the malware, it looked as if the Monarch exploit program had been completed, but in reality, all the data would be siphoned and manipulated with any search the ARO tried. It switched like-named cities in different states and reversed specific numbers on street addresses with identical names on the file. If the Taskmaster did little more than a cursory check, her work would look correct.

Lexi turned to the man and nodded. “Done. I want to see my friend.”

The man nodded as if he understood and stepped forward, but instead of releasing her, the black bag came out. Lexi gulped in surprise as he tugged it on and tied her hands to the chair. Fear erupted even though this was on her list of possible things that could happen. The DIA had told her so many things, so many possible situations and reactions that her mind couldn’t process them until they happened.

Titan had to have heard her proclamation that the job was done. They should arrive in minutes. Right? That was the plan. But seconds felt like decades.

Her captor’s phone rang again, and after another conversation she didn’t understand, he also ran away.

The warehouse echoed with noises, voices, and sounds of heavy movement. What had been a dozen ARO sounded like twice that. Doors slammed far away, and muffled shouts boomed. Where was her rescue team—but more importantly, where was Parker? There was just no way he’d been shot. It had to have been a diversionary tactic. Her heart wouldn’t make it if she’d lost him.

A door slammed against a wall. “Lexi!”


Her heart exploded at the sound of Parker’s voice. His boots flew across the room to her. Seconds later, the bag was ripped off.

He sawed at the ties on her feet and wrists. “They hurt you?”

“No.”

He unbuckled the belt, untied her limbs, and grabbed her with one hand. “Did it work?”

“Yes.”

“Atta girl.” An explosion ripped through part of the building, and he smiled as he palmed the knife. “Sounds like backup arrived.”

Backup was a bomb? Okay…

Another sound boomed. He took off, dragging her with him. They made it to the wall and ducked behind pallet boxes. He pulled a gun from the back of his pants. “Here. Same thing—point and shoot. Aim, trigger, that’s it. Got it?”

“Yeah.”

He tucked the open knife into his boot and removed another gun that was tucked at the front of his waist. Jesus, when had Rambo found time to gear up?

“Come on, sweetheart. We need to make it to rendezvous.” Parker placed her behind him.

Well, alright then. It wasn’t the first time she’d held a gun with him in a sketchy situation, and hopefully it wouldn’t be too often of an occurrence.

“These fuckers swarmed like ants. Must be a compound somewhere on site. Good thing is, not all of them are armed.”


“Oh, great.” Only some of them were armed and trying to shoot them.

Parker guided her into a hallway, and she wondered how massive the warehouse was, how long it would take Titan to find them, and how many terrorists constituted a swarm? Taking another turn down a maze of industrial hallways, they ran where the lights were low and noise ricocheted all around. She couldn’t get a read on where it came from.

“Shit, turn around. Let’s go.” Parker spun them in another direction.

A loud foreign yell stunned her in place.

“Goddamn it.” Parker spun, pulling her behind him.

A whole team of not-Titan was moving in on them. Parker pushed her down, firing at them as they moved toward him en masse. Four bodies dropped before he threw down the gun, and two men were left charging the hall—as Parker charged right back.

She was frozen, watching the man she loved about to die for her. Parker grabbed the knife from his boot and threw it, hitting the upper chest of an attacker with bull’s-eye precision. Her mouth gaped as she watched the man gurgle and go down. But the other man dove for Parker as her man jumped up. In one fluid motion, Parker swung on a pipe to reach a chain then dropped down on his attacker, chain still in hand, and wrapped his neck in metal. A quick pull left the ARO man dead.

Too much was happening around them, and she couldn’t keep up. Parker spun toward her as she heard the noise that had caught his attention. His arm reached out, pointing past her, as he sprinted. “Lex, shoot!”

She rotated. An ARO man was gunning for her. Her heart stilled, her breaths stopped, but she raised the gun and pulled the trigger. Point. Shoot.

When she realized her eyes were shut, she opened them. Holy crap. The man was bleeding on the ground. Parker swooped in, grabbing the weapon from her hand and lifting her in one strong motion. He ran them down the hall, jumping over the dead man like a bloody body wasn’t a big deal. Her ears rang from the blasting shot, and her hands trembled from the violent kickback. But her mind was most affected. She’d just killed a man. Just killed a man…

They rounded a corner, and he tucked her close, pressing her head to his chest, as his hands ran over her body as though he was searching for an injury. “You okay?”

She shook her head, tears she couldn’t classify brimming and stinging her eyes. “No.”

“You will be. Swear to God.”

He took her hand, and they moved faster than she thought she could run through a bevy of hallways. She had no idea how he knew where he was going. As they went around yet another corner, men in tactical gear moved low and fast their way.

Titan. The good guys. Whoever was there to lend a helping hand.

“About damn time,” Parker growled.

There was some kind of hand gesture. Someone came over, and from him, Parker took two weapons. The tactical guys motioned what she could only assume, with a thumbs-up and directionals, was an all-clear.

Parker nodded. “Time to take you home.” With a possessiveness she almost couldn’t comprehend, he walked her quickly out into the cold black night, where the edge of the sky showed a sliver of light, a smoky yellow ray of hope.

“Dawn,” he mumbled as if all was well and they hadn’t just run for their lives.

A vehicle rushed toward them. Parker picked up the pace, covering her from behind as if he was living, breathing Kevlar, and the vehicle’s door flew open. She didn’t have an option to jump in because Parker lofted her in, tumbling inside as well. When she got her bearings and sat up, they were speeding away. A quick look at the driver made her mind spin.

“Hey ya, hacker girl.” Sugar laughed. “Like I was going to be sidelined on this one. Even if it is just middle-of-the-night carpool duty.”




CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


Lexi woke at the sound of the garage opening. Parker casually walked into his house and tossed his keys on the end table, shrugging out of his jacket. She was exhausted. The time on the cable box said it was close to five in the morning, almost twenty-four hours since he’d hauled her to safety.

“Scoot over.” He plopped down on the other end of the couch then hauled her onto his chest so that she faced him.

“All in a day’s work, huh?” she asked sleepily.

“Something like that.” He rubbed her back lazily, letting her melt back to sleep.

“You’re my hero.”

His body moved as he shook his head. “Pretty sure you’re the one who infiltrated a terror cell.”

After they returned to Virginia, she went to Parker’s, where Colby Winters’s wife, Mia, had been waiting for her. Sugar and Parker went to Titan. Mia was beyond nice, even though she always had been when Lexi had met her in passing, but this was different. This was Mia working, helping, because Parker had quietly made arrangements for someone for Lexi to talk to.

Mia was non-judgmental, and they talked for hours, telling stories about the guys, about Mia finding a place in their crazy bunch before most of them had settled down. She made Lexi feel welcome, unlike a guest in their world but a person who was… not to be abandoned. Not a loner. Not to be made fun of. Nothing like that. Mia seemed to speak as though she spoke on behalf of every person Lexi had met or had known through the Matt-Parker connection. The whole gab session had felt less like therapy and more like a relief. She was unbelievably at peace considering the last day.

Lexi had a family, even if they weren’t blood. It started with Parker, and apparently by default, she had inherited a large network of over-the-top people who seemed to really like her.

“Where’s your head after today?” he asked, laying his forehead on hers and breathing in.

“Nowhere but here.”

“Good.”

“Right?” She snuggled against him. “I’ve always been alone, and it turns out now that I’m not.”

He nodded. “Turns out.” Then he pressed his lips to the top of her head. “This is my favorite time of day. Glad I’m spending it with you.”

“It’s, like, ass crack o’clock.”

“It’s the hour that feels the longest. When the night’s always the darkest. You just have to make it to the next day.”

“Yeah.” She yawned. “Just have to make it through to dawn.”


“Kinda my motto in life…”

His words played in her head, something itching for a connection despite the sleepy-fuzzies in her mind. Oh… “BlackDawn?”

“Yeah, nothing too complicated, I guess.”

“SilverChaos was simple. Life was chaotic growing up in a dozen shitty foster homes. It was meant to be a play on a silver lining. Like ‘Oh, I have a talent that can help with the hell of life.’”

“I get it.”

She sighed. “That’s sweet, and for some reason, I feel like you really do. But it’s nothing a person can get unless you live with no place to call home and no parents.”

He squeezed her tightly. “I was a foster baby too, Lex. No roots. No family. Nothing except for a drive to forget it all.”

Her wide eyes soaked him in. “Really?” Not that it really mattered, but it kind of did.

“Yup. I don’t think I bounced around as much as you, but each time a foster home caught me phreaking a phone line or trying whatever was in Phrak that month, they’d pull the plug on me, ship me off again.”

“I’m kinda geeking out on you, Parker. Thought maybe you were too cool. Though you make up for it with all those muscles and militarism.” She laughed and listened to him rumbling the same.

He spun a lock of her hair on his finger. “The hacker who dresses like a rock star and rides a Gixxer is using me for my body.”

“I love you, Parker,” she whispered.

“Love you too, sweetheart.”

Then she closed her eyes and drifted away, at home with Parker’s protective arms around her.

*     *     *

The familiar ring of Lexi’s phone stole Parker from sleep. They were on the couch, and the late-morning light hung over the room. His wrists were sore from yesterday’s scratches and cuts and where the tape had ripped the hair off his skin. He reached for the phone on the table, saw it was her sister, and nudged Lexi awake. “Meredith’s calling.”

“Oh.” She sat up and answered it, all sleepy-sweet. “Hey, Mere.”

“Lexi! Help me!”

The words blared loudly enough that Parker could hear, and they sent a cold rush down his spine. He took the phone before Lexi could offer a word. “Meredith?”

“The key from under the mat. He’s here. He won’t go. Help me.”

“Who?” Parker’s cloudy mind pushed to wake up, thinking about the little he knew about Lexi’s foster sister.

“Matt.”

“That motherfucker.” He sat up, placing Lexi by his side. “Where are you?”

“In my closet.”

Parker seethed. In her closet? “Why?”

“He’s raging in the kitchen.”

“He’s drunk?”

“Yeah.”

Fuck that dude. Whatever had happened in that guy’s life to make him pull this shit… “Hang on.” He switched lines, dialed 9-1-1, and merged the calls. When the operator answered, he urged Meredith, “Go on, Meredith.” While he listened, he pulled his boots back on and grabbed his keys and sidearm.

Lexi’s eyes were wide. “What’s going on?”

“Your ex better hope the cops get there before I do.”

She popped off the couch. “I’m going with.”

“No.”

But she ignored him, rushing off to grab whatever. Parker relented with a sigh, knowing he didn’t have time to fight a battle he wouldn’t win.

Lexi reappeared moments later, dressed and ready to go. “Ready.”

He nodded, and she took off for his Rover as though he might change his mind. Which he might. The 911 operator gave updates on when the patrol unit would be there, and it made Parker’s gut hurt that he would get there first. They screeched down the road, crossing the familiar path to her sister’s apartment building. He threw the SUV into park on the curb, and Lexi was out the door before he could tell her stop. Jogging to catch up, he chided her to keep behind him, and thankfully she agreed. They waved at Malcolm, who shook his head.

“I knew that boy was gonna be trouble when he stumbled by.”

“Sorry,” Lexi said as they ran for an opening elevator. “Cops are coming. Send them up.”

The ascent took forever, but finally they were on the right floor.

Parker continued to listen on the phone as they approached her apartment. “I’m coming in, Meredith.”

“Sir,” the 911 operator snapped, “please do not enter—”

He twisted the handle, cracking the door open, then he looked at Lexi. “Stay in the hall until the cops get here. Okay?”

“No—”

“Damn it, Lex.”

“Parker,” Meredith cut in. “He’s banging so hard, the door’s going to break.”

Lexi’s eyes searched the front door as if she could see through it. “I’m going inside too.”

“No—”

“Can you hear me?” Meredith whispered. “He stopped. Everything’s quiet.”

“Tell her we’re coming.” Lexi pushed against the door.

Shit. She was going to do whatever she wanted anyway. “Stay behind me, Lex.”

“Okay.”

“I’m walking in.” But as he said the words, he could tell the phone call had ended. Damn. He slipped the phone into his pocket and withdrew his sidearm. He heard Matt storming back down a hallway that fed blindly into the kitchen. “Get your sister, get out. Wait for the cops.”

“Okay.”

Parker stole toward the kitchen, and Lexi went in the opposite direction. His eyes swept for Matt. Parker had only been in the apartment once before, to meet her sister and scoop up Bacon, but it was oddly laid out. There were alcoves that worried him. He rounded the corner, and damn it, Matt wasn’t there.




CHAPTER FORTY-NINE


“It’s me,” Lexi said, tapping on the walk-in closet door. “Mere, open up.”

The closet door pulled wide, and her sister tentatively peeked out.

“Come on—”

“Peaches.”

Everything in the room turned sideways at the sound of Matt’s drunk voice. Lexi stared at Meredith’s wide eyes, but she snapped to. The ladies jumped into the closet, trying to slam the door.

Matt snatched it before it latched. Lexi tried to shut him out while Meredith shouted for him to go away. Somewhere nearby, Parker surely had to hear what was going on. Matt’s arm snaked into the open space, past Lexi, and hooked onto Meredith. His fingers bit into her hair, and he pulled her through the slice of open door, forcing Lexi to let go in surprise.

“No!”

With a shove, he threw Meredith down. Her sister stumbled face first as Parker burst into the room.

“Help!” Lexi called as Matt’s fist connected with her temple. The world exploded. She lost her bearings and fell back, fighting against the spinning stars and tink of metal hangers falling on her.

Matt pushed her into the closet and slammed the door, making more hangers clink and clamor around them. Her ex hovered over her, his hand extended as though he wanted to help her up. “I didn’t mean to do that, Lex.”

She scooted back until she hit the wall, watching him twist the lock on the door. “Are you insane?”

“Open up!” Parker slammed a fist on the door. “Swear to Christ, Matt, if I come in, you’re not walking out.”

Matt swayed on his feet. “You’re all the time causin’ me to do shit that I wouldn’t do unless you push me, peaches.”


“You broke into Mere’s!”

“I used the key.” He shrugged, drunk and disinterested. “We needed to talk. It’s time for you to come home.”

“I don’t want to be with you! I’ve never wanted to be with you. This”—she bounced her finger between them—“isn’t how you have a relationship. You need help, Matt. For a lot of things.”

“Oh, fuck you, goddamn overreacting bitch.”

She threw out her arms. “You have me trapped in my sister’s closet.”

“Back up, Lex,” Parker shouted through the door. “You good?”

Well, not if he was going to shoot through the damn thing. “Yeah!”

Matt’s face contorted. “Don’t talk to him—”

The door exploded as Parker plowed through, knocking Matt over. Parker drilled his fists into Matt, then Parker grabbed Lexi and pushed her out of the closet.

Matt staggered up. “Dick.”


Parker pinned her with a look. “Girls. Hall. Now.” Then he pivoted.

“Let’s go, Lex.”

As Meredith dragged her out the door, Lexi turned, taking a last glance back. Parker had the barrel of a gun under her ex’s chin. Oh shit.

*     *     *

“If it isn’t Prince Charming,” Matt stupidly said with the bad-news end of a Glock shoved under his jaw. “Who’d you come here for: Lex or Mere? Moved from one sister to the next? Classy, bro. Class-ss-y.”

“Dude, you are so far gone, you’re not worth the damn bullet.”

“Aw, fuck you,” Matt slurred, blood running out of his nose and the corner of his mouth.

Parker pulled back from the kill shot but didn’t relax enough to take his aim off Matt. “We’re going to come to an understanding before the cops get here. This is your one chance to fix your life before you ruin it any more than you’ve done.”

“Nah.” Matt threw his shoulders back and stumbled into hanging clothes. “Mere’s gonna tell Lexi it’s time to come home. She’s done with you, cocksucker.”

The angry pulse of his blood thumped in his ears. “I could explain that you lost her, that you should rot for ever having touched her like you did.” Parker shook his head, molars gnashing. “But I’m going to do you one worse.”

Matt cackled, wiping his bloody mouth with the back of his hand. “Yeah, try me.”

“You’ve never had her. She’s been mine for years, and you didn’t know. Might not be in a way you’ll ever get, but I do. And that”—he pushed Matt—“is why she’s the best thing that ever happened to me. So thank you, you motherfucking asshole, for screwing up the way you did. Because she loves me.” Parker pushed him again.

Matt made a feeble attempt to push back, and Parker nailed him with his free hand, landing a solid left hook, and dropped the bastard.

“Summerland County police, stand down.”

About damn time. Two uniformed officers were in Parker’s peripheral vision.

“Sir, put the weapon down,” an officer said.

Matt staggered up, fortified by the presence of cops.

“No problem.” Parker laid the gun by his foot and kicked it back. “But real quick. One more thing.” His fist flew, knocking Matt back onto his ass. Parker put his hands in the air. “Alright, now I’m done.”

“Back up.”

Parker did as he was told.

Matt moved, and both cops clamored, “Stay down. Sir, stay down.”

But the uniforms’ attention was on Parker’s Glock. Parker turned to leave and saw Meredith peeking into the bedroom as he came out of the closet.

“Thank you,” she said as her sister rushed by.

“Sure thing.” He grabbed Lexi as she jumped into his arms. “Sweetheart, you okay?”

“Yes.” Her lips planted on his.

“Ladies, sir, living room,” the older officer said. “We’ll need to talk.”

The other officer had Matt in handcuffs and on his feet, pushing him past them.

“Fuck you, stupid bitches.”


The cop shook him. “Shut up, man.”

With Lexi still in his arms, Parker growled at Matt, “Never come near them again.”

“Sir!” the older cop snapped at him.

“Right, right.” He nodded. “Living room, let’s go.” Parker set Lexi down, and they followed Meredith.

There was a brief struggle at the apartment door as Matt decided to resist, but the younger cop yanked his arms back and left with Matt cussing.

The older uniform watched until the door shut then shook his head. “Alright, whose apartment is this?”

The next few minutes were a recounting of everything from Matt using the key under the mat to Parker knocking in the closet door. The ladies bounced back and forth as they told their opinions and explained how the events had unfolded.

With his lips pressed into a firm line, the officer stared at his small notebook then flipped it closed. “You’d like to press charges?”

Both women answered in unison, “Yes.”

“And…” Lexi pushed her shoulders back and raised her chin as though she were readying for a fight. “I kept a diary of things I want him in trouble for as well. I have pictures too.”

Parker cringed inwardly that she’d ever had to do that, but it didn’t surprise him that she’d kept details. He put his arms around Lexi and dropped his chin on the top of her head. “Whatever you want to do, we’ll get it done.”

The officer nodded. “A lot goes unprosecuted because of a lack of documentation. That will help.”

Relief spread on Lexi’s face.

As Meredith fell into conversation with the officer, Parker gathered Lexi in his arms, pressed his mouth to her ear, and promised her the world, ending simply with, “I love you.”

“Oh, hey,” Meredith said. “Since you’re here, you should grab what’s left of Lex’s things to take home.”

Lexi’s face turned bright pink. “His home isn’t my home, Mere!”

He laughed. That again. Except she was kind of right. He looked around at Meredith’s place, full of not-overly-girly touches that made the place look as though a woman was invested in everything within the walls. Lex deserved that—they deserved that and more.

“Yeah, we’ll grab the box, and whatever you have over at your old place while Matt’s otherwise detained, then we’ll figure it out.” He dropped a kiss on the top of Lexi’s head. “Lex thinks she’s going to scare me away with a box of clothes and digging her roots into my house.”

Meredith’s protective, sisterly gaze narrowed. “Is she?”

“Not a chance. Where’s the box?” The girls chatted away as he formed his plan about housing. Lexi would either freak out or love it. And even if she freaked, she’d love it five minutes later, so all would be good.




CHAPTER FIFTY


Boss Man grumbled from across the table as Cash and Roman tossed the football back and forth. Nicola, Sugar, and Beth sprinted, field stripping and reassembling AR-15s, timing themselves to see who was better. It was very, very competitive, and pretty damn entertaining to see their pregnant bellies pushed against the table as they raced. Winters was asleep on the floor with Thelma the bulldog lying across his legs and Bacon snoring on his chest. But Lexi’s eyes were locked on the main flat screen, almost unmoving for the last thirty minutes.

Their group was chained to the war room, waiting to see if the malware Lexi had activated worked. They’d had a ping from the DIA that it was moving through the ARO system but then nothing. So they were waiting and watching.

Parker’s chest felt tight. A lot was riding on whether it worked or not. Even if it didn’t, they had broken up a terrorist cell hiding in plain sight in the middle of Pennsylvania Dutch country. Which, obviously, was a great thing. But if the malware did work, they’d gain access to worldwide information on the ARO. That was a big deal. It could save a hundred times the number of lives, civilian and soldier alike.

“Think fast!” Roman snapped the ball at the girls.

Nicola jumped up and snagged it, having a sense that the football was incoming. Call it a brotherly-sisterly vibe. Whatever it was, she moved fast. “Like you’d catch me off guard.” She tossed it back.

Roman threw to Cash, who tossed it back to Nic. She snagged it, spun her pregnant belly around, and lofted it back at her husband.

“Easy there, princess.” Jared paced. “You’re liable to pull something with moves like that.”

“Oh.” She doubled over. “Damn.”

“Haha, very funny.”

“No—ow, damn it.” Nicola’s eyes latched onto Cash, who jumped over a chair before Parker could wonder if she wasn’t faking it.

“Nic?” Concern painted her husband’s voice.

“No, God.” She shook her head, waving him off. “I moved too fast. Baby must’ve—shit.” She doubled over. “I need to sit.”

“Nothing’s wrong. You’re okay.” Cash held her shoulders, easing his not-quite-at-her-due-date wife into a chair. He nodded at Roman, who sprung wheels and sped out the door, no doubt to get a vehicle ready. The room was oddly quiet as worry hung heavy between them.

Beth pressed her phone to her ear, likely calling their shared doctor. Those two shared everything. She whispered into the cell, eyeballing her best friend. After a minute, she hung up. “Cash?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Yeah?”

“Doc says head in.”

Without a word, he swept Nicola into his arms and headed across the room. Beth ran in front, getting the door as they went. It all happened so fast, Parker couldn’t register the magnitude of something going wrong.

Winters was up and leaning against the wall. Sugar had her hand over her swollen stomach. Parker’s eyes landed on Lexi. There was something innate about knowing she was his family. They might not be at that place in life—maybe their future would never be about babies and things like that. He didn’t know, hadn’t talked to her about it. But what he did know was he wanted to have that conversation. Wanted to figure out what they wanted, more than playing house, and he’d thrown together ideas that constituted one hell of a plan. Tonight, assuming they weren’t visiting a happy newborn in the arms of its parents, Parker would show Lex what he’d spent the recent days planning.

“We’ve got something,” Jared said, turning back from the door and focusing on the main screen.

It had lit up. The green outline of Middle Eastern nations was suddenly aglow with yellow flicks of light. Lexi’s malware streamed data to the DIA before their eyes. Parker took a deep breath for her, so proud, so relieved that this was something she’d gone after, risking her life, and it had worked in a huge way.

“Holy crap, hacker girl.” Sugar dropped into a chair, watching the screen as if it were fireworks.

Jared clapped Lexi on the back. “Nice job, Lex.”

With Boss Man moving around the room, Thelma rolled over and groaned. Bacon did the same, copying what could only be called her canine best friend. Sugar and Lexi took those two dogs everywhere together, and both were losing a little bit of weight.

Titan had seen what they’d all come to see, and the show was over, even though Lexi still stared at the screen between smiles and saying thanks to the congratulations.

Winters, perched on the side of the table, slapped Parker’s back. “Lex, don’t hog this guy too much this week. He’s withering away. Needs to work out.”

Parker wrapped his arms around his girl as Winters walked out backward, waving and grabbing his phone, likely to call Mia and update her on Nicola. Jared and Sugar followed, leaving Parker and Lexi to stare at the screen, now completely lit up in hostile zones.

“I’m really proud of you, sweetheart.”

She spun in the chair. “It’s unreal. Though I feel kinda bad being this excited when Nic and Cash just took off—”

“They’ll be fine.” Right? Because they had to be. Statistically speaking, she was far enough along and healthy enough that everything would be fine. Except he didn’t know what was actually causing her pain. Was that labor? If not, what was it? Didn’t matter. They would be fine.

“You’re worried too.”

He bunched up his shoulders. “Weird seeing Nic in pain. That girl can take a beating.” Parker pressed his chin to the top of her head. “It’s really gorgeous.”

She sighed and looked up. “But it’s over. Time to go home.”

“About that.” Screw waiting to share what he’d been planning. He spun her in the rolling chair. “Give me a few minutes. Okay?”

Tilting her head, she gave him an inquisitive look. “Alright. I’ll sit and watch.”

“Good.” He kissed her forehead and hustled to his office. He pulled out all the papers he wanted and lit up all the screens he needed. All in all, not a hugely impressive display. Certainly not a damn light show covering terrorist hot zones in the Middle East, but he was still totally stoked.

*     *     *

Parker looked like a kid on Christmas morning when he bounded into the war room, snagged her hand, and almost carried her back to his office.

“What’s going on?” She laughed and squirmed as his lips stayed on the back of her neck.

“This is my idea.” His arm swept wide over his office. “We need a house. One that you won’t call just mine. You want a place for our worlds to collide. So… here.”

She blinked, and her mind stumbled to make sense of the empty green spaces labeled by number, plus the drawings and designs for what looked like architectural plans. She numbly moved forward, jaw hanging open, in complete shock at the display he had assembled for her.

“You want something that’s just us, Lex. Here are some options, but there are a million more. You point and choose, and I’ll make it happen.”

“You’re going to build me a house?” Holy crap, she couldn’t breathe. It wasn’t just the enormity of the gesture; it was the thought behind him building her a home. He was offering her the world just by offering her the very thing she needed in so many ways. A foundation. Literally. Figuratively. Lexi launched herself into his arms. “Oh, my God! I love you more than I can think.”

Which made him laugh, she guessed because he had a good idea of how much her mind could process. “Good idea?”

“The best.” She smothered him in kisses, letting his thoughtfulness reach down into her soul.

“I want to spend the rest of my life with you, Lex. Figure we need a good home to start that journey.”




CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE


The club beat filled the tightly packed area. Bouncing green-and-blue strobe lights spun in the abandoned-for-the-night airplane hangar, and the outpouring of grief—in only a way this community would—floated away as people danced into the night. The tribute to Shadow was legendary, and the acknowledgment of SilverChaos as Lexi made Parker’s heart squeeze. Everyone seemed to know her face already, and now that they connected the girl in the corners of these parties to the genius behind SilverChaos, it made tonight all the more special.

With every turn, someone said, “Hey, Silver… nice job, Silver…”

He couldn’t see a blush on her cheeks but knew the color was there. She wasn’t after the attention, but she was also done hiding who she was. Anonymity hadn’t protected her, so she embraced the more public role of being Silver—though she had turned down every reporter’s interview and every opportunity for publicity. Seemed the news bureaus couldn’t get enough of a leather-clad rock star lookalike who rode a GSX-R and risked her life to save the families of soldiers. He didn’t blame reporters for trying. She was, without question, the most interesting, complex, intelligent, beautiful woman walking the planet.

Parker and Lexi posted against a wall, each with a beer in hand, and he watched her survey the crowd. “You did a really good thing for Shadow, you know that, Lex?”

Anyone who had ever used him as a broker was there, Parker was sure of it. The talent in the room was epic, and the whole event had been pulled together with just a few strokes of a keyboard.

“I think he’d appreciate it.” She took his bottle and put both of theirs on the cement floor, then she wrapped her hands around his neck and swayed with the music. “Think he’d appreciate it even more that you’re here with me.”

His mouth brushed against hers. “Maybe.”

“And the money, he’d be stoked about that—though not in his name. He’d kill me for pulling that move.” She laughed and let her lips drift against him.

Lexi had taken the proceeds from her last auction and established a fund that encouraged and gave resources to tech-sharp kids stuck in the foster system. She had also promised that a significant portion of her future earnings would be used to continue funding it, all in Shadow’s name.

Smart. Sexy. And generous. Parker couldn’t ask for more. As they swayed to the music, he pushed them into the crowd, letting the sea of bodies swallow them. Lexi pressed hard against him as they lost themselves to the beat. Songs shifted, the beat changed, and they danced as time slipped by. But as much as he loved her on his arm, surrounded by people who nearly adored her for what she’d done for their community, Parker wanted her alone. Now.

He cupped her ass, and his hands moved up her back. Her breasts pressed into him, and when she leaned against his chest, smoothing her hands between them, her fingernails scratching his stomach, he was done.

“You’re begging for trouble, sweetheart.” He let his tongue touch the tip of her earlobe, and she jumped, hotter and harder than she’d been dancing a second ago.

“A lot of talk for a guy who’s not doing anything about it.”

He cursed under his breath and took her mouth hard, not caring that they were in a room of people. None paid any attention, or even if they did, Parker didn’t care. She was reckless, stroking down his stomach, rubbing herself against his hardening erection.

He snagged her. “Come on.”

She let him guide her from behind, his hands roaming on her waist, her back against his chest and nestling his now-throbbing erection. Soon as they broke through the crowd, Lexi turned around, locking her grip behind his neck, and let him lead her back, back, back in the dark until they hit a wall.

“I just need you.” She gasped as he pushed up her tight shirt. “Tonight, I don’t need all this. The people. The hellos. I want you.”

“You’ve got me.”

“I want you.”

“Sweetheart, I know exactly what you want.” He ducked his lips to her neck, and whatever she had to say morphed into a low growl, making her press forward. “I want to take you somewhere else.”

“Parker, if you don’t take me now, I might kill you.”

He squeezed her ass through the skirt and rubbed her body against his cock. “You can try, but I’ll probably enjoy it.” Pressing his lips to hers, he breathed her in. Even in the chaotic night, she smelled like citrus and tasted like sugar.

“Not fair.”

“Come on, let’s go.” He laughed, and she gave him a look that she might combust but willingly followed. They moved from the hot air in the hangar into the outside coolness. Walking under a sky marbling with the first light of day, he took the long way to the other airport hangar.

“But before we get to where we’re going—” He pulled her in front of him. “I need you to tell me where we are. You and me.”

She giggled. “An airport.”

“No, Lex. You and me.”

“We’re together, forever. That’s where.”

His palms cupped her face, and he pressed a kiss to her lips. “Good.” He traced his hands down her neck, down her arms until their fingers intertwined. He took both of her hands in one of his, and with the other, he pulled a black-diamond ring from his pocket. “Because you’re my best friend, because we built a house that we turned into a home… God, because you’re the smartest person I’ve ever met. The most fun. The sweetest. The sexiest.” Parker dropped to one knee. “Because you’re my world, sweetheart, will you be my wife?”

A slip of sunrise painted a halo behind Lexi as her lips parted. She sucked in a surprised breath. “Oh, God. Of course, yes.”

He slipped the unconventional ring on her finger and stood to lift her in the air. She bent her head and kissed him, still murmuring her agreement. Parker’s cheeks hurt from smiling, and as he set her down, he thought about how to word what came next.

“And I don’t want to wait,” she said. “Like, I could marry you tomorrow.”

Turned out he didn’t have to figure out his wording. Holding her hand, he guided her a few hundred feet then pulled open the hangar door and let Lexi step in. “I thought maybe you’d say yes.”

She giggled. “I’m a sure bet.”

As they rounded a corner, he took in the partially lit hangar, complete with a flight crew and fueled jet. “Go to Vegas with me? Right now?”

“Are you kidding me? Hell yes!” Laughter bubbled from her throat as her smile reached her icy blue eyes. “This is insane.”

They approached the G6. Parker hugged her close, waving to the captain as he brought her to the stairs. “We’re a go.”

“Excellent. Congratulations.” The captain nodded. “We’re ready now.”

Lexi’s eyes bugged. “You planned to take me to Vegas?”

Parker already had a reservation waiting for them at a little chapel there. He couldn’t keep the grin off his face. “I’ve been planning to take you to the altar since the day you told me you loved me.”

“What?” Her blush painted her cheeks. “I was so embarrassed!”

“You stormed up and laid it on the line. There was no question you would be my wife.”

She squeaked as he carried her the last few steps into the cabin. “Wow, I love you.”

“Me too, sweetheart.”

As the captain said his spiel, Parker ran them to the bed in the back, where he tore off her clothes and shed his. Their bodies clung together, their hearts hammering as they always seemed to do.

He held his world in his arms. Not only had he made her a home and given her a family, but she gave him all the same. That connection was something he’d never known he wanted or needed, and now there was nothing more clear than his need to know her as Mrs. Lexi Black.




EPILOGUE


Ten years later…

Lexi’s phone rang, and she jumped to silence it before it woke the baby. But it was the school, so she had to answer it. She almost could say verbatim what the call was about, but there was always a chance that there was a real emergency.

“Mrs. Black?” the yippy voice of the kid’s principal sounded.

She rolled her lips into her mouth. “Yes.”

“We have a problem. Again.”


This time, Lexi accidentally let loose a small laugh. No matter how often the school called, she couldn’t be mad at her kids. Yeah, they’d be reprimanded, and they’d never know that she thought most of their… antics were genius. But that was how they rolled, she guessed. “Okay.”

“Addy had show-and-tell today.”

“Yes, I know. She brought in that Molly Talks-A-Lot toy.”

“Yes, well, apparently Molly Talks-A-Lot has a potty mouth.”

“Oh no…”

“Oh, yes. When Molly Talks was brought in front of the entire kindergarten class, Molly didn’t say ‘Touch your toes’ or ‘Count to ten.’ Molly said, ‘You are a silly snail,’ ‘Toots smell like poots,’ and ‘Mrs. Snyder is in time out,’ which, to five-year-olds, is hysterical.”

Lexi squeezed her eyes shut too. Hardly a potty mouth and kind of hysterical to adults too. “I’m sorry. I’ll have a talk with the boys.”

“Yes, again, please.”

The call disconnected. Lexi scrolled through her phone until she found Parker’s name. He answered on the first ring.

“Hey, so guess who called me today?”

He groaned. “Again? The boys?”

“Yup.”

“What’d they do?”

“Hacked Molly Talks-A-Lot.”

Parker burst out laughing. “God, they’re good.”

Maybe it was the age for mischief. Last week, Sugar had had to tell her girls not to booby trap the neighbors, Nicola and Beth had to have a talk about projectile devices having a time and place, none that were in the cafeteria, and both Mia and Caterina had practice unarming various toys.

“You didn’t help?” She smiled, rocking the baby and brushing the dark locks on the little guy’s head.

“Hack Addy’s doll? No.”


Lexi whispered, trying to keep the baby asleep, “You’re the one with genius genes. I’m going to blame you.”

“Oh, sweetheart. Blame me all you want. They’re the ones who found that article in the New York Times about your—”

“Shhhh.” The wiggling bundle sleepily blinked. “Okay, fine. We’re both to blame.”

“If making genius babies with you is trouble, then life is good.”

Lexi looked over the nursery that had slept four babies, then her eyes drifted out the window and over the lush green land. “Life’s better than good.”

They’d given each other a family and so much more than just love and acceptance. Everything was possible for her because of him, even if her husband made her feel as though she was the reason the world kept spinning.

Lexi closed her eyes after telling Parker that she loved him, and she rocked their baby back to sleep. Carefully, she placed him in the crib and walked down the hall, passing an anniversary present Parker had given her. It was a black-and-white sketch of their family with brilliant bursts of color all over the portrait. All he’d said when he gave it to her was, “Thank you for letting me color outside the lines.”

The End
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PROLOGUE


Four months ago

On the first of February, General Augustus Reed entered his office at USSOCOM at MacDill Air Force Base in Tampa, Florida, placed his battered leather briefcase on the floor, sat down at his wide, wooden desk and pulled a sealed envelope from a drawer. It bore the date written in his wife’s beautiful script, and the General ran his thumb over the words before turning it over and opening the flap.

He pulled out a single page and began to read.

Dear Augustus,

It’s time to think of our daughters’ future, beginning with Cass.

The General nodded. Spot on, as usual; he’d been thinking about Cass a lot these days. Thinking about all the girls. They’d run yet another of his overseers off Two Willows, his wife’s Montana ranch, several months ago, and he’d been forced to replace him with a man he didn’t know. There was a long-standing feud between him and the girls over who should run the place, and the truth was, they were wearing him down. Ten overseers in eleven years; that had to be some kind of a record, and no ranch could function well under those circumstances. Still, he’d be damned if he was going to put a passel of rebellious daughters in charge, even if they were adults now. It took a man’s steady hand to run such a large spread.

Unfortunately, it was beginning to come clear that Bob Finchley didn’t possess that steady hand. Winter in Chance Creek was always a tricky time, but in the months since Finchley had taken the helm, they’d lost far too many cattle. The General’s spies in the area reported the ranch was looking run-down, and his daughters hadn’t been seen much in town. The worst were the rumors about Cass and Finchley—that they were dating. The General didn’t like that at all—not if the man couldn’t run the ranch competently—and he’d asked for confirmation, but so far it hadn’t come. Finchley always had a rational explanation for the loss of cattle, and he never said a word about Cass, but the General knew something wasn’t right and he was already looking for the man’s replacement.

Our daughter runs a tight ship, and I’m sure she’s been invaluable on the ranch.

He had to admit what Amelia wrote was true. Cass was an organizational wizard. She kept her sisters, the house and the family accounts in line, and not for the first time he wondered if he should have encouraged Cass to join the Army back when she had expressed interest. She’d mentioned the possibility once or twice as a teenager, but he’d discouraged her. Not that he didn’t think she’d make a good soldier; she’d have made a fine one. It was the thought of his five daughters scattered to the wind that had guided his hand. He couldn’t stomach that. He needed his family in one place, and he’d done what it took to keep her home. That wasn’t much: a suggestion her sisters needed her to watch over them until they were of age, a mention of tasks undone on the ranch, a hint she and the others would inherit one day and shouldn’t she watch over her inheritance? It had done the trick.

Maybe he’d been wrong.

But if Cass had gone, wouldn’t the rest of them have followed her?

He’d been able to stop sending guardians for the girls when Cass turned twenty-one five years ago, much to everyone’s relief. His daughters had liked those about as little as they liked the overseers. He’d hoped when he dispensed of the guardians, the girls would feel they had enough independence, but that wasn’t the case; they still wanted control of the ranch.

Cass is a loving soul with a heart as big as Montana, but she’s cautious, too. I’ll wager she’s beginning to think there isn’t a man alive she can trust with it.

The General sighed. His girls hadn’t confided in him in years—especially about matters of the heart—something he was glad Amelia couldn’t know. The truth was his daughters had spent far too much time as teenagers hatching plots to cast off guardians and overseers to have much of a social life. They’d been obsessed with being independent, and there were stretches of time when they’d managed it—and managed to run the show with no one the wiser for months. In order to pull that off, they’d kept to themselves as much as possible. He’d only recently begun to hear rumblings about men and boyfriends. Unfortunately, none of the girls were picking hardworking men who might make a future at Two Willows; they were picking flashy, fly-by-night troublemakers.

Like Bob Finchley.

He couldn’t understand it. He wanted that man out of there. Now. Trouble was, when your daughters ran off so many overseers it made it hard to get a new one to sign on. He had yet to find a suitable replacement.

Without a career off the ranch, Cass won’t get out much. She might not ever meet the man who’s right for her. I want you to step in. Send her a man, Augustus. A good man.

A good man. Those weren’t easy to come by in this world. The right man for Cass would need to be strong to hold his own in a relationship with her. He’d need to be fair and true, or he wouldn’t be worthy of her. He’d need some experience ranching.

A lot of experience ranching.

The General stopped to ponder that. He’d read something recently about a man with a lot of experience ranching. A good man who’d gotten into a spot of trouble. He remembered thinking he ought to get a second chance—with a stern warning not to screw up again. A Navy SEAL, wasn’t it? He’d look up the document when he was done.

He returned to the letter.

Now here’s the hard part, darling. You can’t order him to marry Cass any more than you can order Cass to marry him. You’re a cunning old codger when you want to be, and it’ll take all your deviousness to pull this off. Set the stage. Introduce the players.

Let fate do the rest.

I love you and I always will,

Amelia

Set the stage. Introduce the players.

The General read through the letter a second time, folded it carefully, slid it back into the envelope and added it to the stack in his deep, right-hand bottom drawer. He steepled his hands and considered his options. Amelia was right; he needed to do something to make sure his daughters married well. But they’d rebelled against him for years, so he couldn’t simply assign them husbands, as much as he’d like to. They’d never allow the interference.

But if he made them think they’d chosen the right men themselves…

He nodded. That was the way to go about it.

In fact…

The General chuckled. Sometime in the next six months, his daughters would stage another rebellion and evict Bob Finchley from the ranch. He could just about guarantee it, even if Cass was currently dating the man. Sooner or later he’d go too far trying to boss them around, and Cass and the others would flip their lids.

When they did, he’d be ready for them with a replacement they’d never be able to shake. One trained to combat enemy forces by good ol’ Uncle Sam himself. A soldier in the Special Forces might do it. Or maybe even a Navy SEAL…

This wasn’t the work of a moment, though. He’d need time to put the players in place. Cass wasn’t the only one who’d need a man—a good man—to share her life.

Five daughters.

Five husbands.

Amelia would approve.

The General opened the bottom left-hand drawer of his desk, and mentally counted the remaining envelopes that sat unopened in another stack, all dated in his wife’s beautiful script. Ten years ago, after Amelia passed away, Cass had forwarded him a plain brown box filled with envelopes she’d received from the family lawyer. The stack in this drawer had dwindled compared to the opened ones in the other drawer.

What on earth would he do when there were none left?




CHAPTER ONE


Present day

Navy SEAL Brian Lake was already at work in the large square office he shared with four other men at USSOCOM when Logan Hughes walked in whistling, plunked himself down at his desk and set a tall takeout cup of coffee near the monitor of his computer. A barrel of a man from Idaho, with biceps as big as cantaloupes, the marine was the type to act first and never ask questions later.

“Hello, baby girl!” Logan kissed the palm of his hand with a loud smack and slapped it against the photograph of a dark-haired young woman with blue eyes that hung on the wall nearby. Then he pulled a breakfast sandwich out of a paper bag and began to eat.

“Don’t ever let the General see you do that,” Brian warned him. He could only imagine the highly decorated officer’s reaction to the gesture. General Augustus Reed—or the General, as everyone called him, as if he was the only one there’d ever been—oversaw the Joint Special Task Force for Inter-Branch Communication Clarity, which comprised the five men who worked in this office, representing four branches of the military.

The room was filled with desks and a large central table, and the General had decorated its walls with a strange mixture of military and personal items. There were charts, graphs, print-outs and maps, as you’d expect, but the General had also seen fit to hang a multitude of framed photographs of Two Willows—his Montana cattle ranch—and his family.

This wasn’t completely surprising. In the month since he’d been here, Brian had noticed that all of the rooms the General spent time in contained mementos of his home. No one doubted he loved his family’s ranch—and his deceased wife, whose gentle visage stared out of innumerable photographs in the General’s office and quarters. There was far more speculation about his daughters, however, all five of whom figured prominently in photographs hung around this room—including Lena Reed, who had the misfortune to hang next to Logan’s desk. Everyone at USSOCOM knew about the rift between the General and his daughters. None of the girls—women now—had been seen on the base for years, since Cass Reed, the eldest—and most beautiful in Brian’s opinion, with her long, thick waves of blond hair and wide-set blue eyes—had pitched a fit at a military function nine years ago.

Brian and the others had discussed where the General got his photographs, since rumor had it he seldom went home, either. Spies, they’d concluded, only half joking. The General might not be father material, but he was excellent at marshaling his forces and collecting intelligence.

“Don’t let him see me eat?” Logan asked, eyes wide with mock confusion.

“For fuck’s sake,” Lieutenant Jack Sanders said from his desk across the room. “Do you two have to do the same damn routine every morning?”

Jack was in the Special Forces, and a cagier man Brian had never met. As far as he could tell, Sanders had dropped fully grown out of the sky. Brian had looked up all of the other men in the task force when he first arrived, and while several had done what they could to keep a low profile, it was as if Sanders simply didn’t exist outside the military. He spoke without a discernible accent, seemed to carry an encyclopedia in his head and never lost his cool. Brian wasn’t a man who spooked easily, but when Sanders was around, he kept an eye on him.

“It’s tradition,” Logan said. “And now that you’ve interrupted us, we’ll have to do it all over again.” He turned to the photograph. “Hello, baby girl!” He kissed the palm of his hand and slapped it up against Lena’s cheek. “Anyway, don’t tell me you’ve never thought about it.”

“About making an ass out of myself? Sure, I’ve thought about it,” Jack said. “I’ve just managed to restrain myself.”

Brian noticed he was staring at the photograph nearest to his own desk, though. Alice Reed, the third-oldest of the General’s daughters, stared back at him, her mouth curved into an enigmatic smile, her high cheekbones, crystalline blue eyes and the slight quirk of one eyebrow making her look like an otherworldly creature caught just before she slipped away into the ether. Brian could see the attraction. He had no doubt Alice was stunning in person, but he didn’t go for otherworldly or enigmatic. Cass’s frank, slightly challenging air as she faced the camera in the photo nearest to him drew his gaze over and over again each day he spent here. The General’s oldest daughter was… hot.

More than hot. Sweet, sexy… luscious…

She was as all-American as apple pie, with a mass of wavy blond hair, a sweet, heart-shaped face and a trim body, but it was her mouth that caught Brian’s attention. That was a mouth made for kissing—for taking your time with on the way to even better things.

But that didn’t make her any more available to him than Lena was to Logan.

“Time to get to work,” he said, wanting to distract himself from thoughts of what could never be. Maybe someday he’d find himself a woman like Cass to marry, but first he’d have to get out of the mess he’d gotten himself into. That meant making a good impression here at USSOCOM.

“But so much nicer to stare at the young lassies—not to mention that grand green ranch the General has surrounded us with,” Connor O’Riley said in a fake, lilting Irish accent. With hair so dark it was almost black, blue eyes and a healthy sense of humor, Connor was a pararescueman in the Air Force and always had a woman or two on the back burner. “Not sure which I’m more in love with—those thousand head of cattle or little Sadie Reed, here.” He did Logan one better and kissed Sadie, an auburn-haired young woman with green eyes, who looked about as Irish as Connor claimed he was, full on her photographed lips. To Brian, Sadie Reed seemed more cautious than her sisters. Wise and innocent all at once, in a way he couldn’t make out. Presented with Connor in real life, he had a feeling she might run in the other direction.

Connor, who’d spent as much time around horses as Brian had when he was young, had grown up on a Texas spread so big it could have been its own state. But he wasn’t a son of the family who owned it, and wouldn’t inherit any part of it. His father had been a foreman, and wanted him to be the same. Connor wanted to be his own man, so he’d joined the Air Force. Like Brian, he dreamed of saving enough money to buy his own spread.


“Two Willows is a sexy bit of property,” Logan agreed, taking another large bite of his sandwich.

“Two Willows is a ranch a man could be proud to own.”

They all fell silent at Hunter Powell’s pronouncement. Another Navy SEAL—and sniper—who outranked Brian and had served longer than he had, Powell came across as a laid-back Southern boy from Louisiana, who spoke in an accent so thick it made up for Sanders’s lack of one. Hunter liked to play the good ’ol boy, but he was whip smart and an uncanny shot. Brian wondered how he’d ended up here. Hunter could get downright talkative about military equipment, tactics and so on, but he didn’t talk much about his hopes and dreams. Like the rest of them, he’d grown up on a ranch.

Like the rest of them, he hadn’t a hope in hell of ever owning one himself.

They’d discovered that commonality in the first week they’d worked together. None of them had been happy to land here at USSOCOM doing desk work. Especially when they quickly realized that work was bogus. JSOC had an arsenal of men and women working on inter-branch communication. Brian and the rest of the task force were redundant.

Useless.

Every morning they entered the office to find more manuals and printouts to look through. They’d been tasked with finding contradictions between them, as if the five elite warriors in the room were little better than copy editors. Brian would have taken on any other job if he could, but that was just it: none of them had a choice.

That was something else they shared in common.

The fact was, they were killing time on the way to being ushered out of the military gently but firmly by an apparatus that had made it all too clear that if they objected, things would get ugly, fast.

Brian had to chuckle privately when he remembered the suspicious way they’d regarded each other when they’d all arrived at USSOCOM. He and Hunter were the only ones from the same military branch, and all five of them had secrets to hide. Still, it didn’t take long for them to realize the similarities in their situations. Each of them a highly trained officer in one of the special branches of the military.

Each of them a fuck-up.

“I don’t mind working,” Jack said. “If the General would give us some real work.”

Brian knew what he meant. He’d always considered himself to be diligent in his duties, despite the mistake that had landed him here, but he’d spent more time staring at the photographs of the General’s ranch—and at Cass, if he was honest—than he’d spent finding discrepancies. There weren’t many to find. These publications had been thoroughly vetted by JSOC already.

Several feet away from him, two large, poster-size frames hung on the wall. One was an aerial shot of the General’s ranch. The main house was set back from a two-lane country highway. Behind it stood another structure he figured had to be some kind of large garage. Some distance away was a cluster of buildings that had to be barns, stables, that sort of thing. All around them were large pastures, brushy thickets and pine forests. The second frame held a topographical map of the same area, structures, terrain, roads and trails marked out in detail. How many hours had he stared at those two hangings in the past month?

Far too many. He had no doubt he could traverse the General’s ranch blindfolded.

Cass’s photograph hung just below the topographical map. Just out of easy reach, although if he leaned forward he could slap a kiss onto her lips with his hand the way Logan had Lena’s.

If only he could own a ranch like Two Willows, he thought for the thousandth time. If he had to leave the Navy SEALs, he could find contentment on a place like that. A wife like Cass Reed wouldn’t hurt, either.

But neither of those scenarios was likely. He’d recently learned his brother, Grant, was walking the same path as their deadbeat father, who’d lost their ranch when Brian was young. Grant had racked up tens of thousands of dollars in debt and called Brian for help, afraid his wife, Marissa, would leave him if she found out. Brian, like the fool he was, had given his brother a substantial loan, knowing all the while he’d never see that money again. Now he was even further away from his dream of owning property. And Grant had likely gambled most of the money away again. The Lakes didn’t attract happiness.

He’d wondered too many times what would happen when his time with the SEALs was up and he had to go back to civilian life.

He wanted land. He wanted a ranch like the one his father had lost. He wanted horses. Cattle. Wide open spaces. A family—

Brian cut off that chain of thoughts.

No ranch for him. Not without another decade or more in the military. A real spread cost a bundle these days. Far more than he’d managed to put away so far—even before that loan to Grant. No wife, either, until he could give her a good life and keep her safe. Until he could prove to himself he wasn’t a fuck-up like his father or brother. Better for him to stay single. In the military.

If only the military wanted him.

“The General can’t get angry about me flirting with his daughter if he isn’t going to give me anything else to do,” Logan said.

“Haven’t you worked it out yet?” Connor asked him. “They’ve put us on a shelf. They’re keeping us out of trouble until we’re gone. They don’t have anything for you to do.”

“It doesn’t make sense.” Jack’s frustration was clear. “You’d think they’d get what they can from us. Send us somewhere we’d see some real action. Give us a chance to make it up to them.”

“That’s what I can’t understand,” Logan said. “I’ve worked with men who’ve done far worse than what I did and been promoted—”

“We’re here. No use complaining.”

Hunter’s thick accent wrapped around them like a warm blanket, but his words were stern. Brian knew the man wasn’t any happier about being pulled from the action than the rest of them were.

“Nothing makes sense anymore,” Logan went on. “I mean, look at this room. Are we fixing the communication problem between branches, or are we preparing to invade the General’s ranch? We’ve got maps, mug shots, dossiers…”

Connor nearly spit out the coffee he’d just taken a sip of. “Shit, he’s right. I hadn’t thought about it like that.” He gestured to all the framed photos and prints on the walls. “Look at all the intel.”

“Those aren’t dossiers,” Jack said scornfully.

“What do you call them then?” Logan pointed at the photo collages positioned around the room. Each of the General’s daughters had one—a collection of shots depicting her at various activities. Lena’s showed her herding cattle, riding horses, shooting pistols at targets, mucking out a stable. Sadie’s were mostly set in the ranch’s extensive gardens. Alice seemed to favor sewing. In several she held elaborate costumes out at arm’s length, but she was also to be seen reading, dancing and riding. Josephine, the youngest daughter, had an animal with her in every shot, from cats and dogs to chickens, cattle and horses.

Brian had looked at all of them over the course of the month, but it was Cass’s that held his attention. Her collage showed a woman who worked hard keeping a home together for her family. Cass cooking at the stove, laughing while seated at the head of a table of friends and family, fixing the lock on a door, repairing the back porch, riding with her sisters, bent over paperwork at a desk, collecting eggs while a chicken looked on.

“He’s right,” Brian said slowly. Staring at these photos, he’d learned a variety of facts about the ranch’s inhabitants and had built impressions of each of them in his mind. He knew the layout of the ranch, knew the network of roads and tracks that crisscrossed it, had a sense of the size of the cattle operation…

“So, what—you think the General is going to send us on a mission to Montana? He’s just a family man,” Jack said scornfully.

“A family man who never goes home,” Hunter said suddenly.

The door burst open just as the rest of them jumped into the argument, and the General himself strode into the room. In the sudden silence, he waved them to the table before they could stand up. “Gather round, men. Sit down, sit down.” He took a position standing at the head of the large table and Brian and the others hurried to seat themselves around it. Brian wondered if the rest of them were worried that the General had overheard them.


He sure was. He was working to stop the process that was kicking him out of the military. He wanted to stay—needed to. He hadn’t saved up near enough money to buy a ranch.

The General paced while they watched. He seemed to be mulling something over, and must have come to a conclusion, because he turned and nodded once. “Guess what, boys? You’ve earned yourselves a mission. A special mission.” He caught the gaze of each man in turn, his hazel eyes glinting with a mixture of triumph and contempt. “One that fits both the skills the United States military has endowed you with, and the blatant, reckless idiocy you’ve seen fit to display ever since.” He grinned his raffish, trademark grin. “Brace yourselves. Your future’s about to slap you upside the head.”

Brian swallowed against a sudden sense of unease.

“What’s that supposed to mean, sir?” Logan asked.

“That means this mission is permanent. It’s a one-way ticket out of the military…without a stop in the stockade.”

Several men shifted uncomfortably at this new reminder of the ties that linked them. They’d all made mistakes, but none of them had paid for them…

Yet.

Brian knew that was about to change, regardless of what the General said next. He didn’t like the sound of permanent. If he couldn’t figure out how to stay in the SEALs, he’d never reach his goal. He didn’t want to hire on to some civilian security corporation. That wasn’t his style at all.

“Are you talking about a suicide mission, sir?” Jack joked, bringing Brian back to the present.

The general’s eyes narrowed. “Not suicide, although seeing as none of you wanted to leave the military, maybe it’ll seem mighty close. Tell me, Lake, you got a girl?”

“A girl, sir?” Brian sputtered. Why was the General interested in his love life all of a sudden?

“A girl. A woman. Someone to keep you warm at night.”

“No, sir.” Brian didn’t have any of those. Hadn’t gotten more than three dates into a relationship in years. He supposed a shrink would blame it on mommy issues. As in, he didn’t have one. After his father’s gambling had lost them their small ranch, they’d moved into a house in town. Late one Saturday night his mother had run to a convenience mart five blocks from home and walked into a robbery gone wrong. She got shot when the police intervened. His dad lost the two hundred bucks he’d bet on the Raiders. Tough night all around.

“What exactly is this all about, sir?” Connor asked the General, leaning forward and setting his elbows on the table as if to better hear the answer.

“You’ve heard about my contentious relationship with my daughters.” Nearly sixty, Reed still evinced the vigor of a much younger man, but several times in the past few weeks Brian had thought he’d glimpsed something behind his veneer of strength and determination. Something far harder to define. Disquiet, maybe.

Regret.

No one answered him. For the General to speak about his family—and mention a problem regarding his girls—was unprecedented.

The General tapped his finger on the table, a gesture uncharacteristically indecisive. After a moment, he straightened. “Last November I installed a new overseer on my ranch. Name of Bob Finchley. Today I received notice that my girls ran him off. Which means my ranch—one of the largest in Montana—is being overseen by a passel of women and a bunch of hands I’ve never met. Hands whose reputations aren’t stellar. My girls do their best to keep me out of the loop, but something’s rotten in Denmark—this isn’t the usual case of them wanting to run the place themselves. Profits are way down. The hands Finchley hired are from out of town—no one can vouch for them. And there are rumblings in Chance Creek I haven’t heard before. Crime’s up. There’s more trouble than usual. I don’t know what’s going on, but I want to find out.”

“Sir, what does this have to do with me?” Brian asked.

“Keep a lid on it and you’ll find out,” the General snapped. He straightened. “I’m giving you your orders, all of you. You will infiltrate Two Willows, root out every last insurgent who’s wormed his way in there, secure the property, impose martial law and marry the natives. Do you understand me?”

Brian stilled. So did all the others. He opened his mouth to speak. Closed it again.

“Sir—what did you just say?” Connor’s slow-spoken question caused the General’s frown to deepen. Two Willows was the name of the General’s ranch. Which meant—if Brian wasn’t mistaken—the natives were his daughters.

He swallowed in a suddenly dry throat and willed himself not to turn and look at Cass’s photograph. The man had lost his marbles. Possibly overnight. Up until now Reed hadn’t demonstrated any kind of mental illness, but this wasn’t normal behavior, any way you sliced it.

“You heard me.” The General didn’t budge. Just stared back at them. Was he enjoying this?

Logan rolled his eyes. “With all due respect, General, it’s the twenty-first century—you can’t order people to marry.”

“Like hell I can’t.” The General fixed him with a look as sharp as flint. “But not you. Not yet. Lake, you’re up first. You’ll marry Cass.”

“Why do I have to go first… sir?” he added belatedly. He hadn’t meant to say any of that out loud. It had slipped out while he struggled to get a hold of his emotions. He hadn’t expected to ever get the chance to be in the same place as Cass Reed, let alone have the General order him to marry her. It was one thing to lust over a photograph. Another thing altogether to be presented with a woman and ordered to get hitched.

“Because I said so. You’re always eager to scout ahead, right?”

That was a direct hit. Brian had landed in the shithouse for an over-eager move on his last mission in the Middle East. Patience not being his particular virtue, he’d decided, after cooling his heels for ten days with the rest of his team waiting for conditions to be right, to get a look at the situation from a different viewpoint. It was a good move, in that he’d spotted their target and taken him out with one clean shot, but the rest of the mission had been a disaster. Brian and his men had to call in an airstrike to escape, and an unlucky hit took out a nearby market square. It was empty at the time, but that didn’t stop the international watchdogs from howling about civilian targets.

Brian rubbed his jaw with his hand. “How the hell am I supposed to make your daughter marry me, sir?” None of this could be real. He’d never asked a more ridiculous question in his life.

The General gave him a long, knowing look before he flipped open a file on the table, and Brian wondered again if the man knew far more about what had gone on in this room over the last few weeks than he’d been letting on. “I’m giving you a cover story. My house needs work. While you’re fixing it, you can get the lay of the land and see what’s what. Get rid of the ranch hands who are still under Finchley’s sway. Woo my daughter. The Navy spent a hell of a lot of money training you, Lake. You’ll figure it out. The others will follow.”

Shifts in body position and the scraping of chair legs over the linoleum floor belied the general’s assurance.

“I don’t know about everyone else, but I think I’ll sit this square dance out, sir,” Connor drawled.

“Oh, really? How about I re-open the investigation into the shitstorm you made out of your last mission? Is that what you want, O’Riley?”

The room went absolutely silent. All of them were waiting for the results of investigations into their conduct. If Connor’s had been suspended, did that mean…?

“That’s what I thought,” the General said. “And yes—for the moment, all investigations have been suspended. I can change that with a single phone call.”

Reed sighed gustily. Brian sat tense with the possibility that the investigation—and charges—he’d dreaded for months might disappear. He’d do about anything to make that happen.

“Now listen up,” the General went on, each word as harsh as sandpaper over steel. Brian held very still. It was clear the man had reached his limit. “You all don’t quite seem to be getting the picture, so let’s try this one more time. Each and every one of you is sitting in this room because you’ve fucked things up in such a major way the US military wants you to go crawl under a rug and disappear. They’ve handed the problem to me. So I’m holding up a rug, and you’re damned well going to crawl under it.” He looked them each in the eye in turn. “I’m not asking you to a square dance, ladies. I’m giving you a mission. A final mission. One that will end with the termination of any relationship between you and the US military. But that termination will be honorable. At least on paper. You will take it. You will go to Montana. You will get my ranch in hand. You will marry my daughters. Do you understand me?”

Brian wasn’t sure he understood any of this, but that didn’t matter, did it? Despite everything, he’d do what the General said if it meant crawling out from under the hell of the investigation into his actions. He’d never meant to do anything to blacken the eye of the United States Navy. If this whole episode could disappear, he’d be one happy man.

But marriage—that was different. Like the General said—it was permanent. Was that fair to a woman like Cass? After all, his father had good as killed his mother, and Grant was about to ruin his wife’s life. What if he fucked up like that and took Cass, the sweet woman he only knew from photographs, down with him?

What choice did he have but to give it a shot, though? And who better to try it with than Cass Reed?

If the General wasn’t pulling his leg in some massive practical joke, that was.

But the General didn’t look like he was joking. And if Brian was honest, Cass’s photograph had tempted him since the day he walked in here. The collage that depicted her interests resonated with him as if she’d been handpicked for him.

Clarity crashed over Brian, and he sucked in a breath. It was the other way around, wasn’t it? Brian had been handpicked for Cass.

By the General.

Months ago.

Had the others realized that?

It looked like they were beginning to. He saw their surreptitious glances at the General’s daughters’ photos hung around the room.

“Because when you’re done,” the General continued, leaning forward again to make his point, “if you haven’t figured out the math yet, you’ll be my sons-in-law. Which means the five of you stand to inherit one of the biggest, most productive ranches in Chance Creek County, Montana. This mission beginning to look a little more palatable?”

Holy shit. Brian’s hands flexed, then clenched. He hadn’t taken in that part fully. A fifth of an established ranch with no buy-in costs and no risk? Brian gave Cass’s photograph another look. “Yeah,” he heard himself say. “It’s a little more palatable.” He ducked when the General chucked a manual at him. “I mean, it would be an honor to marry your daughter, sir!”

“That’s better. Get packed. You leave today.” The General strode toward the door.

Brian stood up with the others as he passed them.

“You’re crazy,” Logan said when the General was gone. “Lake, if you do this you’re cracked in the head. No matter the alternative.”


Maybe. Or maybe this mission was the answer to all his problems.

Cass Reed placed the last of the breakfast dishes into the draining rack and let the soapy water out of the sink, eyeing the dripping faucet with resignation. It was worse today, which meant she’d have to pull out her tools, take it apart and find the problem. As if she didn’t have enough to do already. Sometimes she felt Two Willows was falling apart faster than she could fix it.

The window on the second-story landing still had a piece of cardboard taped into its frame to replace a missing pane. The tiling in the shower on the first floor had given way, which meant another leak was creating havoc behind the wall. The roof was also leaking in three places that Cass knew of, which reminded her she needed to check the buckets she’d positioned around the attic—there’d been a light rain the previous night. One of these days she’d have to crawl out on the roof and repair the shingles.

Too bad she was afraid of heights.

Things didn’t used to be like this—not when her mother was alive. Or maybe they had been and she’d just been too young and oblivious to realize how hard her mother had worked to keep up with the large old house they lived in. Cass wasn’t sure. One thing she did know was that at twenty-six, she couldn’t stack up to Amelia when it came to handling problems with panache—or parenting her sisters. She’d thanked God when she’d turned twenty-one and persuaded her father to stop sending useless guardians to watch over them. None of the women who’d come to help could fill Amelia’s shoes. They were there for an easy paycheck, something the General never seemed to understand.

Cass was the one who’d done the real work around the house since her mother passed away when she was fifteen. As her mother lay dying, she and her sisters had taken turns visiting the hospital and keeping an eye on the ranch. It hadn’t occurred to Cass until then that her mother had foreseen what had happened to her, as she’d foreseen so much else over the course of her life; although the stroke had come out of nowhere, her mother had been prepared for it. She seemed peaceful in those last few days, even as all her daughters came apart. Cass had tried so hard to match her serenity, but for the most part she’d failed.

“It’s up to you now to keep your sisters and father safe,” Amelia had struggled to say in her slurred speech. “You’ll have to be the anchor that keeps this family together, and it won’t be easy, but you’re strong, Cass. Stronger than you know. The key is the ranch. The land. That’s where the power is. No matter what happens, you have to stay on the ranch.”

“Like you did?”

Amelia had understood immediately what she was asking. Did she need to physically stay on the ranch at all times, like her mother had ever since her father joined the Army? All the girls had been aware of why Amelia stayed within the confines of her property unless the General was by her side. She’d made some sort of pact with God—or maybe with the land itself. If she stayed, the General would survive the dangers he’d faced throughout his career. If she left, all bets were off.

Ridiculous, like everything else that happened at Two Willows. And yet—

Despite a long, dangerous career in the Army, the General was still alive.

Even if her mother wasn’t.

“There are five of you to share the burden,” Amelia had told her. “But Cass… let it mostly be you. I know Alice feels the things to come far more than you do, but she doesn’t have the determination you have. You’re the oldest. The strongest. And you love the ranch.”

“I do,” Cass had assured her. She’d taken on that burden willingly, and her sisters had shared it without question. In the past eleven years there hadn’t been a single moment when at least one Reed woman wasn’t on the property. Until the General came home, there never would.

Would the General ever come home again?

Cass pushed the question aside. It didn’t matter. She was here to stay, anyway. And she needed to keep her sisters in line. She’d struggled mightily to do so when they were teenagers. Now it was a lost cause.

It was her fault, Cass admitted to herself. She’d been distracted ever since their latest overseer had arrived last November. Bob Finchley had tricked her well and thoroughly, and they were all paying for her mistake now. He’d pursued her with a vengeance, and Cass, who’d had little time or opportunity for dating and men before now, had been swept off her feet by his flattery and attention.

Every time she thought about it she wanted to die of humiliation.

She’d believed everything he’d said as he accompanied her day and night. She’d told him all of her hopes and dreams. Confessed everything about her estrangement from her father—and the way he’d squashed her dream of joining the Army when she’d dared to express it, even though she’d known she wouldn’t follow through. How could she when she was needed here? But she’d wanted him to say, “Yes, Cass, you’d make a fine soldier.”

Of course he hadn’t.

That wasn’t the worst, though. In the end, she’d slept with Bob—the man who’d been stealing from her family the whole time. It was only luck that led her to discover the fact he was cooking the books. He’d been hinting he meant to propose to her soon—and she would have said yes if she hadn’t pieced it all together. She still didn’t know if he had meant to marry her and try to eventually take the ranch for himself, or string her along while he siphoned all the cash he could from it before leaving her in the dust.

She wasn’t sure which was worse, either. All she knew was she was glad he was gone. Even if he’d left their finances in ruins.

If only Bob had gone farther away, though, she thought as she examined the leaky faucet again. He was still in town, and she thought he might be tracking her movements, because she bumped into him far too often. Several people had congratulated her on her engagement to him in the past week. She wouldn’t put it past Bob to have started the rumors himself. She was doing everything she could to dispel them, but it worried her; what was he up to? Between his continued presence in town, her sisters’ waywardness and the way the house was falling down around her head, Cass was beginning to think she was losing her mind.

Which wasn’t an option. Not today, anyway, she reminded herself firmly, going to the large walk-in pantry where she kept her tool kit on the bottom shelf next to the cleaning supplies and “how to” books.

“I’m off to Westfield,” Alice called as she crossed the kitchen on her way to the back door. “Be back for dinner.”

Cass exited the pantry in a hurry to confront her. The third oldest at twenty-four, Alice was the beauty of the family. Artistic, almost other-worldly in her appearance, she made men young and old stop and stare. She had a way of sensing things before they happened, too, but for someone with the second sight, Cass thought she was awfully blind to her current boyfriend’s faults.

“You’ll be at Westfield all that time?” She took in the garment bags draped over Alice’s arm. She must be going to the other ranch for a dress fitting. The women at Westfield kept Alice busy sewing the Regency costumes they wore. Sometimes Cass wished she could go stay at their Jane Austen bed and breakfast and never come home again.

But that wasn’t possible.

“I’m going out with Howie afterward.” Alice quickly turned to go.

Just as Cass had predicted. “Did he ever explain what he was doing with your car?” Cass knew she was overly suspicious after her own disastrous relationship with Bob, but recently Howie’s behavior was raising all kinds of red flags.

“I already told you—he had to pick something up in Silver Falls. It was important. I don’t see why you’re making such a big fuss.”

“Why didn’t he take his truck?”

“It was in the shop.”

Cass didn’t like it. Something wasn’t sitting right with her about Howie these days, but she knew from experience Alice wouldn’t tolerate an inquisition. Howie was the first man her sister had seriously dated, and she’d fallen for him hard in the past month.

Cass couldn’t blame her. Howie was handsome and a lot of fun. If he was secretive now and then, or borrowed her sister’s Chevy without asking, who was she to say that was a problem? Still, she worried. None of them knew what they were doing around men. The General treated them like something he’d found on the bottom of his shoe. He alternated between ignoring them and imposing his will from USSOCOM headquarters as if they were a rogue nation he’d been tasked with governing since they couldn’t be trusted to govern themselves.

“See you later.” Alice slipped away and shut the back door behind her. Cass stood in kitchen, her arms crossed over her chest and raised her eyes to the high, whitewashed ceiling. “Mama, if you’ve got any ideas, now’s the time to let me in on them. Because I don’t know how to get her away from that man.”

She got no answer, aside from the ticking of the grandfather clock in the central hall. She was alone in this mess, just as she’d been since she was fifteen.

Time to fix that faucet.

But before she could return to the task, Sadie, who was twenty-two, clattered down the stairs and called out, “I’m going shopping. I’ll be back by dinner time. Need anything?”

Cass’s shoulders slumped. Shopping—again? Sadie did that a lot these days, and it terrified Cass—they didn’t have money to spare. She knew she should tell her sisters that, but so far she hadn’t been able to make herself confess. She was the one in charge of the budget, and she was the one who’d been sleeping with the man who’d stolen more than thirty grand from their coffers, from what Cass could piece together. She needed to tell her sisters. And the General, for that matter. But what if the General took the ranch away from them? He’d threatened to do that several times before, and she couldn’t let that happen. This was their home. Two Willows was special. They needed it. The General needed it, too, though he didn’t seem to realize that.

“What are you shopping for?” she asked Sadie.

“Shoes. My garden clogs are gone. I’ve looked for them everywhere.”

“Garden clogs don’t up and disappear on their own. Look again.”

“I have. Seriously, Cass—I’ve looked everywhere I can think of. So has Lena. They’re gone.”

Cass shook her head, but given how much food her sister provided from the plot she tended, plus the extra income she made from the farm stand produce and the herbal cures she sold to passersby, she guessed her sister needed a new pair. But Cass’s gut told her Sadie wasn’t being entirely truthful. She had no doubt her sister would come home with new garden clogs, but how many more bags would she carry into the house?

She hadn’t been able to force herself to confront her sister about her overspending yet, as much as she needed to. Why would Sadie shop like that except to fill the hole inside her where her parents’ love should have been? Her mother was gone and the General might as well be dead, too, for all the attention he gave them. Her once calm, confident, sweet little sister had turned herself inside out chasing Mark Pendergrass, a handsome but hard-edged young man Cass would have banned from Two Willows if she could.

Cass kept grasping for the right thing to say to show Sadie she was worth so much more than that, but her words always fell on deaf ears. “Easy for you to say,” Sadie had retorted the last time Cass told her she didn’t need new clothes to look beautiful. “You and Alice are the pretty ones. The rest of us have to fight to get a man.”

“No,” Cass had wanted to tell her. “That’s all wrong.” But Sadie was young; her friends shopped and dressed up to attract men. Who was she to put Sadie down? When the credit card bills came due, Cass paid them from their dwindling funds. And racked her brains for other ways to save money.

“Anything else?” Cass found herself saying, despite her resolutions to keep quiet.

“I might buy some other things,” Sadie admitted.

“What other things?”

“Clothes, all right? A dress. For tonight.”

“Because…?” Cass wasn’t sure why she was asking. There was only one thing Sadie would want to do on a Friday night: go out on the town with Mark.

“I work hard. I deserve some new things once in a while.” Sadie tossed her auburn curls over her shoulder. Cass read something else in her expression, though. Not just defiance. Guilt.

That was even worse.

Of course Sadie deserved nice things. They all did. But Cass knew this wasn’t about fulfilling a feminine desire for something pretty. This was about Sadie trying to keep the attention of a man who picked up and discarded women without thinking twice. Sadie had floated on air the night Mark first asked her to dance at the local watering hole. She’d been desperate ever since to keep him from moving on to his next conquest. She’d taken to wearing sky-high heels, tight clothes and so much war paint Cass had to strangle the urge to march her into a bathroom and scrub it off every time she saw her. Sadie deserved so much better than Mark.

But the heart wanted what the heart wanted.

Cass knew that better than anyone else.

Sadie waited, almost as if she hoped Cass would save her from herself. Amelia would have known exactly what to say to convince Sadie to turn her back on Mark, but Cass couldn’t think of anything she hadn’t tried before. “I hope you find something lovely,” was all she could come up with. Maybe Sadie would catch the attention of some other man when she wore her new dress. A better man.

A man who would stay.

Sadie nodded, her expression tight, and slipped out of the house before Cass could say more. The screen door banged shut behind her. Seconds later a motor started and Sadie drove away in her battered old Ford.

Cass waited for the sound to fade away. Fix the sink, she reminded herself. That was one job she knew she could do. She had a manual. She had tools. When she was done, the faucet would work again.

Unlike anything else.

She had just started on the task when Jo, the baby of the family at twenty-one, came down the stairs, followed by Tabitha, her white cat. While Sadie had been all dolled up for her trip into Billings, Jo was still in her pajamas. Cass knew she’d been up early to do her chores in the barns, but then she’d come home and gone back to bed. Amelia would never have tolerated that kind of behavior.

“Hey, are there any eggs left?” Jo asked breezily as Tabitha headed for her food dish in the corner. “I want some French toast.”

“I just finished cleaning up. What time did you get in last night?”

“Don’t try to parent me. I’m too old for that.” Jo headed for the refrigerator. She brought out the eggs and butter, then found a loaf of bread. Cass bit back the urge to scream. She’d just gotten the place clean again.

“You’d better wash up after yourself.”

“Yes, sir.” Jo snapped an ironic salute and went back to perusing the contents of the fridge. Cass sighed. Jo used to be someone she could count on. Always a bit of a smart-ass, she used to ally herself with Cass against the others when they were being truly out of control. Now she was every bit as headstrong as they were. It made Cass wish for the days when a batch of kittens could keep Jo occupied for weeks.

Cass consulted the plumbing manual. It wasn’t like she didn’t know how to change a washer; she’d done it plenty of times. Still, she wanted to make sure she didn’t miss a step.

“You’ll have to do without the sink,” she told Jo, bending down absentmindedly to pet Tabitha, who was now weaving between her feet.

“Guess I won’t be able to wash up after all.”

Cass bit back an angry retort. “Where were you last night?” God, she sounded like someone’s mother. But with her sisters all acting like children, someone had to take charge.

“With Sean. He was showing me his web cam.”

“Web cam.” Cass consulted the manual again. She never could force herself to like Sean. There was something weaseley about him she couldn’t define. She shooed Tabitha gently away and got to work. “What’s he need one of those for?”

“To talk to people. He showed me how to work it. Maybe I’ll get one, too.”

“You can use the camera in your laptop if you want to video chat,” Cass pointed out. They didn’t all need to go shopping.

“A web cam has better quality. Anyway, I’m going back to his house in a few minutes. Be back for dinner.”

“Don’t you have more chores?”

“Already did them.”

Jo turned back to her French toast, working quickly and humming to herself. That had to mean she was happy, right? Cass slid a look her way, took in her sister’s pajamas, the locks of hair escaping from the messy updo she’d secured with a scrunchie. If anything, Jo looked drawn. Probably had stayed up too late. Probably would again tonight.

“You did your chores in your pajamas?”

“People wear pajamas everywhere these days.”

Cass gave up.

Ten minutes later, Cass was deep into her job and she didn’t realize Jo had gone until she heard the front door slam. She turned around to see that her sister had left the stove top on, the eggs on the counter and a half-cooked piece of toast still in the pan she’d at least had the presence of mind to move to one of the cool burners.

Cass sighed.

It was going to be one of those days.

By the time dinner rolled around, she’d fixed the sink, pulled enough tiles off the wall of the downstairs bathroom to get an idea of the damage behind it, done five loads of laundry—her own plus the sheets and pillowcases in every bedroom of the house—updated the books for the cattle operation, sighing at the way more money kept going out than came in, and vacuumed all three floors of the house. She’d thrown a pot roast and potatoes in the oven and had even pulled out the tallest ladder they owned and rested it against the back of the house.

She hadn’t quite gathered the courage to climb it, though. Instead, she’d remembered she hadn’t dusted the front room in a week. By the time that was thoroughly done, dinner required all her attention.

For once, no one’s boyfriends followed them home to mooch a meal and her sisters congregated in the kitchen before six, waiting for the oven timer to go off. Jo was setting the table. Lena, the second oldest at twenty-five, was washing up at the sink—her hot-tempered boyfriend, Scott Howell, nowhere to be seen, thank goodness. Alice was perched on top of the refrigerator, as usual, a habit Cass had never been able to break her of despite all her efforts. The high kitchen ceiling allowed her plenty of room to sit cross-legged up there. Her sketch pad in her lap, she leaned against the wall, a dreamy expression on her face. All must be right between her and Howie, Cass thought.


Figured.

“Well? What do you think?” Sadie waltzed into the kitchen in the slinkiest black dress Cass had ever seen, except on a movie screen. A scarlet bra peeked out from its low-cut neckline, and it seemed distinctly possible Sadie wasn’t wearing anything underneath it.

“It’s great—for a hooker,” Lena said flatly.

“You’re not going to wear that out,” Cass said. “Sadie, that’s—”

“I don’t look like a hooker.” Sadie was furious. “It’s a gorgeous dress. The woman in the store said they just got it in.”

“Why don’t you skip wearing clothes altogether? It’d be about the same thing,” Jo joked.

Sadie spun on her heel and left without another word. They heard her pound up the stairs and slam her door.

“She’ll get arrested in that thing,” Lena predicted. “Just you wait.”

“No one gets arrested for looking sexy,” Jo contradicted. “Who knows, maybe Mark will keep his eyes on her for once instead of hitting on the barmaid.”

“He doesn’t do that in front of her, does he?” Cass asked, horrified. No wonder Sadie was making such a spectacle of herself.

“Yes, he does,” Jo said. “And worse.”

“Well, I hope Sean’s not like that.”

“Sean’s all about me. He thinks I’m beautiful. That’s why he wants to—”

“Incoming,” Alice said suddenly.

All of them turned toward her, used to her predictive abilities.

“Well? Who is it?” Cass asked impatiently. If it was Mark, she’d give him a piece of her mind no matter what Sadie thought of it.

“I don’t know.” Alice shook her head, her expression distant, as if she was listening to something only she could hear. “A man.” She began to climb down from the refrigerator, a maneuver only Alice could manage so gracefully. A step on the counter, a leap to the floor and she was striding toward the front door. The others followed her, Cass shutting the oven door.

“What’s going on?” Sadie asked sulkily when she rejoined them in jeans and a low-cut blouse.

“Someone’s coming,” Cass told her.

The front door was propped open to let in the breeze and the five of them gathered together behind the screen door to look outside. They waited patiently even though there was no sign of a car on the drive.

“Now,” Alice said, a couple of minutes later. Sure enough, Cass spotted a trail of dust that meant a vehicle was making its way down the lane to their house.

“It’s a truck, but I don’t recognize it.” Sadie craned her neck to see.

“Must be someone we don’t know.”

Cass felt a twinge of unease. “Why are they coming here?” she asked Alice. Sometimes her sister got flashes about those things, too.

“I’m not sure… something…” Alice shook her head, then turned to Cass in surprise. “He’s here for you.”

“For me?” They watched as the metallic blue GMC pulled up in front of the house and after a moment, a man got out. He retrieved a bag from the back of the truck, and shut the tailgate. As he stood looking at the house, Cass had the chance to take him in. He was tall, muscular, with dark hair, blue eyes and a strong jaw. Something stirred within Cass she’d thought had died when she discovered Bob’s theft—a curl of carnal interest she immediately squashed. She didn’t need another man in her life, but this one was so good-looking she’d have to be a saint not to notice him. He was easy in his body, with a confidence that made her curious to get to know him better. He wore faded jeans, cowboy boots that had seen better days, a crisp, white shirt and a hat that was too new for Cass’s taste. This was a man both at home on a ranch and a stranger to it. Cass couldn’t get a clear read on him. But there was something else about him she recognized immediately, even as she struggled to get her reaction to him under control.

“Military,” Lena said under her breath.

“Did something happen to the General?” Jo asked Alice.

“No.”

Cass let out a breath, not knowing why she’d held it. She cared as little for the General as he did for them. Still, if Alice said he was alive, then he was alive, and that was good. She wasn’t ready to lose another parent.

“He’s coming,” Sadie hissed.

As one, all of them except Alice sprang back from the door and hurried into the front room, where Lena took up a position on the rug in front of the coffee table, and got back to tinkering with a lawnmower motor she’d been repairing for the last several days. Sadie and Jo grabbed magazines and plopped themselves on the couch on the far side of the room. Tabitha appeared from the kitchen and hopped up onto Jo’s lap. Cass sat down at her desk and reached for a pen.

Their ruse was silly—their dinner was all ready to be served in the kitchen. Cass didn’t know why it felt so important to act like this, but it did. She didn’t want this man—this stranger—to think she’d been waiting for him.

When footsteps climbed the front steps, Alice opened the screen door. “Welcome to Two Willows. You must be looking for Cass.”




CHAPTER TWO


That was Alice. Brian recognized her from the photos from the task force office. Behind her he spotted Jo and Sadie sitting on a sofa, and Lena dismantling some kind of engine on a paper-draped coffee table. It wasn’t until he shifted his gaze to the woman seated at the desk that he spotted his quarry.

Cass Reed. Twenty-six, homemaker extraordinaire, ex-girlfriend to a departed Two Willows overseer—

Sweet as shoefly pie on a summer’s day.

As Cass got to her feet and started toward him, Brian’s pulse kicked up a notch. She was every bit as beautiful as he’d known she would be. Even more attractive in real life than she’d been in the photograph he’d stared at this past month. Her silky blond hair hung in waves down her back. Her wide, blue eyes watched him suspiciously from under long lashes. Her mouth—God, her mouth—made him hungry to taste her.

And that body—that curvy, wonderful body… She was wearing jean shorts and a simple top. Her long legs were bare, sun-kissed and distracting. She wore nothing on her feet and Brian flashed back to his early childhood, before his father’s gambling had taken over everything—long, carefree summer days on the family’s ranch he hadn’t thought about in years.

This was the kind of woman he’d missed during his time with the SEALs. Sure, there were pretty girls in bars all over the world ready to take him for a ride, but they lacked what Cass had—that open, fresh, healthy country glow that told a man this was a woman you could make a life with.

Not for the first time Brian wondered why the General would send a man like him—a headstrong fuck-up—to marry his daughter. Cass could have anyone she wanted.

His mission was to make sure she wanted him. Brian decided on the spot he’d give it his all.

“You’re right.” He removed his hat, shifted it to the hand that held his bag and pushed inside without waiting for an invitation. “I’m here for Cass.”

“That’s me.” Cass held out a hand and looked him over curiously as he shook it firmly.

“I’m Brian Lake.” He found himself loath to let her go. But he did. Last thing he wanted was to scare her off before he’d even started. “The General sent me. I’m here to fix the house.”

“The house?” Lena said. “Aren’t you here to take over the overseer position?”

“No. Just here to fix the house,” Brian told her. The General had prepared him for this line of questioning. If I start by sending another overseer they’ll never go for it, he’d told Brian back at USSOCOM. They’ll foment a rebellion the likes of which hasn’t been seen since the Civil War. We’ve got to be sneakier than that. I’ve got friends who drive by from time to time. They say the place is going to the dogs.”

Cass’s expression hardened. “I see. I’m sorry he sent you all this way for nothing. As you can see, the house is fine.”

The General had told him to expect this. “Beg pardon, ma’am, but I’m not asking. I’m telling. The General sent me here to fix the place up, and I’m not leaving until this house is shipshape.”

There was a pause as the women took this in.

“You’re in the Army?” Lena asked, not bothering to get up.

“No, the Navy. I’m a SEAL.”

If he’d hoped that would garner him some respect he was wrong.

“How’d you get mixed up with the General?” Sadie asked suspiciously.

“USSOCOM business.” He hoped that stifled any further interest.

“USSOCOM’s business is fixing my house?” Cass asked.

“It is for now.” Brian dropped his bag on the floor. “I’ll be staying awhile.” The General had told him to go in guns blazing. Don’t give them an inch. They’ll tear you apart, he’d warned Brian.

“Like hell,” Lena said.

“You’re not staying here,” Cass added.

“Yes, I am.” Brian didn’t budge, and he made use of every inch of his height to tower over Cass. She glared back at him. “He said if you don’t like it, you all can move out.”

Just as the General had predicted, that sent a shock wave through them. They’re attached to the ranch, the General had said. Wait and see. They stick close to home, just like their mother used to.

Cass studied him a moment longer, but she must have seen he couldn’t be budged. “Fine. You can stay in the guest room—after I call my father to make sure you are who you say you are.”

“I’ll ring him myself.” The General had predicted this, too. He pulled out his phone, tapped on it a few times and handed it to Cass. She took it with a frown.

“It’s me,” she said into the phone after a moment. “There’s a man here.” She hesitated. “Yes. Yes. That’s right. I’ve got it all under control, you know—” Another pause. “Fine. But the minute the repairs are done, he’s out. Got it?”

She handed the phone back without cutting the connection. Brian lifted it to his ear. “Lake here, General.”

“Don’t let those girls of mine scare you off. Eyes on the prize. That’s some mighty fine ranch land, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is.” A mighty fine woman, too, he thought, looking Cass over again. A mighty pissed off one, by the looks of things. “You sure this is where you want me?”

“Don’t get all mealy-mouthed, Lake. You don’t like Cass, you tell me straight out.”

“It’s not that,” Brian rushed to tell him.

The General chuckled, letting him know he’d betrayed far too much. “Yeah, I thought you might see something you liked there. Make sure she finds you interesting, too. No marriage, no share in the ranch. Got it?”

“Yeah, I got it.” Brian hung up on him, disconcerted by the way the General had seen through him. “We good here?” he asked Cass.

She blinked. “That’s not the way I would phrase it, but I’m satisfied you’re the minion my father meant to send to annoy me. I don’t know why I bothered to check. He does this all the time.” She turned on her heel and led the way to the staircase.

“He’s done this before?” The General had never mentioned that. Brian grabbed the handles of his bag and followed Cass. “Sent you a man?”

She stopped short on the second step and when she turned to face him they were eye to eye. “He’s never sent me a man,” she said waspishly. “He’s sent plenty of workers, though. We always run them off. Eventually.”

“He’s just trying to help, you know.”

She made an exasperated sound and continued up the steps. “He’s trying to control us, you mean.”

“I’m here to fix the house,” he said to her retreating back.

She didn’t answer until they’d reached a pleasant bedroom on the second floor and she’d ushered him inside. “Then we won’t have to put up with each other for very long.”

Before he could say another word, she was gone.

When Cass came downstairs again, her sisters had reconvened in the kitchen. “Where are you going?” Alice asked from her perch atop the refrigerator as Cass passed through the room toward the back door.

“What about dinner?” Sadie asked.

“Go ahead without me. I need some fresh air.”

“Hey—do you know where the repair manual I left on the coffee table got to? It’s gone,” Lena called after her.

“Haven’t seen it.” Cass walked right out the back door, clattered down the three steps that led from the back porch and strode off toward the small shed she’d claimed years ago for her own. It wasn’t nearly as big as the carriage house Alice used for her sewing room, or as light as the glass greenhouse where Sadie retreated to when she needed to be alone. It wasn’t as pungent as the barns and stables where Lena and Jo spent most of their time, thank God. It was a square, windowless, tidy shed lined with shelves from floor to ceiling, with a large central wooden table—the perfect surface for all kinds of projects.

And if once in a while those projects involved a small amount of pyrotechnics, how was anyone to know?

Cass unlocked the building, switched on the bright overhead light and gathered what she needed. She didn’t have time for anything fancy. Matches, bottle rockets. That was enough. She flicked off the light again, shut and locked the door, and made a beeline to her truck. Following the familiar rutted track toward one of the ranch’s farthest pastures, she parked, got out, set the bottle rockets on a flat stone and lit their fuses.

Cass calmly strode back to the truck, leaned against the driver’s side door and crossed her arms, waiting for them to go off.

Five.

Four.

Three.

Two.

One.

They popped off one after another in crisp, satisfying explosions, allowing her pent-up exasperation to release and drain away. There. That was better.

Time to go home and face the interloper with a clear head.

She’d have him out of here in no time.




CHAPTER THREE


“She’ll be back in about…” Lena pulled out her phone and checked it. “Six minutes.”

“Where the hell did she run off to?” Brian asked. He stood in the corner of the kitchen, feeling outnumbered, four sets of female eyes sizing him up. The General was right. This had all the undercurrents of an insurgency about to turn hot.

“Just a walk before dinner.” Sadie shrugged and as if to belie her words, a truck pulled into the packed-dirt parking area in front of the carriage house and Cass got out.

“A walk?” Brian echoed.

“Walk, drive… what’s the difference?” Alice said from up on top of the refrigerator. She climbed down from her perch and went to wash her hands. The other women moved around the room with the ease of familiarity, getting the meal to the table, pouring drinks and settling themselves into their seats. Cass walked in, hung her purse from a hook near the door and headed for the sink. After washing and drying her hands, she slid into a chair at the head of the table.

Which is when Brian realized there was no place set for him.

All five women watched him curiously and once again Brian caught a glimpse of wicked defiance beneath their placid expressions. He’d been in tight situations many times, but none quite so awkward—or as deviously undermining to his authority. He was too well bred to dump one of the women out of their chairs, or to demand to be served—or even to grab a plate and help himself. But he was too versed in conflict to walk away, either. This was a test. If he failed it, he might as well leave right now.

And Brian had decided he wanted to stay. Every move Cass made fascinated him. He couldn’t say what it was—some combination of sweetness, sexiness and rank insubordination that pierced straight through his defenses. He wanted to get to know her better, and the ranch had already worked its magic on him. He felt more alive right now than he had since he left his SEAL team.

He went to the cupboard, pulled out another plate, eased his way between the chairs Cass and Lena occupied and stabbed a baked potato with the serving fork that lay in the dish. He transferred a healthy serving of the roast to the plate, too. After adding a helping of green beans, he handed it to Jo. She caught the plate just before he dropped it in front of her and he swiped her empty one out from under it. He went back to serving before anyone could say a word.

As he expected, none of the others protested his actions out loud. That wasn’t their way. He served each of them in turn, and himself last, grabbed some silverware from a drawer near the sink and took his heavily laden plate to one of the spare chairs.

“This is good,” he said a minute later, after he’d dug in.

“Cass made it,” Jo told him proudly.

“Cass, you are a hell of a cook.”

They subsided into silence again and the others finally began to eat.

When a few minutes had passed, Brian decided to stir things up a little. After a month at USSOCOM, he needed some action, and he wouldn’t get anywhere until he got them talking.

“Here’s what I don’t understand. I’m sitting at a table with five beautiful women. How come none of you has a husband?”

Sadie’s mouth dropped open. Two spots of color appeared high on Cass’s cheeks. “That’s none of your business.”

“Maybe we’ve learned men aren’t worth the trouble.” Lena leaned forward, fork high in her hand as if she meant to stab someone. “Besides, I have a boyfriend. Who knows where it’s going?”

“It better not be heading toward matrimony,” Cass snapped at her.

“It can go wherever I want it to,” Lena retorted.

“I’ll marry when the right man asks me,” Sadie said.

Alice blinked and frowned. “Husband?” She sounded as if she didn’t understand the word.

“Some people think marriage is obsolete,” Jo said loftily, shoveling her fork into her green beans.

Cass turned on her. “Who says that? Sean?”

“Maybe.”

Brian watched them bicker. This was too much fun. It was like launching a hand grenade into a wasps’ nest.

“You’re way older than any of us.” Alice turned to him suddenly. “Why aren’t you married?”

“Who’s to say I’m not?” he countered, although her accusation stung. He wasn’t way older. Maybe five or six years older than Cass.

“Are you?” Cass asked.

Was that a flash of disappointment in her eyes? Of course it wasn’t, he chided himself. He was a stranger to her. He’d have to remedy that as fast as he could. “Not yet. But I will be soon.” Cass nodded and concentrated on her food.

“Who’s the lucky lady?” Lena asked sardonically.

“She’s sitting at this table.” He wanted to take back the words as soon as he’d said them. What the hell had made him set off a bomb like that? How many times did leaping before he looked have to get him in trouble before he finally learned?

“What?” Sadie said.

“Who?” Jo demanded, looking from one to another of her sisters.

“You’re an idiot.” Lena cut a bite-size chunk off her slice of roast beef. Cass just stared at him, fork and knife suspended above her plate.

“It’s Cass, isn’t it?” Alice said suddenly. “I saw—” She bit off her words and busied herself with her food as the rest of them turned to stare at her.

“What did you see?” Cass demanded.


“Nothing. I saw him coming here—looking for you. That’s all.” Alice popped a hunk of beef into her mouth and chewed.

“That had better be all,” Cass told her with a shake of her head. “Don’t be so gullible. Mr. Lake’s just having you on.”

“No. I’m not,” Brian told her firmly, deciding to throw caution to the wind one last time. “Alice is right. I didn’t just come to fix the house. I came to marry you.”

In all her years of interacting with ranch hands, Cass had dealt with angry men, lazy men, suspicious men and stupid men, but she’d never dealt with a proposal from a stranger. Not even Bob had tried that.

“Mr. Lake—”

“Brian.”

“Mr. Lake—”

“At least call me Lieutenant. Or you could just say sir.”

“Mr. Lake, I don’t know how it is where you come from, but around here a man gets to know a woman before he asks her to marry him.”

“Who said I was asking?”

Cass blinked and tried again. “I never said I had any interest—”

“Again, I’m not asking you to marry me, Cass. Not now. I’m just letting you know my intentions. Where I come from, that’s the honorable thing to do.” Brian took a bite of his beef and closed his eyes. “Heavenly. I’m going to be one spoiled man when we tie the knot.”


Cass stood up, dropped her utensils on her plate, caught her napkin before it slipped to the floor and slammed it on the table.

“Cass,” Lena warned.

“I’m fine,” Cass snapped, but she ached to head out on the range with a bushel basket of fireworks. Some M-80s ought to do it. They were hard to find, not like in the old days when any stupid teenager could blow things up if he wanted to. Cass felt sure that was all for the best. Most people weren’t careful like she was. Still, at times like these she wished the drugstore stocked them. Next to the pads and tampons would be appropriate.

Instead, she went to the sink and poured herself a glass of water, even though she already had one.

When she sat back down, she refused to meet Brian’s gaze. She wasn’t going to let him get to her, no matter what he said.

“So you’re a sailor, huh?” Lena said, sizing him up. “What’s wrong; Army wouldn’t take you?”

“Army didn’t have the specialty I wanted.”

“And what was that?”

“Explosives. I like to blow shit up.”

Cass choked on the water she’d just drunk. Sadie thumped her on the back.

“What a coincidence,” Lena said. “Cass likes—”

“Dessert. Chocolate.” Cass stood up again and carried her plate to the sink. “Sadie, help clear the table.”

“I’ve barely started eating.”

“Take a load off, Cass. I’ll do the dishes tonight. When I’m done.”

Everyone fell silent at Brian’s pronouncement and Cass stared at him. What the hell was the General up to now? Sending them an explosives expert who did dishes, too?

A ripple of unease ran through her. She didn’t like the idea of the SEAL staying in the house. If he knew about explosions, would he figure out what she was doing when she went off on her own? Would she have to stop turning to fireworks when she got angry? She hated the thought of censoring herself. Without that outlet for her feelings, she’d actually have to…feel them.

To hell with that.

When she didn’t answer, he just smiled. It shouldn’t have affected her, but it did, sending a tide of heat through her body that left her uncomfortable and flushed.

“You can help dry,” he offered. “It’ll be like playing house.”

Cass barely bit back a curse, and she had to work hard through the rest of the meal and the cleanup afterward not to lose her cool. Her sisters seemed to think it was all a big joke and she was glad when they scattered and left her and Brian to finish up.

She thought she’d never seen a sight as sexy as the muscular man elbows deep in sudsy water. Their dishes looked fragile in his large hands but he worked carefully and didn’t chip any of them.

She was drying the last pan when Brian said, “See, we’re perfectly compatible. We’ll be married in no time.”

Cass hung up the pan and threw her towel on the counter. “All right. That’s it,” she said.

“That’s what?” He pulled the plug from the sink and let the water drain out.

“Let’s go. Now.” She headed for the door.

“Where are we going?”

“You’ll see.” She led the way outside, across the yard and through Sadie’s garden toward a tall clipped wall of an evergreen hedge, not looking back to see if he followed. She knew he was behind her. Could sense his steady gaze on the back of her head.

It was a measure of their family’s moral code that very few of Chance Creek’s citizens had ever gotten lost in the Two Willows hedge maze, because it was entirely capable of baffling unsuspecting wanderers. Even as little children, before their mother had died, their father’s prolonged absences had given Cass and her sisters such a deep understanding of what it meant to be left behind that they had tacitly decided no one would ever feel that kind of pain on their watch. They had escorted each new visitor through the maze in an orderly and thorough fashion—Cass remembered holding her friends’ hands—until the guest had memorized the way and could be trusted to explore the maze on his or her own.

Amelia had planted the maze as a child and tended it as long as she lived. Sadie had taken over when she passed, the way she took over all the gardens on the ranch. The maze remained as it had ever been, the shrubbery as tall as the roof of the house, but precisely clipped into passages that never changed. You would think that between their pedantic method of revealing its secrets and the number of times she’d traced the paths it held, the maze would hold no more magic for her.

You’d be wrong.

Because something was special in that part of the ranch. Even newcomers remarked on an uncanny sense that things were different here.

Brian stopped at the entrance to the maze. “You’ve got to be kidding me. I’ve never seen one of these on private property before.”

“In!” Cass pointed toward the opening.

“What’s going on?” Sadie, clippers in hand, popped out from the passage that branched off to the left.

“Jesus, Sadie, don’t do that!” Cass put a hand to her heart. “I’m taking Mr. Lake to the standing stone. Time to sort this out.”

“Ooh. I want to come.” Sadie lay the clippers down and stripped off her gardening gloves.

“We didn’t ask for company.” But her sister ignored her protests and Cass decided to be grateful Lena, Alice and Jo weren’t here, too.

“You think you can lose me in there?” Brian demanded.

“I won’t give you the chance. We’ve got an appointment to keep.”

Brian raised an eyebrow, but allowed her to escort him through the tall evergreen shrubbery to the center of the maze, where a large, rectangular obelisk stood. The standing stone had inspired Amelia to plant the maze around it all those years ago. No one knew who’d decided to wedge the large piece of granite vertically into the ground, or how they’d carried it here from Silver Falls, twenty miles away, where it must have been quarried. All that had happened so long ago the story hadn’t been passed down. What had been transmitted from generation to generation was the stone’s uncanny ability to answer questions.

The stone didn’t speak, of course. And its answers didn’t always come clear at first, but they did come, and often in a smack-you-in-the-face kind of way. The Reeds had learned not to enter the exercise lightly and they warned their friends to exercise caution, as well.

But strangers were fair game.

“After all, any grown-up knows not to ask a question you don’t really want an answer to,” Alice had once said.

“Nice rock,” Brian said, clearly unimpressed.

“Go ahead. Ask.” Cass folded her arms over her chest again.

“Ask what?” Brian cocked his head.

“Ask the standing stone if you and I are going to get married.”

“You think it’s going to answer me?” He grinned and Cass shook her head in exasperation. Really, the SEAL was far too handsome to go around smiling like that. When he did she went all funny inside.

She didn’t like that one bit.

“It’ll definitely answer,” Sadie said helpfully.

“Be specific,” Cass directed. “You have to word things carefully. The stone will only be as clear as you are. Ask your question, then wait for an answer.”

“You’re putting me on.”

Cass had a feeling Brian could be stubborn when he wanted to. Sadie jumped to her rescue. “If you ask and don’t get an answer, Cass’ll let you kiss her.”

Cass turned on her, but before she could lay into Sadie, Brian laughed out loud. “You’re on.” He faced the stone, and as angry as Cass was, she decided she wanted to see what happened next, although she took a step away from Brian just in case he tried to steal that kiss before the stone could give its response. SEALs were trained to be sneaky, after all.

“I’ll get you for that later,” she murmured to Sadie.

Sadie shrugged.


“Oh great and wonderful Standing Stone, in your wisdom, nobility and…” Brian thought a moment. “And rectangular-ness, please reveal to me the truth. Will I marry the fair Cass?” He ended with a little flourish, like a bow mixed with a gyrating dance step.

Sadie gaped at him. “You are so going to pay for that, you know.”

“Sweetie, I’ve fought in battles where bad guys were shooting back at me. This guy’s solid…” He rapped on the stone. “But he’s immobile. I’m not worried.”

Cass could only shake her head. “Well, that’s that. Now it’s just a matter of time.”

“Time until what? Until we kiss?”

He was truly insufferable, Cass thought. Hot, but insufferable. Thank goodness his time at Two Willows was temporary. They’d put up with him until he fixed the house, then wave good-bye as he went back to wherever he came from. All this marriage talk was insufferable.

“Come on,” she said, and led the way back out. When they exited the maze and started toward the house, the light breeze that had been playing around all day kicked up into a fiercer gust, and Cass had just lifted a hand to push her hair out of her eyes when a stiff square of paper slapped against Brian’s cheek. He yelped in surprise, then chuckled as he peeled it off his face. “What the heck is this?”

“It’s an invitation.” Sadie was by his side in an instant, tiny next to his hulking frame. She took it from his hand and straightened the well-worn paper. “A wedding invitation. From Boone and Riley Rudman’s wedding last spring. I was looking for this. I wanted to add it to my keepsake album and couldn’t find it.”


“How on earth did it get out here?” Cass asked.

But Sadie had stopped in her tracks, her mouth open. “You… you two are going to get married,” she said.

Despite the warmth of the day, delicate chills traced a path down Cass’s spine. She knew without looking that Brian had drawn nearer. He took the invitation from Sadie’s hands.

“This is my answer?”

“That’s how it usually works. The clearer the answer, the surer you can be it’ll come true.”

“Not this time,” Cass said. She snatched the invitation back. “This is about Boone and Riley’s wedding. Not mine.” But even as she spoke, her heart sank. If someone else had received this kind of answer, she would have counseled them the exact same way Sadie had. She met her sister’s gaze and silently pleaded with her to agree, but Sadie simply shook her head.

Cass knew Sadie was right. This had happened to her so many times in the past. To other people, too. Children and grown-ups alike standing just the way she was now. Protesting the answer they’d come seeking but didn’t expect to get.

Brian took the invitation back from her and held it up. “Seems to me your stone could hardly be any clearer. You and me. Rings. Cake. Presents.” He obviously still wasn’t taking any of this seriously, but Cass had to. Of course it was silly to believe a stone could answer your questions. But it always did.

And it was always right.

“Sadie—meeting in the pagoda. Now. Tell the others.”

Sadie dropped the clippers she’d just picked up and broke into a run before Cass even finished. “You’re not invited,” Cass told Brian bluntly.

Brian held up his hands in a placating manner. “None of this is my fault. You’re the one who told me to ask the stone.”

Cass wasn’t listening. “Go back to the house and stay there,” she said. “Go to bed, or do whatever soldiers do when they’re not necessary. I don’t want to see you again tonight.”

“Sailors. I’m a Navy SEAL, remember?”

“Whoop de do.” She should have known he wouldn’t listen. As she retraced her steps, he kept pace with her. Cass was far too flustered to think of a way to shake him off. When she spotted Bob Finchley’s truck in the driveway, and the man himself striding toward them from the direction of the barns, her heart sank. The last thing she needed was another run-in with him. Didn’t he ever call it quits? Why was he on her property at all?

“Evening,” he called out when he got near. Dressed in jeans, boots and a t-shirt that had seen better days, a battered brown Stetson on his head, he looked like the quintessential cowboy, something Cass used to find masculine and attractive. Now she saw that on Bob it was just… wrong. It had something to do with his lanky brown hair, the rolling way he walked… and the fact he’d rarely done a lick of real work the entire time he’d been on the ranch.

All her anger rushed up at once. Bad enough he’d stolen from them and played her like a fine violin. Now he was back to gloat?

“What do you want, Bob? Get out of here before I have you arrested,” Cass demanded. She wished she could follow through on that threat, but there was no way to do that without letting the General know how badly she’d failed. Bob knew she hadn’t told anyone about the stolen money. She was too afraid the General would take the ranch away from her to do that. When she’d first confronted the overseer about it, he’d left the ranch—and stayed away for several weeks—but once Bob figured out there wouldn’t be any legal repercussions, he’d started to come back around. Cass didn’t know what to do.

“Just came by to say hello to my girl.”

“Give me a break.”

“How about I give you a kiss instead? Everyone in town is talking about our engagement.”

He actually leaned in to try. Cass lifted her hands to shove him away, but before either of them reached the other, Brian stepped between them. “Evening,” he said. “Name’s Brian Lake. How about you show yourself off the ranch?”

Bob surveyed him. “How about you shove your foot up your ass? Cass, come on. Let’s ditch this asshole and go watch the sunset.”

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” Cass saw red. She ached for an M-80. A whole string of them. Maybe—

Bob sidestepped around Brian and confronted her. “Honey, you’ve got to settle down. I know you’re mad. I know you think I did something wrong, but I didn’t. I was only planning for our future; yours and mine. We’re too good together to throw that away over a little mistake—hey!”

Brian had stepped forward, grabbed Bob’s hat and tossed it a dozen feet away.

“What the fuck, man?” Bob went after him, but with a swift series of moves, Brian put him on the ground in a way that left Cass breathless, then stifling a cheer. She recognized that kind of strength and skill from when she used to visit her father on the military bases where he served. Brian knew what he was doing.

Bob had no idea what he was up against.

She refused to admit to herself what a turn on it was to see Brian in action—defending her honor. No one had ever done that before. Bob deserved whatever he got for coming back here to push his luck with her again.

“The lady’s not interested. Go back to whatever rock you crawled out from under.” Brian pulled Bob up by the front of his shirt and gave him a shove. “Go on.”

“You can’t treat me like that.” Bob backed away. “Whoever the fuck you are.”

“Get going.”

“This isn’t over. And Cass, don’t put me off too much longer. You mark my word; you’ll want a man like me around the place before too long.” He was gone before Cass could answer him, scooping up his hat and climbing back into his truck.

Brian stood next to her, watching as Bob drove off. “Was that joker really your overseer? Your father mentioned the name,” he added when she turned a questioning look on him.

“Bob Finchley. In the flesh,” Cass said tiredly. “I kicked him out. Didn’t like him.” She wouldn’t tell Brian anything about the embezzled cash. Or about the fact she’d dated him. Considered marrying him, even. Brian would turn right around and tell the General, and then where would she be?

“I can see why.”




CHAPTER FOUR


“Well, how goes it?” Connor asked, his face filling Brian’s laptop screen. The other men’s faces were visible along the bottom of the screen. Jack had called for this video chat. All the men Brian had left behind in Tampa were curious about the state of the mission.

“So far so good. I’m in the house. The General’s daughters are tolerating my presence. For the moment, anyway.” He didn’t want to think about what they were saying out there in the pagoda at the center of Sadie’s herb garden. All five of the women had hustled away as soon as he and Cass reached the back door.

“Stay away from us,” Cass had said again before they hurried off. He figured he’d give them their privacy. This time.

“That’s progress.” Logan laced his fingers behind his head. “What about Cass? She someone you want to marry?”

Leave it to Logan to focus on the female angle. “It’s a funny thing,” Brian said. “On the surface, anyway, I’m not sure I could have picked better. I definitely could have picked worse. The ranch is spectacular, by the way.”

Something like yearning rippled through the men’s expressions, and once again Brian wondered if the General had known exactly what he was doing when he picked them for the bogus task force. They were all country boys—all men who wanted a ranch someday.

But had he picked them from a larger pool of expendable fuck-ups? Or had he honed in on them and waited for them to make mistakes? Brian filed the problem away for consideration.

“What about the boyfriends?” Jack asked.

“The General was right; Cass kicked Bob Finchley out,” he told them, “but he’s still sniffing around. I’ll keep an eye out for the others.”

“Good luck with that.” Connor nodded at him.

“Tell us more about the ranch.” Logan leaned forward.

“It’s everything you might have hoped for—and more.” Brian described what he’d seen so far.

“Worth marrying a stranger for?” Jack asked.

“Maybe. The right stranger. Look, these women—they’re all a handful in their own way, but they’re also smart, attractive… interesting. I don’t know if it’s enough, but…”

Their faces all told the same story. Curiosity. Skepticism.

Hope.

“The military’s made it clear it doesn’t want me anymore,” Jack summed up for the rest of them. “I’m not good for much else. Maybe I can make a go of ranching.”

The others nodded. So they were coming around to the whole idea, Brian mused.

“Has the General told you anything more about when he’ll send you here?” he asked.

“Not a word,” Logan answered. “He keeps throwing more manuals our way. He says it all depends on you. If you screw things up, the whole mission gets scrapped.”

Normally when circumstances got tight, adrenaline kicked in and sharpened his brain. This time Brian found his mind racing in circles. Cass was attracted to him, he was sure of it. He was certainly attracted to her. Not in a casual fling kind of way, either. He wanted to get to know this woman. He wasn’t used to having any kind of deadline on his pursuit of a relationship, though, and if he was honest, he hadn’t pursued a relationship with any of the women he’d dated in the past few years. He’d convinced himself marriage wasn’t for him.

So why was it so compelling to picture marrying Cass?

It shouldn’t be. Or rather, even if it was, he shouldn’t give in to it. It wasn’t fair to her. She deserved a man who wouldn’t fuck things up. Who wouldn’t send her off for groceries alone at ten at night, or gamble away her money and property.

But he’d never do that to her. He knew it with every fiber of his body. If he was married to a woman like Cass he’d dedicate his life to keeping her safe—to making her world—and her ranch—a paradise.

“No pressure.” Connor grinned.

“Yeah, no pressure,” Brian echoed uneasily, surprised by the strength of his convictions. After all, he was sure neither his father nor brother set out intending to destroy their wives. “All right; I’ll keep you in the loop.”

“I don’t understand why we have to wait for Wye,” Lena said.

“Because I need an impartial observer.” Apart from her mouthful of a name, Wyoming Smith was as open and uncomplicated as any person Cass had ever known, a perfect antidote to her family’s labyrinthine secrets. Cass held one of the white painted posts of the open-air pagoda and watched for her friend. “There she is.” She relaxed a little when Wye’s Volkswagen Beetle trundled around the side of the house down the driveway and parked near the other vehicles by the carriage house. A moment later Wye climbed out and waved. Cass waved back.

“What’s the emergency?” Wye asked when she reached them. She sat down on the built-in slatted bench next to Sadie, across from Cass. Her curly light brown hair was caught in a sensible ponytail. Like Cass, she was dressed in jean shorts, paired with a pretty blue top and white Keds.

“Cass is getting married,” Lena said. “To a Navy SEAL.”

“Am not.”

“That’s what the stone says,” Jo put in.

Wye rolled her eyes and Cass wanted to hug her for it. “You ladies and your stone. It’s an inanimate object. It can’t predict the future.”

“And yet it does,” Alice said. As usual, tendrils of her long hair had escaped her updo, but she looked like she’d just walked out of a boho fashion shoot, and Cass suppressed an almost automatic surge of jealousy. Alice’s otherworldly beauty was an outward manifestation of the link she had with their mother. Amelia had been beautiful, too, and both of them sensed things before they happened. It was uncanny how well Amelia had organized everything before her death. Afterward, they’d found her detailed instructions for how everything in the house worked, the Christmas presents she’d purchased and wrapped in the weeks before the stroke took her, the box of letters she’d left with the lawyer for their father. Cass had forwarded those to the General since he’d never come home after the funeral.

So many times she’d wondered what they said, and she hated her father for keeping them to himself. Her sisters didn’t know about those letters. Cass had decided it was cruel enough she knew about them. All in order. All dated. The General was still hearing from his wife, but she hadn’t had a word from her mother in eleven years.

“Back up. Who’s this Navy SEAL? Where did he come from? I thought you were supposed to marry Bob.” Wye’s last sentence was delivered in a light, teasing tone, and pulled Cass from her melancholy thoughts. Wye knew all about her breakup with Bob—and that the overseer hadn’t seemed to want to take the hint and leave her alone.

She didn’t know about the money, though. No one but her knew anything about that. Cass couldn’t bear to reveal the way Bob had played her, or how she’d nearly lost her family’s ranch in her ignorance and desire to be loved. It was a secret she would take to her grave if she could.

“The General sent him to fix the house,” Sadie told her. “He took one look at Cass and decided he wanted her.”

“Sounds romantic.” Wye grinned at Cass.

“Sounds ridiculous,” Cass retorted.

“So you don’t like him. What’s the problem? Oh wait—that’s right. The stone said you have to marry him.”

“It didn’t say I have to,” Cass said, pleating the hem of her shirt with her fingers. “It said I would.”

“You always were good at taking orders.”

Cass glared at Wye. “I brought you here for help. If I want this kind of crap I’ll go hang out with Bob.”

“Ouch. Don’t get mad at me,” Wye told her. “Get mad at the General. He’s the one who sent the SEAL. Which makes no sense, by the way. Why wouldn’t he send a soldier?”

“Don’t try to figure out why the General does what he does. I stopped trying years ago,” Cass said.

“Anyway, we’re always angry at the General,” Lena said practically. “Now we need to figure out what to do with Brian.”

“Why not let him fix the house? You’ve been complaining forever about how it’s falling down around your ears,” Wye pointed out. “If the General sent him, he’ll have given him a budget to work with. That’s less money out of the cattle earnings. Isn’t that a good thing? Seems like cash is a little tight right now.”

Cass could have kicked her. Sometimes Wye was far too perceptive for her own good. Cass was trying to solve the problem of the missing money without her sisters knowing about it, and so far Brian hadn’t mentioned anything about a budget. It was going to be tricky enough to fool him about the lost money if he expected the repairs to come out of the cattle income. She didn’t need her sisters’ attention drawn to it, too. “We can’t allow that precedent to be set,” she said firmly. “If we accept one SEAL, next he’ll send a whole squadron, or team or… whatever.”

“Pod,” Lena said helpfully.

“I think that’s Orcas,” Jo said. “Seals run in herds.”

“That’s cattle,” Lena said.

“Seals, too.”


“Anyway,” Wye went on. “I don’t understand why the General is sending anyone. Why doesn’t he just let you run things your way? You’ve always done fine.”

Cass didn’t answer her. Her secret fear was that somehow the General had figured out what was going on. But there was no way that could have happened—unless Bob had told the man himself, which she highly doubted.

“Because he’s so used to ordering people around he can’t stand not to,” Lena told Wye, growing serious. “Don’t you see what he’s doing? Brian’s just another kind of overseer, and he won’t be as easy to get rid of as Bob was. Sure, he says he’s here to fix the house, but just you wait. He’ll be handing out orders within the week.”

“So kick him out,” Wye said. “You all are awesome at that. How many overseers have you run off in your time?”

No one answered. Outsiders found it funny when they learned about the girls’ attempts to run the ranch themselves when they were younger. But it hadn’t been funny at the time; it had been their way of trying to control their future when their mother’s death blew everything apart. And a way of expressing their rage at their father’s behavior. How could he have not come home—not once—since his wife had died? Especially in those early weeks when they needed him the most? And then to send strangers to run the ranch—to take care of them. It wasn’t to be borne.

“We’re working on it,” Lena said.

“We can’t get rid of Brian. Remember what the standing stone said,” Sadie countered.

“Oh my God! You realize you’re giving it the very power you’re attributing to it!” Wye shook her head at them. “You are some of the most highly intelligent, capable women I know, but you have the biggest blind spots of anyone I’ve ever met. A stone can’t really predict the future.”

Cass sighed. Wye was a good friend, but they’d only gotten to know each other in the past year or so. There was so much she didn’t understand. “There’s rational, and then there’s seeing things with your own eyes. It’s not right some of the time. It’s right all of the time. You get used to it and after a while you realize there’s no sense fighting fate.”

Wye frowned. “So Cass has to marry Brian. What else has it said about your futures?”

Cass accepted her sarcasm. She couldn’t blame Wye for not getting it. “I’ll never leave the ranch,” she said quietly. She’d resigned herself to that back when her mother died, though, and it didn’t bother her anymore. Maybe at one time she’d thought about joining the Army, but she loved Two Willows, and she’d grown to love caring for it the way her mother had before her. She knew in her heart she might travel now and then, but she’d always come back to her home.

“I’ll never leave the ranch,” Alice echoed from her seat at the far side of the pagoda. She sounded relieved. Alice drew her heightened sensibilities from the land, just as their mother had, and Cass knew she didn’t want to leave it.

“I’ll never leave the ranch.” Lena was determined. She’d always felt her destiny was to become Two Willows’s overseer.

“I’ll never leave the ranch.” Sadie’s answer was thoughtful, and Cass wasn’t sure how her sister felt about that. As their chief gardener, she was the most directly attached to the land they lived on, and in the past Cass would have said she’d be happy to stay that way, but recently her infatuation for Mark had distracted her from her work. If he ever got serious about her, Cass felt Sadie could easily be lured away.

“I’ll never leave the ranch.” Jo grinned impishly. Cass didn’t even want to know what was going on in her head—or in Sean’s. Sometimes she thought Sean was as determined as Bob to get his hands on their property.

Wye leaned back on the slatted bench. “And you’re going to accept that? All of you? Whether you want to stay or not?”

“Two Willows is in our blood, Wye. I know you don’t understand—” Cass began. She wasn’t sure if it was the location of the house, or the curve of the land, or the mountains far in the distance, or the big Montana sky arcing over all of it. Two Willows got under your skin. It got a grip and didn’t let go. The stone had simply spelled out what they all had come to know was true.

Wye forestalled her with a raised hand. She took a moment to think before she spoke, though. “You know, the crazy thing is, I do understand,” she said. “I don’t know how. I haven’t known any of you long enough to have this kind of intuition about you, but I get it,” she said. “Honestly, I do. The truth is, you all want to stay as badly as the land wants you to—is that it?”

All of them nodded.

“So what are you going to do about this SEAL problem you’re having?”

“We have to find a way to get rid of him.” Cass was firm on that front.

“But—” Sadie began.

“But nothing. The stone said I’d marry him, but it didn’t say what would happen if he changed his mind and never asked me.”

“You know it doesn’t work that way,” Sadie said.

“It’s going to work that way this time,” Cass told her. “If he never asks, then I can’t marry him.”

“You want to make him dislike you,” Wye said.

“Exactly. And I know just how to do it. He’s here to help, right? That’s why the General sent him?”

Her sisters nodded.


“We won’t let him. At all. And we’ll document the fact he’d not getting any work done, and make sure the General is very clear about all the ways he’s failing his mission. The General will order him back, and that’s that—no more SEAL.”

“You really think that’s going to work?” Wye asked.

“It has to.”

Brian woke early the next morning, but Cass and Lena both beat him downstairs. He came into the kitchen to find Cass cooking a large farm-style breakfast and Lena tinkering with a weed-whacker.

“You need a workshop,” he told her.

“Got one. Just busy. Got to fix things when I can,” she answered without looking up.

Brian made a mental note to pass that information on to the General. He had a feeling Lena had few weaknesses to exploit. Cass was tough, too, in her own way, but she wore her feelings on her sleeve, while Lena kept hers close to her vest. Brian had learned a few things about Cass in his short time here—like how much she cared about her sisters—and her house.

And that she was superstitious. They all were.

“How long are you going to stay here?” Cass asked him bluntly when he came to survey his breakfast options.

“Forever.” He found himself a plate and happily forked a couple of sausages onto it. The hash browns looked terrific, too. This was much better than the food at USSOCOM.

“I’m serious.” She elbowed him away from the stove. He ducked around the other side and scooped a generous helping of hash browns onto his plate.

“So am I. Tell me about the house. What needs fixing?” He slipped the spatula from her hand and slid a friend egg onto it. He eased it on top of the rest of his food and handed the spatula back to her.

“Nothing.” Cass snatched it from his hand.

“Everything,” Lena said at the same time, still bent over the weed-whacker. “The first-floor shower is a mess.”

“Don’t forget the busted window upstairs,” Sadie said as she came into the room. She stopped dead when she noticed Brian there. “Whoops.”

Lena looked up. “Right. Whoops.”

Uh oh, Brian thought. What were they up to now?

“Food’s on the stove,” Cass told Sadie. “The shower and window are already taken care of,” she told Brian.

Ah. Of course; Cass didn’t want his help with the house. Brian wondered if she thought she could drive him away by refusing to let him take on any tasks and boring him to death. It could work, he decided, given how eager he’d been to leave USSOCOM.

“There’s nothing wrong with the house at all,” Lena stated firmly.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Jo said, entering the room, rubbing her hair with a towel, Tabitha following close at her heels. “I just short-circuited the bathroom—again. It happens every time I blow-dry my hair.” She, too, stopped in her tracks when she spotted Brian near the stove. “But I fixed it,” she stammered. “It’s fine now.”

“Of course it’s fine,” Cass said. “Everything is fine. There is not one single thing wrong with this house!”

“Except the roof,” Alice murmured, wandering in reading a book. She glanced up. “Hi, Brian.”

“For God’s sake,” Cass exploded. “What is wrong with all of you?”

“Maybe they’re hoping I’ll actually fix the place.” Brian carried his plate over to the table and sat down. Cass looked like she wanted to throw the rest of the breakfast at him. He watched her master her anger, waiting to see if she’d charge off like she had the night before. She took a step toward the door, then whirled to face the stove again.

Brian had the feeling if Cass ever got really mad, she’d be a force to reckon with. Not that he couldn’t handle it. But he was beginning to wonder if she ever let her feelings out. Keeping them all bottled up couldn’t be easy.

“I’ll get started right after breakfast,” he added, waiting to see if she’d blow. Cass simply pushed the hash browns and sausages viciously around in the pan with her spatula.

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Lena asked.

“What’s that?” Brian tucked into his meal.

Lena waggled her fingers at him. “A ring, Casanova. What kind of fiancé doesn’t buy his lady-love a ring?”

“Lena!” Cass’s spatula clattered against the cast-iron griddle.

“Just kidding,” Lena said sweetly, but when Cass turned away she waggled her fingers at Brian again. “Make it big,” she mouthed at him. “Cass likes them really big,” she added out loud.

“Lena Reed!” Cass came at her. Lena laughed, grabbed an orange from the bowl on the table and scampered out the back door. “I don’t like them… big,” Cass said to Brian primly, returning to the stove. “Whatever she meant by that.”

Sadie and Jo snorted, then broke into peals of laughter. Even Alice’s lips twitched.

Brian couldn’t help himself. “Oh, don’t worry,” he told Cass’s sisters. “It’ll be big—when Cass agrees to marry me, she’ll find that out for herself.”

Too late he remembered he wasn’t in a war zone joking with his buddies, and Cass wasn’t the kind of woman you teased like that. He’d hoped she’d crack a smile, too. Instead, she stiffened, and slowly turned. “I wouldn’t marry you if you were the last man on earth. I won’t marry, period. Because men are idiots. Reckless, selfish, asinine idiots who make it their life’s work to screw everything up and let you down when you need them the most.” She dropped the spatula on the counter, turned off all the burners and walked straight out the back door.

Brian’s heart sank as he took in the pained expressions of her sisters. Cass had scored a direct hit, as much as he hated to admit it. Maybe all men weren’t idiots, but the men in his family were. They were reckless and selfish, too.

And they let their women down.


He never wanted to follow in their footsteps.

Would that happen if he kept pursuing Cass?

While Cass itched to pull out the real pyrotechnics, she didn’t want to call attention to herself. Armed with two M-80s this time, she drove past her usual spot, far into the heart of the ranch where no one would think to look for her.

Her hands shook as she readied the firecrackers and lit their fuses. She forced herself to remain calm as she moved the required distance away. She could hardly wait for the explosions to rip away the uncomfortable feelings clawing at her throat. How dare her sisters make fun of her predicament? How dare Brian come and disturb her peace, just when she’d gotten rid of Bob and had things under control… mostly? How dare he joke about marriage while he sat at her table and ate her breakfast, looking like some kind of poster child for the US Navy? Every time he came near she got fluttery and silly, about to go off half-cocked like a firecracker with a short fuse.

One of the M-80s exploded with a bang that made her nerves jump. The second one followed with a satisfying crack. But Cass didn’t feel her usual relief. Instead, a longing filled her she could hardly name.

Scratch that.

She knew exactly what it was.

Cass likes them really big. Lena was in deep shit for that remark. She didn’t know what had sparked Lena to say it, and she hated the images her words had conjured up.

Brian.

Naked.

Ready for her.

Oh God, she was losing her mind over that stupid man. She needed to get rid of him before her hormones, apparently unleashed at the worst of times, dragged her over the abyss and into some kind of illicit relationship with the SEAL.

He wants to marry you. That’s hardly illicit, her mind reasoned with her.

Cass paced in a circle. It was too illicit. She’d just proved to herself she wasn’t made for marriage—or men. When she thought about what she could have lost if she’d gone on to marry Bob—it simply wasn’t worth it.

But Brian is.

No. No, he wasn’t. Not in the slightest—

God, she wasn’t… attracted to Brian… was she?

Funny how just a few weeks back she had thought Bob was the one. Now she knew how wrong she’d been about him—and Brian’s arrival put her crush on Bob in all too stark a perspective. She’d wanted attention before, and Bob had been handy and willing to give it to her. He’d slaked her need for a little romance in her quiet, retiring life.

But Brian affected her far more deeply, eliciting a desire she’d never had to deal with before. The fact he could joke about marriage made the circumstances all too cruel. She’d wanted a husband once—a family.

To have Brian arrive just when she’d decided that those things weren’t for her wasn’t fair.

But that was life, wasn’t it? She headed back to her truck.

Setting off fireworks hadn’t fixed any of her problems.

She blamed the Navy SEAL for that.




CHAPTER FIVE


As Brian inspected the house, he realized the General wasn’t amiss in sending someone to repair it, even if that was a ruse for a far more devious plan. The house was old, and time and weather had taken its toll. He spotted several places where Cass had patched and repaired things that had fallen apart, but it was clear she was struggling to keep up.

It also became clear as he went that while Cass had done a fine job for an amateur armed with basic tools and an impressive set of how-to books, she didn’t have the expertise for some of the jobs. Since he didn’t share Cass’s reluctance to hit her father up for money, and he knew his way around construction work, he figured he could help a lot. He decided to start with the shower Lena had complained about, but when he’d gathered the tools he’d already purchased as part of his cover story, he found Cass there, pulling tiles off the soggy drywall.

“I can take it from here,” Brian said, edging into the small room.

Cass glared up at him. “I told you I don’t want help. I’ve got this covered. It was on my list for today.”

When she leaned forward over the edge of the tub to pull off another tile, Brian got a wonderful flash of cleavage. Last night he’d had plenty of time to think about Cass and their situation. It was one thing to consider marriage in the abstract. Another thing altogether to meet the woman in question for the first time. He liked everything he saw, and he had to admit the idea of getting intimate with her intrigued him.

He’d had a hard time taking any of this too seriously until he arrived at Two Willows. Now he found himself questioning the way he’d always thought about how people met their partners. He’d seen it as a kind of sifting process—that one part of the brain was always considering and discarding possible mates. Now he really thought about it, however, it occurred to him how few women he’d gotten to know over the course of his adult life. If it was possible to find a life partner in a field so small, what did that mean about love—and marriage?

He wasn’t sure.

His case was different, too. Cass wasn’t one of the women who’d come into his life by accident; she’d been put there by the General. That meant his field of possible partners included all the women the General knew, too. Other people had set him up once or twice. Brian had tried to add them to the equation. Just how big was his field of possibilities when you took into consideration that friends and family might be searching for him, too?

Love was a strange calculus, he decided. However it worked, here he was, and here was Cass. And his gut told him she could be the one. Not just because she came with an incredible ranch.

Because she was herself. The woman he was supposed to meet.

The woman for him.


He leaned against the built-in cabinets and watched her work. “Your father sent me here so you wouldn’t have to do this stuff.”

“The General sent you here to spy on me. Don’t even try to pretend otherwise.” She reached for another tile. Each inch she stretched forward heightened the view. Was Cass always this prickly, he wondered, or did she soften in a man’s arms?

He’d like to find out.

“Isn’t it weird to call your father that?”

“The General?” Cass sat back on her heels, her brow furrowed. “We’ve always called him that.”

“Even when you were little?”

“He’s been a general for as long as I can remember.” She got back to work.

It was Brian’s turn to frown. Had the man made his girls call him that? It seemed awfully cold. His dad, as big of a shit as he’d turned out to be, had always been approachable when he was a kid.

He knelt down beside Cass, reached past her and began to peel the tiles quickly off the wall. “I’ll get some backerboard to replace this drywall.”

“I’ve already got it.”

“Fine. Just tell me where it is and I’ll take care of it. Why don’t you go take a rest?”

She shouldered him aside, grabbed the tiles from his hands and dropped them in the box she was using to collect them. “I said I’ll handle this. You go take a rest. You’re the guest.”

“I don’t intend to be for long. I already told you that.” He was much bigger, and his shoulders were much wider than hers. It was easy for him to push her gently away. He got back to work until Cass shoved him—hard. He slammed into the vanity and scrambled to regain his balance.

“I fix the house,” Cass exclaimed, waving a tile at him. “That’s my job and you can’t have it!”

Brian kissed her. He didn’t mean to. He didn’t know why he did it. She was there, she was impassioned and angry, and so damn beautiful he couldn’t help himself.

Cass slapped him. The sound reverberated in the small space. She scrambled back, breathing hard. A strand of hair had come down from her ponytail, and he resisted the urge to tuck it behind her ear. The slap hadn’t fazed him, but it had shaken her up.

After a long moment, Cass lurched to her feet and pushed past him out the door. He heard her footsteps hurry off toward the kitchen. A moment later, the back door slammed shut.

Where did Cass go when her feelings got the better of her? He’d have to find out one of these days, but that kiss had been enough for now. It had obviously rattled her, and if he was telling the truth, it had shaken him, too. His entire body had reacted to the brush of his mouth over hers. It wasn’t just libido. All of his senses had activated. He wanted more of what he’d gotten. A lot more. He hoped he could convince Cass she wanted that, too.

A minute later, without warning, Cass re-entered the room, surprising Brian. He hadn’t heard the back door open again, or any footsteps to warn of her approach.

“You can’t run me off. Not with your… kisses. This is my job and I’m going to do it.” She was flushed and breathing hard as if she’d run back to confront him.

“I wasn’t trying to drive you off. I’d prefer it if you stayed,” he said honestly.

“I am staying, but you need to go. This is my house, my bathroom, my tile job.” Her voice rose with every word.

Uh oh. Was that the glint of tears in her eyes? It was—and Brian didn’t deal well with female tears. He found himself on his feet before he knew what he was doing.

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll check the boiler in the basement. I haven’t done that yet. How does it run?”

“I… I don’t know,” Cass admitted. “It did all right last winter.” She recovered herself. “Not that it’s any of your business.”

“I know, I know—your house, your boiler,” Brian said. “Happy tiling.”

He escaped from the bathroom before she started to cry. He hadn’t pegged Cass as one to indulge in tears, but maybe he was wrong. Maybe that’s what she did every time she slipped away.

Once Brian located the stairs to the basement, he pulled a flashlight from his tool box, just in case, flicked on the light and headed down. The lights worked and the boiler seemed functional. It was old, but had a few more years in it. The rest of the room was unremarkable as far as he could see. A washer and dryer, out of date but still working, hunkered in one corner. The far end of the room was cloaked in shadows. Brian clicked on the flashlight, went to check it out and breathed a sigh of relief several minutes later when he found the foundation, while ancient, was holding strong.

He went upstairs, noting jobs as he spotted them, but it wasn’t until he reached the attic that he found the worst of the problems. Buckets were positioned around the large, open space, and when he peeked into them they all held water.

Now he had a real job ahead of him.

He’d kissed her. He’d just reached out and kissed her like he had every right to—which according to the standing stone, he did.

Cass fought the urge to toss away the bathroom tiles and drive far out onto the range to express herself more explosively. She was burning through her supplies of fireworks too fast. She had to find another way to regain control. And she had to finish this job before Brian came back. If there was no work for him to do, he couldn’t stay long enough to… to do whatever it was the stone thought he would do to win her over.

It galled her that there was even the possibility that could occur.

But there was.

When she’d walked away from Bob, she’d thought she’d walked away from any desire to be with a man again. The burn of humiliation she felt every time she thought about the overseer was as scorching today as it was when she’d discovered his theft. For a few short months she’d thought Bob was the answer to all her prayers. He’d doted on her, coming by the house every night, spending time with her and her sisters. She’d thought—

Cass bit her lip, ashamed at what she’d thought. After a decade of keeping the General at arm’s length, furious at him for what he’d done to her and her sisters, she’d thought maybe it was time to reconcile. Maybe by marrying the man he’d chosen to be overseer she’d bridge the chasm that had formed between them. She’d almost convinced herself the General had handpicked Bob for that very reason.

Which just showed how wrong she was about everything.

She pulled more tiles off the wall and tossed them into the box she’d brought into the bathroom to hold them. What a stupid, stupid plan. What a betrayal of everything she and her sisters had fought to gain until now. After denying them the chance to run the spread themselves—telling them time and time again it took a man to do the job—the General had gone and put a thief into the position, and Bob hadn’t just run off with thirty thousand dollars.

He’d stolen first her heart—and then her self-esteem.

How had he fooled her so badly?

Cass couldn’t stand knowing she’d been such an easy mark. When she’d thought of the times they’d made love—thankfully there weren’t many of them—she wanted to throw up. He’d been siphoning money off the spread right from the start, and she’d been too busy fawning over him to notice.

Now Brian had kissed her and she’d felt a spark that put anything she’d ever felt for Bob to shame.

She wouldn’t put up with a rebellion from her body again. Not after what had just happened to her. Hadn’t she learned anything from that fiasco?

But the Navy SEAL was unlike any man who’d ever shown an interest in her before.

Not for the first time she cursed the crazy childhood that had kept her so close to home when most young women got to practice dating in casual ways. Maybe if she had a wealth of experience to draw on she wouldn’t be so susceptible to every man who gave her a second look. Brian was handsome, but what did that mean at the end of the day? If she wanted a husband—which she damn well didn’t—he’d have far more qualities than good looks.

He’d be kind, for one thing. He’d think about other people, not just himself. He’d fall in love with Two Willows and be willing to work with her, rather than dictate to her how it should be run. He’d care about her sisters as well as her. Watching out for them had always been her job, and she’d want a husband who shared that responsibility. Maybe they were as grown up as she was; that didn’t mean she’d ever stop worrying about them.

She had to be careful whom she allowed to be close to her. When she’d dated Bob, she’d nearly let him steal the ranch away from all of them. The General would never tolerate that kind of incompetence. He’d follow through on his threat to kick them off the ranch…

Cass didn’t know what would happen then. To her and her sisters—and to him.

Maybe his job at USSOCOM wasn’t dangerous like his overseas work used to be, but her mother had been adamant. A Reed present at Two Willows every minute of every day until the General came home.

They needed Two Willows. All of them did.

Why couldn’t he see that?

Cass swallowed hard and pulled the last tile off the wall. Time to cut away the sopping mess that was the wall, fix the leak and get that backerboard up. If she couldn’t stop her hands from shaking, she’d make a mess of that, too, though. She had to forget the past. She’d realized what Bob was up to and had put a stop to it. Her sisters were safe, and she’d do everything she could to keep them that way.

Which meant keeping her distance from Brian, no matter how hot he was. She had to drive him away—now—before he entrenched himself in Two Willows life. She knew the way this ranch worked on people. Like she’d said to Wye, it drew them in. It was never easy to rid themselves of the overseers and hands the General kept sending to the ranch. People came and wanted to stay. Bob was a prime example of that, although she knew it was the money rather than the landscape that had won his heart.

It all came down to the house, she decided. If she let Brian stay here long enough to fix it up, he’d surely get attached to it—and to the rest of the ranch. She’d make it absolutely clear she didn’t need any help. Didn’t want it, either. Without anything to do, he’d get bored and go home.

That meant it was time to steady her hands, fix the leak, cut the backerboard and get it on the walls.

She took a deep breath and got back to work.

When Brian came downstairs later, after determining to the best of his ability the extent of the damage to the roof, he was surprised to find Cass screwing on the last panel of backerboard. The tiles she’d pulled off the walls earlier were gone and her workspace was as clean as it could be under the circumstances. Tools lay on the counter in a neat row on top of a piece of newspaper.

He had to hand it to her; she was a conscientious worker.

“You found the leak?”

“Yep.”

“Sure you fixed it all the way?”

“I’m sure.”

He studied her work. “This all looks good.”

“I’m sure you think you could have done it better.” She pulled the drill back and ran a hand over the backerboard.

“Not at all. This looks fine.”

“Then you should leave me to it.” She didn’t even bother to look his way. His earlier kiss had obviously upset her, but he knew if he apologized, he’d lose ground.

“I can do the mudding if you like.”


“I don’t like. Haven’t I made that perfectly clear? There’s nothing for you to do here. The General sent you on a fool’s errand.”

Maybe he had, but Brian wasn’t ready to concede defeat yet. “Unfortunately, the General doesn’t take it kindly when you don’t follow through on his orders, so I think I’ll stick around and help fix up the place.”

“I really wish you wouldn’t.”

Damn, this wasn’t going well at all. On the one hand he understood her position; like Cass, he preferred to do things his way, on his own. On the other hand, he kept seeing a vision of the future in which he and Cass worked side by side on the ranch. Once the house was fixed up, he’d take his place working the cattle, but there’d always be jobs they could do together. He liked that idea.

If only she could see it, too.


Early days, he told himself. Things would change over time. He’d prove himself to her and she’d open up to him.

He hoped.

For now, a tactical retreat was best. “I’ll leave you to this job and I’ll tackle the window upstairs.”

Cass slammed the drill down on the counter. “When are you going to get it through your thick skull you aren’t wanted around here?”

“When are you going to get it that I’m not going anywhere?” he countered. “Look, sweetheart, I know you don’t like this situation, but I’m here to stay. You’d better get used to that.”

He was blocking the entrance to the small room and Cass looked ready to plow right through him to reach it, but as he watched, she pulled herself together.

“I won’t get used to it, and you’d better not either. We’ve run lots of men off this ranch. You’re nothing special.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Brian countered. “None of the men who’ve come here before were Navy SEALs.” And none of them were trying to get out from under an investigation into their past actions either, he’d wager. He had everything to lose if she didn’t marry him. That definitely made this situation special.

Funny. He wasn’t doing this to get away from that investigation anymore. Nor was he doing it to please the General. Or win the ranch.

He was doing it for the chance to get to know Cass. Twenty-four hours in and he was smitten. With a woman who hated the sight of him.

Figured.

“Navy SEALs. Hah. Who gives a hoot?” She lunged for the door.

He caught her in his arms. She might hate him, but she was attracted to him, too. That had been obvious when he’d kissed her before. Which he really wanted to do again. “You do, whether you admit it or not.” He was taking a risk, but then he loved risks, and the adrenaline thrumming through his veins was like a drug he’d gone without for too long. The surprise on her pretty face triggered an answering rush of heat that blocked out his better nature. He bent down. Brushed his mouth over hers.

Again.

And liked it even better this time.

He expected Cass to protest. Maybe to strike him again.

She didn’t. She squeaked as he covered her mouth with his, then moaned the most delicious moan he’d ever heard. It was a signal for more and he gathered her in closer.

He tangled a hand in her ponytail and wrapped his other arm around her waist. She was so pliant in his arms. So soft. So willing.

And then so absolutely rigid.

Brian let her push him away, knowing he’d never force her into anything she didn’t want to do. That kiss had told him everything he wanted to know, anyway. He stepped aside and let her escape through the door.

She was as attracted to him as he was to her.

Which meant this war might be lengthy, but his victory would be so, so sweet.

When he heard an engine start up outside, though, his gut twisted. He didn’t like the idea of Cass driving off in anger.

She was gone by the time he made it out of the house, so he climbed into his truck and followed the cloud of dust kicked up in the wake of her vehicle. He wouldn’t intrude—he’d simply make sure she was all right.

He hadn’t come here to hurt Cass.

She’d made a colossal mistake.

Cass drove fast over the rutted dirt track, eager to get as far away from the house as possible.

Brian had kissed her again—and this time she’d kissed him back.

She had no idea why, except for a moment it had felt so good to melt into his arms. Just for that second she hadn’t felt so alone—and Cass had never realized how alone she’d felt until then.

She’d run to the shed, gathered whatever came to hand and bolted for her truck, afraid he’d come after her and try it again. It wasn’t that she thought he’d try to overpower her; she couldn’t say why, but she knew that wasn’t the case.

She was afraid she’d let him… again. Because she didn’t seem to have any control over herself just now.

Thank God for the empty pastures and the breadth of Two Willows. Out this far, no one would see her—or hear her, either.

When she pulled over and climbed out, a light wind whipped her hair. Far above her a hawk circled and she watched it jealously. What she’d give to fly away right now.

Except that wasn’t true, was it? This land was as much a part of her as her stubbornness. She couldn’t imagine leaving Two Willows, no matter what happened. Which meant she needed to be smart about what she did next.

But first she had to calm down.

When she opened the door to the truck’s passenger side seat she laughed at the assortment of fireworks she’d grabbed back at the shed. There was no rhyme or reason to them, and that was fine; there wasn’t any rhyme or reason to how she was feeling these days, either. Her misguided romance with Bob should have soured her on men for life, instead of leaving her so desperately longing for Brian the way she was now.

She set them off one by one, knowing right from the start they wouldn’t help this time. They did nothing for the ache inside that made her restless and desperate for something she didn’t want to name.

For Brian’s touch.

She was in trouble, Cass decided as more of the fireworks shot off. She—

“It’s an M-80 kind of day, huh?” Bob said behind her, and Cass whirled around with a shriek she instantly wished she could bite back when she saw the grin on his face. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

“What the hell are you doing on my land?”

“Saw you driving hell for leather down that track. Thought I’d come see if something was wrong.”

“The only way you could see me was if you were on my land to begin with,” she challenged him, cursing her stupidity for letting Bob get her alone like this.

“Not true. That track’s visible from the highway about a quarter mile from your house. Didn’t you know that?” He grinned his lazy grin again, the one she used to think was sexy. God, how stupid she’d been. “Thought you knew this spread like the back of your hand.”

She did know it, and she’d never noticed a place on the highway where you could see the track. Of course, she’d never exactly been looking for it. “Well, I’m fine. So leave.”

“Look, Cass, there doesn’t have to be this bad blood between us.” Bob came closer. Cass backed away. “You don’t think I’m husband material anymore, but you’re wrong; I’m exactly the kind of man you need.”

“How do you figure that?” She didn’t want to continue this conversation but Bob stood between her and her truck and she had a feeling he wouldn’t let her pass.

“Think about it—why do most women get married?”

Because they’re deluded, Cass thought, but she said aloud, “Because they’re in love.”

“Wrong. They do it for money or they do it for safety. Or they do it for both.”

How had she never seen the cold vacancy of his gaze? Had he put on such a good act that he managed to cover it up? Or had she been so grateful for a little male attention she hadn’t even noticed? “That’s pretty damn cynical.”

“It’s the truth.”

“Well, I don’t need your protection, and the last I looked you were stealing money from me, not the other way around.”

“Cass, you need to watch your tongue.”

She didn’t like his silky tone, or the way he reached out and cupped her chin in his hand. She hadn’t kept far enough away. Now she was in a real fix. She tried to jerk out of his grasp, but he didn’t let go.

“There’s trouble coming to Two Willows. You’ll want me there when it does, believe me.”

“Screw you,” she tried to say, but still caught in his tight grip, her words were slurred.

Bob laughed and kissed her. Had his kisses always been so cold and hard? Cass pushed him away and this time he allowed her to break free. She made a break for her truck but with several long strides Bob made it there first and leaned against the door.

“Think about what we could do with this place together.” He was acting as if they were having a pleasant conversation on the back porch, rather than a confrontation. His overconfidence burned Cass. What did it say about what he thought of her?

“Like what? Run it into the ground? You were on your way to bankrupting Two Willows.”

“Like hell I was. I was building it into something better. Cattle isn’t where the money’s at, little girl. You’re such a child, aren’t you? Still waiting for Daddy to come home. Never been out of Chance Creek. What do you know of the world?”

“Plenty!” In her mind, sticks of dynamite began to explode. Big, satisfying sticks of dynamite.

“A trip or two to a military ball doesn’t count. Especially since it hasn’t happened in years. Face it, Cass. You’re just a little country girl no one else wants. It’s me—or it’s nobody.”

“Brian wants me.” The words leaped out of her mouth before she could think what she was saying. All she knew was she had to shut Bob down before he reduced her to tears. He knew all her vulnerable places—because she’d told them to him.

“That washed up Navy SEAL? You think he wants you? It’s the ranch he wants, plain and simple. What do you think he’s doing here? Why would a guy like that get the General to send him to Montana? Think for once, Cass. This land is worth a lot of money. That’s what he wants. Not you.”

Bob’s words etched across her brain in blazing red colors and she closed her eyes, because she knew it was entirely possible. After all, it was why Bob himself had pursued her. What would a man like Brian ever see in her? She was a backwater country girl who knew nothing about anything except running this ranch. She wanted to lash out and hurt Bob as badly as he’d hurt her.

“Brian wants to marry me,” she blurted. A flush of heat branded her cheeks as she realized too late Bob wouldn’t give a damn about that declaration. It wasn’t as if he’d ever loved her.

Right on cue, Bob tilted his head back and laughed long and hard. “Of course he wants to marry you. How else could he get his hands on a fine ranch like Two Willows?”

“That’s not why he wants to do it!” God, she had to shut up. She was making a fool out of herself.

“Oh, yeah?” When Bob took a step toward her she backed up. “If he’s so hot for you, where is he? And why are you blowing shit up?” He grabbed her hand and tugged her closer. “Where’s your ring, for that matter? What kind of an asshole proposes without a ring?”

“He hasn’t proposed yet.” Even to her ears that sounded weak. She was losing ground fast.

Bob gave her a pitying look. “He wants the ranch, Cass. Guys like that don’t fall for girls like you.”

“It’s what he said.”

“And just because he used the M word, you’re ready to spread your legs for him and welcome him home, is that it? How about you and me, then? I was going to propose—and you would have said yes, you know you would. How about we fuck for old times’ sake. You know I can make you scream.” Bob wrapped a hand in her hair and pulled her in for another kiss. Cass tried to shove him away, but he wasn’t playing. His mouth on hers revolted her and she couldn’t understand what she’d ever seen in him. His hand pawing at her breast made her lash out at him, but she couldn’t budge his arm.

“Everything all right here?”

Cass gasped in relief when she heard Brian’s voice. Bob let her go and she ran to Brian’s side, well past caring about her pride.

“Everything’s fine, sailor,” Bob drawled. “Why don’t you get the hell out of here? I’m talking to Cass.”

“Seemed more like you were grappling with her.”

“That’s one way to describe it. I prefer to think we’ve got a passionate relationship.”

“Yeah? Is that how it is, Cass?” Brian waited for her answer and Cass took in the differences between the two men. Bob’s sardonic half-smile, the way he watched Brian out from under heavy eyelids, sizing up the competition. His perpetual slouch. And Brian’s forthright manner. The way he waited for her to speak. His calm but ready watchfulness.

“I… I told him I didn’t… I didn’t want…”

“She said you were going to marry her,” Bob cut across her. “She said you’d fallen head over heels for her the minute you met her, and now it’s only matter of time before you’re down on one knee. I explained to her it was her ranch you’re really after. Isn’t that right?” His cocky sneer made Cass want to scream. The last thing she wanted Brian to know was that she’d been talking about him to Bob.

He’d think she was interested. Which she wasn’t, despite the fact she was using him as a human shield at the moment. She wanted Bob gone. For once in her life she’d hoped a man would back her up, but of course that was too much to expect, Cass realized as Brian turned to assess her. Was Bob right about him? Was he here for the ranch?

Of course he was.

Bob began to chuckle as the seconds ticked by. “Cass, you’re priceless,” he said. “I’ll see you later—when you come to your senses and realize I’m the only man who’s ever really going to want you.” He saluted Brian with great exaggeration. “Don’t work too hard fixing up my house, sailor.”

Brian finally spoke. “Two Willows will never be yours, Finchley. Cass was telling the truth; I do want to marry her. When she’s used to that idea I’ll put a ring on her finger. But not until she understands it’s her I want, not this land.”

Brian’s words sent a thrill through her veins, but Cass shook her head, unwilling to fall for another man’s tricks. What else could he possibly say when confronted with an accusation like that?

“Cass, do you actually believe that crap?” Bob asked. “He came here yesterday, and now he’s so in love with you he has to marry you? If you do believe it, you’re not the woman I thought you were.”

“I don’t believe it. I don’t believe either of you.” Cass headed for her truck, desperate to get away from both men.

“I’m telling the truth,” Brian said. “Finchley, get the hell off the General’s land.”

“Are you speaking for the General now?” Bob laughed. “That ought to make your choice easy, Cass. Fuck him, and you’re doing Daddy’s lackey. Fuck me and together we’ll give the General the finger. We’ll take this ranch from him once and for all. That’s what you always wanted, right?”

He left before she could find an answer. A moment later, his truck peeled out and headed down the track. Cass wrenched open the door to her truck and climbed inside. As she started the engine, she noticed Brian bent over the collection of fireworks she’d left on the ground, carefully gathering up the unspent ones. When he straightened, he turned to her, his confusion clear.

Her heart lurched and her foot rose off the gas pedal.

Bob would have left them there, not caring who stumbled on them at some later date. Brian was cautious. Thoughtful. Responsible.

She shook her head. He was a man. A man about to ask how those fireworks had gotten there.

Cass floored the gas and drove away.

“So, in other words, you totally blew it?” Logan said when Brian connected with the guys back at USSOCOM via a video link an hour later.

“No, it gave me a chance to tell her the truth—that I’m not there for the ranch, I’m there for her.”

“And you expect her to believe that?” Connor said. “This Finchley guy is right; you are there for the ranch.”

“No, I’m not. Not anymore.” He met the disbelieving gazes of the four other men head-on. “I told you, it’s like the General knew how to pick her out for me. Maybe that’s hard to believe, but—”


“Yeah, it’s hard to believe,” Jack said. “Because you’ve fallen for your own bullshit.”

“Watch it.”

“You’re talking love at first sight. What the hell kind of grown man believes in that?” Jack pressed.

“You’ve never seen a woman and wanted her?” Brian challenged him.

“Wanted her? That’s a far cry from loving her,” Jack returned.

“The real question is, how are you going to get from here to the altar?” Logan asked. “She doesn’t seem to want to date you.”

The whole conversation unnerved Brian. The last thing he’d ever thought he’d do was debate love with an enigma like Jack. He answered Logan’s question instead. “She’s attracted to me. That’s a start.”

“Fix the damn house.” Hunter spoke up for the first time, the sniper’s sharp gaze contrasting with his lazy drawl. “That’s what you’re there to do, so do it.”

“I’m here to marry Cass.” He rubbed his neck, all too conscious of how rapidly things had changed in the past twenty-four hours. Jack was right; he’d come for the chance at the land. And to clear his name. Now Cass filled his every thought.

“You’ve only been there a day. You’ve let her know what you’re after. You’ve let her know why. Seems like the only other guy in the picture is an ass. So show her what kind of man you are. What kind of life you’re offering her. Let her decide what she wants,” Hunter said reasonably.

“What if she doesn’t want me?” Brian pushed. “Then what?”

“Then we’re all screwed.”

The next video call Brian made was to the General, who answered far more quickly than Brian had expected.

“What’s wrong?”

“N… nothing,” Brian said, startled by the General’s face filling his screen. Hell, had he just stuttered?

“Why are you calling? You married my daughter yet?”

“No. I’ve been here one day.” Shit, he had to get a hold of himself. Stuttering? Explaining himself like a schoolboy? This wasn’t him at all. “I’ve met your daughters and started working on the house. I’ve got a good idea what it’ll take to get it all done. The big job is the roof. It’s leaking all over the place. We’ll need to take it down to the joists and start over with new plywood.” He named a sum to get it done.

The General pursed his lips. “The income from the ranch will cover it. Tell Cass what you need and she’ll get it to you.”

“I’ll do that.”

“What else have you seen?”

“Not much. Like I said, it’s only been a day.” He decided not to mention his run-in with Bob. Yet. Cass wouldn’t like it if he did and he wanted her on his side.

The General nodded. “Keep going, then. Report back in a few days.”

“Don’t you want to hear about your daughters?” Brian asked quickly. Surely the man wanted an update.

“All healthy?”

“Yes.”

“Got rid of their boyfriends yet?”

“Not yet—”

“Let me know when you have.” The General cut the call.

Thank God for Wye. She’d taken one look at Cass’s face when Cass came to find her at her little house in town, bundled Cass into her restored Volkswagen Beetle, made a single stop at her brother’s place and driven far out into the country. They stopped in a pull-out on a little-used road and Wye passed her a paper bag full of cherry bombs. “I know it’s not much, but…”

“It’s perfect.”

Cass got out of the truck and lit them one by one, but it was Wye’s presence, not the unsatisfying little pops, that made her feel better as time passed.

“You know someday you’re going to have to feel that anger,” Wye said when she was done. She had scrambled up to sit on the roof of the Beetle. Cass joined her.

“You’d better hope I never do. I’d end up taking Chance Creek down with me if I ever let it all out.”


“I doubt that. People feel things, Cass. They scream, cry, stomp their feet. And then it’s over.”

But Cass shook her head. “I’m not like that. I’d start screaming and I’d never stop again.”

“Because of your father?” Wye asked gently. She’d never pried before and Cass figured she owed her an answer.

“He’s part of it. He doesn’t love us, Wye,” she said tiredly. “He left us as surely as my mother did when she passed away. He bosses us around, sets rules, dictates everything we do, but he doesn’t love us.”

“I’m sorry,” Wye said, pressing her hand. “I hope someday he realizes what he’s missing.”

Cass had long stopped thinking that was a possibility, and she’d be damned if she’d sit around and feel this pain. She slid down the rounded edge of the roof, landing hard on the dusty ground. She ached for something big to set off. Wye reached down to hand her another paper bag Cass hadn’t noticed she’d held in reserve.

“Sorry. It’s all I have.” Wye shrugged.

Cass opened it and peered inside. More cherry bombs.

They would have to do.

“Cass,” Wye called after her as she went to set them off. “Don’t waste your life waiting for things to change with your father. You’re your own woman. Create the life you want.”

Cass nodded, but the irony was she already had the life she wanted. If only the General would get out of her way.

It was nearly dinnertime when Cass got back to the ranch. She parked near the carriage house and went inside to find the kitchen dark and empty. Was it too much to ask that anyone else might think to get a meal on?

“Lena? Alice?”

She heard a scrape and then a thump from down the hall.

That had to be Brian. With a sigh, she decided to take the bull by the horns, and headed for the bathroom. She found Brian smoothing a layer of joint compound over the seams in the backerboard she’d fastened to the wall earlier. Brian had shucked off his t-shirt and tucked its tail in his back pocket. Cass’s anger disappeared as she stopped to admire his chiseled muscles and the ripple of his biceps as he worked on, unaware of her presence. The SEAL was… She didn’t know what word to use. Hot? That sounded too shallow. Handsome? Too old-fashioned.

Incredible?

Too childish, and what she felt right now wasn’t innocent in the least. A hunger for something left unsatisfied for years stirred within her. She wanted to feel those muscles; feel those hands on her. She wanted…

“Oh, hey, Cass.” Brian twisted around to look at her. “Didn’t see you there.”

Caught staring, Cass felt her face heat. “What… Why are you doing that? I told you I would take care of it,” she said to cover her embarrassment.

“And I keep telling you the General sent me to help.” He stood up and she got the full effect of his low-slung jeans and washboard abs.

Wow, Cass thought. And then, That could be my husband.

And then, no. Absolutely not.

Although, if Brian was going to work around her house half-naked for the next few days—or weeks—she was going to have a hell of a time not slipping up and saying yes to him.

Brian rubbed his chin with the top of his hand. “I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news. That roof of yours is a mess. It’s going to be a big job to fix it.”

“I already knew we’d have to replace it.” Her mouth was dry, and her voice was funny when she said the words. Thank goodness Brian didn’t seem to notice. What would it feel like to slide her hands over his biceps?

Good. It would feel really good.

“It isn’t just the shingles that are damaged, though. Once I’ve taken them off, I’m going to have to replace all the plywood, too. That makes the job far more difficult and expensive. I talked to the General about it—”

“You called the General?” That bit of information sliced right through the buzz of desire in her veins. “Why did you do that?”

“Because he’s footing the bill, right? I needed to get his okay. He said the ranch should be able to cover it, and I should talk to you.”

“He did?” Hell, that was going to be a problem.

“He said the cattle operation should be making enough money to cover the cost.”

His words hit her like a splash of cold water in the face. Of course it should… but it hadn’t since last fall.

She couldn’t admit that, though. “How much do you need?”

“For labor and materials?” He named a sum that made Cass cringe. “But I think you and I could do the job ourselves if you’re up for it. That would be a lot cheaper.” He named a lower amount, one she might be able to cover if they economized elsewhere. She swallowed hard, thinking about the height of the roof and its steep pitch. Could she even get out on it?

“It’s my roof. I’ll take care of it,” she made herself say, although she didn’t have a clue how she’d manage that. She could barely look out the attic windows, and if Brian couldn’t do the job alone, how could she possibly do it herself?

“You can’t do this one on your own, honey.” Brian echoed her thoughts. “You’ll need a second set of hands.”

Cass’s heart sank. She knew exactly where this was leading.

“Luckily you’ve got me,” he added.

She’d walked right into that one.

Brian touched her arm. “This is a beautiful house, Cass. It’s got a history I can only guess at but that I hope to hell I’m going to get to know. Let’s get her fixed up so you can put away those buckets I found all over the attic. We’ll get her right and tight for another hundred years.”

“But—” The whole point was not to let him help her.

“I’ll be right beside you every step of the way.”

He was right beside her right now. She could see a pulse beating in his throat. For one strange, almost exhilarating moment, Cass thought about pressing a kiss to it. But that was as crazy as climbing onto Two Willows’s roof.

“Think about it. You and me making Two Willows a safe home for your family. I know how much this house means to you. Let me help you.”

Help her?

No one helped her. Not with her housework, and not with the repairs Two Willows perpetually needed. Not with raising her sisters or running this ranch the way it was meant to be run.

“I’m not going to marry you,” Cass said. He had to know that. She wouldn’t let him put himself out if that’s what he thought he was going to get.

“I hope you change your mind.” Brian touched her hand with his fingertips and Cass held her breath, her heart beating hard. “Whether or not you do, I’m going to fix your house. It needs to be done and I’m the man for the job.”

Cass turned around and strode out of the house. She needed to breathe—to put some distance between her and Brian so he couldn’t read on her face what he did to her when he was near. Out in the yard, she paced the garden paths until Lena met her coming back from the barns.

“Did you just have sex?” Lena asked bluntly.

Cass turned on her. “Of course not! Why would you say that?”

Lena laughed. “You look like some guy blew your mind.”




CHAPTER SIX


Brian left Cass alone the rest of the day, finding his way into town and grabbing a burger for dinner. He understood instinctively how big a deal it was for her to accept his help with the roof; possibly a bigger deal than allowing him to kiss her. If there was one thing the Reed women valued, it was their independence.

He woke early the following morning and when he came downstairs he found Lena was the only one up. He thought about his second mandate—getting control of the ranch—and decided he’d work on that today. “I’d love to get a look at the cattle,” he told her, serving himself a bowl of cereal.

“Oh, hell. How did I know this was coming?” She pushed her plate away and crossed her arms over her chest. “Don’t tell me; you’re really the new overseer come to replace Bob.”


Brian scratched the back of his neck. He wasn’t, and he didn’t know if the General planned on one of them being in charge, or if they’d share the work—and the decision making. Taking in Lena’s set jaw, he realized he was being just as chauvinistic as she expected him to be. The General had made it clear he meant for the men to be in charge.

Was that fair?

On the ranch his father had lost, men had handled the cattle, but he knew of several husband-and-wife teams who ran things together in the area where he’d grown up. It hadn’t really registered when he was a kid. If his father hadn’t lost the place when Brian was fourteen he’d probably know more about how those dynamics worked. Men were certainly stronger, and lots of the work on a ranch took the kind of strength women lacked.

Lots of it took brains and organization—and determination.

He bet Lena had plenty of that.

“Look,” he said. “I’m just asking a favor. I used to live on a ranch as a kid. Before my father gambled it away.”

“I’m not buying your sob story,” Lena said.

“It’s not a sob story. It’s an explanation. I haven’t gotten to ride much since I was a teenager, and I miss it like hell.”

She studied him. With her no-nonsense hairstyle, and her work clothes on, he could tell she wanted to appear tough, but Lena didn’t fool him. She loved this ranch as much as Cass did—maybe more, because she understood the blood, sweat and tears that went into maintaining it. She worked it; Cass just lived on it.

“C’mon. Let’s go for a ride so I can really see the place,” he urged her.

“And report back to the General.”


“I’m not trying to hide that. He definitely wants an update on the state of the ranch.”

“Maybe he should come here himself sometime and see.”

Ah. She missed the old man. “When’s the last time he was by?”

Lena rolled her eyes. “You’re kidding, right?”

He shook his head.

“Wow. All right, come on, then. You’re definitely no spy if you don’t even know that much.”

“Thanks a lot.” He dug into his cereal, unconcerned. He’d taken far worse from buddies in the military. When he glanced up again she was waiting by the door. “Oh, you mean right now?” He stood up and took his bowl with him.

“Better bring that back when you’re done. Cass’ll have a fit.”

“I’m done now.” He scooped up a last bite and set the bowl on the counter as he followed Lena out the door. “I’m still curious, though. The General has to visit sometimes.”

“Does he?” She led the way toward the outbuildings. “Someone should tell him that.”

“What’s it been, a couple of years?”

“More than that.”

“Five? Ten?” Now he was kidding, but the set of Lena’s shoulders told him she didn’t find it funny. “When was it then?” he asked, becoming serious. He knew all too well what it felt like to lose one parent—and have the other let you down.

“I haven’t seen my fa—the General since the day we buried my mother,” she told him bluntly. “He was at the grave site, and then he was gone. The only time I’ve seen him since was on the other side of a video screen.”

Brian stopped in his tracks. “That can’t be right.” The General’s wife had died over a decade ago.

Lena kept walking. After a moment Brian strode quickly after her to catch up. “He’s never come back. Not once?”

She shook her head.

“But you go to him, right? On visits?”

“Cass did a few times. So did Alice. Sadie did once or twice.” She shrugged. “He never asked me. I’m not exactly cut out to be a spokeswoman for the family.” She must have read his confusion in his expression, because she added, “He could depend on Cass and Alice to behave themselves at military functions. At least for a little while. When he stopped being able to count on that, the invitations stopped coming.”

“Got it.” He remembered the rumors around the base—that Cass had pitched a fit at an event and the General’s daughters had never been seen there again.

Lena tossed her head as if it was all no big deal, but Brian knew it had to be. Why the hell wouldn’t the General come and see his girls? He wanted to strangle the man. “It’s his loss, you know.”

“Whatever.” She increased her pace. At the stables, she led out two horses and Brian helped to saddle them, filing away the problem of the General’s absence to mull over later. He couldn’t stop from taking deep breaths to convince himself he was finally back on a ranch, with a ride in front of him and a chance—a small chance—to one day own a part of this. The fragrant stables took him back to his youth. “Did you give me the horse that likes to buck everyone off?” he asked Lena.

“Thought about it,” she admitted. “Decided that was too predictable. Instead I gave you the one you’ll miss the most when you’re gone.”

“Ouch.”

“You’re the one reporting back to the General.”

What Brian saw over the next hour left him uneasy. Lena was knowledgeable about every aspect of the ranch and cattle raising, and from the way her sharp gaze scanned the pastures as they rode, he knew she cared about her job.

But some things didn’t add up. Broken equipment. Half-assed repair jobs. His gut told him Lena wasn’t responsible for the overall air of dilapidation around the place. So who was?

“You’re letting maintenance slide,” he finally said when he couldn’t hold the criticism in anymore.

“Bob kept getting in my way when he was here. Since he’s been gone, I’ve told Cass about every problem, and what I need to fix it. She keeps putting things off. We need to replace the stock we lost last winter, too. But that’s a no go, either.”

“Cass keeps the books, huh?”

“Bob used to do the business records, but she took them back over when he left.”

“How come you don’t do them if you’re in charge down here?” They were riding back along a dusty track toward the stables. Brian didn’t want to climb off his horse, but he needed to work out what was going on.

“Numbers aren’t my thing,” Lena said. “I never minded that Cass did them before, but she’s never been tightfisted like this until now. I get that Bob didn’t leave things in a perfect state, but she’s being ridiculous.”

He could tell it was an argument she’d had with her sister, but he also figured Cass had her reasons for keeping hold of their money. Come to think of it, she’d wanted to keep costs low on the roof, too. He’d used it to his advantage, thinking she was being thrifty in the way that all ranch people were.

Was there another reason? Was Cass trying to hide money problems from her sister…and the General?

He needed to see those books, he decided, which wouldn’t be easy if Cass had control of them. He was pretty sure he could sneak a look at them sometime while Cass wasn’t around, but that wouldn’t bode well for their future.

Somehow he needed to persuade her to confide in him.

Beside him, Lena heaved a sigh.

He followed the direction of her gaze and saw a herd of cattle in the distance. “Seems like a ranch this size could support more cattle.”

“Of course it could. That’s what I’m saying,” Lena exploded. “If the General would stop fucking around and let me run this place right—”

“What would you do differently?”

“Everything!” For the next fifteen minutes she gave him a scathing play by play of all of Bob’s mistakes. “He was a complete ass. He was trying to ruin this ranch, not run it,” she finally finished.

Brian nodded. It had been hard to keep his mouth shut while she rattled on. At first, he wanted to defend the General’s decision to send an overseer to a spread this large, but he’d met Bob. The man certainly wasn’t an improvement on Lena. Brian had counseled himself to let her have her say, and the more she talked, the more he realized she knew as much as any man about how to get the work done. With a passel of willing hands to help with some of the heavy lifting, she’d be an effective overseer herself.

Why didn’t the General know that?

“How about the hands? Are they people you trust?”

Lena looked away. Shook her head. “Overseers come and go a lot around here,” she said, keeping her gaze on the distant mountains, “but our hands were a more steady lot until Bob fired them all. Thought the General would have something to say to that, but I guess he was busy. Bob replaced them with new guys. There’s some of them.” She pointed to a knot of men repairing a fence in the pasture they were approaching.

“I think I’ll go have a word.” Brian urged his horse forward. If Lena didn’t like them, there had to be a reason, and the sooner he knew what it was, the sooner he could talk to the General about how to fix it. “Howdy,” he called out. “Hot day for work like that.”

The men nodded and grunted when he drew near, but they weren’t a talkative lot. Brian did his best to exchange the usual chitchat with them, sussing them out. He didn’t like the surly way they answered his questions, or the feeling that they’d united in their dislike of him at first sight.

After a few minutes, he turned to go, but the tallest of the lot—Ed—spoke up. “Take a message to your sister,” he called to Lena. “Tell her to cool it. She’s spooking the cattle.”

Lena didn’t acknowledge the man, but Brian knew he had to be talking about the fireworks he’d found when he followed Cass. That answered that question: they were Cass’s rather than Bob’s. But why had she been setting them off? Was that what she did when she was angry? Blew things up? He’d have to keep an eye on that.

He remembered the tidy way they’d been arranged. The lack of vegetation on that part of the ranch. Even when she was pissed off, Cass was careful—so careful she didn’t even allow herself to feel the anger that so obviously burned inside her.

Lena quickly turned her horse and rode off the opposite way they’d come, off the main track toward a path that wound toward higher ground. Brian nodded to the men, re-mounted his horse and followed along after her. He didn’t mind the detour; he wasn’t in a hurry to curtail this ride. Instead, he scanned the countryside as he thought about Cass, noted how things were positioned and wondered where Lena was leading him.

Fifteen minutes later, they wound around an outcropping to a level crescent of ground backed by a rising slope where targets had been set up.

“Do you shoot?” Brian asked Lena. He knew she did but he figured he wouldn’t mention the photo collages back at the base.

“Of course.” She lifted the light jacket she wore over her shirt and showed him a shoulder holster.


Brian raised his eyebrows. “That’s a lot of firepower. You know how to use that thing?”

She rose to the challenge, slid off her horse and paced to a point some distance from the target. Seconds later, she’d fired all the rounds. She returned the pistol to its holster and Brian went with her to inspect her shots.

“Pretty good.”

“It’ll do,” she said, but he could tell she was pleased with his praise. He hadn’t overstated it; that had been a tight grouping. Lena knew what she was doing.

“Want a try?” she offered. “I’ve got more ammunition in my saddle bags.”

“That would feel too much like work,” he told her. “The way I see it, I’m on vacation.” As they returned to the horses, Brian asked, “Does Cass shoot that well, too?”

Lena laughed. “Of course; we’re Reeds, aren’t we?”

When Cass got up, it was easy to see that Lena had been and gone already, but the half-eaten bowl of cereal on the counter perplexed her until she realized Brian must have eaten and left, too. She did a quick tour of the house to be sure before she ate her own breakfast, then quickly cleaned the kitchen and put some more work into the shower.

At noon she was preparing lunch when she spotted him and Lena walking back from the direction of the stables. They stopped near the edge of the lawn, talking together earnestly. She could tell Lena was describing something by the way she was gesturing. Brian listened intently, nodding now and then.

Cass couldn’t remember Bob ever listening to Lena like that. In fact, she couldn’t remember Lena ever talking to any man that way. She was fully engaged in the conversation and so was Brian. Cass knew she should be happy for both of them to connect with each other, but instead she felt a twist of pain.

Was that… jealousy?

Jo entered the kitchen behind her. “What’s there to eat?”

“Whatever you feel like making.” Cass couldn’t take her eyes off Lena and Brian. Whatever they were talking about had them both riveted. Lena was talking again, her gestures wide with whatever she was describing. Brian said something and Lena laughed, making her look so girlish Cass’s stomach twisted with a longing for an easier time. She remembered their early days when she and Lena would laugh and quarrel and make up and laugh again. That seemed so long ago.

“Since when do I have to cook?”

That got Cass’s attention and she turned around. “You’re not a child. Time to learn to take care of yourself. I don’t know when I became everyone’s mother.” She didn’t mean to sound so exasperated, but her emotions had been yanked around far too much in the time since Brian had arrived.

“You’re the one who always says it’s more economical if we eat together.” Jo headed back out of the room.

“Jo… I’m sorry,” Cass called after her. She was right; Cass had always emphasized family meals. She’d read somewhere as a teen they were the key to a happy and healthy family. Back in those days she’d been desperate to find some formula to get it right.

She was still doing that.

Jo stopped in the doorway and Cass, grateful for the chance to smooth over an argument that was entirely her fault, added, “I’ll get lunch on in a minute. Would you go see if Sadie and Alice want to join us?”

“Sadie isn’t… here.” Jo bit her lip guiltily. Cass knew that look. She’d spilled something Sadie wanted kept quiet.

“Where is she?”

“With Mark, I guess.”

Cass sighed. Where else? “Okay. Get the others. I’ll whip up something to eat.”

Jo lingered by the door. “Cass? What do you really think about marriage?”

“I think it’s complicated. Why do you ask?” She opened the refrigerator and pulled out fixings for sandwiches. She didn’t want to think about marriage. Not when Brian and Lena were still outside talking. Had Brian’s interest shifted to her sister after spending time with her? Not that she cared, she told herself.

“Just wondering. Sean says we make a lot of things far more complicated than they need to be.”

Cass looked at her sharply. “Like what?” She didn’t like much Sean had to say these days. He seemed determined to flout every one of society’s rules, and she had the feeling he’d throw the baby out with the bathwater to make his point.

“Marriage, love, sex… everything. He thinks we shouldn’t worry about it so much.”

“Sounds like he wants to shirk responsibility.” Lots of men were like that these days. Bob, for example.

Although Brian seemed cut from a different cloth.

“That’s not it at all,” Sadie said. “He wants to share responsibility. He believes that people should help each other as much as they can. Living together, working together—like we do here.”

“He likes our living arrangements, does he?” Cass had a feeling she knew where this was headed. Two Willows drew shirkers like a magnet these days. Reaching back into the fridge, she pulled out a packet of bacon. BLTs would make a good lunch.

“He thinks it’s great. And he’s right—there’s room for a lot more people at Two Willows. In a truly sharing situation, people don’t need as much privacy.”

“I need privacy, and I don’t want Sean here all the time.” She deposited the ingredients on the counter and turned to pull a frying pan off the hanging rack. She stopped short. “Where’s my good pan?”

“You didn’t even notice he was here last night!” Jo exploded.

Cass stopped, one hand raised to look through the pans again. “He was here last night?”

“That’s right. And he didn’t bother you one bit, did he?”

“I’m going to stop you right there,” Cass said, selecting a different pan and moving to the counter. “Sean’s not moving in, and that’s final.”

“You don’t get to dictate that!”

“Fine—ask the General.” Cass had heard enough. As far as she was concerned, if Sean wanted to live with them, he’d better be prepared to pay—not only for his room and board, but also for the annoyance of having to listen to his pronouncements.

“That’s not fair! You know the General will say no.”

“Because we don’t need a freeloader. Don’t you see Sean’s using you? All that sharing stuff? That’s baloney! What’s he shared with you?”

“He’s shared his heart with me. That’s the most important thing, isn’t it?”

“No,” Cass said sharply, looking up from the stove. “I mean, yes—hearts are important, but so is paying your way. Don’t get taken in by him. He obviously wants to take advantage of you.”

“Sean said you’d say that. He said you’d do whatever you could to keep us from being happy. He said you were just like the General!” Jo rushed from the room and pounded up the stairs.

Cass leaned against the counter, defeated. Was she just like the General?

She didn’t even know anymore.

When Brian arrived back at the house with Lena for lunch, he noticed right away the tension around the table. Jo’s eyes were red, as if she’d been crying. Cass’s temper was short. Lena, who’d been so talkative all morning, clammed right up when she took in her sisters’ moods. Alice was in her own world. Sadie, who arrived right before the meal was served, was watchful.

Brian knew something had happened; he just didn’t know what.

He broke the silence that reigned through most of the meal by describing the work that would have to be done on the roof. “Cass is going to help me, but we might need the rest of you to pitch in now and then.”

“You’re going up on the roof?” Sadie asked her sister with a frown. “But—”

“I’m always up for learning how to take care of our house,” Cass cut her off with a significant look Brian wished he understood.

“Why not hire someone to do it?” Lena asked. “With all the money you’re refusing to cough up, you should be able to afford it.”

Brian waited to see what Cass would say, once more wishing he could get his hands on the record books for the ranch.

“I need to know how to keep up this house; it’ll be my job for the rest of my life,” Cass answered primly.

“But—”

“If you want to help, too, you’re more than welcome.”

Lena subsided under Cass’s glare, and Brian knew he’d have to wait to learn the state of the ranch’s finances.

“I plan to run into town today,” he said, ready to move on to a new topic. “Anyone else need anything? I could pick up some things at the store, if you like.”

The sisters all put down their forks and stared at him as if one of the cattle had wandered into the kitchen and asked to do the lunch dishes.

“Did I say something wrong?”

“No,” Cass said after a moment, still studying him. “I just can’t remember when someone offered to help out like that. We usually handle everything ourselves.”

“It’s just a trip to the store.”

“To you, it is,” Sadie said quietly.

“I’ll come with you if you don’t mind,” Alice said suddenly. “I have a few boxes I need to ship.”

“What about you, Cass? Want to ride along?”

“I’ve got some things to do here,” she told him. “We’re low on milk, though. And juice. Could you… could you buy some for me? I’ll give you the cash, of course.”

“Of course.” Brian wasn’t sure what was going on. These women lived in a small town; surely they were the recipients of neighborly help from time to time.

He considered what the General had told him of their teenage escapades. They’d spent their time hiding out, hoping not to be caught when they managed to run off the grownups in charge of caring for them and the ranch. That hiding must have changed the way they looked at other people.

No wonder Cass viewed him with such suspicion. Did she think he wanted to steal her independence?

He did, in a way.

Which made the fact she’d asked for this small favor a major step for Cass. He felt almost… honored.

Cass was studying Alice now, and she suddenly stood up and stalked over to the window. “Alice? Where’s your car? Did Howie take it again?”

“He didn’t take it. I loaned it to him.” Alice took a bite of salad, as if dismissing the topic, but Brian’s gut told him she was lying, and Cass seemed to realize it, too. He could almost see her sorting through things to say to her sister and discarding them one by one. Alice kept stabbing leaves of lettuce. It was clear she wouldn’t be happy about any interference.

“That’s all right. I’ve got my truck and I’m happy to drive today,” Brian said. Seeing Cass’s concern about Alice’s boyfriend had reminded him the General didn’t like any of the men his daughters were dating. Time to look into things and see what was what.

He managed to divert the conversation back to the roof for the rest of the meal, but when he had helped Alice load her boxes into the back of his truck, and they were on their way to town, he decided to revisit the topic.

“Tell me about Howie. Sounds like a busy guy.”

“He is,” Alice said eagerly. “He’s a real self-starter. He’s always running back and forth to Billings and Bozeman, day and night. He delivers packages for businesses. He does such a good job getting everything where it needs to go on time, he’s got direct deliveries cornered.”

Brian’s shoulders sagged as he took in her words. He just bet Howie did. And he’d bet the small-town boy hadn’t beaten UPS and the United States Post Office to take over the distribution of legitimate shipping in the area. As he drove the winding, two-lane highway toward town, he wondered if Alice could really be so innocent as to think he had.

“Day and night, huh?”

“That’s right; you’ve got to give the customer what he wants.”

It sounded like she was quoting her boyfriend. “Most businesses operate within normal business hours.”

“Not Howie—sometimes he’s running packages in the wee hours.”

Brian’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. Didn’t the General see the danger of allowing his daughters to remain so innocent? Hadn’t he taught them anything about the world?

Or didn’t the man care?

It seemed to Brian their father’s long absence had caused them to grab hold of any man who came close and hold on for dear life no matter how that man treated them.

“Do you travel much?” He needed more information before pressing her further.

“I’m more of a homebody. I guess I travel in my imagination, but I like it best right here.”

“Have you ever spent much time away from Two Willows?” From what he could gather she spent most of her time in her carriage house workshop sewing the costumes she made. Lena mentioned that people commissioned them, and had said Alice was a gifted seamstress.

“No.” Alice shrugged. “But I’m content. I can’t keep up with my ideas. I finish one project and the next one’s ready to go in my mind. Who has the time to leave home?”

Brian found himself wanting to protect her. He knew what he needed to say: your boyfriend’s probably running drugs. Get rid of him! But somehow he couldn’t say it.

He’d only been out of the Navy for a few days and already he’d gone soft.

“What about TV? Surely you watch TV?” There were crime shows all over the place. Didn’t she watch them and put two and two together about her boyfriend?

Alice laughed. “Almost none. We don’t get reception out here, and cable is expensive.”

“What about the cheap movie channels?”

She shook her head. “We’re all pretty busy. I guess we’ve never really been TV people.”

Brian rubbed his chin and tried another tack. “If Howie delivers so many packages, how come he doesn’t deliver yours?”

“Oh, he’s not that kind of deliveryman,” she said airily. “He does direct delivery. I ship things all over the world. He’s just running between Chance Creek, Billings and Bozeman.”

“That’s a lot of deliveries for such a small area,” he commented.

For the first time, Alice frowned. “I know.” She studied her hands folded in her lap. Brian waited. If she offered even a hint of understanding, he’d fill in the rest of the picture for her. “Cass thinks he’s cheating on me,” she blurted when he’d almost given up hope.

Brian wanted to bash his head on the steering wheel. “Honey, he’s not cheating on you.”

“You really don’t think so?” She looked so grateful, the words Brian had been about to say died on his lips. Damn it, he’d never had a problem ordering his men around, or talking straight to a subordinate who needed a dressing down.

But this was no warrior to be chewed out.

This was a fragile, lovely woman. Cass’s sister. And Alice’s expression was so hopeful it unmanned him.

“What’s in the packages Howie’s delivering?” he managed to ask.

“I don’t know. He doesn’t, either. They’re ready to go when he picks them up.”

“You’ve seen them?”

Alice shifted, and Brian clutched the steering wheel even tighter. Had that asshole really taken his girlfriend along when he delivered drugs?

“I’ve ridden with him once or twice on a delivery run, but he said his clients didn’t like it, so I stopped,” Alice said.

Town was coming up, Brian decided this conversation was too important to have while negotiating its busier streets and looking for parking. He pulled off the road and shut off the engine. “What do you think is in the packages, Alice?” he asked gently.

She looked down at her hands clasped in her lap instead of answering. As the seconds ticked away, she shrugged.

“I think you know,” Brian said.

“He’s a good guy,” Alice said, but her attempt to defend him was half-hearted.

“Then why is he using your car to deliver drugs? That’s what he’s doing, right?”

“Of course not!”

“You realize what’s going to happen if he’s stopped, don’t you?” Brian pressed on. “First, you’ll be implicated in the operation. Second, you could lose your car. Is that what you want?”

She was kneading her left hand with her right, but when she noticed him looking, she stopped. Finally, she shook her head. “No. But it won’t happen, because Howie wouldn’t do that.”

“You positive about that?”

Alice bit her lip, and Brian realized she didn’t like to lie.

“Alice, are you positive about that?” he asked again.

“No.”

Now they were getting somewhere, but it wasn’t easy making Cass’s sister so miserable. “Why don’t you say something to him? Tell him to leave your car alone, at the very least.”

“He’d get mad.” Her voice was so low he could barely hear her.

Brian nearly asked, so what? But he could tell that wouldn’t be a welcome question. “Will he hurt you?”

She straightened, shocked. “Of course not.”

“Then what are you afraid of?”

“He’ll leave me,” she said, as if that explained everything. Maybe it did, Brian thought as he passed a hand over his face. As cocky and independent as the Reed girls were, at the core was a vulnerability so raw it made him wince. Their mother had left them. So had their father, in a way. It explained a lot. Plus, they were young. Cass was twenty-six. Alice couldn’t be more than twenty-four. Old enough to know better. Young enough to still hope for the best.

Brian reached out and flipped the visor down on the passenger side. He positioned the mirror so Alice could see into it.

“Know what I see when I look at you?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“Someone so beautiful and talented she’s on her way to having the world at her doorstep. Is Howie your first serious boyfriend?” Another stab in the dark.

“Yes.”

“I guarantee if you walk away from him, another man is going to come along who knocks your socks off. You’ll know him when he makes your life better, not worse.”

“How would I meet someone like that? It’s like you said, I never go anywhere.”

Brian hated to see the pain in her eyes. “But you could. You know that, right?”

“It’s not that simple.”

No. He was beginning to see nothing was simple with the Reed women. “If you don’t want to leave home, then the trick is to keep doing all the things you like doing, and try one or two new things, too. If you act like yourself all the time, you’ll attract the right man. It’s when you pretend you’re someone you’re not—like by condoning drug use when you don’t agree with it—that you run into trouble.” He figured it was time to end the lecture for the day. He started the truck’s engine again.

“Howie took my car,” Alice blurted. “Without asking. I didn’t want to say anything in front of Cass.”

Brian understood why. “Let’s take care of your boxes and get you home. I’ll sort it out later.”


He felt good about the exchange as they took care of their errands in town. Alice was more talkative than she’d previously been with him, telling him about her business and the way she created unique costumes for musicals, plays and even movies. He hoped that she’d taken their conversation to heart and that soon Howie, who sounded like a real troublemaker to Brian, would be a thing of the past. They decided to stop for coffee at Linda’s Diner before heading back to the ranch.

Alice stopped him just as they reached the entryway. “Trouble.”

Old habits had him scanning the street and rooftops. But then he did that anyway, no matter where he was. “I don’t see anything.”

“Of course you don’t.” Alice was impatient. “It’s a feeling.” She held a hand up and Brian waited. “No, it’s gone.” She turned on him. “If you talk in the middle of it, I lose it.”

“I think you’ve already lost it.” He meant it as a joke, but Alice’s face fell, and he cursed his flippant tone, realizing he’d just undone all the good work he’d managed earlier. After a moment, she nodded.

“Most people don’t believe in hunches.” She opened the door and in the time it took for them to be seated, Brian lost his chance to say any more about the topic. He shouldn’t have said what he had, but he felt the Reed women’s superstitions were part and parcel of what left them naïve and vulnerable to exploitation. He wasn’t surprised Alice thought she felt things, raised on a ranch where everyone believed in a mystical stone. He didn’t let himself think about the way he was using that same stone to manipulate Cass into marrying him. That was for a good cause, after all.

They settled in a booth near the front window. The coffee, when it came, was good and plain, the way he liked it. Alice sipped an herbal tea, but didn’t say much and he knew he’d hurt her feelings. “Look, I didn’t mean—” he began, but Alice leaned sideways and craned her neck to see out the window.

“There’s Sadie! I can’t see who she’s with, though.”

Brian turned the best he could and just made her out, standing across the street. Whoever she was talking to was out of his line of vision, blocked by a parked truck. As they watched, she turned and walked away.

The waitress appeared again. “Here you go. Two slices of peach pie. Is there anything else I can get you?”

“No, thanks,” Alice told her, accepting the dish from the waitress. Brian took his and eyed it appreciatively.

Alice looked out the window again. “She’s gone, and there’s Mark. I wonder why I sensed trouble—” she broke off. “Probably the usual thing. He flirts with every woman he sees. He’s going to break her heart.”

Brian filed that information away for later. “Alice, I’m sorry I made fun of you.” He needed to make the apology if he wanted her to trust him. He’d feel awful if she stayed with Howie because he’d undercut her again.

“You don’t hear it, do you?” she said, cutting into her pie. “It’s okay if you don’t; I’ve only met one other person who does.”

“Hear what?”

“It’s not hearing, exactly.” Alice made a face. “It’s hard to explain. It’s like if you had to tell someone who’d always been blind what seeing was like. It’s information. It’s so clear. I’ve wondered and wondered why I can access it but hardly anyone else can, but I finally decided that’s not the real question.”

“What’s the real question?”

“What do I do with it?”

Uncomfortable, Brian asked, “Who’s the other person who can hear it?”

Alice smiled. “Rose Johnson. She’s married to the sheriff, and she owns Thayer’s Jewelers. Everyone buys their engagement rings there. She can tell if your marriage will last, but she doesn’t hear much else.”

“It’s good pie, huh?” Brian said. He was well out of his depth in this conversation, but at least Alice didn’t seem hurt anymore.

She smiled, a little sadly. “Yeah, it’s good pie.”

“Did Alice get her packages off?” Cass asked Brian when they met up by his truck later. She’d been sweeping the back porch when he and Alice pulled in. As soon as they parked, Alice hopped out and high-tailed it into the carriage house. Cass, wondering if something was wrong, leaned her broom against the railing and went to investigate.

“Yes. She’s a little… unusual… isn’t she?” Brian began to unload bags of groceries. “Hope you don’t mind. I added some things to the list because I thought we were low.”

Cass took the bag he offered her, watched him heft three more into his arms, and followed him to the house, bemused. She couldn’t remember a man ever thinking about the state of their groceries. “Alice is… Alice,” she said.

“She had some kind of premonition while we were out. That something bad would happen between Sadie and her boyfriend.” He sounded skeptical.

“Well, that’s pretty predictable,” Cass said. “But Alice’s premonitions have a good track record.”

“As good as the standing stone’s?”

“Just about.” She followed him inside and began to unpack the groceries.

“Name one thing she’s gotten right.” He pulled out a loaf of bread and put it away in the pantry. “Did she predict the stock market crash of 2008? The last presidential election?”

“She predicted my mother’s death.”

Brian stopped short. “Are you serious?”

Cass nodded. “We were out riding, the five of us. It was a school day and that was our gym class.” She finger quoted the words. “We were homeschooled, you know.”

“The General told me that.”

“Alice reined up in the middle of the trail and began to cry. We didn’t know what had happened. I thought she got stung by a wasp. But she just kept saying, ‘Mom’s hurt. She’s really hurt!’ She was completely hysterical, so I stayed with her while Lena and the others rode like hell to get home. Lena got there first, of course. She found my mother at the base of the stairs where she’d fallen.”

“Cass—”

“Mom had a stroke. A massive one. There’d been no warning. She was thirty-seven, Brian. She lasted a few more days. At least we got to say good-bye, but still…”

“I’m sorry.”

Cass nodded and swallowed past the lump in her throat. Sometimes when she went riding on a crisp, clear fall day she went right back to that time, sitting on her horse next to Alice’s, cradling her sister in her arms as best she could.

“I don’t know how Alice knows these things. Neither does she. Sometimes she hates it, because people don’t believe her, and sometimes the things she knows… well, they’re not pleasant. But she always says them out loud. Always. Even the bad things. Just in case someday she can stop them from happening.”

Brian leaned his forehead against the doorjamb. “Hell. I’m an ass. Someday I guess I’ll learn to keep my mouth shut.” He straightened. “I lost my mom young, too, you know.”

Cass hadn’t known that. “Was she sick?”

“No. Walked into a robbery at a convenience store. Wrong place at the wrong time.”

She read the pain in his features, and suddenly that lump filled Cass’s throat again.

“I’m sorry, too.”

“Yeah, well…” He shrugged. “We’re a little alike, you know. I’m not a big fan of my dad, either. Mom wouldn’t have been there if he hadn’t been too busy gambling all their money away. He’d already lost our ranch; you’d think he might have been a little more careful about his wife.” He turned away, but not before she saw his anguish. “Gotta go bring in the rest of the bags,” Brian said and left the house again.

They were alike, Cass realized. Except his story was worse. She supposed she preferred a distant, workaholic father to a neglectful gambling addict.

Her thoughts churned over what she knew about Brian. The way he’d lost his mother. The way he kept trying to do things for her. She busied herself putting away the groceries, uncomfortable with the feelings welling up inside her. She didn’t know why she was so emotional these days. It was silly. Nothing had changed.

Except Brian was here.

And he was changing everything.

“It’s good to talk about it,” he said, coming in behind her. “I didn’t think that would be the case.”

“We used to talk about Mom a lot,” she told him. “But not so much anymore.”

“Do you find it hard to remember her? What she sounded like? Things like that?” He leaned against the counter and watched her empty the bags.

“When I start feeling like that I pull out the letter she left me and read it again.” She must have done it a thousand times. “It helps.”

“What did she say in the letter?”

“To take care of my sisters and keep them together. That was what she wanted most. To keep up the ranch, since it’s our inheritance. It was hers, you know. The Griffiths have always lived here. They were from Wales originally, if you can believe it. That’s where Alice’s gift comes from.”

“And why there’s a standing stone out there?”

“Maybe.” She smiled. “This really is a special place to us. Mom always told us it was important to keep this link to our past. She would trot us outside every year on the summer solstice, and take us through the maze to the stone. We had to take off our shoes and feel the ground under our soles. She was careful about us wearing shoes the rest of the time, this being a ranch and all, but at that time of year she wanted to make sure we were connected to the land. That’s always stuck with me. We still do it.” The memory of her mother was so clear and bittersweet, Cass found herself blinking against the sting of tears. “I loved her so much. And I love this house—and the ranch. If I lost it—Brian, I don’t know what I’d do. Her memory is everywhere here. It would be like losing her all over again.”

Brian didn’t say a word. Instead, he tugged her into an embrace, his arms a haven from the loneliness that always swept over her when she thought of her mother’s passing. Cass knew she shouldn’t have said anything. She kept spilling her guts to the enemy.

She settled against him, breathing in his warm, male scent. Brian didn’t feel like an enemy at the moment.

Which was more terrifying than anything else.

“The night my mother died I was asleep in my bedroom,” Brian told Cass. “I’d gone upstairs early because I hated it when Dad gambled on the game. He always drank, too. If he won, he crowed about it like he was the one who’d scored the touchdowns. When he lost—well, you didn’t want to be around to see that. Besides, we’d already lost so much because of him.”

Cass shifted in Brian’s arms. He kept his hold on her light, but she didn’t push away, so he went on.

“I always wonder what would have happened if Mom had woken me up and asked me to go along—or go for her. I would have. I was young and skinny, but I was tall. Less of a mark than she was after dark.”

“You might have been killed instead,” Cass murmured.

“Yeah. Maybe. Maybe not, too. I was always quick. Always strong. Things would have been different if she hadn’t died.”

Cass nodded against his shoulder. She felt so right in his arms he wondered why they hadn’t met until now. He should have known her all his life.

“The cops woke me and my younger brother up. Dad was bawling in the living room. Bawling. Never seen the man cry before or since. I knew something was really wrong, and when they told me—” Christ, what a night that had been. Brian struggled to keep his voice even. “I hit him. I fucking hit him as hard as I could. He just sat there and took it. Said, ‘Go on. I deserve it.’” Brian broke off. “Shit. Why the fuck couldn’t he have gone to get the fucking milk?”

Cass’s arms snaked around his neck and it was her turn to comfort him. Brian had never told this to anyone. He’d never even talked about it with Grant. He wondered how much his brother remembered of that night. “Nothing worked after that. Dad never got over it. Ended up on disability. Still lives in a dinky little apartment in Wyoming.”

“What about your brother?”

“Grant? He’s a chip off the old block. He’s got a lovely wife. Two kids. He’s about to lose them, he’s being such an idiot.” Brian released Cass and walked away. “I couldn’t stop Dad and I can’t stop him, either. He called me a couple of months ago—he’d taken a second mortgage on the house. Couldn’t make the payments. Too busy gambling his income away every weekend. Marissa doesn’t know. I lent him what I could. You can bet I’ll never see that money again.”

“I’m sorry.” Cass watched him pace the room. “Are you… are you a gambler too?”

He shook his head. “Not like that. Not with money. I just take chances with my life. Part of the job description as a SEAL.”

“That’s different, don’t you think?”

“I don’t know.” He really didn’t. “What I do know is that I’ll do everything I can to make sure you don’t lose this ranch. I can’t give you your mother back, but I can do that much. I know what it feels like to lose your home, and I don’t want that for you.”

Cass crossed the room, took his face in her hands and kissed him.

“I’m sorry.” Cass backed away from Brian only moments after she’d begun the kiss. “I… I don’t know why I did that.” Emotion had gotten control of her again. Brian’s raw explanation of his past and his pledge to save her ranch had broken past all her defenses and tugged her right across the room.

“Don’t be sorry.” Brian pursued her, caught her hand in his and hesitated. “I’m going to kiss you again.” He waited for her to stop him.

But she didn’t. And when he leaned down and pressed his mouth against hers, she found herself up on her tiptoes to meet him. She kissed him back hungrily, desperate to prolong the connection his words had forged between them.

She’d always wanted this kind of understanding from a man. She’d hoped Bob would bring it to their relationship, but he’d never been capable of it.

Brian was. His hands slid under her hair as he deepened the kiss, and Cass strained up to be closer to him. Holding on to his wide shoulders, balancing on her toes, she experienced his touch with her whole body. She wanted more.

So much more.

She wanted this closeness to go on and on. Could she possibly allow Brian into her life?

Could she marry him?

She pulled back, breathing heavily. Brian stepped closer, dropped his hands to the small of her back and enclosed her in a true embrace, seeking her mouth again. She let him find it, loving the feel of his muscled arms around her. She was safe here. She could relax.

She could let him tease her, igniting a burning hunger inside her she hoped someday he’d quench with his body.

Cass knew she was sliding into the same dangerous territory she’d sworn she’d never enter again with any man, but she had no resistance to Brian. Maybe she’d been premature in promising to forego love forevermore. Brian was different than Bob.

Different than any man she’d met before.

And she wanted him.

It was as simple as that. Life was complicated, and maybe she’d get hurt again, but she couldn’t help think the risk was worth it. Maybe if she knew ahead of time she’d end up disappointed she could simply enjoy the ride.

Her heart told her that wasn’t likely, but Cass wasn’t willing to listen anymore. Lost in the sensations of Brian’s hands stroking her back, she simply let him kiss her, and enjoyed every minute of it.

Part of her hoped he’d sweep her off her feet and carry her upstairs, but all too soon, Brian backed away. “It’s getting close to dinnertime,” he said, his voice husky. “Everyone will come home soon. I’ve got an idea. How about I pick up some pizzas and a movie? Think your sisters would like that?”

Cass didn’t know. They rarely watched television and they never ordered in.

“Leave it all to me,” he said and kissed her forehead. “Go relax for a minute. I’ll handle everything.”

He urged her toward the stairs, and Cass did as she was told, her lips buzzing from that intoxicating kiss. Her life was changing whether she was ready or not.

And she kind of liked it.

Pizza. He needed pizza. And a good movie that would give him an excuse to cuddle Cass on the couch. A quick check of their TV told him streaming wasn’t an option. He needed to find a DVD somewhere—if they still existed. He made his way back to town, found a couple of movies at a run-down video store and picked up the pizzas he’d ordered on the way.

Just as Brian suspected it might be, the take-out food was a big hit with the Reed women. “It’s not that we don’t eat out,” Alice explained, happily munching a slice after they took their customary places at the table. “It’s just that we never order in.”

“And we don’t usually have someone to go get it for us,” Jo continued. “No one delivers out here.”

They happily consumed the food and were sitting around the kitchen table in a post-carb hangover when someone knocked on the front door.

“Who is it?” Jo asked Alice.

Alice stretched back and patted her stomach. “I’m far too full to get messages from the beyond.”

“It’s probably for you,” Cass told Sadie. “Your customers miss you, you know. You’re so busy with Mark all the time you’re hardly around.”

Sadie’s cheeks pinked. “I’ve caught up with all my orders.” She got up and answered the door. When she returned, she was followed by a tall, husky man. “Cab’s here for you,” she said to Lena.

“Howdy, folks. Sorry to interrupt your meal,” the man said. Dressed in a sheriff’s uniform, he was an intimidating sight. Six foot four if he was an inch, Brian estimated. Well over two hundred pounds.

“Sit down and have a slice, Sheriff.” Cass immediately rose to fetch a plate.

“Don’t mind if I do.”

Brian waited until the man had sat down to reach over the table and offer his hand. “Brian Lake. I’m visiting Two Willows.”

“The General sent him,” Sadie explained. “He’s fixing our house.”

“Good to meet you. I’m Cab Johnson. County sheriff.” The sheriff assessed him momentarily and Brian felt that he’d been categorized and summed up in that brief glance. Cab nodded, as if filing him away for future reference. He took the plate Cass handed him and helped himself to a slice. It was only after he’d taken a bite, chewed and swallowed that he addressed Lena. “Seen that boyfriend of yours lately?”

“Not since yesterday.”


“Picked a fight last night at the Boot. Hasn’t been seen since. I thought you might know where he is.”

Brian watched the women take in this information. Cass looked angry. Jo studied her hands. Alice and Sadie exchanged a glance he couldn’t interpret.

No one seemed surprised.

“Like I said, I haven’t seen him.” Lena helped herself to another slice of pepperoni, unfazed.

“Have you heard from him?”

“No.” She took a bite, and washed it down with a swallow of milk.

“How about you give him a call,” Cab said conversationally.

“What if I don’t want to?” Lena was digging in, but Brian told himself not to get involved. The sheriff had things under control. He wouldn’t want to be interfered with.

“I think you should anyway.”

Brian had to hand it to Cab. He might not be a man you’d notice in a crowd except for his size, but he had presence when he wanted to. He could feel Lena’s desperation growing.

“Fine.” Lena pulled out her phone, tapped it a few times and held it to her ear. “He’s not there,” she said a moment later and shoved her phone back in her pocket.

Cab put his hand out. Lena stared it at a long time. Just when Brian thought she’d refuse, she pulled her phone out a second time, tapped in her code and passed it to the sheriff.

Brian was impressed.

Cab tapped it a few times. “Yeah. Strange he wouldn’t be at Tilly’s Odds and Ends, seeing as it closed about five years ago.” A couple more taps and Cab lifted it to his ear. “Yeah, hey baby to you, too, Scott. Get your ass down to the sheriff’s department. I’ve got a few things to talk over with you.” He paused. “I’m not asking; I’m telling. See you in an hour, or I’m going to start knocking on doors.” He ended the call and handed back the phone. “Thank you for your cooperation. And thank you for the pizza,” he said to Cass. “That hit the spot.”

“Would you like a slice for the road, Sheriff?”

“I wouldn’t refuse it.”

Cass wrapped another slice in several layers of paper towel. Cab nodded his appreciation. Brian stood up as he made to leave. “I’ll walk you out, Sheriff.”

He waited until they were out front by the sheriff’s cruiser, with Two Willows’s front door shut firmly behind him. “This Scott character—he get into fights a lot?”

“Scott Howell’s been in jail three times in the past two years. Not the best candidate for a boyfriend. Lena should show him the door.”

“Maybe he’s had a couple of tough breaks?” Brian hedged.

“He’s given out a couple of tough breaks, you mean. Howell likes to fight. He never throws the first punch—he knows better than that—but he draws trouble like sugar draws ants. He’ll go out to a bar, rile up some drunk cowboy, let the guy take a swing at him and then defend himself like a prizefighter at a championship. I sure as hell wouldn’t let him sniff around any lady friend of mine.”

“Thanks for the information.”

“Now, don’t you go get into trouble sorting this out, either. I’d hate to throw you in jail on your first visit to Chance Creek.” The big man’s lazy smile had Brian thinking Cab might just look the other way if some of that so-called trouble happened.

“I’ll do my best. Hey, have you ever heard of a guy named Mark Pendergrass?” Cass had been awfully worried about Sadie’s disappearances these past few days. Might as well learn what he could.

“Well, shit.” Cab, who’d been leaning against the cruiser, straightened. “Don’t tell me one of the Reeds is dating him, too?”

“Sadie. And she’s not home much these days.”

Cab shook his head. “The General oughtta get home once in a while. I know he’s busy defending our sovereignty and all that, but a man’s got to pay attention to his daughters now and then.”

“I’m in full agreement.” He was, now that he’d seen the way the wind blew at the ranch.

Cab sighed. “Mark Pendergrass is one of the wiliest little shits I’ve come across in years. You want to go after the drug trade in this town, go after him. Hell, he is the drug trade, in a sense.”

“Why don’t you stop him?”

“Because the sucker’s smart, that’s why. He studied chemistry at Montana State. He knows how to stay one step ahead of the Feds. They outlaw one of these fancy new designer drugs and the chemists come up with a new one by tweaking the ingredients a little bit. Pendergrass is one of the best. By the time I have the ability to arrest him for something he’s distributing, he’s on to the next one.” Cab looked at Brian. “Are the Reeds getting into drugs?”

He thought about Alice and Howie. Decided to hold off sharing that information just yet. “Not that I’ve seen. Nothing in their manner suggests any of them are using.”

“You’d know the signs?”

“Yeah.” He’d seen what drugs could do. He ran through everything he’d seen so far. “I’d be surprised to find they’re involved in any of it.” Especially now that he’d warned Alice away from Howie.

“Then get them the hell away from Pendergrass.” Cab studied him. “You’ve got more questions. Lay them on me.”

“What about Bob Finchley?”

“Used to be the overseer here? Nothing I can pin on the man directly, but I’d keep an eye on him, too, if I were you.” He waited a beat. “His name has been linked with Cass, so that’s three of them. You’ve got two more. Who are Alice and Jo seeing these days?”

“Alice let me know today she’s dumping Howie Warner.”

“Damn good thing. Been hearing some rumors about him running errands at all hours.”

“Yeah.” Since Cab already knew about him, he decided to come clean. “Seems he likes to borrow Alice’s car, too. He’s got it now.”

“I’ll keep an eye out for it.”

Brian racked his brain to remember the name of Jo’s boyfriend. He hadn’t ever seen the guy, though Lena had told him he was in and out of the house more than Cass suspected. “Sean. Sean Pittsville? I think that’s it. Jo’s boyfriend.”

“Sean Pittson. Can’t say I’ve got any issues with him other than that she could do a hell of a lot better.”

“So you’re saying none of them are any good?” Just as the General had suspected. Brian wondered if the sheriff was one of his sources.

Cab chuckled sympathetically. “You have your work cut out for you, don’t you?” He narrowed his eyes. “You in the service?”

“Navy SEAL.” It wasn’t something he normally announced, but he figured Cab would understand.

Cab grinned. “The General knows what he’s doing.”

Brian sure hoped so.

“You need any help, you give me a holler. Don’t be fooled. Things might look two bit and ass-backward around here, but that doesn’t mean they can’t get dangerous.”

“I’ll keep my eyes open.”

“What is going on with Scott?” Cass asked Lena when the men had left the room.

“I already said I don’t know.” Lena scooted her chair back and stood up, as if about to leave, but Jo stopped her.

“Can’t we have one night without fighting—and without our boyfriends?” She sounded so wistful, Cass immediately regretted attacking Lena. “Brian told me he got us a couple of movies and I want to watch them—all of us together, like old times.”

“Do you even remember the old times?” Lena asked her. Cass wanted to smack her. These days Jo was so caught up in Sean, Cass rarely got to spend time with her, and she couldn’t remember the last time they’d done something as a family.

Oh, Mom, she thought. I’ve really been letting you down, haven’t I? She vowed right then and there she’d make the evening one to remember. Which meant no fighting.

And no boyfriends.

Why Brian’s face slid into her mind at that moment, Cass didn’t know. He wasn’t anyone’s boyfriend. Certainly not hers, despite all that kissing earlier.

“I’m good with that,” Sadie said, interrupting the crazy permutations of her thoughts.

“Me, too,” Alice said.

“Lena?” Jo asked hopefully.

“Sure. Whatever.”

“All right.” Cass began to gather up the plates. “But Lena—please be careful around Scott. I couldn’t stand it if you got hurt.” Breaking her vow already, she thought grimly. He was out of control these days, though.

“He’s never said boo to me,” Lena assured her. “He’s just hot tempered. He likes to throw down once in a while.”

“That’s not normal,” Cass said.

“Isn’t it? It’s what the General does, right? Except when he throws down, thousands of lives are at stake.”

Cass frowned. That wasn’t the same thing at all. As much as the General infuriated her with the way he treated them, she knew he was good at his job—maybe one of the best. “The difference is, the General doesn’t start the wars he’s in. He does what he does to keep our country safe,” she said hotly.

“I’ve talked to Scott, okay? I’ve told him he has to cool it down,” Lena told her.

“Tell him again.”

“We just agreed to have a night in which we don’t fight about our boyfriends,” Jo complained.

“All right, I’ve had my say,” Cass told her. “We’ll forget all about men and watch the show.”

“I’ll forget about Scott,” Lena said with a smart-aleck grin. “But will you be able to forget about Brian? Got a ring on your finger yet?”

Cass tossed a crust of pizza at her. Lena ducked, and it fell at Brian’s feet as he walked into the room. Lena stuck her tongue out at Cass and went back to clearing the table, but she was chuckling, and Cass itched with the desire to toss another crust her way.

Brian scooped the food off the floor and placed it on a dirty plate. “Let’s pitch in and get these dishes done. Jo, you make the popcorn. Cass, do you have a blender? I’ll get the margaritas going.”

“Margaritas?”

“That’s right.” As soon as she fetched the blender, Brian took over, pulled out the drink mixings he’d bought in town and started whipping up the drinks.

“Are popcorn and margaritas a thing?” Cass asked him when she’d run a sink of soapy water.

“They’re our thing now,” he told her.

When they were done in the kitchen, they all staked their places on the couch and easy chairs around the television, and Brian set up the movie. The first one was a Hollywood crime thriller that thoroughly engrossed Cass, as much because of the romantic tension between the male and female leads as the complicated twists and turns of the plot. Once she noticed Alice was following the action on screen with wide, troubled eyes, but then she got sucked into the story again and forgot her sister’s focus.

She didn’t like the scenes that depicted the drug trade in a small town—she doubted any of them did—but the film was so fast-paced it didn’t give her time to dwell on that, and besides, the romance was the main thing.


As they drank, ate, laughed and called out comments at the screen, Cass relaxed for the first time in ages. Even Lena seemed to get into the movie, although she kept checking her phone. Brian had taken a spot next to Cass and when their hands touched as they both reached into their bowl of popcorn, a little thrill sparked through her. She decided to stop thinking about all her problems for a few hours and enjoy the evening thoroughly.

After they’d glutted themselves on popcorn, Brian placed the bowl they’d shared on the table, took her hand and stroked her palm with his thumb. The margarita she was sipping mellowed her out. Warm and comfortable, happy in the company of her sisters, Cass allowed him to ease closer. Everywhere they touched—their thighs, hips and shoulders, she was so aware of him, her nerves tingled.

It was still early when the first movie ended, and Jo immediately cried, “Let’s watch the other one!” In the rush to refill drinks, take turns in the bathroom and load up the second film, Cass didn’t notice Sadie’s absence until it started.

“Where’s Sadie?” she asked as the intro music soared.

“She went out,” Jo said. “Said she’ll be back later.”

Cass sighed.

Family night had been fun while it lasted.

“Who is she with?” As if she didn’t know.

Jo made a face. “Mark, who else? Shh.”

It was impossible for Cass to enjoy herself now. Lena was still on her phone, probably checking up on Scott. Sadie was off chasing a man doomed to let her down.

What was she doing flirting on the couch with a man the General had sent to spy on them all?

Cass stood up again on the pretext of fetching a glass of water. When she came back into the room, she hesitated. Brian patted the cushion beside him, but she held back. Her job wasn’t to fool around with handsome Navy SEALs. Her job was to watch over her sisters. Time to get her priorities straight.

She nodded and smiled at Brian.

But she took Sadie’s empty chair across the room.




CHAPTER SEVEN


Back to square one.

The phrase rattled around Brian’s brain all the following day as he made arrangements for roofing materials and made a thorough inspection of the ranch’s outbuildings. When he showed his list of needed repairs to Lena, she added a few more, but approved it overall.

“Are you going to get the General on board with all that? Maybe he’ll cough up the money since Cass won’t.”

“I’ll talk to Cass first.” He needed to know why she was being so tight-fisted. But first he needed to know why she’d moved across the room from him last night, and why she’d been avoiding him ever since.

Sadie’s absence had something to do with it. She’d snuck out in between films and Cass had immediately stiffened up. Brian understood why, after what Cab had told him. It sounded like Mark was into some heavy stuff. The thing that didn’t make sense was why a man like that would date little Sadie Reed.

Brian had been around the block enough times to spot the symptoms of a heavy drug user. Sadie’s actions didn’t add up. She was far too clear-eyed and present when he was around her to be using the stuff herself. Did she know what her boyfriend was up to? Was she attracted to his bad-boy image?

Or had she settled for what was available to her?

He’d investigate her situation next, he promised himself.

After a quiet, stilted lunch in which Sadie’s chair was conspicuously empty, and Cass spent most of her time looking at her plate rather than catch his eye, Brian decided he needed a change of pace. He spent the afternoon in town, walking the streets and getting a feel for the place. He stopped in at the sheriff’s office and said hello, scoped out the Dancing Boot and Rafters, two local watering holes, noted on which streets the houses and buildings were up and coming, and on which they were fading into disrepair. As he walked, he listened to conversations, spotted places where grown men congregated although it was mid-afternoon on a weekday. He tried to pick up the vibe of the town.

In the end, he ate dinner at the local burger joint, deciding to give Cass some space. He wasn’t sure what he’d learned from his afternoon, except that Chance Creek suffered from the same problems all small towns did.

When he finally drove back to Two Willows and walked into the kitchen around eight, Alice was climbing down from the top of the refrigerator.

“Howie finally texted me,” she said, waving her phone. “He’s bringing back my car. He just left Billings.”

“Did you think at all about what I said?” Brian asked her.

“Yeah. You’re right. I’m done with him. As soon as I get my car back, I’ll tell him.”

She brushed the wrinkles out of the peasant blouse she wore over a pair of white cut-off jean shorts. Her long, tan legs were encased in a pair of cowboy boots. Howie wouldn’t let go of a woman like her easily, Brian thought. Especially not when he felt he could take her car any time he wanted it to cover his tracks.

“Alice—do you trust me?”

She met his gaze and held it, and something told him she wasn’t simply looking at him; she was listening, too. “Yes.”

“How about you give me your phone and let me deal with Howie?”

“Don’t you think I should break up with him myself?” She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Stuff like that is character-building, right?”

“If this was a normal relationship, I’d say yes, but this isn’t normal. Howie’s running drugs in your car. I’d like to handle it.”

She gave him her phone and told him her password. “You realize how unusual this is, right? We Reeds don’t trust anyone.”

“You trusted Howie,” he pointed out. He patted his pockets to make sure he had his keys, and headed for the door again.

“I don’t think I ever really trusted him,” Alice said, following him. “I think I thought being with him was better than being alone.”

“You won’t be alone for long, I promise. Once word gets out that you’ve ditched Howie, you’ll have to beat men off with a stick.” He stepped outside. “I’ll be back with your car. Don’t wait up.”

He waited until he was sitting in his truck to pull out her phone and answer Howie’s text. Howie’s last message had been short.

Just left Billings. On my way. See U soon.

Alice had texted back a smiley face, but nothing else. Brian thought a moment and began to type.

At the Boot with Lena. Pick me up?

He waited until Howie texted back.

Be there by 10.

Brian checked his watch. That gave him nearly an hour and a half. He pulled out and headed toward town. His next stop would be the sheriff’s department again.

Cass had just emptied the dryer, and was on her way upstairs, balancing the basket on her hip, when she got a call from Lena. Brian had barely been around all day. She’d seen Lena and Jo head back to the barn after dinner to do the evening chores. Sadie still hadn’t come home, and she peeked out the kitchen window at Alice’s workshop. The lights were on out there, so she must be working away on some project or other.

“Could you get away for a while and come down to the Park?” Lena said without preamble when Cass answered her call. There’s something going on.”

“What kind of something?” Cass turned to look out the window, but the Park, where the hired hands had their trailers, wasn’t visible from here. The light was fading and it was a perfect summer evening, but a chill traced down her spine nonetheless.

“I don’t know. I bumped into three guys in a white Datsun close to there. They were going real slow; trying not to kick up dust. When I tried to flag them down to talk, they swerved around me and took off. I didn’t like the look of things. Never seen them before in my life. I want to ask the hands some questions. Could use a little backup.”

“Where’s Jo?”

“Finishing up at the barn. I don’t want her involved in this. I need someone with a level head.”

Lena’s praise surprised Cass. Her sister generally regarded her with a mixture of exasperation and disdain for favoring household chores over ranch work. “Maybe we should wait for Brian to come back.”

“Are you serious? Have you forgotten he works for the General?”

“No. Of course not.” But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be handy in a situation like this. Cass knew that things between Lena and the hands had been coming to a head for a while. She wished Bob had never come to the ranch, and at the same time realized she couldn’t say the same for Brian.

“Look, I get it,” Lena said candidly. “He seems like a good guy, but we can’t forget who he answers to. If there’s trouble, the General will sic another overseer on us before you know it.”

“I know. You’re right.” Cass heard the frustration in her sister’s voice and understood it all too well. But she didn’t like the idea of strangers driving on the ranch. She liked the idea of confronting the hands even less.

“Are you coming or not?” Lena pushed.

“I’ll be there.”

As Cass walked down to the Park to meet Lena, she couldn’t help wishing that Brian was there despite his connection to the General, but she reminded herself that just a few days ago she hadn’t known the man existed. They’d done all right without his help up until now. The hands might be a surly bunch, but at the end of the day, they knew who paid the bills. They wouldn’t pull anything that would stop the flow of money. Still, the sun was low in the sky by the time she reached the stables.

“Ready?” Lena asked when Cass met her.

“Ready as I’ll ever be. How do you think the hands are going to react when we start poking our noses into their business?”

“They won’t like it one bit.”

“We should wait until tomorrow. It’s getting dark.”

“We need to strike while the iron’s hot,” Lena countered.

They walked on without talking. Cass didn’t relish asking five grown men a bunch of questions they wouldn’t want to answer. But Lena had made it clear she thought they should, and Lena didn’t act on impulse.

The Park was nothing more than a flat stretch of land about a quarter mile from the barn. Hidden from view by the curve of the land, bushy growth between the trailers provided their inhabitants with even more privacy. The trailers were a motley collection of sizes and vintages. The trailer Bob had lived in during his tenure at Two Willows was the newest and largest. The rest ran from a two-bedroom eighties special to a vintage Airstream that used to be second to last in the line. Bob had hauled away the final trailer a month ago—a dilapidated brown and tan affair that the hands had always used for storage. When Cass had confronted him about taking ranch property, he’d laughed in her face and said he’d hauled it to the dump. “You can’t expect anyone to use it; it’s not even fit for storage. It was drawing rats. Some people build real houses for their hands, you know.”

He’d shamed her into keeping her mouth shut, and looking at the cluster of trailers now, Cass thought again he was right. The people who worked their ranch deserved real homes. Maybe if they had them they could replace the rough single men Bob had hired with hardworking couples. Even families.

Still, before this bunch Cass had mostly felt she’d had a good relationship with the men who worked the ranch. Lena had counted many of them as friends. She’d been furious when Bob had let the last group go, but when Cass urged her to call the General about it, Lena had refused. She hadn’t spoken to the General—even on the phone or computer—for years. The most stubborn of the sisters, she’d dug her feet in and the General hadn’t made any effort to bridge the gap.

They were almost to the first trailer—traditionally reserved for the most senior hand—when the door opened and Gary Boyd stepped out.

“Who told him he could move in there?” Cass asked Lena. “He’s not the overseer.”

“Not me.”

Cass quickened her pace. Gary braced his hands on the railing of the small built-on porch and waited for them.

“What brings you two lovely ladies down to the Park at this hour?” he called out as they approached.

“We’ve got a couple of questions for you and the others.” Cass had always disliked the man. He had a way of waiting a beat before answering any questions to let you know he was only talking because he’d decided to, not because you outranked him.

“Let ’er rip.”

“We need the others here, as well,” Lena put in.

“Whatever the lady wants, the lady gets.”

Cass didn’t know how he managed to make the line suggestive, but he did, and she rolled her eyes as Gary swaggered down the steps of the foreman’s trailer, went to its neighbor and rapped his knuckles on the door. “Ed? You in there? The ladies from up at the house have some questions for you. Tell the others to get out here, too.”

Ed must have texted the others, because a minute or so later, Cass and Lena were surrounded by the hands. Cass didn’t like the feel of this, but she didn’t know how to get out of it now.

Lena took command of the situation. “I’ve been seeing traffic on this ranch I don’t understand. I want to know what’s going on.”

“No crime having a few friends over now and then,” Ed said, hitching up his pants and scratching at his waistline.

“A few friends is one thing,” Lena said. “But entertaining half the county? Getting high? Or maybe selling something? That’s another thing altogether.”

Gary leaned in toward her. “See here. You’d better stop throwing around accusations like that.”

“If I partake now and then that’s no one’s business,” Ed added. “What’re you, the morality patrol?”

“I want to know if you’re dealing pot on my ranch,” Lena said.

Cass just wanted to leave before things got any uglier. She’d never felt unsafe at Two Willows, but between Bob’s threats the other day and the way the hands had circled around them now, she didn’t like how this was going.

“Okay. That’s fair enough,” Gary said suddenly, surprising Cass. “You want to make sure we’re not selling pot on your property, we’ll give you a tour of our homes. You can look all you want. You’re not going to find anything like that here.”

After a moment, Ed chuckled. “That’s right. But you will find a mess in mine. Not much of a housekeeper. Never thought it was a problem, seeing as it’s not much of a house.” He turned to lead the way to his trailer. “Me, first.” After a moment, Lena and Cass followed him. “Come right on in.”

“Lena,” Cass said beneath her breath as they moved toward the trailer. This was a dumb idea. A really idiotic idea. What if the men cornered them in there? What if…?

“I’m packing,” Lena whispered as they approached the trailer.

Cass nearly stumbled. That was all they needed—a shootout at the O.K. Corral. But it was too late to stop any of this now. Her sister elbowed her way past Gary and Ed and went inside. There was nothing for it but for Cass to follow. As soon as she stepped in the door, she gasped and fought the urge to pinch her nose.

Trash overflowed a small canister near the sink, which was stacked so high with dirty dishes it was impossible to use the tap. Every inch of the place held paper plates, pizza crusts and take-out containers. Flies buzzed around.

“You’re supposed to keep the trailer in good condition,” Cass told Ed.

“Yeah. I’ll get right on that.” He smirked at Gary.

“Seen enough?” Gary said.

“Hardly.” Lena pulled her phone out of her pocket and began taking photographs. She documented everything. Both men began to get restless. Cass silently begged her sister to hurry up as they made their way through the place. The one bathroom was disgusting. The bedroom was hardly better. When she finally launched herself out the front door again, Cass sucked in deep breaths of fresh air. She’d have to burn her clothes and take a shower when she got home to rid herself of the contamination.

“We’ll give you a week to clean that up before I do another inspection. Otherwise you’ll find your own accommodations,” Lena told Ed.

“You and who else is going to make me?”

“Me and the Board of Health,” Lena said tartly. “Next.”

Thankfully, the next three trailers were in far better shape, although as they passed through each one, the men whose homes had already been inspected seemed to feel the need to inspect all the others. Trailed by the group, Cass was definitely feeling outnumbered.

“Now yours,” Lena told Gary, pointing to one of the eighties specials. “Then we’ll take a look at the foreman’s trailer. You haven’t moved in there, have you? No one gave you permission to do that.”

“I haven’t moved in,” Gary growled at her. “But it should be mine. I was just checking it out.”

Gary’s trailer wasn’t the worst of the lot and wasn’t the best, either. Lena kept taking pictures. When she was done, they headed for the newest one. Cass couldn’t wait to get this whole thing over with, and she braced herself for what they might find as they approached it.

The trailer was starkly empty, clean as a whistle. Almost eerie. As they walked through the trailer, Cass realized she had underestimated Bob. He was either a far more meticulous man than she’d thought he was, or he’d had something he wanted to hide so badly he’d made a clean sweep of it when he’d left.

When they finally trailed outside again, Lena said, “Ed, get your trailer cleaned up. I’m not joking. I appreciate everyone’s cooperation.”

Cass fought to keep her steps even as they walked away. She wanted to run from the ugliness of the encounter. She wanted to set off a few sticks of dynamite. The sun was beneath the horizon now. Soon it would be dark. She picked up her pace. “It didn’t used to be like that,” she said.

“Damn right it didn’t. Things need to change around here,” Lena said.

Brian was more than a little gratified to find Cab at the station so late when he arrived. The man ushered him into his office for the second time that day, a plain room with a utilitarian desk, a set of filing cabinets and a couple of chairs for guests.

“Have a seat. What can I do for you?” Cab asked, settling his big frame in the chair behind his desk. He laced his fingers behind his neck and leaned back, signaling his readiness to hear anything Brian might have to say.

Brian filled him in on the situation as quickly as he could. “I don’t know if there’s anything you can do. I intend to meet Howie at the Boot and pass along the message that Alice is no longer interested in dating him.”

“He’s coming back from a trip right now?” Cab asked.

“That’s right.”

The sheriff looked thoughtful. “What I’ll do is pass the message along and make sure he’s got a tail all the way. I’ll join in at the county line. If he makes a mistake, we’ll pull him over and have a look in the car.”

“Alice is concerned she might lose her vehicle,” Brian said, but he passed on the make, model and license plate number.

“Nah. That won’t happen,” Cab assured him as he wrote it down. “Think she’s willing to testify about anything she’s seen?”

“Maybe. I can’t say for sure.” Brian hesitated. “Don’t suppose you’d let me ride along?”

“Can’t do that. But there’s nothing I can do to stop a civilian from driving on Montana’s beautiful highways.”

“Copy that.” He was finally in on the action again, even if it was in a supporting role. Brian’s pulse quickened and he realized he’d missed this.

“Just remember this isn’t a war zone,” Cab said as they left the office together.

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Alice? Are you in here?” Cass, standing at the top of the stairs at the entrance to Alice’s studio over the carriage house garages, scanned the large space and finally located her sister at one of the sewing machines at the far end of the room.

She made her way past the cluster of worktables, the racks and racks of completed costumes, and the dressmaker dummies that stood like headless sentries at various points around the room until she reached Alice and tapped her on the shoulder.

Alice, bent over the sewing machine, jumped, which was strange because she wasn’t actually sewing at the moment. She held a swath of green fabric in her hands, and had been running it through the machine, but now the needle was stationary and she’d been staring at the wall instead of working.

“Cass.” She took a deep breath and recovered herself. “Hi. Is Brian back?”

“Brian? No, not yet. Why?” Jealousy pulsed through Cass, an emotion she was becoming far too familiar with these days. Worry for her sister pushed it aside. Alice was paler than normal, her features drawn. “Are you getting ill?”

“No. Just… feeling like a loser.” Alice turned off the machine, balled up the fabric and shoved it into the space between its cabinet and the needle. Cass had never seen her treat a project so carelessly, and her concern grew.

“You’re not a loser.”

“Really? I let Howie steal my car—a half-dozen times. I let him use it to run drugs to Billings and Bozeman.”

Cass’s mouth dropped open. She struggled to find her voice. “Drugs? You didn’t stop him?”

“How could I?” Alice watched her. “Really, Cass? How could I? Without giving him up?”

“That’s just it—why would you want to keep him if he was selling drugs?”

“Not selling; delivering. And I don’t know. I fooled myself into believing that wasn’t what he was doing. I lied to myself. I lied to you. For a man.”

Cass recognized the pain in her sister’s voice. “Oh, Alice—”

“No. Let me say it. I was a fool. I was so, so stupid. If Brian hadn’t made me see what I was doing—what I was possibly throwing away—”

“Brian?” Cass asked again. “What does he have to do with this?”

“Everything. He’s out there right now getting my car back.” Alice picked at the rough edge of her jean shorts. “He made me realize I was worth more than Howie.”

“Of course you are.” Cass fell to her knees and gathered Alice up into her arms. “You’re worth so much more than that. You are so special.”

“I don’t feel very special. I haven’t in a long time.” Alice extricated herself gently and tucked a strand of Cass’s hair behind her ear. “You haven’t, either, have you? Or why would you have stuck with Bob for so long?”

Suddenly Cass didn’t feel like hiding everything anymore. “You’re right. He was awful. Alice, he was—” She almost spilled the beans about the money, but taking in the dark circles under Alice’s eyes, decided it wasn’t the time to add to her misery. “He was an ass,” she finished instead. “He never loved me. He just wanted the ranch.”

“Brian’s not like that, you know,” Alice said. “I don’t feel like running him off the property anymore. He was so kind when he walked me through what Howie had to be doing. He didn’t make me feel bad for hiding the truth from myself.”

Cass nodded. She silently blessed Brian for making Alice see the light. Of course Howie was mixed up in the drug trade. What else would explain the way his silly business took off? She was ashamed of herself for being so caught up in her own affairs she never investigated what Howie was really doing.

Thank God for Brian.

Thank God the General had sent him.

She had to bite back a laugh; she’d never thought she’d think such a thing.

She didn’t know what to make of it, either. She found herself wondering if Brian could help sort out the hands, too.

And the missing money. Maybe if she explained everything that had happened, Brian could pass the news on to the General in a way didn’t end up with them losing the ranch.

Unbidden, a memory surfaced. One she thought of far too often. She’d been seventeen, and had attended a military function on the General’s command. She hated leaving her sisters behind, especially because of her mother’s request that she watch over them, but she’d done so hoping she could persuade him that they were old enough to be on their own now. The last guardian he’d hired to babysit them had developed quite a thing for one of the newer hired hands, and the two of them had indulged in a passionate relationship they carried out at all hours of the night and day—in the family home. Cass had already fielded some awkward questions from Jo, and had tried to reason with the woman to at least keep her escapades out of the house. When she asked the General about the possibility of ditching the guardians altogether, however, he’d laid down the law.

“No guardian, no ranch,” he’d thundered. “Two Willows might have belonged to your mother, but that doesn’t mean it’s yours. I’m the one paying the bills. I’m the one calling the shots. It’s my ranch and I say what goes on there. You don’t like it—leave.”

“What’s going on is a whole lot of fucking,” Cass had yelled back at him in her horror at the threat he’d made. She and her sisters couldn’t leave Two Willows. Her mother was buried there. The standing stone was there. The house was… her haven, for God’s sake. If he took away the ranch, Cass hadn’t known what she’d do.

The General hadn’t slapped her, but he’d wanted to—she’d read it in his eyes—and the desire was as bad as the doing would have been. Her father hated her. She disgusted him. He didn’t care what was happening at Two Willows—or for the ranch itself, even if his own safety depended on it. “Your mother didn’t raise you to use language like that, and I didn’t bring you here to disgrace the family,” he told her in a voice taut with rage. “Get changed. You’re going home on the first flight. I thought you were my daughter. I don’t know who the hell you are.”

He’d gotten rid of the guardian, and replaced her with a grim-faced matron of sixty-two, but that hadn’t made anything better.

Cass closed her eyes, remembering the shame and pain she’d felt that night, second only to her mother’s death and the crushing blow of Bob’s treachery when she’d discovered he was siphoning money from the ranch. Her father had made it perfectly clear. They could lose their home at any time—for something as small as a breach of etiquette. Since then she’d held her breath, waiting for the ax to fall.

She pulled herself together. This wasn’t about her heart; it was about Alice’s.

“Why don’t you call it quits for the night and come back to the house?” she asked.

“All right. I’m not getting anything done, anyway.”

Darkness had fallen, and the maze loomed large in the light of the moon that was just rising in the east. Both of them hesitated when their path drew near it.

“I’m afraid to ask any questions tonight,” Alice said tiredly. “I’m afraid it will tell me I’m destined for a nunnery. At least you’ve got Brian.”

Cass’s heart throbbed, but with the memory of her father and Bob’s betrayals so fresh in her mind, she didn’t dare think of falling in love with another man. “I thought we decided not to let that happen.”

“One of us should be happy.” Alice squeezed her shoulders. “Why shouldn’t it be you?”

When the flashing red lights sprang to life on Cab’s cruiser, Brian, lagging behind in his truck, was ready. He kept well back as Howie, in Alice’s car ahead of Cab, sped up at first, changed lanes, changed back and finally pulled to the side of the road. Howie had been driving erratically for several miles and Brian wondered what was going on. Was he fiddling with his phone? Getting high? He obviously hadn’t noticed the sheriff’s cruiser behind him until Cab turned on his lights. Then Howie must have panicked, but quickly realized he couldn’t pull off an escape in Alice’s old beater.

Brian pulled off the side of the road behind Cab and waited for the sheriff and his deputy to make their initial approach. A few minutes later, Alice’s car’s doors opened. A thickset man with a scruff of beard and a wiry mop of hair got out of the driver’s side. A tall man with dark hair and a square jaw got out of the passenger side. A moment later, Sadie followed suit.

Brian swore. He climbed out of his own truck and strode toward the action. Cab, noticing him, waved him over.

“An unexpected surprise,” he murmured, nodding at Sadie, who looked miserable as she stood aside and watched the deputy frisk the men. She hugged her arms across her chest, but that couldn’t hide the plunging neckline of the slinky black dress she wore. It didn’t fit with her youthful face. Neither did her heavy makeup. She looked like a teenager trying to play the part of a mature woman, but this was far more serious than a youthful prank. “Come on. Maybe she’ll talk with a friendly face around.”

The sheriff drew Sadie away from the others as backup arrived in the form of two more sheriff’s department cruisers.

“Spill it,” he said without preamble when they stood some distance down the road.

“I’ve got nothing to say.”

“Sadie, I’m taking it easy on you on account of who your father is. You should by all rights be leaning against that vehicle getting searched, too, on your way to the lockup. So let’s try this again. What the fuck were you three doing tonight in your sister’s car?”

“We weren’t doing anything wrong.”

“Really? Because my deputy is about to open those packages we found in the back. Want to fess up before he does? It’ll go better for you than if you wait. Looks like a big shipment.”

Sadie’s gaze darted around them as if she was looking for a way out. Cab must have sensed it, too. He took a step nearer, blocking her escape. “You can’t run away from this. Tell me what you know.”

“For God’s sake. It’s just a bunch of pot, okay? Big deal. It’s practically legal everywhere anyway.”

Brian wasn’t buying her bravado. All he could think about was the photo collage back at USSOCOM. Sadie was still young, and maybe she needed to rebel against something, but all of those photos had shown a bright eyed, intelligent woman working from sunup to sundown in her garden, and he’d heard from her sisters how people came from far around for her natural cures. He’d bet his life this foray into criminal activity had far more to do with Mark than her own inclinations.

“You like to partake?” Cab asked her. “If I go look at that garden of yours, will I find you’ve got a crop growing?”

Sadie’s disgusted reaction was too genuine to doubt. Besides, Brian was sure he’d have noticed if the Reeds had a grow-op on their ranch.

“There’s no pot on Two Willows. Mom would spin in her grave. We don’t need that stuff to feel—” She broke off and shrugged. Brian knew what she meant, though. They had the standing stone, the maze and their family’s mythology. They didn’t need to smoke to make the world less mundane.

“The thing is, Sadie, I don’t have to look in those packages to know they don’t contain pot,” Cab told her. “So I need to know whatever it is you know.”

For the first time, Sadie lost her bravado. “What do you mean they don’t contain pot? Of course they do.”

“You want to wager money on that? It would be a bad bet.” Cab turned and gestured to one of the deputies buzzing around Alice’s car. “Art? What’ve you got?”

The man trotted over. “Meth, pills, coke. You name it, it’s in there. Department is going to have a field day.”

Sadie lifted a hand to cover her mouth, and shook her head. “That’s not true. Mark wouldn’t be involved in anything like that.”

“Honey, Mark’s in it up to his eyeballs,” Cab contradicted. “He’s the one cooking up half this shit, and he’s going down for a good long while if I’ve got anything to say about it. So what I want to know is how many times you’ve shot up with him?”

“Never. I swear! I’ve never done anything like that. I don’t even smoke his pot. I mean—I tried it once, but—”

“Art, take her to the station. Get her statement.”

A tear snaked down her cheek. “Cab, I swear—I didn’t—” Sadie’s voice rose in desperation. “Dad—the General,” she corrected herself, and Brian’s heart ached for her, “He’ll be furious. He’ll take the ranch. He’ll—”

Cab, towering over her, stared down at Sadie for a long moment before softening. “Okay, settle down. You’re not going to lose the ranch.”

“You don’t know that! He’s always looking for an excuse—” Her bravado long gone, Sadie’s tears ran freely, and Cab touched her arm.

“You swear you never took any of that junk?”

She nodded vigorously. “I swear. Except the pot—just once. I swear on my mother.”

“Okay,” Cab said. “I’m going to believe you. This time. You go with Art and tell him everything. You don’t leave anything out. But if I ever see you near any of these yahoos again, I’ll find a way to bust your ass and put you in jail. Because your parents raised you better than that.”

Sadie’s face crumpled. She turned away and a moment later, her shoulders heaved with her sobs.

Cab exchanged a long look with Brian. “That man has got to come home and clean up the mess he’s made,” the sheriff said. “If you’re in touch with the General, you tell him I said that.”

Brian nodded. “Will do.”

He took Sadie’s arm and Art led the way to a police cruiser where he let Brian install Sadie in the backseat without comment. Brian followed the cruiser in his truck. By the time they left the sheriff’s department several hours later, Sadie was a mess. She’d sobbed non-stop through giving her statement, and her shame and embarrassment were far too obvious for any doubt to remain in his mind. She’d participated because she wanted a boyfriend, not for the thrill or for the money. Brian felt for her, but on the other hand, he thought the pain she felt tonight might save her a world of heartache later on. He’d had a private word with Cab, who told him Mark had tried to implicate Sadie in the operation, but Howie had the decency to say she was just along for the ride.

“I’m inclined to believe him,” Cab finished up. “But Two Willows keeps cropping up lately when we’re talking about the drug trade. That’s not good. You’d better look into it.”

“I mean to.”

He’d get on that as soon as he got Sadie home to her sisters. Alice would be devastated when she found out what had happened tonight.

Cass, too.

He wasn’t looking forward to the confrontation to come.

Cass was curled up on the sofa paging through a magazine when she heard soft footsteps in the hall. She thought it was Alice coming back from the kitchen with the cup of tea she’d gone to get, but instead it was Jo heading toward the stairs, Tabitha pattering along at her heels. At least Sean wasn’t with her. She hadn’t seen him since she put her foot down about him moving in.

But given what Jo had said, that didn’t mean much.

“Good-night,” she called.

Jo hesitated, her hand on the bannister. Tabitha kept going. “Night.”

When she didn’t continue up to her room after the cat, Cass patted the cushion beside her. “Come talk for a minute.” She held her breath, wondering if Jo would come, and sent a silent thank you to the universe when she did.

Jo curled up beside her on the sofa like she’d used to do when she was much younger. Cass put an arm around her, grateful to spend a few minutes with her. “What did you do tonight?” she asked.

Jo stiffened under her touch, and immediately Cass wished she could take the question back.

“Not much. Just hung out at Sean’s place.” Jo kept her face turned away, and plucked a tiny piece of lint from the couch.

“Was he playing video games?” Cass knew sometimes Jo watched him play for hours. She couldn’t imagine anything more boring.

“No. Not tonight.”

What were the magic words to get her sister to open up to her? Cass wondered. Her mother would have known.

“Is everything all right?”

Jo tensed again. “Yes.”

No, it wasn’t, Cass knew. “Did you and Sean have an argument?”

“No.” Jo sat up, pulled away from her and hugged her arms to her chest. “I wish…”

“What do you wish?” Cass prompted, sitting up, too.

“I wish we were young again. I wish Mom was here.”

Cass nodded. “I know, honey. Me, too.” When Jo softened against her again, Cass put her arms around her and held on. Mom, she thought. Please—I need help here.

She was hoping an instruction manual would fall from the sky, or perhaps she’d have some sort of epiphany. Instead, the front door flung open and Brian strode in, followed more slowly by Sadie, who was wearing the hideous, slinky dress she’d tried on for them before. Cass took one look at her smeared makeup and her heart sunk.

“What happened?” She let go of Jo and stood up, the better to brace herself against whatever new calamity was about to unfold.

Brian gestured Sadie forward. “Better just tell them,” he said.

Alice appeared around the corner, cup of tea in hand. “What’s going on? Sadie? What’s wrong?”

“You didn’t sense it?” Sadie asked flatly.

“Sense what?” Alice looked as lost as Cass felt.

A tear slid down Sadie’s cheek and she swallowed. Cass could see she’d been crying for some time. “Did Mark do something?” she asked. Please let him not have hurt her. She didn’t know what she’d do if he had.

“Not exactly,” Brian said. “But he was involved in a little business transaction—along with Howie, wasn’t he, Sadie?” he prompted. The SEAL looked all too dangerous tonight. He stood behind Sadie, and Cass had the feeling he meant to corral her in the living room until she confessed to whatever had happened.

“We got pulled over,” Sadie managed.

“We?” Alice echoed.

“Me and Mark. And Howie.”

“Howie? I don’t understand.” Alice paled. “Why were you with Howie?”

“Because he and Mark… work together,” Sadie said. “Mark… He… he fills the orders Howie ships.”

This was far worse than Cass had ever imagined. “Drugs?” she asked.

“All kinds, right, Sadie?” Brian prompted.

“I didn’t know.” Sadie’s tears were falling thick and fast. “I feel like an idiot. I thought it was… pot. I know that doesn’t excuse it—”

Cass covered her face with her hands, and sank back down on the couch. She had failed. Completely and totally failed. Her mother had trusted her with her sisters’ safety and she’d let Amelia down in every way. A tear slid down her own cheek as she fought for control and she scraped it away with the sleeve of her shirt. Nausea clawed its way into her throat. Drugs. Dangerous men. What else had she missed?

“You knew Mark was giving Howie drugs to deliver? And you didn’t say anything?” Alice’s voice slid higher as she spoke.

“You had to know what was going on,” Sadie cried. “I’ve seen you with him when he was supposed to be delivering. Don’t pretend to be innocent!”

Cass looked up at this last bit of information. Alice looked as shocked as she felt. She was breathing fast, her eyes glassy with unshed tears. “You knew I could be in danger and never said a thing?”

“It was Mark’s fault, not mine,” Sadie retorted, but her flushed face told Cass she was mortified at the outcome of her actions. “It wasn’t supposed to be anything serious. Just pot, not pills or…or meth!” Her eyes welled up again. “I hate men. I hate all of them. I will never trust another one as long as I live!”

“I will never trust anyone as long as I live! Least of all you!” Alice rushed toward the kitchen and a moment later the back door slammed shut. With a cry, Sadie raced upstairs to her room, and the slam of her bedroom door rattled through the house.

Cass, still breathless with shock, faced Brian. “Meth?”

He nodded.

“But—”

Jo stood up beside her. “I’ll go talk to Sadie,” she said unevenly.

“Thank you,” Cass managed. She didn’t think she could talk to anyone right now. Sorrow warred with shame within her. How had everything gone so far astray? If only she and her sisters had kept to themselves, the way they used to, maybe they could have avoided this heartbreak. Maybe Sadie was right; maybe they needed to give up on men.

“Rough night for everyone, huh?” Brian said quietly when they were alone.

“Yeah, you could say that.” A thought occurred to her. “How much of this are you going to relay to the General?”

“Cass, come on. You know me better than that.”

“No,” she said a little wildly. “I don’t.” Every man they knew was turning out to be trouble. How was she supposed to trust anyone?

He ran a hand through his hair and nodded. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. You don’t. I want to change that, you know. I want you to know me better than…” He looked around for a comparison. “Better than this house.”

“That’s pretty well.” Despite everything that had happened, Cass had to smile a little. She knew this damn house like the back of her hand. She’d fixed about every part of it, hadn’t she?

If only she knew how to fix this latest disaster.

He moved closer. “The way I see it, we’re in this together. I’m not going to rat you out to the General. I’m glad we found out what was going on before things got worse, though. It bugs me that Howie and Mark were both in on it—both talking to each other without anyone but Sadie knowing.”

“It bothers me that Sadie never told Alice. I never figured her for keeping secrets like that.”

“Why not? You’re keeping a bunch of them, aren’t you?”

She sucked in a breath at the accusation. When she didn’t answer, he went on. “What’s going on with the money? Did Bob take it?”

Cass closed her eyes. She’d wanted so badly for no one to know. Trust Brian to be the one who figured it out. Finally, she nodded. “He stole about thirty grand, near as I can make out.”

Brian whistled. “Thought it had to be something like that. Why didn’t you turn him in?”

“The General has waited for years for an excuse to take Two Willows from us. I’m not going to hand it to him.”

“Wait. Hold up. Take it from you?”

She could tell he didn’t believe her. “That’s right. He’s never wanted us here, not since Mom died.”

“But—” Brian broke off. “I don’t think you’ve got that right. He’s proud of this ranch.”

Cass shook her head at him in disbelief. “Maybe. But he’s not proud of us. We can’t let him know anything’s happened. Promise me, Brian. Or I swear, I will run you off no matter what that takes.”

Brian crossed his arms over his chest, wanting her to know that wasn’t possible, but in the end he only said, “I’ll keep your secrets—if you start being honest with me. If we can find a way to get the ranch back on track without him knowing about it, mum’s the word. Otherwise, I’ve got to tell him about Bob, at least.”

“Don’t tell him about Alice and Sadie. They won’t make the same mistake twice, I guarantee it. I doubt you’ll see them with any man after this.”

“We’ll see about that,” Brian said enigmatically. “It’s late. Let’s talk more tomorrow. You and I had better sit down soon and go through those books.”




CHAPTER EIGHT


When Brian came down to find Lena loitering in the kitchen the next morning, he instantly knew she had something she wanted to say to him. Instead of asking her outright, however, he moved to fix himself a simple breakfast of toast and fruit, figuring she’d speak up when she was ready. She fiddled with the calendar hanging on the wall near the refrigerator, then suddenly asked, “Have you ever worked below-decks on a Nimitz-Class?”

“An aircraft carrier?” Somehow he doubted that was really what she wanted to know, but he remembered the weed-whacker she’d been disassembling the first time he met her. She was definitely interested in motors. “I’m a SEAL, not a technician. Sorry.” He hid a grin. Was he actually apologizing for being a SEAL? That was a first.

“Ah.” Her disappointment was clear, but still she lingered. “You ever deal with insubordination?”

Brian laughed outright. “Hell, yeah. Dished it out a bunch, too.”

“Right. Is that why you’re here?”

That was a little too close to the mark. “I’ve gotten myself into a little trouble now and then,” he hedged.

“If you tell someone to do something, and they don’t do it, then what? Without asking someone else to take over?”


Brian sat down at the table with his food. “That’s always the issue, isn’t it? The Navy has some pretty strong built-in fail-safes to stop a mutiny in its tracks. Everyone involved knows what they are. The disincentives outweigh the incentives most of the time. Don’t want to find yourself in front of a firing squad, so to speak.”

“Makes sense.” She hesitated. “See you around.”

Her abrupt dismissal of the topic didn’t fool him, but again he knew he couldn’t push too hard. “Lena, let me know if there’s any way I can help… without taking over.” He didn’t think she’d go for that, but he figured he might as well put it out there. He wondered who was giving her trouble. The hands?

She shrugged. “I’ll be in the Park around one,” she said, confirming his guess. She left without saying more, but Brian got the message. He decided he’d be in the Park around one, as well. In the meantime, he had an errand to run in town.

An hour and a half later, he stood at the center of the hedge maze and stared up at the standing stone. He had to admit it had a certain presence. About ten feet tall, an irregular rectangle, its surface was rough to the touch—warm from the sun.

The bright sun that had dawned this morning was fading, though, in advance of storm clouds on the horizon. Brian had squinted at them on his way to the maze and judged he had a little time before it hit. Enough for what he wanted to do. Alice had weathered some hard blows in the last few days, and he hadn’t been kind when she told him about her premonitions. He wanted to make up for that if he could.

Still, the stone held his attention. Who had decided to erect this monument? Why go through the trouble? That ancestral Welshman, maybe, who’d lived near some megalith in his homeland and wanted to recreate it here?

He didn’t believe it really gave answers. When the wedding invitation had slapped him in the face, he’d made use of the incident to give Cass a hard time and press his case, but it seemed to him the card could have been interpreted any number of ways. Since Cass had interpreted it to mean they would marry, did that mean she hoped they would? It was a cheering thought.

Brian placed both hands on the stone’s warm surface, drawn to it somehow. He shut his eyes a moment, wanting to feel the rock rather than see it. It had its own strength and his sense was that its presence here was old. It belonged right here on this ranch in a way he wanted to.

Will Two Willows ever be my home?

Brian opened his eyes and pulled back, letting his hands drop to his sides, uncomfortable with what he’d just done. That didn’t count, he told himself. He hadn’t asked the stone a question—not really. He turned his back on it and faced the bench he’d purchased in town. He busied himself looking for the perfect location for it. Far back enough to be able to see the standing stone without craning your neck. Close enough to still feel its presence.

There he went again.

Brian told himself to get a grip, but as he adjusted the bench, the back of his neck prickled, as if he was being watched. He checked reluctantly, already knowing no one was there, and wasn’t surprised to find himself still alone. When he went back to shifting the bench into place, however, the space between his shoulder blades began to tingle, as if a sniper had him in his sights. If one did, he was a goner, he told himself, but unless that sniper was in a helicopter, there was no way anyone had a bead on him in the heart of the maze. You couldn’t see the center from an upper story window in the house or carriage house. He was alone here.

Except for the stone.

A crackle behind him made him spin around. Just the breeze rustling the grass on the pathways… and a bit of trash caught in the lower branches of one of the hedges. He went to pocket it, planning to throw it away later. The faded paper was so windblown and parched he couldn’t tell what it once had been. A newspaper article, maybe. Once there had been a paragraph of writing on it, but he couldn’t make out any of the words.

Except one.

Yes.

Brian swallowed hard and glanced at the stone, wondering if it was his answer. He wanted it to be, but that made him just like Cass—seeing what he wanted to see.

Had Cass seen what she wanted to see, though? She’d seemed upset when the stone confirmed he would marry her, and he’d been a stranger at the time. No sane woman would have wanted him then.

Was the stone an independent force?

He was going soft. Brian crumpled up the paper, shoved it in his pocket. Turned back to the bench and adjusted it again.

“You got an answer, didn’t you?”

Brian jumped. “When did you get here?” he asked Alice.

“Just now.” She nodded at his pocket. “What did it say?”

“Nothing.” He smoothed a hand over his jeans.


“What did you ask it?”

She wouldn’t let it go, would she? Maybe it was time to trust her a little bit. “It said I’ll stay here and make Two Willows my home.”

She gazed at him thoughtfully. “You must have asked it if you would, then. Which means you want to.”

“You’re right,” he admitted. Alice might be a little fey, and a little gullible where men were concerned, but she was no dummy.

“Do you love my sister?” She drew closer, caught sight of the bench and her eyes lit up. “Oh, it’s beautiful.”

“It’s for you. An apology. I didn’t mean to hurt you when I doubted your premonitions.” He realized they had come true. Sadie had gotten into trouble with Mark. Maybe Alice did see the future sometimes.

Not always, though. She hadn’t predicted how things would turn out with Howie.

Shock, incredulity and something else flashed across Alice’s face. Something like… gratitude. The tears in her eyes made Brian wince.

“Why are all of you so surprised when someone treats you right?” he asked.

“Because it happens so seldom. I knew a change was coming,” she rushed on. “I felt it. Before you even arrived. Now it’s happening.” Her expression faltered. “I didn’t know it would include so much heartache, though.”

“How are you doing today?”

She sat down on the bench and ran her hand over the wood. “Okay. A little wiser, I guess. I don’t want to think about my problems right now, though.” She looked up. “I knew you were here for Cass the day you arrived, you know. I saw a connection between you—a strong one. I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to scare either one of you, but you knew it, too, didn’t you?”

Brian wasn’t sure how to answer that without giving away the General’s plan. “I guess that’s true. Anyway, I want to stay now. And I want to be with her.”

“I’m glad.” She smiled a little wistfully. “I feel… I feel like you will be with her.”

“You do?”

She nodded. “I wonder if there’s someone out there for me?”

“Last night you said you were done with men,” he reminded her gently.

“Last night I was.”

“I definitely think there’s a man out there for you,” he said, thinking of Jack. “I think you’ll meet him before you know it.”

She smiled again. “Now who’s having premonitions?”

When Cass spotted the storm clouds piling up in the west, she raced to the attic to make sure she had plenty of buckets and they were positioned under each leak she knew about. Brian had told her he’d ordered shingles, and she hoped they got here before the roof gave out once and for all.

As she made her way downstairs looking for him, she had to admit she was relieved she had someone else to talk to about household problems. Lena was the only other practical person at Two Willows, and she was so tied up with the cattle operation—and the ornery hired hands—she had little time or interest in the state of their home. Which reminded her; she needed to set up a time with Lena to inspect Ed’s trailer again, something she wasn’t looking forward to at all. This time they’d better bring backup, she decided. She’d talk to Brian about that.

On the second floor, she thought about checking in with Jo, but when she got to her bedroom, it was empty. Clothes and other items were scattered all over. The bed half-heartedly made, but rumpled. If only Brian could sort her out, too.

She sent a text, got no answer, but that was par for the course with her sister, who compared cell phones to an electronic leash, and consistently turned hers off. Cass headed to the barns next. She spent a half hour looking for her in all the outbuildings, to no avail.

Making her way back toward the house, she didn’t see Jo in the gardens or the greenhouse. She headed for the maze next. Jo was just as apt to go there as the rest of them if she needed a chance to think. Cass traced the paths as she had so many times before, thinking of the message she’d gotten the last time she’d come here.

What if the stone was right and Brian really was the man for her? Sometimes she almost believed it. It was hard to allow herself to think about finding a partner when the possibility that she was wrong—that she was doomed to go through life alone—loomed so large. She’d been impressed with the way he’d sorted out Alice’s problems with Howie—and rescued Sadie from the trouble she’d gotten herself into. She liked the way he talked to Lena as an equal—not just a girl playing cowboy. She couldn’t pretend she wasn’t attracted to him.

It took a lot more than that to make a life with a man, though. Cass continued to follow the twists and turns of the paths. Trust, for one thing. Respect. A common vision of the future. Loyalty. He still answered to the General, after all.

She met Alice halfway to the center. “Have you seen Jo?”

“No, but you have to see what Brian’s done.” She hesitated, frowning suddenly. “Cass…”

“What is it?” Cass stepped closer in concern. Alice had a look on her face she couldn’t interpret.

“I don’t know. Something—” She broke off and searched Cass’s face. “Be careful. But… it’s all right if you’re not careful.” Alice shook her head, obviously as confused as Cass was by this unusual bit of advice. “I don’t know why,” she said before Cass could speak up. “That’s all I’m getting. Have you seen Lena?”

“No. Not lately. Why?”

Alice shook her head again. “I don’t know. There’s too much coming at me all at once. She shouldn’t be with Scott. He’s not right for her.”

“Of course he’s not right for her. If you see her, tell her I said that and you agree. Maybe she’ll come to her senses.”

“Maybe.” Alice hurried on toward the house, leaving Cass to continue, wondering what would happen next. If Alice was sensing trouble, trouble was sure to come sooner or later. She’d talk to Brian, then go after Jo, she decided. And when Jo was in hand, she’d help Alice find Lena—and Sadie. She’d keep her sisters close today, just in case.

A short time later, she rounded the final twist in the path and came to a stop. Brian was bent over a beautiful, rustic wooden bench and as she watched, he gave it a little twist and push, settling it into the ground in what he seemed to feel was the perfect location. He straightened, took a step back, surveyed it and nodded.

Then he flopped down on it, reached into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out a slip of paper. Cass wondered what it was. It had to be meaningful because Brian stared at it a long time before crumpling it up in his fist and sighing. He looked up at the stone. “I hope you’re telling the truth.”

Cass stilled. Had he asked it a question and received a response? She hadn’t expected that. Like most people, he’d treated the whole thing as a big joke, and she couldn’t blame him. You had to live with the stone, see it get things right over and over and over again before you stopped trying for logic and just accepted what was.

Suddenly conscious she’d intruded on a private moment, Cass stepped back, but she must have made a sound because Brian was on his feet in an instant.

“Cass? Is something wrong?”

“No. Nothing’s wrong.” If you didn’t count the missing money, the rebellious hands, Alice’s premonitions, Jo’s disappearance and the multiple buckets even now waiting to catch the leaks from the oncoming storm.

“Good.” He glanced at the stone. “Oh, I can leave you alone, if you like…”

“No, I was looking for Jo. I’m not sure where she’s gotten to.”

“Are you worried about her?” He gestured to the bench. “Why don’t you sit down?”

“Okay.” Cass did, admiring its beautiful construction. Brian sat down beside her.

“You don’t mind, do you? That I put it here? Seemed like a good place for one.” He looked a little sheepish. “After making fun of Alice, I figured it was the least I could do. She seemed to like it.”

Cass studied him and wondered again if he was truly a different breed from the men she’d known—or if he was just more devious. She wanted to believe there were good men in the world, but with the year she was having, that was hard.

“It was a lovely thing to do.”

“Well, I’ve waltzed in here and trespassed on your hospitality. I know you don’t want me here. Figured I’d better start making myself useful or you’ll never change your mind.”

His grin made it hard for her to keep hold of her common sense. “Can I ask you something? Why did you take this particular mission?”

He dropped his gaze to his hands resting on his knees. “I didn’t have much of a choice. You rarely do with missions, you know.”

“Does the Navy really allow Army generals to send their SEALs to Montana?”

“Not usually.” Brian sighed. “I fucked up. Big time. Ran a mission wrong, got in a mess of trouble. Navy wanted to keep things as quiet as possible, so I needed to disappear.”

“And what better place to disappear to than Chance Creek, Montana?”

“I guess that about sums it up. I’m on my way out of the military, Cass. I don’t know what kind of paperwork they’re doing back there, but the end result is I won’t be a SEAL anymore. I need to carve out a new future.”

“So you arrived at Two Willows and decided you’d like to stay?”

“Something like that. I guess I should tell you… I’d seen your picture before. Been staring at it for weeks before I got here.”

That set her back. “Really? Where?”

“At the base. Your father’s got pictures of you all over the place. You and your sisters. And your mother. Most of all your mother.”

“He does?” Cass couldn’t fathom it.

“I think your dad cares more about you than you know.” He raised up his hands to ward off her protests. “I don’t agree with the way he shows it. I’m just saying.”

“We’re not talking about the General. We’re talking about you.” She needed to keep this conversation on track. She’d mull over what he’d said about the photographs later when she was alone.

“This ranch pretty much sums up what I’ve always wanted. A home. Land. Cattle, because that’s in my blood. When I’m feeling really optimistic, a wife and a family. I can’t stop thinking you’re the right woman to make that family with.”

Longing throbbed through Cass, leaving her empty of everything except the desire to make his words true. Linking her life to Brian, facing the world with him at her side, establishing a haven at the ranch for all her sisters for years to come. She couldn’t imagine a better future than that.

Brian reached to cup her chin as he bent to kiss her. A raindrop hit Cass’s forehead at the same time, then another, as his mouth brushed hers once, twice, and he wrapped her in an embrace Cass felt like she’d been waiting for her entire life.

“I want you,” Brian murmured against her cheek. “More than I’ve got a right to, given we just met. I don’t know what it is about you.” He kissed her again.

Cass knew she should stop him, knew this was going too far, too fast, but instead she found her hands braced on his chest, her fingers digging into the fabric of his shirt. As his arms tightened around her, she melted against him, conscious of nothing but the taste of him. His warmth.

His strength.

Thunder rumbled overhead and the spatter of raindrops hardened into a shower, but neither of them pulled away. Something shifted in Cass as lightening crackled across the sky, and need inundated her like the rain coursing toward the ground. She’d thought she’d had it under control. She’d thought she’d liked doing everything herself. But as Brian’s kiss intensified she realized she’d only been holding her needs in check by the barest thread.

She wound her arms around his neck and clung to him as thunder rolled across the ranch and echoed through her. Brian tightened his hold on her, crushing her against his body. Desire sparked a flame inside her no amount of rain could put out. When lightning shot down from the sky again, hit the earth somewhere close by, far more powerful than any of her tame explosions, her nerves resonated with it, thrilling to life as Brian caressed her and she opened her mouth to let him deepen the kiss. She didn’t want the controlled, barren existence she’d planned for herself. She didn’t want to keep everything she felt inside all the time. She slid her hands over his shoulders, and clung to him as another wave of longing swept over her, leaving her breathless and gasping, wanting to be closer to Brian as the rain soaked her hair and turned her clothing sodden.

Brian was murmuring something in between his kisses. Endearments. Prayers. Lightning struck again, closer this time—like her fireworks, but so much better—because the lightning wasn’t a substitute for her feelings; each bolt that struck the earth echoed the electric sensations jolting through her body. Cass fumbled with the buttons of his shirt, her mouth on his and when she couldn’t get them open, she pulled with all her might. Buttons popped. Fabric tore. She splayed her hands over his muscled chest.

Good. He felt so good.

“Cass—are you—”

She wasn’t here for conversation. Lightning shattered the sky and Cass tugged her own shirt over her head. She reached behind for the catch of her bra and found Brian’s hands there before her. When it came free, her breasts spilled out of the cups and she tossed it away, eager for his touch. He didn’t disappoint her. Palming one and then the other, he leaned down to take a sensitive nipple into his mouth.

Cass gasped and arched back, reveling in the sensation as Brian went on a sensual journey with his mouth, teasing her, tugging, nipping and laving until she thrummed like a string pulled tight on a bow. She reached for the button of his jeans, got it open, reached in and closed around him.

Yes.

Lightning crashed again. Dimly, Cass realized the danger. They were out in a storm. The rumble of the thunder echoed overhead only moments later. But when Brian kicked off his boots, tugged his pants off and tossed them aside, all thoughts of leaving flew from her mind. He slowed down as he shucked off his boxer briefs, however, as if wanting to give her time to change her mind.

She wasn’t going to change it. She kicked off her boots, slid off her shorts and panties, and let him get a good, long look. Her skin was hot despite the rain and she ached for him.

“Protection?” he asked. Standing face to face in the pouring rain, only a step between them, stripped bare, Cass thought she’d never felt so alive. Brian’s body was a masterpiece of long lines and sharp planes. She didn’t think she’d ever seen a man so shaped by his trade. If war had been a cruel mistress, Brian had been an excellent student.

“I’m not… I’m not on the Pill.” She never could stand the headaches it gave her.

“I don’t have… anything.”

The rain poured down in rivulets off his short hair, down the ridge of his nose and over his lips. Cass knew they’d gone much too far to stop now.

It’s okay not to be careful, she heard Alice say again in her mind.

“I’m clean,” she whispered. She didn’t know if he heard her over the rumble of thunder.

“I’m clean, too, but without protection this is more than sex, Cass.” He stepped forward. Put his hands on her hips. “It’s a promise. A promise we’re in it for the long haul. Forever. Are you going to be my wife? Because otherwise the answer is no.”

Cass knew she needed to stop. She needed to think.

But her body had already made up its mind.

She placed her hands on his chest again, her heart thundering against her ribs. She was right where she wanted to be, despite the dangers. Brian’s touch had cracked her heart wide open and she couldn’t stop what he had started. She couldn’t go back. She wanted to touch him. Wanted to feel… everything.

Brian met her with open arms and swept her into a crushing embrace.

Lightning crashed again as their mouths met and to the accompaniment of the rumbling thunder, Brian lifted her up and stumbled forward until they slammed against the stone. Cass wrapped her legs around his hips, hungry for him—desperate to feel him inside. When he shifted and pressed against her, she tipped her head back and closed her eyes, letting the raindrops wash her face as he pushed slowly into her.

It felt so good, Cass was helpless to do anything but take him in. Lightning danced in the sky above her. Thunder rolled and echoed across the pastures, but she was lost in a rhythm she’d craved without realizing what she’d been missing. Making love to Brian was like careening down a rushing river, no boat, no life-preserver—lost to the current, nothing to do but surrender to it and hope to survive.

As her longing increased, so did the care Brian lavished on her. As their bodies fell into a rhythm all their own, his hands teased her, his mouth tasted her and he stoked her desire to the breaking point. Brian increased his pace, the rain beating an erotic dance on her breasts when he leaned back to fill her full. She wanted him so badly—wanted him right where he was, forever; inside her. Making her blaze with need. Pushing her to the edge of ecstasy. He pushed in again with a long, strong stroke and Cass cried out, crashing over the edge in an explosion of feeling. The afterburn of the lightning streaked across the inside of her eyelids as she shut them, blind to everything but the bliss that enveloped her. Wave after wave of ecstasy washed through her. Cass could only hold on and ride them out, the riot of feelings inside her unlike anything she’d known before.

Brian followed soon after, his thrusts pressing her against the warm, wet stone as he gasped out his release. She kissed his neck, tasting the salt of his skin mixed with rainwater, and rode with him as he pulsed inside her, thrilling with the feeling of him. When it was over, they stayed like that, Brian’s strong legs bracing them, his arms holding her, Cass wrapped around him, until their breathing slowed down. When she finally pulled away and untangled herself from him, it felt more like a loss than a simple, necessary action. Brian didn’t let go of her, though.

“Tell me you’re okay.”

When had the rain begun to slow? Even as they stood there it lessened to a soft patter, the lightning moving farther off, the thunder rumbling but nowhere near as strong as before. “I’m fine.” Unsteady, but more than fine. Glorious.

Cass shivered a little in a breeze that lifted a long strand of her hair. She could only imagine what she looked like—ravaged by the storm.

By Brian.

Cass smiled, and Brian searched her face. “I don’t regret this,” he said. “No matter what happens.”

No matter—

Cass understood with a shock, and she dropped a hand to her flat belly. She hadn’t thought about the consequences at all, she who thought of consequences all the time.

It’s all right not to be careful…

But—

He’d asked her to marry him.

She’d said—

She hadn’t said anything, had she?

She’d given her body to him without holding back. She’d taken a risk on starting a family with him.

“I—” Cass didn’t know what to say as the enormity of what she’d done overwhelmed her. She’d as good as said she’d marry him.

Was she ready to take that step with Brian?

Too late to turn back now, her conscience told her. She’d made love to him without protection—

Brian distracted her with a kiss that sizzled through her veins all the way down to her toes.

Much more of that and she’d do it all over again, Cass thought wildly. She was insatiable where Brian was concerned. Unable to think rationally—

In over her head.

“I don’t regret it,” he said again, his hand cupping her cheek. He bent to find their clothing, separating it as he went. Cass automatically took her blouse, jeans, bra and panties from him, but didn’t relish stepping into the sodden items. She didn’t know what to think about what had happened, and decided not to think about it at all for the moment. First she needed to get her bearings.

And get dressed.

“If there’s a child, I’ll welcome him—or her,” Brian went on. “I’d do anything for you, Cass—you know that. I’ve always wanted a family. I’ve always wanted a ranch like this.”

Cass froze, about to step into her panties. A family—and a ranch. Why were those two always linked when Brian was speaking?

Was that why he’d made love to her without protection?

To solidify his claim on this land?

“Nothing like climbing into wet clothes,” he joked, making a face as he pulled on his boxer briefs. “I guess if we walked back without them on there’d be questions, though.”

“Yes, there would,” Cass said slowly, her head spinning, as she drew her panties on. Did he want her? Or Two Willows?

Did he love her at all?

“Cass? Something wrong?”

She couldn’t find the words to ask him, suddenly so cold she had goose bumps all over.

“Hey, you’re freezing. Let’s get you back inside.” But as Brian reached for her, Cass batted his hand away. Memories of Bob overwhelmed her. The way he’d courted her. Used her. Had sex with her.

Stolen from her.

Tried to take control of the ranch.

Brian reached for her again. She slapped his hand away again. “Don’t touch me.” She needed to think this through. She took a step back, pulling on the rest of her clothing quickly.

“Cass—”

She remembered the way she’d told Bob her secrets. Trusted him with her heart. Let him smash it to pieces. What made her think Brian was any different?

He doesn’t want you—he wants the ranch, she heard Bob say in her mind. Hadn’t Brian all but admitted it?

What had she done?

“Cass—”

“Don’t! Stop pretending to want me. Why are you here?” She had to know right now, before another moment passed. If he was going to eviscerate her, let it happen right now.

“I already told you—your father sent me—”

“Sent you to screw me? To get control of the ranch? Is that why you came? Did you think you could marry me and take over?” Pain lanced through her as she realized she’d been fooled again. How was Brian any different from Bob really? Because he was better spoken? Better looking?

A Navy SEAL?

Cass staggered back as the truth washed over her. She’d made the same mistake—twice. She’d allowed her heart to lead her head—and she knew better than that.

What if she was pregnant? How would she ever escape Brian? She’d walked right into another trap. For a moment she’d thought she’d found a partner, but she’d been wrong. She’d thought there’d be someone to share her burdens with, but there wouldn’t. Brian wanted what every man wanted—control of her. Control of the land. No one wanted her for herself.

No one.

She’d be alone forever. Just like she’d always been since the day her mother died.

Pain lanced through her chest and she pressed her hands to her heart, trying to keep it from splitting in two. This was everything she’d tried to avoid. Her feelings were clawing at her like ravenous dogs. She had to hold them back. Had to clamp them down. Because if she let them loose, she’d remember—she’d remember—

Images of her mother’s limp body flooded her mind, and Cass doubled over with a cry. She’d been at Amelia’s side when she’d passed—when she’d slipped away to a world where Cass couldn’t reach her—leaving her in charge—of everything.

Her father had never stepped foot on the ranch again, and she’d missed—she’d missed h—

“Cass—”

She’d missed having someone to turn to. Someone who knew what to do when things broke, sisters fought, hired hands rebelled—

“Cass—”

Someone who could help when hearts got broken, men lied, and she couldn’t—couldn’t—

“Cass!”

Someone who’d loved her once—she knew he had—before she’d screwed up, before she’d let him down—before he’d come to hate her for being alive when his wife had died—

Cass batted Brian away from her, sobbing in great, awful gasps that left her choking, aching, fighting for breath. This was why she didn’t feel. This was why she locked it all away. It hurt so bad.

Loving hurt so bad.

“Sweetheart, I’m not going to lie to you. The idea of getting to live on this ranch is pretty intoxicating.”

Somehow she was on her knees, Brian crouched next to her, trying to take her in his arms. She kept fighting him. She couldn’t let him win. Couldn’t let him take what little she’d managed to hold on to for this long.

“I’ve wanted a ranch like this all my life. It’s why I went into the Navy; to save up for a chance to buy a spread one day. But I got kicked out too soon, and my brother needed my help,” Brian was saying. “I sent him nearly all of my savings. I didn’t want him to lose the woman he loves. I don’t have enough to buy a ranch of my own, so yes, Two Willows got a hold of my heart, but not like you have. Never like you have.”

Cass fought her way back to her feet and lurched into the nearest pathway, Brian on her heels. She could barely see through her tears, but she knew was she had to get away. From Brian. From the standing stone.

From the General.

From everything.

“I love you; you’ve got to know that!” Brian called after her.

She broke into a run, darted into the nearest pathway, through several grassy corridors, but she must have taken a wrong turn; where the exit was supposed to be was only another blank wall of green. “Damn it!”

“Cass, I—”

Brian was still behind her. Cass sped up, racing through the twists and turns, around corners and down passages, putting distance between them until she finally left him behind. Where was the stupid exit? Cass wanted out. She wanted all this to be done. She wanted real distance between herself and Brian—not just a few green pathways—a distance she could see.

Once she thought she heard him call out, but his voice was so far away, it was quickly lost before she could even tell from what direction it had come. Her labored breathing became the only sound, loud and harsh in her ears as the dregs of the storm shredded to the southeast.

Cass kept running. Running away from the pain. From the past. She wanted to put it all behind her. Wanted to be by herself. Wanted everything to go back to the way it was—

Except no—that wasn’t any good either, she realized as she sprinted around another turn. She’d been losing the ranch out of her own incompetence. Losing her sisters to men who would have led them into lives of misery.

She wanted to go back further—to when her mother was alive, to when her father had loved them. To when Two Willows was safe—

And if that wasn’t possible, she wanted—she wanted—

“Mom, take me with you!” The cry—the one she’d held in so long—tore from her throat.

And quiet fell over her with an almost audible shock.

Cass stopped in her tracks and—frightened by the sudden lack of sound—spun around.

Shivers prickled down her spine.

No matter which way she turned, walls of green confronted her, hemmed her in. She’d never been lost in the maze before.

Never.

Where was she?

Cass’s breathing rasped in the absolute quiet.

Where was she?

She couldn’t hear anything. Not a voice. Not a bird. Not even the lowing of cattle in the distance.

Where was Brian?

Her sisters?

It was as quiet as if she was the only one alive.

As if she wasn’t alive.

Panic threaded through Cass. Despite what she’d said, she wasn’t ready to leave the world. She had a job to do: protect her sisters. She wasn’t done with that yet. And then there was Brian. She didn’t know if being with him was right or wrong—but she wanted to find out.

She took another breath and felt the rush of air into her lungs.

Not dead yet, then. But far from home, as familiar as these green walls were.

“Mom?”

Her mother wasn’t here, of course. No one was, and Cass spun around again. When was the last time she’d been alone? There was always someone with her. Someone to pretend to. A reason to keep up the façade that all was well. Even when it wasn’t.

But there was no one here now. No one but her, the tall green walls and the clearing sky high overhead.

The great, gulping sobs she’d spilled out in front of Brian had drained her, leaving her chest sore and her body hollow. Cass, too tired to run anymore, sat down in the damp grass and admitted to herself that the maze wasn’t going to let her go. And that all wasn’t well.

Far from it.

She was lonely, and scared. She missed her parents. She missed their love—and approval.

And Brian—

“I fell in love with him,” she admitted out loud. “I wanted to marry him. I wanted to raise my family here.”

A whisper of wind lifted a tendril of hair from her face, as gently as her mother’s touch had once been. A sense of peace filled Cass as she breathed out all her pain and let it go. Maybe it was okay to admit what she’d wanted.

Maybe Wye was right and the world wouldn’t end if she cried now and then. Maybe feeling her feelings wouldn’t kill her.

She was alive now.

At least, she thought she was.

Leaning back on her hands, she examined the sky high above her. The last traces of clouds were gone, leaving a sky so blue it spoke of infinite possibilities. With each deep breath, she relaxed a little more.

Maybe it was okay to take a break. Maybe that’s what she needed. Time to figure this out.

When had she stopped doing this? Sitting still once in a while and taking in how beautiful the world was? She was always so busy rushing around and solving problems. Or trying to prevent them.

Trying to control everything. But what if she couldn’t control any of it? Would it all come crashing down? Would she die, too?

This time when her tears came, they were hot, but silent, and they eased her heart instead of hurting it.

“I’m sorry, Mom,” she said out loud. “I’m sorry I haven’t done better.” She’d tried. And in the end that was all she could do, wasn’t it? No one was around, but she didn’t feel alone as she cried. She felt the grass, the maze, the sky sympathizing. She was human, after all. No worse or better than anyone else. “What do I do now?” she asked the emptiness around her when her tears dried up again. If only her mother could answer her.

Should she be with Brian? Or should she remain alone?

With a rush like an indrawn breath, the world came alive again. Birds chirped in the hedges. Cattle lowed in the distance.

“Cass!” Brian’s voice was still far away, but this time she heard his call distinctly. She cocked her head. Was that an answer? Was her mother saying she should trust him?

Cass didn’t know.

But as she slowly got to her feet, she knew she couldn’t control Brian. She didn’t think she wanted to. Life was so much more exciting when a man like him came along and swept you off your feet.

Messy. Unpredictable. Painful, sometimes.

But exhilarating, too.

Maybe that was the answer, she thought—that there was no answer. She wasn’t in control of everything and some problems she couldn’t solve. Maybe she didn’t need to know today if she’d be with Brian. Maybe she needed to wait and see.

Peace didn’t only come from making decisions; it could come from knowing you still needed time to take in all the information.

From what she’d seen, Brian was caring, loving and honest. But he also had his own past to sort out. His own wounds to overcome.

She wouldn’t drive him off the ranch. And she wouldn’t give her heart to him today—although she had to admit, he possessed most of it already.

She would wait. She’d learn more about him—and herself.

She’d discovered something truly momentous today: the world didn’t stop turning, or end in a fiery explosion, if she felt her feelings—even strong ones. No matter how much she had cried, or raged, or ran, the storm had passed, and now the sun shone in a glorious blue sky.

And she hadn’t even set off an M-80.

No matter what happened next, she’d be okay.

She’d still have that sky.

She’d still be Cass.

That would have to be enough.

“Cass!” Brian couldn’t understand how he could lose a whole woman in a little hedge maze.

Okay, a big hedge maze, but still.

Why wasn’t she answering him? Was she hiding from him in there? Had she escaped to the house by some back entrance he didn’t know about?

He’d gone to look, couldn’t find her there, either, and had come back to try the maze again. He was just about to call Cab for reinforcements when she strode out of the hedge entrance and came to a stop in front of him.

Brian, frantic enough to be ready to lose his temper, stopped short when he took her in. She was still soaked through, her hair in wild, wet tendrils, her eyes huge in her face.

“Where were you?”

“I don’t know.”

Her simple answer sent chills running down his spine. He’d never seen anyone look like—

Brian didn’t know what she looked like.

As if she’d stepped into a vortex and come back trailing traces of some foreign world. He wanted to touch her. Bring her back down to earth. Make sure she knew how he felt about her.

“Damn it, I don’t care about the ranch, Cass. I care about you. I love you.”

After a moment, she nodded. But she kept walking toward the house.

“Cass?” He wasn’t sure if she’d heard him. Wasn’t sure if she was back from wherever she’d gone in the maze. He’d never seen her cry like that. She usually held her emotions in such a tight check, he hadn’t known she was capable of it.

Her tears didn’t scare him, though. He’d been through tough times and he knew they came to an end eventually. The way he figured it, the two of them could work together to weather the storms life threw at them. He hoped she knew that was what he wanted. If it meant giving up Two Willows and the rest of his goals, he’d do it in a heartbeat if that’s what it took to have her in his life.

She headed for the house, and he wondered whether to follow her or give her some time. He was still trying to figure that out when a silver truck roared up the access road from the barns, past the house and out toward the highway, zipping past so close to him Brian had to jump back.

“Hey!” he called after it, but the truck didn’t slow down and Brian didn’t recognize it. He watched it turn toward town and sighed. Was everyone off their rocker around here?

A movement down the track the way the truck had come caught his eye and Brian turned to see a figure lurch into view, waver and sink to its knees.

“Lena!”

He ran toward her, too late remembering his pledge to meet her at the Park. What time was it? Surely it couldn’t be that late—

He sped up, dread knotting his stomach. Lena had needed him, and he’d forgotten all about her, too busy with Cass—

There was no time for recriminations. Not with Lena slumped on the ground, one hand to her face.

“Lena? Lena!” Brian raced for her, dropped to one knee when he reached her, took her shoulders and peered into her face, swearing when he saw the bruise that swelled one eye shut. “Who did this? Scott?”

“He said… he said…” Lena’s words were slurred, and Brian lifted her to her feet. “Keep my nose… out of his business.”

“Where were you? At the Park?”

Lena nodded, her eyes glassy with tears, something Brian never thought he’d see. The two strongest Reed women, both in tears in the course of an hour. This had to stop.

“What do you think… think… his business is on my ranch?” Lena spoke as slowly and thickly as if she’d been drinking rather than tangling with a man who had seventy pounds on her at least.

Brian burned for retribution, and he’d have it as soon as he could. First he had to get Lena to her sisters. He threw an arm under her shoulder and helped her the rest of the way. Alice met them in the doorway, her face pale and her eyes wide.

“What did you do to Cass? I think she—” She took in the state of Lena’s face. “Oh, my God. It was Scott, wasn’t it? I knew you shouldn’t be with him.”

“Keep them safe,” Brian told her. “Both of them. Don’t let them out of your sight.”

He couldn’t wait another minute.

Scott was going to pay for this—right now.

Soon he was gunning his own truck down the track that led to the highway. Scott had a few minutes’ head start, but there was only one road to town from here. If he could cut him off before Scott reached it, he was golden.

He was well past the speed limit when he spotted the silver truck far ahead of him and put the pedal to the floor to catch up. Scott must have noticed him in the rearview mirror, because he gunned his engine, too. Brian wasn’t going to lose this race, though. He had plenty of experience handling high speed activity under far worse conditions. When he drew alongside Scott, he yelled through the open passenger side window, “Get over!”

“Fuck off!” Scott tried to pull ahead, but Brian matched him, keeping one eye out for traffic ahead.

“I said, get over before I run you off the road!”

Scott lunged away from him, reaching for something. The glove compartment? Brian wouldn’t be at all surprised to find he had a weapon in there. He slammed a hand on the horn and Scott jerked, lost control of the wheel for a moment—just long enough for his front tire to catch on the dirt shoulder and drag the rest of the truck off the road. Brian slammed his brakes, then hit the gas again, keeping alongside him, using his truck to prevent Scott from finding a way back on to the macadam. The shoulder was running out, and Scott had no choice but to swerve to a stop. Brian hit the brakes again, boxing him in. He didn’t wait for Scott to find that weapon. He unbuckled his seat belt, lunged across the front seat, through the window and into Scott’s truck, landing on top of the man.

“What the fuck?” Scott managed to get the glove compartment open, but Brian grabbed the pistol inside and tossed it out of the passenger side window. He slammed his fist into the man’s face, but Scott wasn’t going to go down easy. As they grappled in the seats awkwardly, the armrests and central console getting in the way, Scott managed to open the far door and slither toward freedom. Brian went with him and together they slid out of the truck and onto the ground in a heap.

Brian scrambled to his knees first, grabbed Scott by the shirt and lifted him as he surged to his feet. His fist connected with Scott’s cheekbone.

“You fucker!” Scott swung back at him, but his punch didn’t land. Brian dimly heard a siren approaching as he struck Scott again. Scott staggered, and Brian followed up with another right hook. His fist hitting Scott’s face felt much too good. Scott shoved him away and they staggered apart just in time for Cab to appear around the tail of the silver truck.

“You boys having a good time?” Cab said jovially, his hand on his holster.

“It’ll be better when someone picks up that pistol Scott dropped.” Brian pointed, keeping his gaze on Scott, ready to grab the man if he went for it.

Cab nodded, sauntered over to where it lay on the ground, pulled out a handkerchief and picked up the weapon. “Shouldn’t leave these things lying around. Never know who’ll find them.”

“Safety first,” Brian agreed. “Right, Scott?”

“Fuck you—” Scott began, took a look at Cab and subsided.

“Any more of these I should know about?” Cab asked them.

“Nope,” Brian said.

Scott shook his head.

“Then I’ll be on my way. Enjoy yourselves, gentlemen.”

Brian cocked an eyebrow at Scott. “Now’s the time to ask the kind sheriff for help if you need it.”

“I don’t need it.”

They waited until Cab’s door slammed, the cruiser’s engine started and he drove off.

Then Brian lunged for Scott again.

“How could I have been so stupid?” Lena asked again, a bag of frozen peas pressed to the side of her face. Cass was grateful she’d sharpened up in the minutes since Brian had brought her into the kitchen. She wanted to take Lena to the hospital but so far her sister had refused to go.

“You aren’t stupid,” Cass told her. “You thought Scott cared about you.”

“Which makes me stupid,” Lena said. She, Cass and Alice were sitting in the living room. Sadie came in with a pot of tea and cups on a tray, set them on the coffee table and began to pour one for each of them. These days she was back to her jeans and boots, her face devoid of makeup. Cass thought she looked more herself again. “How many guys have I seen him beat up? He’s a violent asshole. He’s never been a nice guy. I didn’t want him to be. I thought he was hot because he rode motorcycles and got into bar fights. Fuck!” she added when she tried to take a sip of the tea Sadie handed her and lifted a hand to her split lip.

“You thought he’d never hit you. What kind of a man punches a woman?” Cass said. For a moment—just a moment—she had the urge to head to her shed and scoop up an armload of fireworks. How could anyone do this to her sister? But gunpowder and explosions wouldn’t fix Lena. She needed something else. To talk about it. To know she wasn’t alone.

“What kind of a woman doesn’t see it coming? God, I want to rip him a new one. I want to beat the crap out of him. I wish I was a man,” Lena burst out, and winced, pressing the peas to her face again. “I’ve always wished I was a man.”

“Lena—”

“No. Don’t give me that crap about how it’s better to be a woman, because it isn’t. Let’s face it; everything would be different if we were men. Howie wouldn’t have used Alice’s car to run his druggie errands. Mark wouldn’t have convinced Sadie to be part of his crew, Bob wouldn’t have made our lives miserable and Scott wouldn’t have decked me, because if I’d been a man I would have stomped his ass into the ground. None of this would have happened, because the General would have handed over the ranch and left us the fuck alone!”

Cass couldn’t deny it. But she didn’t want to hate who she was, and she didn’t want Lena to feel that way, either.

“I think Mom gave us a good example of what a woman can do—” she began, but faltered as Lena’s expression grew outraged.

“Mom? Mom gave us a good example? Mom sat here on this ranch and waited for her husband to spare her a moment or two when he wasn’t too busy. She martyred herself for this place. For him! And now we’re doing it, too. So don’t talk to me about Mom. Don’t talk to me at all!” Lena set down the teacup with a thump that rattled it in its saucer, stood up and strode toward the stairs. “I’m done with men,” she shouted over her shoulder. “And that includes the General. This is my ranch now and I’m running it as I see fit. I don’t care who the General sends.”

Ten seconds later they heard her bedroom door slam.

Cass turned to Alice and shook her head. “I don’t think I can take much more of this day.”

“Go upstairs and take a nap. I’ll hold down the fort,” Alice said. “Get some sleep. You need it. But Cass,” she added, almost as an afterthought, as both of them rose to their feet. “Where did you go this afternoon? When you were in the maze?”


All Cass could do was shrug. “I really don’t know.”

It was the same answer she’d given Brian, and she knew in the morning, she’d have to face what they’d done. She’d have to sort out her feelings for him. Decide what to do next. They’d taken such a chance. She’d never let passion get the better of her that way before.

“I don’t think you were… here,” Alice said. “I don’t know where you went, either.”

“It was… peaceful,” Cass told her. “I felt… safe.”

“I’m glad.” Still, Alice followed her. “It’s going to get better now, isn’t it? Without Howie and Mark and Scott. Maybe it’ll be like it used to be—just us.”

“I don’t know about that.” Sean was still hanging around Jo, and she knew Bob would be back. There was the missing money and the constant threat that the General would take away the ranch. It seemed to Cass there were too many problems to ever sort out.

“Cass…” Alice trailed her to the base of the stairs. “If you tried to follow Mom out there in the maze, I understand why you’d want to. But please—” she touched Cass’s hand where it rested on the bannister “—don’t go. I don’t think… I don’t think we can do this without you.”

Cass swung around to catch Alice in a fierce hug. Alice was right; for one moment she’d been weak and she’d wanted to go, but not anymore. She could never leave her sisters behind. “I’m not going anywhere. I think—I think Mom gave me a reprieve. Time out of time to catch my breath—that’s all. I’m here now, and I won’t do that again. I promise.”

Alice nodded and took a breath when Cass finally let her go. “There’s more coming. I don’t want to say that, but it’s true. We’re not out of the worst of it yet.”

Of course they weren’t. Bob was still prowling around telling people they were getting married. Scott was still out there, a free man even after he’d hit Lena. They were short thirty thousand dollars and their father could take the ranch away at any time. Not to mention the chance she’d taken making love to Brian.

Exhaustion bowed Cass’s head as she made her way upstairs. When she finally crawled into bed, she pulled her sheet up over her head, despite the sticky heat of the day. She’d face the world later.

Right now she wanted to forget everything.

The house was quiet when Brian entered the kitchen late that night. He’d come home from his altercation with Scott with busted knuckles and a sore hand but when he’d found out that Cass had gone to bed, he’d headed down to the stables to muck them out, because the bloodlust he’d felt when he went after Scott still hadn’t abated. He’d known he had to calm down before he could be with Cass again. It had taken hours and a lot of hard work but he finally felt in control of himself.

Cass had to know they were meant to be together, especially after making love in the maze. She’d wanted him as badly as he’d wanted her—and she wanted the kind of life he wanted, too.

The only thing standing between them was her fear, and he couldn’t fight that with his fists; he had to prove to her he could be the kind of husband she could depend on.

He ran the knuckles of his right hand under water for a long time, knowing it was too late to stop the swelling. Knowing, too, it had been worth it.

As a local hard-ass, Scott hadn’t proven to be much of an opponent, despite the fact he had several inches and twenty pounds on Brian. Sometimes his SEAL training came in handy, Brian told himself. This was one of those times.

In deference to Cab’s career, he hadn’t flattened Scott, but he’d given him a good drubbing before dropping him off in front of the sheriff’s office. Let Cab take it from there. He doubted the man would give any more trouble to the women at Two Willows.

Tomorrow he’d have to sort things out with Cass. He wished he could do it tonight, but he wasn’t at his best, and he figured neither was she. A good night’s rest and everything would come clear.

Time to get some sleep. But as he headed toward the stairs, Brian stiffened as a cry rang out and was instantly muffled upstairs.

What the hell—?

Once again he was moving before he even thought about the consequences. He took the stairs two at a time and paused, trying to trace the sound. Cass’s bedroom door was shut, but even as he reached for the knob the sound came again from the end of the hall, where Jo’s white cat, Tabitha, paced impatiently in front of another closed door. It wasn’t the cat who’d made that noise, though. It had been a woman—Jo—and she didn’t sound happy.

He dimly realized he might be about to barge in on Jo and her boyfriend—what was his name? Steve? Sean?—before his shoulder hit the door, crashed it open, and he slid into the room. Tabitha streaked past him. Brian took in Jo sitting in a chair, a laptop with a webcam propped on a stool in front of her, Sean standing behind her, his hands working at the buttons of her shirt while she squirmed and fought, trying to stop him.

“We’ll make good money,” Sean was growling at her.

“I don’t want to!”

Sean never saw Brian’s fist until it connected with his nose. Brian winced as his sore knuckles connected with skin and bone again. Sean fell with a cry on Jo’s bed, scrambled to his feet and raced for the door, blood streaming from his mouth down his chin. Brian lunged for him again, missed and decided to let the man get away. He wasn’t sure he trusted himself to stop once he got started raining vengeance on him. Besides, Jo had her knees tucked under her chin and she was crying, Tabitha weaving around the legs of the chair.

He knocked the laptop off the stool, not wanting to stop and figure out how to cut the video feed. The webcam went flying and smashed to pieces against the wall. Brian scooped Jo up, sat on her bed and cradled her in his arms.

“Shh, I’ve got you. You’re safe now.”

As her tears wet his shoulder, Brian decided enough was enough. He would call the General tonight. Tell the sonofabitch to come home and help his daughters. He hadn’t even had time to process why Scott, who had no affiliation with Two Willows besides dating Lena, would come after her for going to sort out some problem with the hands at the Park. What was his connection to them?

He was missing something here. Something that would make it all make sense.

“Why did Sean want you to strip on camera?” he asked Jo.

“For the money,” she sobbed. “He said I could make more flashing my… going topless… than he could ever make. He said we were in this together and I should do it for him. I told him no. He just wouldn’t listen.”

That didn’t make sense to Brian. There was so much porn on the internet he doubted something so tame as Jo’s breasts could make a decent amount of money. Either Sean had wanted to lure Jo into doing much, much more—

Or he thought he could control her once she’d exposed herself.

He thought of Scott punching Lena. Howie and Mark working together—bringing Sadie along in Alice’s car. Bob trying to marry Cass.

Control tactics. It was all about control. All of it aimed at keeping the women silent.

About what?

“Shh,” he said again as Jo buried her face in his shoulder. “It’s going to be okay.”

He was going to stop whatever was happening at Two Willows once and for all.

When Cass woke it was dark outside and she sat up, thoroughly confused, sure she’d heard a noise. Glancing at her bedside clock, she realized she’d slept through the afternoon, through dinner and into the night. An engine racing outside brought her out of bed and to the window in time to see taillights disappearing around the house. Had that been Sean’s truck? He seemed in an awful hurry to leave.

Even at night the ranch was beautiful, Cass thought as she drew the curtains. She couldn’t blame Brian for falling in love with it. She only wished he’d fallen for her that way. He said he had, but after everything that had happened, how could she tell if he was speaking the truth?

She couldn’t help but think about making love to Brian earlier. Who knew sex could feel like that, like all the walls between them had dissolved to allow them to come together in a searing stroke of heat?

Could he have faked all that passion? Was it simply something men knew how to do? Cass wondered if there was some secret code when it came to men that she’d never find the key to unlock. Their motivations mystified her.

But not Brian’s. His were plain and simple. Understandable.

He wanted a home. Her home.

He’d do what it took to get it.

He wanted her, too. But which did he want more? Did it matter?

It did to her.

She knew she wouldn’t sleep again anytime soon. Might as well get up and look over the ranch’s accounts. But when she stepped out of her room, she was surprised to see Lena, Sadie and Alice in the hall, and a light shining from Jo’s room past the shattered remains of her door.

“What happened?”

“I don’t know. I heard voices. Someone running,” Alice said.

Cass pushed past them all to get to Jo, but when she reached her sister’s room, nothing could prepare her for the scene that met her eyes. Brian sat on Jo’s bed, legs wide, Jo balanced on his lap in his embrace, her arms wrapped around him tightly, her face buried in his neck.

Cass let out a choked sound, and when they sprang apart she could see that Brian had managed to get her sister’s shirt half unbuttoned. Pain seared her breath from her lungs as her other sisters crowded around her.

Brian and Jo? Not hours after he’d been inside her?

“Cass!” Jo clutched her shirt together.

Brian held a hand her way. “Cass, don’t—”

“Out,” she managed to say. “Get… out! Get out!” Her voice rose with every word. Jo began to cry, but Cass didn’t care. This was too much. The last straw. “Get out! I mean it!”

Brian opened his mouth, opened his hands wide as if in supplication, then seemed to realize there was nothing he could say. “All right; I’m getting out. But it’s not what you think, and I’ll be back.” He shouldered his way out of the room as her sisters stepped back, openmouthed with shock.

“Cass, I didn’t—it wasn’t—” Jo began.

Cass didn’t want to hear any explanations. As Brian disappeared down the stairs, his footsteps thunderous on the wooden boards, rage welled up in her throat and came out as a feral cry. “I don’t want to hear any more! I’m done! Just—done!” She pushed past the others out of the room, picked up speed and dashed to her own room down the hall. Inside, she slammed the door so hard its hinges rattled, and that felt so good she nearly opened it and did it again.

How much was she expected to stand in one night? Cass paced her room wildly. How treacherous could one man be? How much pain could one life hold? She rushed to the window to look out at her shed. Nothing it contained was big enough to express her anger.

“It’s too much!” Cass’s tears came hot and fast. She’d cried more in one day than she had in a decade, and she couldn’t stand it anymore. She didn’t want to feel like this. She craved another storm—one with enough thunder and lightning to broadcast her fury, but the night remained clear.

She scrubbed her cheeks angrily, but more tears came, as if the ache in her heart was leaking straight from her eyes. Cass knew she wouldn’t be able to stop it. She’d failed at every turn. She hadn’t kept anyone safe, least of all herself. She’d already begun to come to terms with the idea that Brian wanted her land more than he wanted her, but now he’d set her own sister against her.

And her sisters were all she had.

Cass stepped back from the window, defeated by the clear night sky. No storm would wash these feelings away. No fireworks were wild enough to express them.

She sank down on her bed, tucked her feet underneath her and curled into a ball. For eleven years she’d feared the day the General would take the ranch away from her. She’d never once feared the real catastrophe. If she lost her sisters, she’d lose herself.

The door slipped open and Alice glided in on silent feet, shutting it firmly behind her again. She sat next to Cass on the bed, and pulled her into her arms. “You haven’t lost anyone.” Cass shut her eyes and rested her head on Alice’s shoulder, grateful for her sister’s strength. When Lena joined them a few minutes later, she, too, knelt on the bed and wrapped her arms around both of them.

Sadie joined them next, and took a position on the bed near Cass’s feet. The door opened a fourth time, and Cass knew it had to be Jo.

She stiffened. A moment later, the mattress sunk, as Jo sat down.

“It was Sean,” she said quietly. “He tried to get me to take my top off while he was filming me. He wanted money. He said we should share everything; even my body. Brian stopped him—”

Cass thought she’d run out of tears but she was wrong. So wrong.

She’d failed again.

She’d failed everyone.

She turned and lifted herself to her knees, reaching for her sister. Jo leaned into her embrace, and clung to her. “I thought he loved me,” Jo said. “I thought—”

“I know. I know, honey.” Cass held on to her for dear life as the others leaned in, too. “I’m so sorry.”

“Brian decked him and Sean ran like the house was on fire.” Jo laughed amidst her tears, a painful sound. “If he hadn’t come right then, I don’t know what would have happened. Sean wouldn’t stop.”

“I’m glad Brian was there,” Cass said. She’d have to apologize in the morning. It shamed her that she’d read the situation so wrong. She’d looked for pain when there was only love.

“He got my car back, you know,” Alice said. “I didn’t have the guts to stand up to Howie, even though I sensed what he was doing was wrong.”

“Look at this.” Lena held up her phone. Cass wiped her eyes on her sleeve and squinted to make out the photo. “That’s Scott,” Lena clarified. “That’s his face after Brian got done with him. Ella Hall saw him in town. Now I can say, you should see the other guy.” Her laugh was all bravado, but Cass’s heart squeezed with gratitude toward Brian. She wasn’t one for violence—usually. But Scott was a bully who’d beaten up plenty of men—and probably women, she thought now—over the years. Maybe now he’d think twice about it.

“Brian stopped me before I got myself in real trouble,” Sadie said softly. “I’m so ashamed of myself I can hardly look at him, but that doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate what he did. He’s a man, and a meddling SEAL, and the General’s lackey, but he’s saved our bacon, hasn’t he?”

“I guess he has,” Cass admitted.

Jo gave her a final squeeze and pulled back. Tabitha jumped up onto the bed and Jo scooped her into her lap.

“Speaking of bacon… I’m hungry.”

Cass laughed, but when her stomach growled, she admitted, “Yeah, me, too.”

“Do you think Brian would get us some more pizza?” Lena asked.

Another chuckle escaped Cass, but so did a few more tears. “After tonight? I doubt it.” But even as she was saying it, Cass thought he probably would. If they asked.

If a pizza place was open at one in the morning in Chance Creek.

“Come on down to the kitchen. I’ll whip something up.” She hesitated. “We’d better discuss the new order of things around here, too, while we’re at it.”

“What do you mean?” Alice asked as they climbed off the bed and headed for the door.

“I mean Lena’s right; we’re done taking orders. No more fooling around when it comes to the General. This is our ranch now and we’ll run it as we see fit. First thing tomorrow, those hands are going to go. We’ll kick them off together,” she told Lena. “We’ll all pitch in to help with the cattle until we can hire new help. We’ll all fix the roof together, too. I have a confession to make,” she added, straightening her clothes. “Bob stole quite a bit of money from us. We’re going to have to operate on a shoestring, but I have no doubt if we work together, we can get back on track.”

“I’m in,” Sadie said quickly. “All I want to do is get back to work on the gardens, but I’ll help with everything else, too, and put all my sales money into the kitty.”

“I’m in,” Jo agreed. “I’ll do whatever it takes to keep this place running.”

“Are you saying I can be overseer?” Lena asked as they entered the hall.

“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Cass told her.

“Then I’m in. All the way.”

“Me, too,” Alice said. “Sales have been good this year. If you need more money, all you have to do is ask.”

Cass squeezed her. “Thank you. You four are all I need, you know.”

“You’re all we need, too,” Jo said, and led the way downstairs.




CHAPTER NINE


“Didn’t take you long to thoroughly screw things up,” Logan said when Brian shut himself in the General’s office and patched together a video call early the next morning with the men he’d left back at USSOCOM. He’d spent most of the rest of the night pacing the maze, telling himself he had to give Cass time to calm down and give Jo a chance to explain what had happened. He knew once she did, Cass would see her mistake. But then what? She still thought he wanted Two Willows, not her.

He’d fallen asleep on the bench near the standing stone. At daylight he’d gone back inside to find the house quiet, but the kitchen a disaster, as if the Reed women had cooked a full-course meal in the middle of the night.

Maybe they had.

“I didn’t mean to. I thought I was making progress. It’s these assholes the Reeds are dating.”

“Sounds like you got rid of them,” Connor said with a grin. “Good work on that front.”

“Yeah, there’s that,” Brian said tiredly. He’d never forget the look on Cass’s face when she’d walked in on him and Jo. That stark horror and betrayal had etched its lines on his heart at knifepoint, and the scars would always be there. He never wanted her to look at him like that again. He was afraid her regard for him had turned right then into something hard and dark—something he wouldn’t be able to melt into love again.

He had well and truly screwed things up. Taken her passion and turned it to dust. Taken her trust and twisted it into a knot he’d never be able to undo.

“Don’t you think you can give up now, wuss,” Jack snapped at him. “I see that poor me expression on your ugly mug. It’s a fucking disgrace. You’re a SEAL. You’re on a mission. You don’t fold at the first sign of trouble.”

“She thinks I did her sister,” Brian protested.

“She thinks you held Jo on your lap. Which is all that happened. So get back there and tell her that.”

“Cass doesn’t want to see me—”

“Cass doesn’t want to see me,” Jack parroted. “Are you kidding me? That’s your defense? Buck the fuck up, sailor. Get back into the fray and do your duty.”

“Fix the house,” Hunter said in more measured tones. “That’s why you’re there, right? Let things calm down and do your job. Jo’s going to tell her what really happened, right?”

“I guess so.” He figured Hunter was right; Jo would tell her sister what Sean had done—and what he’d done to get rid of the bastard. He wasn’t sure it was enough to change Cass’s mind about him, though. The intimacy they’d shared in the maze seemed so far gone he wasn’t sure they could ever recover it.

It didn’t matter if he’d meant to let her down or not; in her mind he had.

“Just get to work,” Hunter said again. “And don’t stop.”

That made sense. He knew how to work, and there was a lot to get done on the ranch. “Will do.”

“Fix this, Lake,” Logan said. “We’re counting on you.”

The others nodded, and Brian felt the weight of their dependence on him. Just one more burden to bear, he told himself. He’d go make himself as useful as possible.

Hopefully that would be enough.

“That’s a lot of shingles,” Wye said as she and Cass stood in the kitchen watching Brian help the delivery crew unload them onto the back lawn. “You really going to get on that roof and fix it?”

“That’s the plan,” Cass said. It had been well over a week since the night she and her sisters had huddled together on her bed. The day had dawned warm and it was going to be a hot one before it was all over. She still hadn’t apologized to Brian for her mistake, and he’d kept his distance from her, eating most of his meals in town. He woke the earliest of all of them and was always out of the house by the time she came down to make breakfast. He worked far into the night, too. Lena said they’d created a list of repairs and chores around the ranch, and he was working his way through it, checking them off one by one.

He’d kicked the remainder of the hands off the ranch the day after his altercations with Scott and Sean, before she and Lena could take that on. Cass didn’t mind. It was clear none of the men were loyal to the ranch, and she’d dreaded the job. She’d meant to thank Brian for that—and apologize to him too, but somehow the moment never seemed right and with each day that passed, she wondered if her chance was slipping away.

Jo and Sadie were helping Lena and Brian with the cattle, and they’d already begun the hiring process for a new bunch of hands. Now that the shingles were here, and Brian would fix the roof, Cass would see him far more often, though.

She couldn’t decide how she felt about that.

Since that awful night, she’d had a lot of time to think about everything he’d done, and she realized in every case except making love to her, he’d put the interests of her family and her ranch ahead of everything else.

He truly had helped each of her sisters—preventing them from going further down the dangerous trajectories they’d been taking. Things would have been so much worse if he’d never come to Chance Creek.

It was hard to admit a man could do so much good. At first Cass had balked at giving him the credit, until she’d decided it wasn’t a man/woman thing. It was a distance thing. As an outsider coming into their home, he’d seen all the things their blind spots hadn’t allowed them to see. The strength of his arm had helped now and then, for sure, and she was glad it was him and not a female friend like Wye who’d gone after Scott after what he did to Lena. But mostly he’d been someone to talk to, someone to confide in. Someone to go to for advice.

She couldn’t fault him for being a good friend to all of them. The realization left her more confused than before.

In the end, she decided the most important thing they’d all learned was how their anger at the General had left them ripe for exploitation by other men.

Still, she hadn’t been ready to talk about it with Brian. She’d thought her heart would never mend after that day of heartbreak, but work was smoothing the way toward healing. She’d begun a top to bottom spring cleaning of the house, even if it was mid-summer, and the strenuous exercise had pumped enough endorphins through her brain that she found more reasons to hope than to sigh.

“Have you told Brian you’re afraid of heights?” Wye asked her.

“No. Of course not.”

“No, because that would be far too easy,” Wye echoed.

“It’s not about easy. It’s about… pride.” Cass turned away from the window. “This is my home. I want to be the one to care for it.”

“It could be Brian’s home, too. You said he wants it to be.” Wye lifted her eyebrows, and Cass was afraid she’d betrayed something with her expression. “What?” Wye challenged her. “What happened between you and Brian?”

“I told you what happened with him and Jo,” Cass hedged. She’d told Wye everything—except what had happened in the maze.

“But you’re holding something back. I can tell. What’s going on with you and that SEAL? Did you sleep with him?”

Cass shushed her. “For God’s sake, keep your voice down. No one knows.”

“You did sleep with him!” Wye raised an eyebrow. “Spill it. Everything. Right now.”

Cass gave in. She told Wye how they’d met in the maze. How they’d made love. As she recounted the story, her heart throbbed with regret for what might have been.

“Well, that’s a twist,” Wye said when she was done.

“It’s crazy, isn’t it?” Cass sighed.

“For two single people who are totally hot for each other to meet up in a rainstorm and make love? Yeah, doubt that’s ever happened before.”

“Be serious.” Cass moved to the sink, grabbed a cloth, wet it and began to wipe down the already clean counters.

“I am being serious.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter anyway. All that’s over.”

Wye took the rag from her hand and hung it up again. “Why? Why does it have to be over just because the two of you had a little misunderstanding? The way I see it the Universe just handed you a gift, so enjoy it! For once in your life don’t ask questions, don’t make plans, don’t second guess what your instincts are telling you. Just… enjoy a romance with a sexy guy.”

“A sexy guy who wants to marry me in order to get my land!”

“That wouldn’t be cool—if it’s true,” Wye admitted. “But do we know it’s true? No.”

“He said it.”

“He said he’d do anything to live on a ranch like this,” Wye countered. “That’s a throwaway line. People say that about everything. I’d do anything to have hair like that. I’d do anything to be able to sing like a superstar. I’d do anything to lose ten pounds. But they don’t mean it. Brian wants a ranch like Two Willows. So, sue him.”

When she put it that way, Cass had to admit maybe she’d overreacted. She’d done that a lot. “He is kind.” The more she thought about what he’d done for her sisters, the clearer that had become.

“He sounds kind.”


“Did I tell you about the bench he put in the maze?” She recounted how she’d found him installing it to make up for what he’d said to Alice.

“Which is how you got in trouble,” Wye said with a wicked grin.

“Let’s hope not.”

Wye’s grin vanished. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

With a sigh, Cass confessed the risk she’d taken when they’d made love. Wye’s humor disappeared in an instant.

“You know better than that, Cass Reed.”

“I do know better than that. I can’t explain it. I wasn’t drunk. I’ve got no excuse, except…”

“Except a hot, kind Navy SEAL who’s after your heart and your land came on to you and didn’t pack a condom.”

“I should be on the Pill. Any other self-respecting twenty-six-year-old woman would be.” Cass swiped at the counter again, then dropped the cloth in the sink and pulled out a glass.

“What would you do if you got pregnant?”

“Have the baby,” Cass said automatically as she poured a drink for Wye and then another for herself. “I have a home, resources, a family to help me, and I want to be a mother.”

“What are you going to do if you get an STD?”

“Cry.”

Wye shook her head. “Like that’ll help. Don’t ever do that again.”

“I won’t.”

“At least it wasn’t with Bob.”

Cass spit out the sip of water she’d just taken. “Eww!”

Wye cracked a smile and Cass relaxed a little, feeling like she’d been to confession and could now move forward with a clear conscience.

“I worry about you, though,” Wye went on. “You’ve held in so much for so long. Now you’re losing control every which way, and while it’s my personal belief you’ve found a good man to lose control with, you’ve got to keep your head on your shoulders.”

Cass mopped up the water. “It’s not like it’ll happen again. Brian’s only here to finish up the job the General gave him. He hasn’t come near me in days.”

“And you wish he would?” Wye prompted gently.

Cass struggled with her answer and finally nodded. “I really blew it, Wye.”

“I don’t think so.”

“What if he… leaves… without giving me another chance?”

“Don’t think like that.” Wye touched her arm. “There are a lot of reasons for him to stay, you know. You’re smart and pretty and a good friend. And you’ve got a ranch,” she added with a grin.

“Thanks,” Cass said wryly.

“Any time.”

There had been a ladder leaning against the side of the house since Brian had arrived, as if Cass had been inspecting the roof, although he’d never seen her climb it. Brian was moving it to a better location when Cass and Wye exited the house. Cass walked her friend to her Beetle and waited for her to drive away. Brian came to intercept her.

“Afternoon. Now that the shingles have been delivered, I’m getting set to start tearing off the old ones. The weather’s supposed to be good all week. I figure we better get a move on.”

Cass shaded her eyes as she gazed up at the roof. “I wonder what Mom would think of the way we’re fixing up the place?”

It was the perfect opening for a longer conversation, and Brian jumped on it. “What was she like? You’ve never told me much about her.” He wondered if Cass would find an excuse to head back inside, but instead she considered his question.

“I think she was always a homebody, but like I said before, once the General joined the Army, she never left the ranch unless he was home on leave. Like Sadie, she spent a lot of time in the gardens. She had a green thumb. She read like anything. Could talk on any subject with anyone who came calling. She said since people had to visit Two Willows to see her, it was up to her to stay interesting.”

“She didn’t belong to any clubs, or a church or anything?”

“She contributed to lots of them, but she never wanted a fuss made about her and her refusal to leave the ranch, so she didn’t join anything like that. Reverend Halpern visited every week. He used to tease her and say that if all his other parishioners made him give them personal sermons, his work would never be done. I think he wanted her to try leaving. Superstition doesn’t really jibe with the church, you know? But he didn’t push her, and he never stopped coming until she died.”

“What does he think of the stone?”

Cass smiled impishly. “We don’t talk about it much when he’s around.”

“I wish I’d met your mother.” Brian shaded his eyes and looked up at the roof. He was thankful its pitch wasn’t too steep because it was high enough to make the job dangerous.

“She would have appreciated everything you’ve done for my sisters.”

“I know my mother would have liked you. She died when I was too young for us to have talked much about women, but she used to say that I should find a wife who was better than me.” He shrugged. “Maybe that was a thinly veiled message to my father.”

Cass ignored his reference to marriage. “What did she like to do?”

“She was a nurse. She was a little shy, but a very hard worker. She believed in right and wrong. She also believed people could change, which I think is why she stuck with my dad even after things began to go badly.”

“Sounds like a lovely person.”

“You know what I miss most? Holidays.” Brian couldn’t believe he was telling Cass this. He’d never talked about it with anyone. Most conversations about his mom stopped when he mentioned she’d gotten shot. “She was so big on holidays. Christmas, Easter, Halloween. She made the best costumes.”

Cass was nodding. “I know exactly what you mean. Holidays for us have never been the same since my mother died. I try—but there are only the five of us to celebrate now—plus a few ne’er-do-wells.”

“Did you just use ne’er-do-wells in a sentence?”

“I did. Ten points for Gryffindor.”

Brian grinned. He was searching for a new topic when Cass suddenly said, “Could you help me with something?”

“Sure.” Brian perked up. Given how seldom Cass asked for help, this had to be a good sign. “What do you need?”

“Come to my shed. I want to show you something.” She led the way to the small structure at the far side of Sadie’s gardens. When she took out a key to unlock the door, Brian understood he was being allowed into her inner sanctum.

Inside, she flicked on a light, which illuminated a small, rectangular room. Brian spotted the kiln at the far end. “You do pottery?”

“I used to. Mom and I did; it’s been a while since I made anything. That isn’t what I wanted to show you, though.” She gestured him over near a set of shelves where a few mismatched pieces of pottery sat as if they’d never been moved after they’d been fired. “This is my stash.”

For one second, he thought she was referring to drugs, and he tensed all over, but quickly realized she meant her fireworks. She sure had a lot of them. When Brian took in the assortment on the floor-to-ceiling shelves, he whistled. “I’m glad you keep that door locked.”

“I let things get out of control,” she agreed, and smiled wryly. “Which is ironic, since I’ve always used them to feel like I was keeping things under control.”

“How’d that work for you?” Brian figured he’d ask for more details someday, but not today. He scanned the shelves and relaxed a little when he confirmed she only had fireworks—not explosives. He’d been beginning to wonder how deep this habit went.

“Not too well. I want to save a few of these for the Fourth of July, but I think I’m ready to get rid of the rest. I’m just not sure how. Do you think I should call Cab?”

“I think that’s a start. I’ll help you figure it out.” He wanted to reach out and touch Cass, but this fragile truce between them was good enough for today. “You didn’t buy all these at a fireworks stand. I’m pretty sure some of this stuff has been outlawed for years.”

“Where there’s a will there’s a way,” Cass said simply. “I don’t have the will anymore, though.”

“Glad to hear it. I’m glad you trusted me enough to tell me about it, too.”

Cass reached out to adjust a bottle rocket so it lined up with the others. “I see the good in you, Brian.”

“I’d like to start over. Try dating.” He shifted closer to her, wanting her to remember how good they’d been together.

“The thing is,” she said sadly, “I’m still not confident you’d want me if I didn’t come with a ranch. Until I am, I can’t be with you.” She wouldn’t meet his gaze. “But I’m going to talk to the General and tell him how much you’ve helped us. I’m going to tell him he should offer you a permanent job. I’ll tell him to build you a house on the property somewhere, rather than putting you in one of those damn trailers in the Park. That way when you find the right woman you’ll have a home to offer her.”

When he found the right woman? Brian shook his head. Her words had the kick of a bullet to the heart. Didn’t she understand how he felt about her?

He guessed not. He’d lost her trust.

He’d lost her.

“The thing is, Cass, the only woman for me is you.”

Cass was still replaying that sentence in her head the following afternoon as she did up the lunch dishes when her phone buzzed in her pocket. It was Lena.

“Cass? We’ve got a problem. A big one.”

“What is it?”

“Come down to the stables—and be ready to ride. You’ve got to see this.”

Cass slipped the phone back into her pocket, found her boots and shoved her feet in them, then hurried out the door and jogged down the track, wondering if the hands had come back and were making trouble. Lena hadn’t sounded like she was in imminent danger, but Cass couldn’t help wishing that Brian was around for backup. He’d gone into town to get more supplies for the roofing job. Pretty soon she was going to have to face her worst fear and help him up there.

She wasn’t looking forward to that at all.

The day before, he’d left the shed soon after he told her she was the only woman he wanted. Cass hadn’t known what to say to that. Words were words. They didn’t mean anything—as much as she wished they did.

When she met Lena at the stables, her sister had two horses saddled and ready to go. Cass ached when she realized how long it had been since she’d ridden.

“What’s wrong?”

“Bob was here. I spotted his truck in the distance, but I couldn’t catch up to him. So I followed his tire tracks to see where he’d come from. You’re never going to believe this.”

Lena mounted her horse and set out down the track. Cass scrambled to mount, too, and catch up with her.

“Where are we going?”

“Come on!” Lena didn’t slow down as she cut past the Park, past the pastures and into a part of the ranch Cass rarely went to these days.

Drier, stonier, unfit for cattle, this corner of the ranch wasn’t good for much. Cass knew the track they were taking led to a canyon.

“Why was Bob heading this way?”

“Take a look.”

Lena led the way down a steep grade. They’d camped here once or twice as kids, liking the feeling of being hidden away from the world, but now its isolation unnerved Cass. Why would Bob want to come here?

Not for any good reason, she figured.

Cass gasped when she rounded a bend in the track and had a clear view of the canyon floor. “You’ve got to be kidding me! He was living here the whole time?” The dilapidated trailer Bob said he’d hauled to the dump sat square in the middle of the flat, barren ground.

“Not living. Working.” Once again Lena led the way. She dismounted and Cass followed suit, leaving her horse with Lena’s a dozen yards from the trailer. When they drew near, Lena veered off for a moment to grab a battered folding lawn chair sitting outside the trailer and set it under one of the windows that used to be boarded up. Cass took in the fat padlock on the door, the square of plywood on the ground and the screwdriver sticking out of Lena’s back pocket. “I got that piece off,” Lena confirmed. “We need to hurry though; who knows when Bob will be back. Take a look.”

Cass climbed up on the chair as Lena steadied it. It took a minute for her eyes to adjust to the relative dimness of the trailer. Most of the other windows were still boarded up. One or two small ones had curtains over them. As her vision cleared, she sucked in a breath. “Oh… fuck. Is that… is that what I think it is?”

“A whole hell of a lot of drugs,” Lena confirmed. “Like… a whole hell of a lot of drugs, from what I can tell. And I don’t like the look of that equipment.”

“Is he cooking meth… here?”

“I don’t think so—yet. I did a quick search online and there was a list of things to look for. I don’t see any of the ingredients or telltale signs that they’ve been cooking it here. Sure looks like that was the plan, though. Maybe you disrupted that when you fired Bob. Maybe they just hadn’t moved their operation yet. Meanwhile, they’re storing everything here before they ship it off.”

Cass tried to identify what was in the various packages. “Why didn’t they at least cover everything up?”

“Who’s going to see it here? They thought they were safe, so they didn’t bother. They’re coming in and out on the back roads, but they obviously don’t think we’re much of a threat.”

“No wonder…” Cass climbed down off the chair. “No wonder they’ve all been after us. No wonder Bob moved all his people in like he did. It was all part of a bigger plan.”

“Of course it was. You realize why he was doing it here, don’t you?”

“What do you mean?” Cass was still in shock. She surveyed the clearing, wondering if anyone was watching them now. Would Bob leave such a large stash unguarded? “We should get going.”

“We can’t just leave this stuff,” Lena contradicted her. “Don’t you get it? We’re their cover. Anything happens, it’s our fault. If the stash gets found—it looks like it’s ours.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Cass stammered, but a cold shock slid through her veins. If the drugs were found. If the authorities thought they were theirs…

They’d lose Two Willows for sure.

“We have to call Cab.” Cass reached for her phone.

“No way. Get up there again and look through that window. Notice anything familiar?” Lena demanded.

“Like what?”

“Look!” Lena wasn’t going to back down.

When Cass reluctantly did so, she leaned farther into the window and sucked in a breath. “That’s… that’s the manual you couldn’t find. Sitting right there on the counter.”

“And your cast-iron pan.”

“Wait, those are Sadie’s missing garden clogs. All the stuff we’ve been looking for—it’s all here.”

“All the stuff we never reported missing, and a lot more we didn’t even notice was gone,” Lena said. “That trailer is full of our stuff. Anyone stumbles onto it—they’d think we’re the ones storing the drugs. What do you bet there’s more in the drawers and cabinets.”

“Cab wouldn’t think that.”

“Wouldn’t he? Cass, if they’ve done this much to frame us, what else have they done? Think about it. Think about all those hired hands who answered to Bob. We’ve got nothing on them. As far as we know they didn’t do anything out of line while they were here except mouth off to us. We didn’t file any complaints about them. Bob’s got them in his pocket. If we call Cab and say Bob and the others are storing drugs on our ranch, he’s got five upstanding citizens to testify on his behalf. Citizens who lived here. Who watched us. Who would know exactly what we do.”

“So they’d testify Bob had nothing to do with the trailer. That doesn’t mean anyone would believe them.” Cass hopped off of the chair. “Besides, we fired them.”

“Which makes it look worse. Think about it,” Lena said again. “What if that’s not all they do? What if they testify that we’re the ones who moved the trailer from the Park, and we’re the ones who’ve been in and out of it all the time?”

A cold shiver ran down Cass’s spine. Even if the charges didn’t stick… their reputations would be dragged through the mud.

“The General,” Cass whispered. “It doesn’t matter how this goes, does it? The General is going to freak when he hears about this.” She tried to think through all the possible ways this disaster could play out.

In the end, it was all the same.

He would decide once and for all they weren’t capable of running the ranch right. He’d install a new round of overseers and hands… maybe he’d even follow through on his threat to kick them out for good.

Standing with Lena next to a trailer whose contents represented the end of everything they’d worked for, Cass had never felt so helpless. The General would never understand how things had gotten this bad. Even if she tried to explain, he’d point out all the mistakes they’d made along the way.

The worst of it was, he’d be right.

They’d been too gullible. Too trusting. Too blind to the problems mounting up all around them. Anger, pure and clear, burned through her. All they’d ever wanted was to be left alone to live their lives. Why did everyone need a piece of them?

“We are not going to let them ruin things for us,” she said to Lena.

“We have to get rid of the trailer,” Lena said. “We could hitch it up to my truck and drive it out of town. Leave it somewhere.”

“What if someone sees us? That seems like a perfect way to get caught.” Cass thought fast. “No one can know about this. No one.” It felt like old times; the two of them against the world. How many times had she and Lena concocted a plan to fight back when things seemed unfair? Adrenaline coursed through her veins as she considered the options. They needed to get rid of the evidence, even if they hadn’t committed the crime. There was one way to do that: an action commensurate with the fury that was building in her heart.

Lena waited for her to say more, and Cass knew her sister knew exactly what was running through her mind, but every time she opened her mouth to utter the words, she found she couldn’t say them. She remembered making love to Brian, opening her heart to the feelings that had coursed through her as they moved together. She remembered the tears she’d cried later, the sobs that had wracked her, but left her feeling… peace. She didn’t want to backtrack now. She didn’t want more secrets—more reasons for her family to live apart from everyone else. She didn’t want to have to hide her feelings again.

Finally, when Cass didn’t speak, Lena began, “We could blow it—”

“No. We can’t,” Cass said, coming to her senses. She put up a hand to forestall Lena’s arguments. “Absolutely not. There’s a big difference between setting off a bottle rocket and blowing up a trailer. We can’t do that.”

“I know you could rig something big enough to do the job. Come on, you’ve got to admit you want to.” Lena was furious, too, and Cass understood her need for revenge.


“Of course I want to,” she snapped, “but that doesn’t make it right.”

“So, you’re done with all that? Forever?”

Her sarcastic tone assured Cass she didn’t believe it. “I’m not saying I won’t set off a firecracker or two now and then,” she said. “But I am saying an explosion, no matter how safe or how small, can’t stand in for my feelings. That’s heading down a path I never wanted to go. And I’m not going to do it anymore; I already asked Brian for help disposing of the rest of the fireworks.” She stopped, as the answer became clear. “And that’s what we need to do now. Ask him for help.”

“A man?” Lena said scornfully.

“Yes. A man.” It was a new idea to Cass, too, and she was just as uncomfortable with it as Lena seemed to be.

“I asked him for help before, you know. With the hands. He didn’t come.”

Shame twisted Cass’s gut. “That’s my fault,” she said. “He was with me. I distracted him.”

Lena looked at her askance. “Distracted him? Like… distracted him, distracted him?” She waggled her eyebrows, and Cass appreciated that in the middle of this calamity, her sister could still find time for humor.

“Yes,” she admitted.

“So… was it big?”

Cass shoved her. “Get serious.”

“I am. Like, this big?” Lena held her hands apart.

Cass shoved her again. “Anyway, I know he’ll help this time.”

Lena sighed. “That’s not how we used to do things.”

“How we used to do things got us right here.” Isolated. Vulnerable.

She understood Lena’s reluctance to involve Brian. Every fiber of her body rebelled against the idea of asking for help.

Even from someone who said he loved her.


“He’ll tell the General.” But Lena sounded more discouraged than angry, and Cass wondered if she was secretly relieved at the thought of bringing in reinforcements.

“I don’t think so. I think… I think he’s on our side.” Cass realized it was true as she spoke the words. As far as she knew, he hadn’t told the General about any of their mistakes. Instead, he’d worked hard to fix them and get the ranch back on track. “Brian wants to marry me.” It was a revelation to say it out loud. “He wants to be part of our family—and the ranch. He doesn’t want to lose it, either. I think… I think maybe we should give him a chance.”

“I think you’re right.” Lena looked about as surprised as Cass felt. “Which kind of makes me feel sick to my stomach.”

Cass laughed. “I know what you mean. A man… who helps. It’s a novel concept.”

“Do you think there are more like him?” Lena asked as Cass pulled out her phone.

“We could ask the General,” Cass joked as she called Brian.

Lena shuddered. “Let’s not. We got lucky once, but lightning doesn’t strike the same place twice.”

Cass couldn’t say why another chill ran down her spine as she waited for Brian to pick up his phone.

“Cass?” Brian had just pulled up and parked behind the house when his phone buzzed.

“We could use some help. Head down toward the stables and we’ll meet you there.”

“Sure thing,” he said when he found his voice again. Cass, asking for help for a second time in two days? That was new. “Be right there.” He started the engine and put the truck in gear. Might as well drive down and save some time. He wanted to reach Cass before she changed her mind.

After what she’d said yesterday, he’d been hard put to feel confident about his chances to fix things with her, but now things were looking up. All the way down the track toward the stables he wondered what the problem was, but nothing prepared him for what Cass and Lena showed him when they met up, stabled the horses they’d been riding, climbed into his truck and directed him toward the canyon, heading down a track to a barren scoop of land. He mentally scanned the map of the ranch he’d memorized back at USSOCOM where it hung on the wall, and shook his head; there was nothing down this way.

At least, there never used to be.

Now there was; a beater of a trailer straight out of the seventies. “What’s that?” he asked warily as he climbed out of the truck.


“Take a look,” Cass said, climbing out, too, and pointing to the folding chair.

He crossed the clearing, and hoped the spindly thing would hold his weight, but when he climbed up on it and peeked in, he realized the state of the chair was the last thing he needed to worry about.

“Bob moved it here,” Lena said when he stepped down again. “We’ve got to get it out of here before anyone finds out about it. I think we should tow it away and leave it somewhere.”

“And I think that’s a good way for us to get caught with it. A bunch of our things are in there. We think Sean stole them. He’s the one who’s always sneaking into the house with Jo. If they’re still in there and someone finds the trailer, we’ll be implicated.”

“We can break in and get them out,” Lena argued.

“But someone could still see us move it—and then we’d really look guilty.”

Brian held up a hand. “Give me a minute to think this through.” He paced a tight circle, his mind flipping through all the facts at hand. A trailer full of drugs and the kind of equipment used to cook meth. Bob trying to marry Cass. Mark providing Howie with drugs to deliver.

“If the General finds out about this, he’ll take the ranch for sure,” Cass said quietly.

Once again, Brian thought of how much pain this family could have been spared if only there had been true communication between the different factions. When he thought of the General back as USSOCOM taking all the time to set up this elaborate plan, he had to shake his head. Why didn’t the man pick up the phone and talk to Cass and the others? Better yet, why not visit them?

“You said Bob was here? Today?”

“That’s right. There are several places you can access our property from the highway. Those gates are locked, but of course Bob had the key—still does; he never gave it back. And anyway, a good pair of snips will cut through any padlock we might use.”

“Bob orchestrated everything. He found a place to store his inventory and potentially cook meth where no one would think to look,” Brian mused. “Cab said Mark’s a chemist, so he’s probably behind some of that stash—and the equipment. That pot could be homegrown or shipped up from somewhere else.”

“Howie was the delivery man,” Cass said.

“Scott was the muscle,” Lena put in.

“And Sean was in the house watching us, and stealing things to incriminate us,” Cass said. “They were working together all along.”

“We need to let them know they can’t use Two Willows for a home base anymore,” Lena said. “I say we blow that trailer up.”

Cass was shaking her head. “I already said no to that. It isn’t safe.”

“See what you’ve done?” Lena said to Brian. “You’ve made her… reasonable.”

“What should we do?” Cass asked him, ignoring her sister’s jibe.

A plan occurred to Brian. One that made him smile.


“I’m with Lena. Let’s blow it sky high.”

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Cass asked Wye for the tenth time as they walked up the street toward the Dancing Boot that evening. The light was fading from the sky and her nerves were keyed up tight. The plans they’d made were risky in the extreme and she still had her doubts they’d manage to pull them off.

“Are you kidding? I’ve never done anything so exciting. I’m all in.” Wye definitely seemed excited; she had a bounce in her step that Cass envied.

“You’ll have to distract Howie for at least an hour. Two is better.”

“Trust me. I was born for this undercover stuff.” As the bar came into view, Cass slowed her pace until Wye grabbed her arm and pulled her along. “Come on. Let’s do this.”

“How can you be so calm?” Cass asked her. “I can’t believe I’m about to steal a car.”

“Borrow it, you mean. Isn’t that what Howie always told Alice when he took hers? Turnabout is fair play, right?”

Cass took in her friend’s high heels, tight mini and the plunging neckline of her top and wondered again how she’d let Brian talk her into bringing Wye into this. Her normally calm, no-nonsense friend was practically giddy at the thought of playing her part.

“Wye is going to be our distraction and our lookout,” Brian had said back when he’d laid out the plan in the gazebo that afternoon. “She’ll keep Howie busy while you take his truck.”

“I don’t know how to hotwire a truck,” she’d protested.

“He keeps a spare key under the mat,” Alice had said blithely. “Chance Creek is a small town, after all. There’s no crime here.” She had shrugged with an impish smile that made Cass breathe a little easier about Alice’s recovery. She’d hated to see her sister so brought down by Howie’s duplicity. If Alice was willing to make jokes, her heart had to be on the way to healing.

Unlike Wye, Cass was dressed all in black, her hair tightly braided and tucked under a dark baseball cap. When they reached the club, she hung back. “Call me when you’ve landed the quarry,” she said. “But Wye, if anything goes wrong, just bail.”

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be perfectly safe. When I’m done, I’ll head over to Fila’s.” She named a popular restaurant in town. “I’m spending the night at her place. She and her husband will drive me there. Do you see Howie’s truck?”

“Right over there.” Cass pointed to the far side of the lot where Howie had parked on the diagonal, hogging two spots. She hoped it was true that Wye would be safe. If anything happened to her while she was helping them, Cass would never get over her remorse. She watched her friend disappear into the bar, made her way over to the far side of the lot and leaned against a nearby tree, trying to keep out of sight of the bar’s patrons.

It was nearly a half an hour before Wye texted her a message. Got him. Cass texted Brian, who was back at the ranch with her sisters preparing for the next step in their plan, and scanned the lot again. So far, so good. This side had filled up early and most people were parking at the back of the bar now. She slid between the vehicles, opened the door to Howie’s truck and carefully climbed inside.

It was the work of a moment to find the key Alice had told her about. Cass slid it in the ignition, debated whether or not to buckle up her seat belt and finally did, then turned the key.

The engine roared to life and Cass ducked, sure that Howie would be able to hear it from inside the bar, as silly as that was. It would be impossible to hear anything on a normal night. Tonight, with a live band playing, he’d go home with his ears ringing.


She set the truck in reverse, inched the massive vehicle out of the space it occupied and tapped on the gas. It lurched forward once, twice, until she got a feel for the engine. She exited the parking lot as quickly as she could and headed out of town.

Cass didn’t breathe easily until she’d left Chance Creek behind, but even on the country highway leading to Two Willows, her heart was beating fast. She kept both hands on the wheel and checked her rearview mirror every couple of seconds. When she saw headlights behind her she thought she would throw up, but the vehicle turned off well before Two Willows came into view.

When she turned into her own driveway, Cass didn’t think she’d ever been so happy to arrive at home, but this was only the start of the plan. She carefully drove Howie’s truck down the rutted track toward the canyon where the small storage trailer sat, and was rewarded when she found Brian and her sisters ready for her, everything unloaded from the trailer and sitting in piles on the dirt outside.

“It’s all going smooth as silk,” Brian assured her. “I called in every Navy SEAL favor I could. It’s lucky there are a few of them in town. Boone Rudman’s got Sean cornered playing pool at Rafters. Mason Hall found Bob at the hardware store and convinced him to visit Westfield. He told him he was looking for an overseer to run their cattle operation, and the idiot fell for it.”

“What about Scott?” He and Mark were still waiting for their court dates. Cass hated to think about them roaming free in Chance Creek. She’d hoped they would simply skip town, but so far that hadn’t happened.

“We didn’t even have to do anything about him,” Lena said. “He got into a fight with Luke Matheson.”

“He didn’t,” Cass said, appalled at Scott’s stupidity. After getting licked by Brian she’d have thought he’d avoid getting into another fight. Luke was a scrapper. Scott had picked the wrong man to bait.

“He’s already at the sheriff’s office,” Brian added.

“We separated everything that’s ours out from their crap,” Lena told her. “It’s already all back at the house. Mark’s the only wild card now. We can’t get a bead on him. We’re hoping he’s out of town.”

Cass didn’t like the sound of that. “Let’s get going, then, just in case.”

Brian had to hand it to Cass and her sisters: they knew how to work. With four of them helping, Howie’s truck bed was full in no time. Brian closed the tailgate and they tied a tarp firmly in place to cover it.

Alice was poised in her car out on the highway, keeping watch for any unexpected visitors to the ranch, but so far she hadn’t called to warn them about anyone coming near it. Brian hoped their luck would continue, but he wasn’t counting on it. That’s why he’d demanded that the women all leave the ranch when he did.

Brian ordered them into Lena’s truck and told them to drive up the track a ways before he got to work installing the explosives he’d improvised from Cass’s collection of fireworks and various solvents and chemicals he’d found around the ranch. Luckily his training had covered all sorts of scenarios—but he’d never thought he’d use his knowledge like this.

When he was done, he hopped back into Howie’s truck and caught up with them farther down the track. They’d debated who should drive Howie’s truck back into town, but Brian had overridden all Cass’s protests. “If anyone gets caught, it needs to be me. The General will vouch for me,” he’d said, and Cass had subsided.

“Have you checked in with Alice?” he asked through the window when he pulled up alongside them.

“She’s anxious. She can’t get a good read on things, but for now everything is still clear. I only wish we could implicate the rest of the men somehow,” Cass said. “It doesn’t seem fair Howie will take the rap for what they all did.”

“I bet Howie gives them up,” Lena said. “He won’t go down alone.”

Brian hoped they realized it would be naïve to think any of the men would get out of the business no matter what happened tonight. The most they could hope was that the troublemakers would leave Chance Creek, or at any rate, stay away from Two Willows. They were taking a chance doing this, but unlike the women, Brian knew soon there’d be four more men to protect the ranch. He was banking on that being enough.

“Let’s get this show on the road,” Brian said. He passed her the cell phone he’d rigged to ignite the explosion remotely. She’d been very impressed when he’d shown her how he planned to set it all up. Discussing the blast radius, potential contamination of the soil beneath the trailer, containment ideas and more with Cass had proven to be far more arousing than it had ever been back in the Navy. But that was all due to the company.

“You give me a five-minute head start, set off that explosion and get the hell out of here.”

“We’ve got it.”

“Don’t backtrack, whatever happens,” he warned them. “Even if the damn thing doesn’t blow. You get the hell off the ranch and stay off until we meet up in town.”

“Brian—we’ve got it,” Cass said.

“Okay. Be safe. Don’t drive like a bat out of hell,” he warned Lena.

“I won’t.”

“Get going,” Cass chastised him. She pulled out her own phone. “Alice? All clear?” She gave Brian a thumbs-up.

Brian took a deep breath. “All right. See you on the other side” He hated having Cass out of his sight, even for a moment, but they’d be together again in less than an hour.

“Wait!” Cass hopped up on the passenger seat of Lena’s truck and leaned out the window. She reached for Brian.

“What is it?” He put Howie’s truck in park and leaned out to take her hand.

“Brian, be safe. You need to come home when this is done. I… I need you to come home.”

Brian swallowed in a suddenly dry throat. Home. His heart swelled at the word and its implications. Damn right he was coming home. He pushed his upper body out the window, closed the gap between them as best he could and kissed her. “I will. I swear. And then we’re going to talk about marriage again.”

“O…okay.” She sat back down.

Heart soaring, Brian did the same and pressed on the accelerator, feeling invincible. They were going to take down the bad guys. He was going to win the girl. He pulled out and set off up the track, frequently looking back in his mirror. He was past the house and almost to the highway when an explosion lit the night behind him.

A nice, controlled explosion—where it couldn’t cause any harm.


A message to their friends.

Two Willows was no longer home to the drug trade. It wouldn’t ever be home to the manufacture of meth.

Time to make sure Mark and the others understood that loud and clear.

He toggled his phone. “Cass? Everything all right?”

“It’s perfect!” Her excited voice rang out. “Did you see it? It went up like a torch!”

“You women all right?”

“We’re fantastic!” She was breathless, almost giddy. Brian suppressed a smile.

That was his girl. “See you in town.” He cut the call and focused on the road.

The plan was simple: The women would wait several minutes to give him a head start, then drive into town all together in Lena’s truck. Once Brian had dropped off Howie’s vehicle, they’d meet at the rendezvous point, and head back to the ranch.

Brian set a good pace, but he kept his wits about him as he drove into town, knowing that at any moment Howie could realize his ride was missing and contact his friends. He took a circuitous route to the sheriff’s office that didn’t pass through the busiest streets of the small town. Not that the streets were particularly busy, even on a Friday night, but he didn’t want to push his luck.

When he was still some blocks from his destination, Brian pulled up the hood of his jacket to shade his face. Reaching the station, he pulled around back to where the department vehicles were parked when not in use, cut the engine and carefully climbed out, hoping to escape notice until he was ready. He undid one corner of the tarp and distributed several bags of pot and pills—and meth—on top of it where anyone could see.

Taking one last look to make sure no one else was around, he leaned inside the truck’s open window, pushed on the horn for all he was worth and then booked it out of the parking lot at high speed. His mad dash through the neighborhood was worthy of an action sequence in the best spy movie, he thought as he leaped a fence and nearly tangled himself in a swing set. Several blocks away, he spotted Lena’s truck, just where it was supposed to be.

But when he pulled open the door to climb inside, his heart dropped. Alice was driving it.

“Where the hell are Cass and Lena?” he demanded, climbing in.

Alice gunned the engine and turned back toward Two Willows. “You know we can’t all leave the ranch at once. Cass stayed to keep the General safe. Lena stayed to protect Cass. And there’s trouble coming. I can feel it. We need to get home.” Sadie and Jo watched him silently from the backseat.

Brian swore.

He’d never even thought of that stupid superstition, and Cass hadn’t mentioned it once.

He thought of Lena taking potshots at the target.

He thought of Mark unaccounted for.

“Hell. Floor it,” he demanded.

Alice did as she was told.

Cass jumped when her phone buzzed in her pocket. She and Lena had split up, the better to keep watch for trouble, Lena at the front of the house and Cass at the back. She wondered if Brian had discovered she and Lena had stayed at the ranch, and what his reaction had been. It didn’t matter, she told herself; they’d be together again soon enough. She leaned against the back porch railing, sweeping her gaze in all directions at intervals. Now she pulled out her phone, and her heart sank when she saw it was Wye.

“Lost him,” Wye said without preamble. “I did the best I could, I’m sorry. He got a call and was out of there like a shot.”

“That’s just fine,” Cass said, although anxiety crawled through her gut and into her throat. Brian and the others were still in town. Who knew where Howie would go next?

Was he on the way here even now?

“I slipped out the back as soon as he left. I didn’t want him to ask me questions when he realized his truck was missing.”

“Where are you now?” Cass strode through the house and gestured to Lena in the darkened front room. “It’s Wye—Howie’s flown the coop,” she hissed.

“I’m at Fila’s restaurant, just like we planned,” Wye said. “I’m going home with Fila and Ned, and I’ll spend the night at the Double-Bar-K.”


Cass breathed a sigh of relief she was out of danger. “Terrific. I’ll let you know what happens.”

“Is Brian back yet?”

“Not yet, but he will be soon.” She hoped.

“Cass, I’m worried. Do you want me to call the sheriff?”

“No. So far it’s all working perfectly. We’ll be fine, I swear.”

Wye sighed. “Call me as soon as Brian gets there.”

“Will do.”

Cass cut the call and joined Lena by the window. “Now there’s two of them out there somewhere. Pretty soon there’ll be more.”

“I’d hoped we wouldn’t need these, but looks like we will.” Lena reached behind the couch, lifted a shotgun out and handed it to Cass. “Remember how to use this?”

“Of course.” The General might not want them to serve, but he wouldn’t stand for his girls to be ignorant around firearms. Every foreman had been tasked with making sure their skills were up to par.

“I’ve got my Glock. And another shotgun, too. I grabbed all the ammunition I could find—and everything else I thought might be of use.” She passed a number of cartridges to Cass, who pocketed them. “Shout if you see something.”

“You, too.”

The shotgun was heavy when she carried it to the back porch, and her heart was heavy, too, at the thought of violence coming to Two Willows, but this was her home and it meant the world to her.

She’d defend it if necessary.

The calls came one after another on the drive back to Two Willows. Brian fielded them as Alice drove as quickly, calmly and terrifyingly fast as a Formula One racer.

“Sean bailed on me,” Boone said. “Got a text and bolted for the door. I tried to stop him but the place was crowded. He was gone before I could get outside.”

“Bob hightailed it out of here,” Mason said. “We did our best to detain him, but short of force, there wasn’t much we could do.”

“One of the deputies just came into Fila’s,” Wye hissed when Brian picked up her call. “He said Scott made bail a half-hour ago. Tell Cass I’m still fine; I’m on my way to the Double-Bar-K, but I thought you’d want to know. You know Cass and Lena are at the ranch, don’t you?”

“We’re on our way there,” Brian told her. He cut the call. “Drive faster,” he told Alice.

She didn’t answer. Just took a turn at a speed that made Brian grab the armrest.

Just a few more minutes, he told Cass in his mind. Just stay safe a few more minutes. He went to call her, but decided to hold off. She needed to keep her wits about her right now, not be distracted by the phone.

He’d never forgive himself if she came to any harm. He’d promised himself he wouldn’t drag a woman down with him like his father or brother had. He’d thought he could help Cass, but now his plan could be the death of her.

Hold on, he told her again in his mind. Just hold on long enough for me to make this right.

Back on the porch, the minutes ticked away slowly, giving Cass hope that Brian would make it home before Howie put two and two together and came to confront them. With all the lights off in the house, the sweep of the pastures was clear in the distance. A beautiful night.

A dangerous one.

Her phone trilled again. Lena appeared like a ghost in the doorframe. “What is it?”

“Wye just texted. Scott’s out on bail.”

“He’s probably on his way here. They probably all are by now.”

“Okay,” was all Cass could manage. Her fingers curled around the barrel of the shotgun. So this was what it was like to go war, she thought. No wonder her father had been consumed by his career. Tonight she had a purpose that guided every thought and movement. It set her heart thumping and her mind into overdrive. It was as if a machine had replaced her brain; one capable of processing far more items of data than usual.

Real life receded. The moment was all that mattered. She scanned the backyard, gardens and distant pastures again.

And again.

“I’ll be out front,” Lena said and slipped away.

Cass nodded but didn’t stop looking for trouble.

When the men came, there was little warning. Just the bounce and flash of headlights from a truck moving fast over uneven ground from the direction of the barns and Park.

“Lena! Here they are,” Cass shouted. In an instant, Lena was at her side.

The truck’s engine roared as it raced up the hill and swerved in close to the house. Cass stood her ground. So did Lena.

“What the fuck?” Bob yelled, sticking head and shoulders out of the truck. “You blew up our stuff? Are you fucking kidding me?”

“I’ll blow up my trailers whenever I feel like it,” Cass shouted back.

The passenger door opened, and Howie and Scott spilled out. “Where’s my truck, bitch?” Howie yelled, advancing on them.

“Gone—and it isn’t coming back!”

“Hold it right there,” Lena warned. “One more step and you’ll feel it.”

“Don’t you threaten me.” Scott surged forward, then danced back with a curse when Lena took a potshot at him with her pistol. She was aiming short, Cass saw. The bullet ricocheted off the dirt five feet in front of him. Lena never missed by five feet.

All the men ducked back into the truck. It swerved away, then circled back, although this time Bob stopped farther away.

“You aren’t the only one who can shoot,” Scott yelled from the safety of the truck. When a bullet zipped past and buried itself in the cladding of the house, Cass grabbed Lena and pulled her inside.

“Jesus, we can’t get in an old-fashioned shootout.”

“Too late. We already are.” Lena slammed the door shut and locked it, then crossed to the kitchen window, opened it, batted the screen away and took another potshot, aiming for the truck this time. “The only thing these assholes understand is force.”

“I’m calling Cab. The drugs are gone; we’ve got nothing to worry about now,” Cass said. She didn’t wait for her sister to agree. A moment later she had her phone out and the sheriff on the line.

“We’re taking fire, Cab,” she said when he picked up. “I’ve got five men in a truck taking potshots at my house.”

“What the hell’s going on down there?”

“Come quick!”

“This got anything to do with—”

Cass cut the call, moved to the window at the other end of the room, cracked it open and set the shotgun on the sill. When Scott took another shot at the house, she aimed high, not wanting to hurt anyone if she could help it, and pulled the trigger. “Fuck! That’s got a kick,” she said to Lena, who just laughed.

“You’ve been slacking on your practice.”

That was true. She hadn’t handled a firearm in months.

It wasn’t like you forgot, though.

She racked another cartridge and took aim.

“Maybe I scared them off,” she said when nothing happened for a long moment.

“Don’t get cocky,” Lena said, just as Howie leaned out of the truck’s window.

That wasn’t any shotgun he was holding, Cass realized. “Down! Get Down!” She dropped to the floor.

Lena ducked as the world exploded in gunfire, round after round chewing up the wooden siding of the house. When the windows shattered, they both rolled over and pressed their faces to the ground. Still the firing went on with a rat-a-tat-tat Cass had only ever heard in war movies.

“Where’d they get automatic weapons?” she cried, but she didn’t expect an answer. As the bullets pinged and zipped and thwacked through the windows and buried themselves in the wall across the room, Cass hugged her arms over her head and fought to keep from sliding into panic.

Lena was yelling something she could hardly hear. “…works. Fireworks!”

“They’re in the shed,” she yelled back, then pressed herself back to the ground as another glass pane shattered, sending shards spinning and twisting through the air in a dangerous waterfall.

“No. No!” Lena’s voice was hard to make out over the gunfire. “Right there!” She pointed to the cabinet Cass was huddled up against. Cass couldn’t understand how her fireworks had gotten inside, but when she pulled the door open, there they were—a collection of bigger ones, including a pile of M-80s. Lena must have grabbed them earlier when she rounded up everything that might be handy. “Hold them back,” Lena was yelling. “Scare them! They’re circling around.”

Cass held her breath. If the men came in from both sides of the house at once, she and Lena didn’t stand a chance. She shifted the shotgun to her left hand, grabbed the bag of fireworks in her right and turned back to Lena, who stopped trying to communicate with words and switched to the set of military hand gestures they’d all learned as little girls.

Cass let out a laugh that was nearly a sob as she took in what Lena was saying. She needed to get into the front room and get ready. If… no, when… the men stormed the front door, the M-80s might be a big enough surprise to keep them at bay a little while longer.

She hadn’t army-crawled in years and almost immediately her muscles protested at the strange movements. She inched forward until she reached the end of the wall of cabinets. Looking across the gap made by the back door, she gasped when she saw its thick, wooden expanse had splintered. The kitchen windows had all shattered. She took in the broken dishes, the papers strewn across the floor and glanced back at the door as it buckled under a new round of fire.

“I can’t get past,” she screamed to Lena. She’d have to if she wanted to make it into the front room. But any second that door would give. She pictured a barrage of bullets slamming into her as she scooted across. Rooted in place, she couldn’t make herself go any farther.

“Yes, you can. Now! Hurry!”

Cass shook her head. She couldn’t do it. Couldn’t—

“They’re destroying the house!”

Cass blinked. Lena was right. They were ruining it. Her house.

Cass surged across the gap, slithered right past Lena and bolted for the front room.

“Matches,” Lena screamed and tossed her a box she pulled out of a drawer by the sink.

Cass grabbed them, too, scrambled her way into the front room and shoved the sofa away from the inner wall to make a diagonal barricade facing the front door. Crawling behind it, hoping it would offer a little cover, she set the shotgun aside and pulled the M-80s out of the bag with shaking hands. She set them up in a row and prepared the matches. Now all she could do was wait.

In a sudden silence, she heard Bob shouting orders. “Cass, you’re dead meat!” he yelled.

She prayed that wasn’t true.

Where the hell was Brian? Where was Cab? What was taking so long?

She had no idea if minutes or hours had passed since she’d called the sheriff.


She heard voices circling around the front of the house, considered standing up and looking, but was glad she hadn’t when the windows exploded inward a second later as gunfire filled the air again.

Wait, she told herself, pressing against the couch for safety. Wait for it.

Another lull. More voices.

“Now!” a man yelled. Was that Bob?”

Cass lit a match, dropped it, stamped it out with her bare hand on the floor and lit another one as fast as she could. This time she succeeded in keeping it lit and she held it to each fuse in turn of three M-80s.

There was nothing for it now. She had seconds before she had to throw them or risk blowing off her own hands. Come on, she willed at the front door. Come on!

She heard a scream from the kitchen, and the front door burst open simultaneously. Everything slowed down.

Cass picked up the M-80s one by one and hurled them at the men spilling into the front hall.

Gunfire ricocheted all over and Cass ducked, pressing against the sofa again, covering her head with her hands.

The world exploded, the M-80s deafening in the close quarters. Suddenly Cass felt like she was underwater; sounds and sensations came from every angle, but made no sense. She grabbed for the shotgun, rolled over and waited for the next attack.

“Danger!” Alice yelled, suddenly swerving across the road into the other lane. Brian grabbed the steering wheel and tugged the truck back into line. “Danger! Danger!”

“Alice, calm down. Snap out of it!” There wasn’t time for visions. Brian already knew Cass and Lena were in trouble. “Drive the truck.”

Alice gripped the wheel tighter, her breath coming in harsh pants. She floored the gas and Brian fell back his seat.

“Are they okay? What’s happening?” Sadie shrieked from the backseat.

“No visions! Just drive,” Brian countermanded, keeping a hand ready to grab the wheel again. Thank God they were near the ranch. Just another minute or two.

But minutes were endless during a battle. Brian knew that all too well.

Alice’s head dropped forward, and Brian swore, nearly straddling the console between them as he fought to get control of the wheel. She snapped up again, slapped his hand away and drove, her face white, her mouth in a tight line, an Alice he’d never seen before.

Brian glanced back, took in Sadie’s and Jo’s terrified expressions. They were holding hands as if they’d seen what Alice had.

“No,” he said. “No, we’re not too late.”

“Not yet,” Alice said. “Not yet.”

Who was screaming?

Cass’s hearing came back with a rush and snap that had her rolling over and staggering to her knees. That sound—who? Lena?

A peep over the couch showed a confusion of bodies in the doorway, but male voices yelling told her it was only a matter of time before the shooting began again.

Still, that screaming went on and on. On and—

Cass shut her mouth, doubled over and nearly retched on the floor. She’d been the one screaming. Because she was the one who couldn’t believe what was happening around her.

The living room was destroyed. The couch’s stuffing embedded by bullets into the wall behind it. Bullets that could just have easily hit her.

Where was Lena?

What was she supposed to do now?

She still had the shotgun. Tucking it under one arm, she moved to the end of the couch to peep around and see the path to the kitchen. If she was going to die, she wanted to see Lena one more time.

“God damn it, Cass!”

Cass froze.

Bob.

Still alive. Still coming after her.

“You stupid bitch! Why’d you have to screw it all up? But then that’s what you do, isn’t it? You’re such a screw-up your own father hates you.”

She held her breath. He’s trying to draw you out, she told herself. He was trying to play with her emotions—get her so riled up she went off half-cocked. Well, she wasn’t afraid of her feelings anymore and he couldn’t trip her up that way.

But what did it matter? He was going to get her anyway. Mere feet bridged the distance between them. It would take a single shot to end her life.

This was it.

She’d run out of time.

Her thoughts flew to her mother. Would she be waiting for her if the worst happened?

She remembered her mother’s face the last time she saw her, as she slipped away from this world to the next. She had seemed peaceful when she went—as if the transition to the next world wasn’t so hard after all.

Cass hoped that was true. Hoped if Bob shot her, the end would come quick. At least then she’d be done with all the pain and worry. She’d be with the one person who had ever made her feel safe—

A sound from the kitchen arrested her. A moan.

Lena.

Bob’s low laugh hit her square in the gut. “That’s one of them,” he said quietly to one of the other men. “You go finish Lena off. I’ll take care of Cass.”

No.

No one was going to finish Lena off.


Not on her watch.

She wasn’t done with her job yet. She had four sisters to watch over. A ranch to protect.

A father to keep safe.

Wait for me, Mom; I’m going to be a little longer.

Cass stood up and pulled the trigger.

“There they are!” Sadie yelled from the backseat as Alice swerved around the house and hit the brakes. The truck lurched to a stop, but Brian had already leaped out of it, racing toward the sound of gunfire.

Sean was on the ground, half propped against Bob’s dusty truck. Brian saw the glint of a weapon in his hand and kicked the pistol into a long arc before Sean could use it. It fell somewhere in Sadie’s garden and Sean sagged back, slipping into unconsciousness. He must be hurt bad, but Brian didn’t care.

He kept on going, leaped the back steps and barged into the kitchen to find Scott bent over Lena’s body. He disposed of the man with a sharp kick to the face before Scott could even react, grabbed the man’s semi-automatic and hit him with it—hard. When he was sure Scott was down for the count, he bent over Lena.

“Go… go,” she hissed at him, although her face was covered with blood.

Brian made a game time decision. First he had to secure the premises. Then he could issue first aid. “I’ll be back.”

The blast of a shotgun had him pressing up against the wall, but a man’s shout and a woman’s scream—Cass’s scream—brought him racing into the living room. Coming around the corner, his instincts made him pull the trigger, and he shot the weapon out of Howie’s hand. He brought Sean’s pistol to bear on Bob. The man had sunk to his knees and was swearing up a blue streak, pressing both hands to his forehead, where blood streamed from multiple wounds into his eyes.

Behind him a man raised a gun. With a fluid movement, Brian brought his weapon to bear and shot twice, and the man crumpled.

That was Mark. Brian swept the room with his gaze again. Sean, Scott, Bob, Mark. Where was Howie?

“Cass, behind me.”

She moved as if she was in a dream, shotgun lowered, but still in her hand. He pivoted to cover her, lifting a hand to hold her back as he peeked into the kitchen again. Scott still lay on the floor unarmed, but Lena lifted a hand and pointed.

Howie must be hiding around the corner.

“Stay back,” he murmured to Cass. He whipped around the corner, and took his shot. When Howie crashed to the floor, writhing in pain, Brian disarmed him.

“Get your sister,” he said to Cass, making sure Howie didn’t have another weapon.

Cass bent down with a cry over Lena’s battered body, gathered her into her arms and did her best to raise her up. Once again Brian acted as a shield as they worked their way toward the back door. He pivoted one way, then the other, trying to watch for danger from all sides at once.

Outside, Sadie and Jo had bound Sean’s hands with gardening twine. Alice rushed to help carry Lena. Gunfire erupted behind him as they made it around the tail of Bob’s truck.

“Everyone back. Get down!”

As the women scurried to huddle around him, Brian did his best to take stock of the situation. Cass and Alice bent over Lena. Sadie and Jo pressed close to them.

They were pinned down. Low on ammunition. Bob had staunched his wound and was back on his feet, aiming for them from the back door. There were plenty of weapons left in the house for him to use.

Brian’s mind raced as he tried to come up with a new plan. He should have called Cab. He should have kept Cass and Lena with him the whole time. He—

“Give it up, Lake,” Bob called from the house. “You’re outnumbered and outgunned. Should have shot me when you had the chance! I’m going to kill you. Then I’m going to take great pleasure in killing the rest of those bitches. But not Cass. I’ve got other plans for her.”

Brian didn’t realize he’d broken cover and started toward the house until Cass grabbed him.

“Brian!”

Her voice brought him back to reality. This was what Bob wanted; what he was counting on. But Brian wasn’t some hotheaded kid anymore, rushing in when wisdom called for caution. He was going to marry Cass. Her sisters would be part of his family.

And he’d do whatever it took to protect them—including looking before he leaped. He waved Cass back and held his ground, waiting for Bob to make a mistake. He didn’t have much ammunition. He needed to get it right the first time.

“You call yourself a Navy SEAL? What kind of hero hides among a passel of girls?”

A smart one, Brian decided when Bob opened the door wider and slid the nose of his gun outside. Brian waited patiently until he saw the glint of Bob’s eyes in the moonlight. Bob fired off a round in their direction, but Brian fired, too.

And his shot found its mark. Bob dropped to the ground just as Alice stiffened again.

“Incoming!”

Sirens reached Brian’s ears only moments later and relief washed through him. He let out the breath he’d been holding, and turned. “Who called Cab?”

“Me.” Cass bent low over Lena. “Hang on, honey. Help’s coming. Just hold on,” she pleaded with her sister.

Alice touched Lena’s arm. Sadie and Jo formed a ring around them. Cass leaned down to kiss Lena’s forehead. “That’s it. Stay with us.”

“They mess’d up the house,” Lena slurred.

“Don’t you worry about that,” Cass told her. “I’ve got all the help I need to fix it up again.” She glanced at Brian, gratitude shining in her eyes.

“That’s right.” He had to clear his throat as the sheriff and his deputies pulled in, and spilled out to take command of the scene. “I’ll be here every step of the way. The house will be good as new before you know it.”

“Marry her,” Lena said, her eyes closing again.

A minute later, medics swarmed around them, and Brian had to step back to give them access to Lena’s bloodied form.

“I will,” he promised her. “I will.”




CHAPTER TEN


“So you don’t have any idea how a truckload of drugs ended up behind the sheriff’s department a half-hour before your ex-overseer and his cronies started shooting up your house?” Cab asked again the following morning.

Cass shook her head tiredly. They were seated at the table in what was left of her kitchen, and she was having a hard time holding back the emotions that kept threatening to swamp her. She and her sisters had made so many wonderful memories in this room. Now the cabinets were splintered, the windows shattered, and even the battered old table she loved so much had gouges and grooves from the bullets.

And Bob was gone. Dead. He’d never bother her anymore.

Cass wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Relieved that he wouldn’t come back for her again. Pained to know someone had died because of her.

They’d never find the thirty grand he’d stolen from her; she was sure of that. She wasn’t sure if she cared. Brian was with her now. They’d all work together to recoup their losses.

Lena was resting comfortably in her room. She’d been treated and released from the hospital, and Cab had already questioned her, but he hadn’t pushed her to answer and Lena had remained closemouthed about most of it. A shot had creased her cheekbone, and she was bruised all over, but apart from a headache and some stitches, she was fine. The same couldn’t be said for the men who’d invaded their home last night. Bob was dead. Mark had two bullets in his thigh. Sean had one in his shoulder, and Howie had been shot in the gut. Scott had gotten off easiest with a broken wrist and bruised testicles. Cass knew it was important to answer Cab’s questions, but she was finding it hard to concentrate. Finding it hard to care much about the injuries sustained by the men who’d tried to kill them, too.

Cab had sent Brian and her other sisters from the room, saying he wanted to talk to her alone. Brian had hesitated, but in the end he’d done what Cab had asked. So had Alice, Sadie and Jo.

“Cass? You have anything else you want to say? Why’d your overseer come and shoot up your house?” Cab asked her again.

“I don’t know. Maybe because I fired him?” The sheriff wasn’t going to get her to admit that the drugs in Howie’s truck had anything to do with Two Willows. Maybe she was overreacting; maybe by some miracle the General wouldn’t jump to conclusions if he heard the hands had been using the ranch to cover up their operation. After all, as Brian had pointed out to her earlier, the General was the one who’d hired Bob.

But Cass knew better than to count on the General behaving rationally when it came to the ranch. He was far more likely to go off half-cocked and evict them from the property. She couldn’t allow that to happen, which was why she couldn’t cooperate with Cab.

“And why’d you do that?”

“He never listened to me.” That was the truth, even if it wasn’t the whole truth. All Bob had ever cared about was himself, and if she could have seen that right off, none of this would have happened.

“I thought the General did all the hiring and firing at Two Willows.”

Cass straightened in her seat and focused. She should have seen that coming. “He does.”


“But Bob let you run him off the ranch.”

Damn it, she needed to keep her story straight. Cass tried to think clearly, but she’d been up for nearly twenty-four hours and her need to sleep was getting desperate. “Let’s just say I knew something Bob didn’t want to get out.” That he’d stolen more than thirty grand. It still galled her that Bob thought she was so stupid he’d been surprised when she’d figured it out. All she could guess was that he’d thought he’d manage to marry her before she did. Thank God that hadn’t been the case, or she would really have been in a fix.

“So you blackmailed him.” Cab sat back in his seat and waited for an answer.

Blackmail? That didn’t sound good. She shook her head slowly. “I politely suggested he find another place to work, or I would take it as approval for me to spread the word.” Too bad Bob had quickly realized she wouldn’t follow through on her threat.

“Just what was his secret?”

“Sheriff, I don’t want to speak ill of the dead.”

Cab tapped his pen on the table, the only sign of impatience he’d betrayed so far. “I can do this all day, Cass,” he said finally.

So can I, she wanted to say, but she only looked at him. She’d been interrogated countless times by the General back when the stakes were even higher; when leaving the ranch would have meant the breakup of her family into foster homes around the state. It didn’t matter that those interrogations had taken place over the phone or on a video chat. Cab might be a formidable man when he wanted to be—but the General was far worse—even long distance.

Cab rubbed his nose with the back of his hand. “Let’s play a game. I’m going to describe a hypothetical situation. And you describe—completely hypothetically—what you would do about it.”

Cass kept quiet. It was a trick, and not a very sophisticated one.

“You know, before we start I’d like to point out we’re on the same side here,” Cab added.

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

“You don’t trust me?”

“Sheriff, don’t take this personally, but you are a man. On the whole, men haven’t made much of an impression on me.”

Cab heaved a sigh. “I guess I can understand that. Ready for that game?”

She shrugged.

“I’ll take that as a yes.” He shifted in his chair. “Hypothetically, is it possible that when Bob hired on at Two Willows he came here for other reasons than to run the ranch?”

“Hypothetically,” she said. She’d give him that much.

“And hypothetically, did he maybe dip his fingers into the ranch’s earnings, and that’s why you escorted him off the property, so to speak?”

The sheriff was a little savvier than she’d thought. Cass considered her answer. “Hypothetically, if an overseer had stolen money from me, I would have found a way to run him off.”

“Instead of reporting the theft.”

“Keeping the ranch is more important than a little hypothetical cash, Cab.”

“You think the General would have taken it away?” His furrowed brow told her he didn’t understand. Cass didn’t blame him. No one understood that the General had dangled that possibility over her head for years to try to keep her in line. She simply couldn’t take the chance he wasn’t bluffing. Only someone who’d lived like she had—so insecure in her place in the world—would understand that.

“I know he would take it away if he thought I’d messed up so badly. So if Bob had stolen cash from me, and if one of the General’s spies let him know that happened, my sisters and I would be up a creek without a paddle.”

Cab had the grace to wince, confirming what Cass had always suspected—that he was indeed one of the General’s spies. Not the only one, though. Not by a long shot.

“So why did Bob come back?”

She wasn’t going to get caught out like that. “Apparently, to shoot up my kitchen.” She gave Cab a serene smile.

He didn’t smile back. “Before he went postal on your kitchen.”

“Hypothetically?”

“Hypothetically. Could it have something to do with the truckload of drugs in my parking lot?”

Cass chose her words carefully. “Hypothetically, the drug trade is alive and well in Chance Creek. And hypothetically, my ex-overseer might have seen fit to use Two Willows as a conduit. And hypothetically I might have needed to put a stop to it.”

“But Brian was the one who put a stop to it, wasn’t he? He was the one who took down Bob. You missed,” Cab pointed out.

Cass bristled. That was a low blow. When a wave of vertigo washed over her, she clutched at the table to steady herself. She’d nearly killed a man—that was enough. She’d nearly died herself.

“You’re right; I missed,” she repeated. With a shotgun at nearly point-blank range. The General would be disappointed.

“I’m glad to find out you and your sisters aren’t masterminding the local drug trade,” Cab told her. “But next time something goes wrong at this ranch, you call and tell me.” He tapped the table twice with his finger. “And next time someone tries to kill you, you pull that trigger faster. And hit the damn target this time. I don’t ever want to explain to the General he needs to come home and bury one of his girls. Nearly killed him to bury his wife.”

Cass looked up at him, taken aback. How could he know what the General felt? She had the sense Cab wanted her to ask, but Cass couldn’t go there. Not now.

“Shouldn’t you be figuring out who owns that truckload of drugs?” she asked him, suddenly exhausted.

“Oh, we’ve figured it out. And Howie’s already talking. Those guys can’t give each other up fast enough.”

“Well, that’s some good news. I guess it’s time for us to start cleaning this place up.”

“Not so fast.” Cab held up a hand. “I have one more question. Did you ladies have some kind of accident out here lately? With a trailer?”

She didn’t even blink. If Cab thought he was half as good at this game as the General was, he was sorely mistaken. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

Cab sighed again. “Sean told us about the trailer they were using to store their drugs. He said he was last in it yesterday. Said something had happened to it. I went and check out the canyon where he said it was parked. Lo and behold, there’d been an explosion. Not much of that trailer left.”

“Bob hauled away an old trailer from the Park about a month ago,” she said truthfully. “Said he brought it to the dump. If it didn’t leave my property, he’d be the one to ask.”

“If he was alive.” Cab held her gaze.

“If he was alive.” Cass didn’t blink.

“Why the hell didn’t you join up?” Cab said finally. “Would have made a damn good operative. Look at you, cool as a cucumber, lying to the authorities.”

Cass wished to God she could tell him everything. He was a good man, a man she’d always trusted. Now there’d be all this between them. “This house and my sisters are all I have,” she said. “They’re my whole world. Do you understand that?”

After a long moment, Cab nodded. “Yeah, I do. But you and your sisters have stirred up a hornet’s nest. I hope you realize that. Is that Navy SEAL going to stay?”

“I hope so,” she confessed.

“I hope so, too. Next time, you call me. You don’t handle it yourself no matter what happens. You call me, you got that?”

It was Cass’s turn to nod. “Sheriff,” she said as Cab rose to his feet. “I wish things were different.”

He softened. Touched her shoulder. “Cass Reed, your father—if he wasn’t such a God-damn ass and came around once in a while—would be proud of you for the way you defended your home—and your family. And as much as it makes my job harder, he’d be proud of you for knowing when to talk and when to keep mum. But if you think that’s all I’ve got when it comes to questioning, you’re underestimating me. If it suits me—and next time it will suit me—we won’t stop until I know your innermost fears and dreams. You got that?”

“Yes, sir.” She got it.

“Take care of yourself. Take care of Lena and the others. And that SEAL? He’s a keeper. Don’t toss him away because of a couple of hard cases and a distant father. Hear me?”

“Yes, Sheriff.”

He crossed his arms. “Damn it, when women like you get all docile, it’s downright frightening. I mean it, Cass. Marry the man and let him help you get this ranch back in shape.”

“Yes, Sheriff.”

With a grunt of exasperation, Cab jammed his hat back on his head, just as Brian leaned into the kitchen.

“You all finished in here?”

“I’m leaving,” Cab told him on his way past. A moment later they heard him say good-bye to Sadie and Jo.

“Time to fix everyone some lunch,” Cass said to Brian. “If there are any dishes left.” She surveyed the room sadly.

“Is it my imagination, or did I hear the sheriff putting in a good word for me?” He approached and rested his hands on her hips.

She rolled her eyes. “You might have.”

“He’s a smart man. And I’ll help you rustle up some lunch in a minute. But first, let’s go outside. I want to stretch my legs.”


“I need to check on Lena.”

“Alice is with her.” He didn’t wait for her to acquiesce. Instead, he tugged her out the back door and headed for the maze.

“You’ve got a question for the stone?” she said when they drew near, wondering what it could be. She hadn’t gone back into the maze since they’d made love. Surely he didn’t think they were going to fool around now?

“Something like that. Now, I think I know the way. I managed to get to the center last time.” For the next few minutes, Brian bumbled through the maze and Cass followed, smiling despite everything that had happened in the past twenty-four hours. He made a wrong turn or two, but found his way without too much trouble. When they reached the center, Cass felt the sense of calm the stone always worked on her. Brian led her to the bench and gestured for her to sit.

When he knelt in front of her, she held her breath in surprise.

“Cass, I came here looking for a future after all my plans were blown to hell by my own impatience. I wanted to meet the beautiful woman whose photo I’d been staring at for weeks, and I hoped maybe there would be a place for me at Two Willows…” He trailed off and started again. “Even though I was afraid I could never be the kind of man who deserved a woman like you, some small part of me hung on to the hope there was a future with you for me here at Two Willows. But nothing—” He squeezed her hand. “Nothing prepared me for what I felt when I first saw you. You took my breath away, and the moment I stepped into your house I knew you were the woman for me. Not because of the ranch. Not because Two Willows could be my home. But because of you. Two Willows is Two Willows because of you. When I walked into the house, the love and care you lavished on it shone from every surface. It isn’t just a place where people sleep and eat—it is a place where people live and dream. I haven’t had a home like that since I was a child. I didn’t know how much I’d missed it.”

“Brian—”

“No, let me finish. Cass, I love you because of the way you love your family. I love how you take the time to do the little things for everyone. I love how the round of chores and events of each day don’t faze you one bit; you simply do them to the best of your ability. I love how you keep an eye on everyone you care about. I love the way you still have time for your friends. I love the way you feel in my arms, and how I feel when I’m near you. I swear I will always come when you need me. I will do everything I can to help you keep Two Willows and your sisters safe. Cass, would you do me the great honor of marrying me?”

Cass swallowed, hardly daring to believe this moment had come. She could barely breathe the way her heart was pounding in her chest. But surprisingly there was little to think about or debate in her mind. Previously, their situation had seemed so complicated.

Now it was simple.

She loved him. Loved everything about him. She loved spending time with him. Loved working on the house with him. Loved contemplating a life they might make together.

She’d seen the care he’d spent on fixing the house so far. She’d heard from Lena that he was knowledgeable about ranching and had a good seat on a horse. There was no question of him taking her away from Two Willows.

He wanted to be here as much as she did.

She’d received the blessing of her sisters, her best friend—and even the local sheriff. Everyone except the General had weighed in, and he’d been the one to send Brian here in the first place, hadn’t he?

What would the General think about her marrying his Navy SEAL?

She didn’t care.

Because Brian had proved once and for all he truly loved her. When the chips were down he’d come to save her. He’d helped her sisters, protected them—put his life on the line for them. Gone were any fears about his intentions. Brian was a real man—an honest man. An honorable one. And she’d be proud—so proud—to be his wife.

“Yes,” she said to Brian. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”

As his arms closed around her, she leaned in to meet his kiss. This was exactly where she belonged, she thought, melting against him. At the heart of her ranch, giving her heart to the man she loved.

When he pulled back and rose to his feet, she said, “Where are we going?” She was a little disappointed he’d cut the occasion short.

“To town. We’ll pick up lunch on the way home, but first there’s something we have to do.”

As Brian drove through his adopted town, he wanted to roll down the window of his truck and shout the news through the streets.

Cass had said yes.

He was going to stay at Two Willows. He was going to repair their home and do whatever it took to shore up the cattle operation.

He wasn’t ever going to let her down.

Still, when he pulled in to park near the little jewelry store Alice had told him about, he felt uneasy. It had seemed like a good idea before to allow Cass to pick out her own engagement ring and get the seal of approval from Rose Johnson, whom Alice had said could tell about these things.

Now the moment was here, he wasn’t so sure about that. But Cass was already climbing out of the truck, and her face had lit up with happiness when she saw the jewelry store.


No going back now.

Brian hurried around to take her hand. “I wanted you to choose for yourself.” It sounded right when he said it out loud. He knew too much about Cass’s past to ever want her to feel like he was dictating to her.

“I’d like that,” she said simply.

Inside, they moved slowly among the glass display cases until they found a selection of rings. They were bent over the case, pointing out different rings to each other, when a petite woman came out of the back and greeted them.

“Morning, Cass. It’s good to see you off the ranch. What brings you in today? And who is this?”

“This is Brian Lake. My… fiancé.” Cass blushed prettily when she said it, and Brian’s chest swelled with pride.

“We’re here for a ring,” he said.

“I’m so glad.” Rose rushed to pull out a few trays. “Try as many as you like.”

Cass tried on several, but Brian noticed there was one she kept looking at, but didn’t pick out. He plucked it out of the velvet case and handed it to her. The band was delicate, tapered near the rosette-shaped diamond. As he slid it on her finger, it felt right.

“Is that the one?” he asked softly.

Cass nodded, her eyes shining. “It’s beautiful.”

“We’ll take it.” He slid it off her finger again. “Don’t worry; we’ll have it back on there in a jiffy.” First, he needed to know for sure it was right. He handed it to Rose, who took it and held it in the palm of her hand for a moment. She closed her eyes and tightened her fingers around it. When she opened them again, she handed the ring back to Cass.

“The two of you will be very, very happy,” she said, as misty-eyed as Cass became when she heard her words.

“Thank you.” Cass held up the ring. “It really is beautiful.”

Brian slipped it back on her finger and kissed her soundly. “So are you.”

Cass was gratified by her sisters’ reaction when she showed them her new ring and announced the date of her wedding in three weeks’ time. Crowded around Lena’s bed, Jo threw her arms around Cass, and her other sisters, barring Lena, weren’t far behind. Cass stooped down to give Lena a careful hug while the others congratulated Brian.

“Do you still approve?” she whispered.

“I do. I think you two will do fine. Think Brian can keep the General from sending another overseer?”

“I hope so.”

The next half-hour was spent sharing around the lunch they’d bought, reliving the events of the night before, and making plans for the restoration of the house, but when the meal was over, Brian told the others, “Cass and I will be back later.”

He led her from Lena’s room, but instead of heading downstairs, he tugged her into the bedroom he’d been staying in at the other end of the hall. He shut the door, locked it, scooped her up and carried to her the bed. Sitting down, still cradling her in his lap, he trailed searing kisses down her neck. “Finally. We’re alone.”

Cass laughed. “Have you been waiting?”

He answered with another kiss. “Haven’t you?”

She nodded, her pulse tripping in anticipation.

“We have a bed this time and everything,” he said. “What do you say?”

She couldn’t resist him when he looked at her like that.

“Heck, yeah.” Cass gave in, fumbled with his shirt, then leaned back while he stripped it off, the muscles in his arms and chest rippling with his movements. She didn’t know what she wanted to touch first; the hard planes of his chest, his bulging biceps or the flat washboard of his stomach. She reached for the buttons of her blouse. Brian gently pushed her hands away and did it for her. As each button slid free of its hole, exposing more of her to view, Cass felt no trepidation. She had no secrets left. Brian had seen them all and accepted her for who she was. She couldn’t wait to bare her body to him. She wanted him to touch her even more. She moaned when her blouse fell open and he shifted her on his lap so he could bend down and trail warm kisses along the edge of her bra cups.

Still perched there, she slipped out of her jeans and Brian helped her out of her panties. He slid them down and helped untangle her legs from them, an acrobatic feat that left them both laughing in between kisses. He stood up, lifting her easily, and she wrapped her legs around his waist while he unbuttoned his jeans and shucked them off. His boxer briefs followed and when he sat down again, shifting her to cover his hardness, they both moaned.

Brian cupped her bottom and settled her more firmly against him, then slid his hands up to unhook her bra and peel it off. Cass moaned again, wanting him to touch her, but instead he buried his fingers in her long hair. Tugging her head gently back he kissed her, exploring her fully, tasting her and allowing her to taste him. Cass wanted more. Her nipples tingled every time they scraped against his chest. Now that they were engaged, any amount of space between them seemed like too much. She shifted, wanting him inside her, but Brian caught her around the waist and held her in place. His kisses left her reeling and when he finally brought his hands to cup her breasts and run his thumbs over her sensitive nipples, she thought she might lose control right there. She leaned back and allowed him access. He bent to kiss first one and then the other and then gave himself over to laving and playing with them until Cass could barely breathe.

“Has anyone ever told you you’re magnificent?” he murmured against her skin.

She whimpered with need, wrapping her legs tighter around his waist, and he finally took pity on her.

“We’ll use a condom this time,” he grunted into her hair as he shifted, lifting her along with him, and reached into a pocket of his bag, pulling one out after a fumbling search.

Condom?

Cass hadn’t thought about what had happened at the stone in days.

Speaking of days… She began to count, but there was no time to think the equation through. Brian ripped the packet open with his teeth, eased it out and tossed the wrapper aside. He got it on one-handed after a bit of swearing, then sat up straight again, positioning Cass over him. “Ready?”

“What?” Cass was still counting, but as he gripped her hips and moved her into place she forgot about everything but him. She braced her knees on the edge of the bed and eased down, closing her eyes as she slowly took him inside her. Brian groaned, his muscles flexing as he lifted her up and then coaxed her down again. Soon they worked together, moving in tandem. The position allowed him deep access and Cass clung to him as he picked up speed. She didn’t think she’d be able to hold on long, but at the same time she wanted their lovemaking to go on forever. Her hands sliding over his skin, she leaned forward to press kisses against his neck and over his shoulder. Every inch of him turned her on and she wanted to touch him everywhere.

Brian sped up again and soon all she could do was hold on as he thrust into her. Slick and wet and aching she leaned back and gasped when Brian took one nipple into his mouth. One of his hands on her bottom, the other cupping her neck, he laved and nipped at her breasts until Cass couldn’t hold back anymore. She came with a cry and moments later, Brian grunted, bucking against her, his fingers digging into her skin until he came, too, shuddering against her. His last thrusts filled her, coaxing more tremors from her until he collapsed back onto the bed, pulling her with him to lay against his chest.

Cass listened to the pounding of his heart, smiling to know she’d made it race. It felt so right to be with Brian this way.

And she’d be with him forever.

Whether or not she was pregnant.

“You call yourself a Navy SEAL?” the General thundered late that afternoon. “You are a disgrace to your uniform. I sent you there to solve problems, not drag my daughters into a shootout. I oughtta—”

“What’s done is done. The important part is your daughters are safe and the men who came after them won’t bother them anymore. I’ll see to it that there’s no more trouble, but it’s time you came home and saw the lay of the land for yourself.”

“You don’t watch the news much, do you? The shit’s hitting the fan all over the world and you want me to come home and play nursemaid? You’re the one who lost control of the operation. You get it back on track.”

“This isn’t an operation,” Brian told him. “These are your daughters and they’ve been through a frightening ordeal. They need their father!”

“They haven’t needed me since they were little girls,” the General retorted. “You’re trying to cover up the mess you made there by blaming me. I wasn’t born yesterday. Get my house in order and get my girls in line. Now!”

He was about to sign off. Brian knew he had to stop him. He’d thought the General would question him carefully on all aspects of what had happened, but now he had the sense the man had heard the details about the shootout already from someone else. Didn’t the General care about his daughters at all? When he’d filled in the other men back at USSOCOM about what had happened, they’d fallen all over each other asking questions.

“You might want to get a plane ticket anyway,” he said quickly. “Because Cass and I will be getting married—in about three weeks.” Neither of them had wanted to put it off now that they’d decided. They were looking around at their options for a venue, but as Cass had said, “They shot up the house, not the gardens. We can always hold it outside.”

The General hesitated. “Married?”

“That’s right—married. You’ll need to be here to walk Cass down the aisle. And you need to know that marrying Cass puts me on her side, not yours. I won’t spy for you anymore. But I will love and care for your daughter. I’ll fight for her until I take my last breath.”

The General rubbed his chin, the first time Brian had ever seen him so uncertain. His gaze shifted somewhere off the screen and Brian thought he was looking at the photograph of his wife he always kept close by.

“It’s her mother she’ll miss at her wedding,” the General said softly.

“She’ll want you there.”

The General shook his head. “I doubt that. Besides, these are uncertain times, and she knows how busy it gets here.”

Brian couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “General—”

The other man muttered something. Brian caught the words “crisis” and “leadership” and “duty.”

“General, wait—”

The screen cut out, leaving a logo behind. Brian stared at it for several long minutes.

The General wasn’t going to come. He was going to break Cass’s heart all over again.

“Brian? What’s wrong? I thought I heard voices.”

He started. Turned to see Cass framed in the doorway and was struck again by that mixture of sweetness and beauty that was unique to her. He would do anything to protect her from harm, but he was helpless to protect her from her father’s cruelty.

“Just talking to… someone I know.”

What could he say? He realized he was going to have to be more to this wonderful woman than just a husband. He had to make up for the gaps in her life, as she was already making up for the gaps in his. He swallowed past a lump in his throat. “I love you. You know that, right?”

She smiled uncertainly. Brian stood up. “I just want you to know, I’m going to be the man worthy of you. I swear.”

“Of course. You already are—”

“And when we have children I will be there for them when they wake up in the morning and I will be there when they go to bed. I’m not going to miss… anything.” He crossed the room and pulled her into an embrace. “I love you, and that’s forever,” he said again, and kissed her. “You understand that, right?”

She nodded and buried her head in his neck. When her words came they were muffled. Breathless. And everything he’d ever wanted.

“I love you, too.”

Brian took a deep breath, told his future bride her father wouldn’t make it to her wedding, and held her while she cried.

Cass thought dinner would never end. Brian’s words rebounded in her mind as she ate, but it wasn’t his declarations of love that made her dizzy with shock or the news that the General couldn’t make it to the wedding. She’d had her cry and the world hadn’t ended. It was what Brian had said about children. Lovely words she could barely remember now because—

Cass counted back. Counted again.

Could she be…?

She’d wondered more than once since they’d first made love. But then things had gotten so crazy she hadn’t had a chance to check. Enough time had passed that a test should be able to answer the question once and for all.

When Brian and Lena went to check on the cattle after their evening meal, she called Wye, told her about the errand she needed to run and met her a half-hour later in town.

“Do you really think you’re pregnant?” Wye whispered as they hurried down the aisles of the local drugstore.

“I don’t know. I feel a little… funny. Here, put this in the basket, too.” Cass added mouthwash, several toothbrushes, a package of disposable razors and a serving platter shaped like a sunflower.

“What do you need that for?” Wye pointed to the platter as she steered her toward the pregnancy tests, scanned the packages and chose one.

“I don’t want anyone to notice I’m getting a test,” Cass hissed. “I’m going to camouflage it among the other things I’m buying.”

“It’s not going to work.”

It didn’t. The cashier definitely paused when she reached the pregnancy test and scanned Cass’s face. Luckily, Cass didn’t recognize the teenager and evidently it was mutual. The cashier went back to ringing up her other purchases.

Wye followed Cass home. Upstairs, Cass sequestered herself in the second-story bathroom and followed the box’s directions. Stuffing the test stick into the bag she’d brought it home in, she washed her hands, opened the door to find Wye pacing the hall, and led her downstairs and out to the maze. The sun was low in the west, but it was still warm.

“It takes two minutes,” Cass told her.

Wye pulled out her phone and started a timer. “What I really don’t understand is why aren’t you doing this with Brian?” she asked as they walked the grassy paths of the maze.

“I don’t know. Everything has been so crazy. Being with him without protection was crazy. That’s not how I am. I’m not ready to face him with this, and if I’m not pregnant, then we can wait to talk about it some other time.”

“Have you talked about kids at all?”

Cass nodded. “He says he wants them.”

“Good.”

They reached the center of the maze and sat together on the bench.

“Ten seconds,” Wye said. “Nine, eight…”

Waiting for the results was excruciating. Cass could barely breathe.

“Zero. Take a look,” Wye said.

Cass opened the bag, checked the test, and her eyes filled when she read the results.

“I’m going to have a baby.”

Wye wrapped her in a hug and bounced up and down on the bench. “Oh my God! I’m going to be Aunt Wye! I’m so happy for you!” She pulled back from Cass. “Are you happy?”

Cass clung to her, still too dazed to take it in. She was going to be a mother.

A mother.

Feeling faint, she braced her hands on her knees. Visions of her own mother filled her mind. Amelia teaching her to cook, to ride, to read and write. Digging in her gardens. Presiding over family dinners. Stopping everything to listen to what her girls had to say. Cass’s throat thickened with a longing to see her again.

“Are you okay? Cass, what is it?”

“I’m okay. I’m just… overwhelmed,” Cass said. “My mother left me so early. I wish I could tell her. I wish she was here.”

“You know what? I think she is here,” Wye said, hugging her again. “I think she always has been. And I think she’s so proud of you, Cass.”

A tear slid down Cass’s cheek, and then another. “I feel her sometimes. Especially here.”

Wye hugged her again. “Remember how many people love you. I know you think you’re alone sometimes, but you’re not.”

Cass nodded. That was true—she was beginning to believe it.

“I think I need to be alone for a minute, though.” She straightened and wiped her eyes. “Before I tell Brian.”

Wye nodded, patted her shoulder and stood to leave. “I’ll find him and send him along, but I’ll take my time walking out, okay?”

“Thank you.”

Alone with the stone, Cass stared at its tall, impassive flank, and wondered what would come next. When her daughter was born—and somehow she knew it would be a daughter—her name might be Lake, but she would still be a Reed. Which meant she’d give her heart and soul—her blood—to Two Willows.

She’d grow to take her place in the line of women who’d tended the cattle, worked the soil, kept the house, protected the property.

It was a good life, she decided. One she’d be proud to pass on to a child.

Especially now she had a partner to share it all with. She sat back on the bench and let the evening enchant her. Took in the birdsong around her, the summer smells of fresh grass and flowers. A soft breeze caressed her cheek.

Mom, is that you?

Wye was right; she felt her mother’s loving presence everywhere on the ranch. And now that Brian was marrying her—and the General seemed to condone that, even if he couldn’t make it to the wedding—she felt more secure about her future here. It still hurt to know her father wouldn’t break his self-imposed exile from the ranch in order to come, but now that she loved Brian, she thought she understood—at least a little. The traces of her mother’s presence here soothed Cass—but she thought they caused her father pain. He couldn’t face what he had lost. And he couldn’t see that by not facing it, he was losing even more.

“Cass?”

She didn’t need to turn to know that Brian had come to find her. He touched her arm. Sat next to her on the bench.

“Wye told me you were here.”

“I’m pregnant,” she said without preamble. She didn’t want to soften the words. She wanted to know how he really felt about it.

Brian drew in a breath. “Pregnant?” When he reached for her with both hands and kissed her, Cass had her answer, but there was still one more thing she needed to know.

“You don’t know how unbelievably good that sounds.” Brian kissed her again. “My wife. My baby.”

“Brian—”

“I’m going to treat you like a queen. You’ll be the most spoiled bride—” He pulled back suddenly. “Are you all right with this?”

She nodded. “I think so. But… I’m afraid,” she admitted.

“Because of the General… and your mother?”

“Yes.”

“Because you’re wondering if I’ll leave?”

She couldn’t believe he could know her worst fears without even being told.

“I will never leave.” He braced her shoulders with his hands. “Never. God, Cass, do you know how badly I’ve always wanted everything you’re giving me now? How badly I want to wake up to you, make love to you and spend my day out on this ranch creating a life for you and our children? How badly I want to work with horses and cattle, outside in all weather, running this spread? How honored I’ll be to work beside Lena because I know she’ll give that job her heart and soul, too? Do you have any idea what I’d do to keep the rest of your sisters safe and happy? You’ve given me a whole life. Everything I’ve always wanted. And now you’re giving me a baby, too?” He swallowed. “Honey, that’s more than I ever hoped for.”

“But how do I protect her?” Cass ached for him to understand. “How do I protect my sisters? What if we open our hearts to a man—to you—and you let us down?”

“I won’t do that,” he assured her. “I’m not your father. And I’m not Bob, or any of the others. I guess you just have to trust that.” But he didn’t seem satisfied, and neither was she. Brian scrubbed his hand over his mouth, scanned the ground in front of them and raised his gaze to the stone. “Ask it,” he demanded, pulling her to stand before it. “Ask it if I’ll stay. You said it’s always right.”

His words seared through her. He was right; she’d get an answer one way or the other, just as she had before. The stone had said she’d marry him. Rose had said she’d be happy. But neither had said how long that would last.

Did she really want to know?

Cass stared up at the stone, debating the answer. Then she stepped forward and placed both hands on its rough surface. Why not take the bull by the horns and find out once and for all? “Will Brian stay with me—until I die?”

The wind whipped up, swirled around her until her hair danced into her eyes. The hedges rustled with the passing breeze.

“Oh!”

Cass flinched when something struck the back of the head. She reached back to untangle it from her hair—a sprig of tiny yellow roses.

“My mother’s favorite,” she whispered to Brian, holding the sprig up for him to see.

She was here. Her mother was answering. Cass’s lips trembled. She tilted her head back and tried to hear her words in the wind. What did the flowers mean? Was that all the answer she would get? It was too ambiguous.

Mom, she called inside her mind, but her mother’s presence was already slipping away again.

“What did your mother used to say about love and marriage?” Brian asked softly.

Cass laughed, a sharp sound, as tears filled her eyes. “She always said…” She fought to swallow a sob, blinking back the wetness that threatened to spill over her eyelids. “She always said a successful marriage took three things: a decision, a leap of faith and a whole lot of cussedness.” She searched his face. “I guess this is where the leap of faith comes in.”

Brian wrapped his arms around her. “Lucky for you, I’m one stubborn cuss. I’m not going anywhere, Cass. I said it before and I’ll say it again. I’ll say it until I die. You’re not getting rid of me.”

“Good.” Cass pressed a kiss to the base of his neck and gave in. Maybe the real message was that she couldn’t control the future—that none of us ever truly knew where our lives would lead. But that Brian was here with her now, and he loved her, and that was worth the leap of faith marriage represented.

It would have to be good enough, Cass decided.

Because she wasn’t going to let Brian go again.

Three weeks later, Cass stood in the front hall at Two Willows and waited for the musical signal that would send Jo out the door to lead the procession toward the garlanded bower where Brian waited. Holding her wedding on Two Willows’s front lawn felt more right than Cass could say. With the house anchoring the scene, as it had anchored her all her life, and her friends and family celebrating her happiness, her marriage would start off on the right foot.

It would take some time before it was put to rights again, though. She’d started on the interior. Brian was nearly done with the roof. Once he learned she was pregnant, he’d refused to allow her up there to help. She’d graciously accepted his decision, and her fear of heights was still safely her secret. Someday she’d tell him and they’d have a good laugh over it, but for now she’d allow him to think she’d grown excessively agreeable.

She saw reminders of her mother everywhere she looked, from the flowers she held in her hands that came from the gardens her mother had first planted, to her sisters’ faces, happy for her despite the cares and heartaches each of them still struggled with, to her own reflection in the mirror Wye held up for her for one final check. She wore her mother’s wedding gown, which Alice had altered to fit her thinner frame. Her mother’s veil, too. With her hair pinned up and her mother’s pearls around her neck, she looked like Amelia had when she’d posed for her wedding photo.

The only thing missing was her father. She still remembered how gently Brian had told her he wouldn’t be coming. How he’d held her while she cried. She remembered how he’d whispered over and over that he’d never leave. The way that Brian cherished her was already changing the way she felt about the world. Her father might not be here today, nor her mother, but she was still surrounded by family. Friends. A community she was proud to be a part of.

Cass swallowed hard. She was happy. So happy.

The music swelled. Wye and her sisters straightened and got in line.

“Ready?” Jo asked.

Cass’s phone erupted from the side table in a burst of tinny music, and she wondered who on earth could be calling now. Everyone she knew in the world was sitting outside waiting for her.

“Ignore it,” Lena urged her. “We have to go.”

Something made Cass reach for it, though, and when she saw who it was, her heart skipped a beat. “It’s the General.”

Her sisters stared back at her. “Answer it,” Wye said. She grabbed it from Cass’s hand, swiped to accept the call and held it to Cass’s ear.

Cass took it. “H—hello?”

“Cass.”

“Mm-hmm.” Her voice squeaked a little. She swallowed again.

“Wish I could be there. Got tied up. You know how things are.” His voice was gruff and he sounded older. It had been so long since they’d really spoken. Cass clung to the phone.

“I know.” Her heart was pounding in her chest. Had he really called her on her wedding day?

It was far more than she’d expected, and she found she couldn’t be angry with him, even though she knew she should be. He should be here.

But at least he’d called.

“I bet you’re every bit as beautiful as your mother was.”

“I don’t know about that.” Her voice quavered with emotion. She only wanted to honor her husband to the same extent her mother had honored the General. Amelia was a fine role model, and Cass meant to do her best to live up to her standards.

“I do. You were always something, Cass. You’ve done well.”

“I wish you could be here.” The words escaped her mouth despite her best intentions. Wye put an arm around her. Cass leaned on her.

Her father cleared his throat. “Me, too. Say hello to that SEAL of yours. Tell him to watch his step.”


“I will.”

“Tell your sisters… well, tell them…”

She waited for him to finish his sentence. Ached for him to do so.

“Well, tell them to behave.”

Cass bit back her disappointment, but when he went on, her heart squeezed again. “I’m proud of all of you. A man couldn’t ask for better girls.”

Jo gestured to her. “We have to go,” she whispered.

“They’re… waiting for me,” Cass said. She didn’t want to end the call. Regret for all the years of hardness between them pressed against the back of her throat.

“You’d better go, honey. Be strong. Be true to yourself. You’ve got this.”

“Okay.”

He was gone, and Cass realized she hadn’t told him about the baby, but as the music swelled again and Jo stepped out of the house to begin the walk down the aisle, followed by Sadie, Alice, Lena and Wye, Cass decided she’d worry about one thing at a time. First she’d get married. Then she’d fix her family. There was enough time—and enough love—to do both.

When the music swelled, Brian set his gaze on the front door of Two Willows and waited to see the woman he loved walk toward him to become his bride. First Jo would appear, then her sisters, then Wye and Cass, of course, but as the music played on, no one exited the house at all.

The people gathered in the white folding chairs he’d helped set up on the lawn this morning began to murmur when more seconds passed and still no one came.

“What’s happening?” he asked Cab, who’d agreed to stand up with him. His brother sat in the audience with his wife and kids, as did his father. Brian loved both of them—always would—but he’d decided he needed someone reliable to be by his side when he took Cass for his wife. Most of the others who’d come for the wedding were Cass’s friends, but there were familiar faces in the audience and he knew that soon he’d feel at home in Chance Creek. Soon enough the other men back at USSOCOM would join him, too.

As seconds stretched into a minute and then more, people craned their necks to see what was going on back at the house. When Jo finally stepped out into the sunlight in a spring green sheath dress and matching shoes, the audience let out a collective breath and ah-ed over how beautiful she looked. All of Cass’s sisters were pretty in their wedding finery, and so was Wye, but when Cass stepped over the threshold, he had eyes for no one but her. The fitted bodice of her gown set off her figure, while its full skirt made her look like something out of a fairy tale. When she met his gaze, she smiled tremulously, and Brian’s heart caught in his throat. He’d never seen her so beautiful. He watched her walk down the aisle, so lovely and graceful he couldn’t believe she would soon be his. When she reached his side, he took her hand and squeezed it. She squeezed back.

“You’re stunning,” he whispered. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

Brian barely heard the words of the ceremony. He couldn’t see anything but Cass, his beautiful Cass, as she said the words that made her his wife. When the reverend finally said, “You may kiss the bride,” Brian lifted her veil and kissed her long and hard until the audience erupted in cheers. As they faced the gathered company as man and wife, Brian held up a hand to silence the clapping. “We have one more announcement. I hope you’ll be as happy for us as we are. I know it’s not conventional to announce this at a wedding, but I can’t keep this a secret. We’re having a baby. Due in March. It’s time for a new beginning here at Two Willows. Come and grab some grub and let’s get dancing. We’ve got a lot to celebrate!”

Walking up the aisle with Cass at his side, friends thronging them on all sides offering their congratulations, Brian knew that life would keep throwing curve balls at him, and that there was no way to predict the future. He also knew that with Cass by his side, he could face anything. He’d finally found a home with Cass.

And he meant to stay with her forever.




EPILOGUE


Sadie had just run through the back door into the house to fetch another tray of appetizers when a pounding on the front door made her jump and press a hand to her heart. Wondering who had come so late to the wedding, she rushed to welcome them, but was surprised to find a stranger on the steps when she swung open the door.

The words she was about to say died on her lips when she took in the handsome features of the man in front of her. Tall, broad-shouldered, with hair so dark brown it was almost black, and piercing blue eyes that seemed to dance with mischief, she was struck by the dimple that indented one cheek when he smiled.

“Well, hello there, lassie,” he said in an outrageously fake Irish brogue. “You must be Sadie Reed. I’m Connor O’Riley. The General sent me.”
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Issued to the Bride One Airman

By Cora Seton




PROLOGUE


General Augustus Reed knew better than most the way courage and cowardice raged a constant battle in a man’s soul. All his life he’d felt confident courage won out as far as he was concerned.

Not today.

As he sat back in his wooden chair in his office at USSOCOM at MacDill Air Force Base in Tampa, Florida, his gaze rested on his cell phone. Soon enough he’d have to make a call he dreaded.


His daughter, Cass was getting married in a few hours.

And he wasn’t there to walk her down the aisle.

There were all kinds of reasons why not. Reasons that involved meetings, tasks, duty—hell, even national security—but he could have overcome them if he’d really tried.

He hadn’t tried at all.

He’d never once gone back to Two Willows after his wife, Amelia, died. That was more than anyone could expect him to do.

Even if it meant the gulf between him and his girls had widened into an abyss.

At least he’d done one thing right, the General assured himself. Amelia had left him instructions to send Cass a man—a good man. He’d sent her a Navy SEAL.

Brian Lake.

Now Cass was marrying him. That filled him with a small sense of accomplishment. It was as if he’d managed to build a slender bridge to Two Willows, the ranch where his daughters lived. That bridge wouldn’t hold his weight yet.

But maybe someday it would.

He opened the bottom left-hand drawer of his desk and surveyed the small stack of envelopes that remained there. His wife’s legacy to him. Drawing out the top one, he smoothed his hand over Amelia’s neat script. Cass had sent the box of letters shortly after her mother’s death—when it became clear to both of them the General wasn’t coming home.

He opened the letter Amelia had dated for today.

Dear Augustus,

I wish I could be there to see Cass walk down the aisle—and you with her. I know you are as handsome as ever, and Cass will enter her married life with her father’s support and comfort through one of the most important days of her life.

The General stiffened.


Swallowed.

He’d let Amelia down—again.

But she didn’t understand; his wasn’t a job he could turn his back on easily. Trouble could crop up anywhere in the world at any moment—it was a far different time—

The General blew out an angry breath. Did he think he could fool himself with his own lies?

Truth was he couldn’t face the ranch. Couldn’t walk the land she’d walked all her life. Two Willows was Griffith land—not Reed ground. Every inch of that property reminded him of his wife.

He wasn’t ready to go back to it.

Not yet.

He returned to the piece of paper in his hand. Up until Amelia’s death, the General had been able to wave away her hunches and suspicions as mere women’s intuition. But nothing could explain these letters. Letters she’d written before her stroke. Years of letters carefully dated—each of them prescient in ways the General could hardly believe.

Augustus—enough bullshit. I know you’re not at Two Willows for Cass’s wedding. I’ve tried to ignore these feelings—this intuition—through all the letters I’ve written you so far, because I cannot believe a man brave enough to face death a thousand times over during his career has succumbed to a fear so irrational.


The General stared at the page. Read those sentences again. This was an Amelia he’d never seen before—or read before. She… knew?

Knew how badly he’d failed her?

Augustus, treading on Two Willows land won’t make me any more dead, just as sitting there in your office won’t make me any more alive. You are a man of science—of knowledge. You know this. What are you doing in Florida when Cass is marrying the man she loves?

The General couldn’t have been more shocked if Amelia had walked through the door and bashed him with her pocketbook, which he’d figured she’d like to have done once or twice when she was alive.

She never had, though. Had never raised her voice to him—not like this.

Now her exasperation spilled right off the page.

What’s done is done. But it’s time to pull yourself together and get it right. It’s Sadie’s turn. Do you have a man for her?

He did. Thank God. It was a small straw, but the General grasped it with all his might. Connor O’Riley was about to leave for Two Willows. He should arrive before the reception was over.

Send him. And while you’re waiting for the magic to happen between them, start putting your affairs in order and get ready to go home. It’s been far too long, Augustus. You know that.

Your loving wife,

Amelia

He did know that. And Amelia was right; he should go home. It was time—long past time, if he was honest with himself.

But that didn’t make it easier.

“General?” The door opened and Corporal Myers stuck his head in. “General, things just went all to hell in—”

“Thank God!” The General surged to his feet, startling the corporal but ready for action. For decisions. For the kind of work that would keep him up day and night for weeks handling an international crisis.

He’d head to Two Willows when it was over.

If something else hadn’t gone wrong in the world that he needed to fix.
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HOT REBEL


Lynn Raye Harris




A rebel on the run…


Victoria Royal is a traitor. Or so the U.S. government believes. Victoria was once a promising sniper in the Army, but now she’s gone rogue—worse, she’s just landed in the middle of a Hostile Operations Team mission in the desert and blasted it all to hell.

Nick “Brandy” Brandon doesn’t expect to run into Victoria when he’s bugging out from a mission gone wrong. It’s been more than three years since she disappeared from the sniper course they were in together, and he’s finally stopped thinking about her killer curves and smart mouth.

But now she’s back—and she’s far more dangerous than Nick ever believed possible… Is she really a traitor? Or is there something more at stake? He has to decide fast—because time’s running out and too many lives hang in the balance…





CHAPTER ONE


“Report.”

“Nothing happening.” Nick Brandon squeezed one eye shut and sighted down the scope of his sniper rifle. “No sign of the target.”

“Jesus H. Christ,” came the frustrated reply over the comm. “Where the fuck is this bastard?”

A bead of sweat trickled down Nick’s neck. He ignored it since it was only one of many that had soaked the cotton of his T-shirt and made him damp beneath the desert ghillie suit. Discomfort was part of the job. Ignoring it was a necessary survival skill.

“Wish I knew.”

Hell, yeah, he wished he knew. He’d been in position for days now, in a bombed-out building in one of Qu’rim’s distant towns. The fighting still raged in this war-torn land, in spite of the fact they’d neutralized Al Ahmad months ago. It had eased up for a while, buoyed on the reforming spirit of the new king and his promises to the people, and then it fell apart again as other factions took advantage of the Freedom Force’s confused and fractured leadership to fill the void and continue the civil war.

Perhaps it wouldn’t matter so much to the rest of the world if there weren’t a giant fucking uranium mine in the middle of the conflict. At least it was heavily guarded by an international peacekeeping force, but that was small comfort when it was still technically in a war zone.

Now that the Freedom Force was regaining strength, the whole fucking thing was a fresh nightmare. But this mission, if it went well, would help to stifle their regrowth, at least for a little while.

“Checking with HQ. Hold tight, man.”

“Copy.”

Nick sighed as he put down the sat phone and rotated his neck to pop out the kinks. His spotter looked up from the floor where he’d taken a few minutes to catch some sleep. It was odd to think of doing this job without Jack Hunter, but Jack was on assignment elsewhere these days. Being married to a pop star changed a guy’s life, apparently.

Though if Jack were still here, Nick would be the spotter instead of the sniper. He liked being the sniper.

Dexter “Double Dee” Davidson rubbed his hand over his head. “Man, what a dream.”

“Did it involve naked girls and swimming pools?”

Dex grinned. “Not quite, but that would’ve been a good one too.”

Nick scanned the area once more. A donkey meandered down the street on one end while a woman in full burka shuffled along on the other. He focused on the woman, watching her sharply for a minute before deciding she was exactly what she appeared to be. Her face was hidden behind the burka, but she didn’t move like a man. She had a basket slung over her shoulder that seemed to contain a few meager dates and some rice so far as he could see. She was clearly hurrying to get out of the street before anyone noticed her.

This town was about half-inhabited anymore, but the ones holding on were determined to stay and make as normal a life as possible in the midst of a war. It would be far more convenient if no one were here at all, but war wasn’t about convenience.

Nick watched the woman until she disappeared down the street, and then he sank down against the wall and pulled water out of his pack. He took a sip and then capped it and put it back.

“Why don’t you take a nap? I’ll watch for our tangos for a while.”

Nick yawned. “Yeah, I’d like that.”

Dex lifted his scope and crawled into position in the opening in the wall. Nick had just closed his eyes, looking forward to twenty minutes or so of uninterrupted shut-eye, when something rumbled deep in his chest.

He opened his eyes again, certain he was imagining things. But Dex was peering intently at something.

“Trucks,” he muttered. “Mile away, coming toward us.”

Nick scrambled back up. “Could be our guy,” he said, sighting down his own scope. It was the first interesting thing to happen in days now, and his adrenaline spiked as he imagined completing this mission and bugging the fuck out.

“Can’t tell yet.”

They waited, watching the trucks that bristled with armed men—and then the column turned and drove north. Far in the distance, Nick could see a dust cloud making its way south. More trucks, no doubt.

His heart thumped with excitement. “I think this is our meeting. But they aren’t coming to the town.”

Dex was busy with calculations. “Almost twenty-eight hundred yards when they converge. Damn,” he breathed.

“We’ll make it.”

“Dial seven mils to the right,” Dex said. “Fucking wind.”

“On it.”

The two columns moved closer together.

“Long shot,” Dex said.

“I got it, Dex.”

“I know.”

The two columns converged after what seemed like hours but in reality was only minutes. Sand swirled, obscuring the men for a long moment before finally settling. Men got out of the vehicles and ranged into the open. Nick searched for the target. The man was a new lieutenant in the Freedom Force and rumored to be pulling the strings in this quadrant of Qu’rim. Not to mention, he’d been rebuilding the shattered network of terrorists and giving them a cause to unite behind.

“Found him,” Nick said, satisfaction rolling through him with the sharp sweetness of an orgasm. Not quite the same sensation, but damn close. The second-best feeling in the world, he decided.

Dex double-checked the deck of cards they carried that had the names and faces of the men they were hunting. This one was young—and American-educated, which left a bad taste in Nick’s mouth.

“Yep, that’s him.”

Nick’s finger hovered over the trigger. He had to sight this one carefully, had to take the shot when he was fully ready. The man had no idea he was being targeted, so there was no need to rush. When the wind was right, Nick would squeeze the trigger. The shot would fall long and fast before it finally arced into the head of the target. It was critical he get this right.

Once it happened, they had to break down and get the hell out fast. Nick let out his breath, ready to squeeze on the exhale. Another split second and this bastard was going down—

The man beside the target dropped just as Nick’s finger tensed. He jerked, but it wasn’t his bullet that had hit the other man. He hadn’t even fired—but someone had. He sighted the target again, but the men in the group had realized something was happening. They went berserk, shouting and running and throwing the terrorist leader into an armored vehicle before Nick could get a clear shot.

“Goddammit!”

Dex echoed him at the same moment the report of a rifle rang back to them over the distance. Of course someone else had taken a shot. They both knew it before they heard it.

The mission was a bust. Nick scanned the area around their hideout, looking for signs of another team. Who else could have come after these bastards if not another government with competing interests?

But if there was another team, they were damn good, because he and Dex had been in position for days and they’d never gotten wind of anyone else in the area other than a few locals.

Damn, that had been a beauty of a shot. It was almost impossible, in fact—and yet another sniper had made it in the split second before Nick could make his. He could admire the skill even if the bastard had fucked up the mission.

Half the column of men had slammed back into their trucks and sped away. But another group, a small group, was heading toward the town with assault rifles and antiaircraft missiles.

“Copy,” Dex said into the sat phone before ending the call he’d just made to their team. His eyes were filled with determination when he looked up at Nick. “Extraction point moved due to enemy fire. We gotta bust our asses if we’re gonna make it.”

They broke down the equipment double-quick, stowing the weapons and shouldering the gear. They had a head start, but not a long one. They’d have to move from this building and keep moving while the enemy combatants searched for them. And they needed air support if they were going to make it out.

Nick’s comm link crackled for the first time since this mission had gone to hell. “Need that firebird, Flash,” he grated before Ryan Gordon could speak. Jesus, this mission had been plagued with bad luck from the start. In the past few hours, a dust storm had interfered with their primary comm and sent them to backup. And now this.

“Called it in. HQ says it’s coming. What the fuck happened?”

Flash and the team were a couple of miles away, waiting for Nick and Dex.

“We got company, that’s what. They took out the opposition commander. Our guy got away.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah. No sign of our shooter or his team.”

“Don’t worry about them, Brandy.” It was Kev “Big Mac” MacDonald. “Get the fuck out and we’ll let HQ sort it out.”

Like Nick would do anything differently. But, yeah, if he got a glimpse of this asshole, he’d take the chance.

“Birdie’s ETA is fifteen minutes. You guys all right?”

“Yeah,” Nick said as he and Dex busted out the back door of the building they’d been haunting like ghosts and made for the next zone they’d set up.

The sun was setting, and long shadows lay across the desert landscape. The heat of the day still shimmered on the horizon, and the sounds in the town were subdued. A goat bleated somewhere. Nick’s head jerked up as something moved to his left. But there was nothing and he kept running.

Dex made it first and burst into the building they’d scouted days ago. There was always the chance someone had taken shelter in the past few days, but the building was abandoned and the chances were slim.

Dex headed for the long bank of windows at the rear and hunkered down inside the wall. Nick could hear shouting coming from outside now. It was still a few streets over but moving closer.

The door they’d come through just a few seconds ago shot open, and both men raised their weapons automatically.

A woman in a burka stood there, silhouetted against the setting sun. Nick wondered if it was the same woman he’d seen earlier, but then he realized this one didn’t have a basket like the last one had.

“Fuck me,” Dex breathed softly at the sight of a rifle cradled in her arms.

The woman ripped away the face covering and tipped her chin up, and Nick shook his head as if to clear a mirage.

“Not just now, boys,” she said in perfect English. Or as perfect as a Southern accent could come to it, anyhow. “We’ve got a company of tangos on our heels, or hadn’t you noticed?”

*     *     *

Victoria wished it weren’t two against one, but she’d lost her spotter three days ago when the dumb bastard had tried to suggest she was only good for one thing—and that thing hadn’t been shooting.

She hadn’t shot Jonah, but she’d wanted to. Turned out it hadn’t been necessary since he’d gotten himself killed by a Russian mercenary on the way here during a dispute over God knows what.

Whatever. It wasn’t her problem. She’d called it in. If the boss wasn’t happy, that’s what he got for hiring military rejects and Rambo wannabes in the first place.

She didn’t bother to wonder where that put her in the catalog of hires. She already knew what she was and why.

The two men were staring at her as if she’d materialized out of thin air. Which, for their purposes, she nearly had. She’d shadowed them for days now, and she knew they were Army Special Ops. She hadn’t seen their faces, but now the setting sun arrowed into the room and picked them out where they had their backs to the wall and guns drawn.

Both were dark-haired, muscled, and sported several days’ beard growth. One had his jaw hanging open. But the other…

Recognition hit Victoria like an unexpected encounter with a bat. She knew that face. Knew that mouth, the hard curl of those lips as he’d hurled insults at her during the few weeks they’d spent as competitors at the Army Sniper School. He’d been the only one there who’d had the ability to get to her, to rattle the smooth surface of her calm. And he’d done it again and again. Where the other guys tried to cozy up to her, he’d done nothing but push.

In a way, she supposed she should be grateful. He’d made her remember what she was there for, that she’d been determined to graduate and earn her right to be an Army sniper.

She would have done it too, had things not changed.

Victoria pushed the door shut and rushed over to the tattered rug that lay on the floor between her and the men.

“Don’t just sit there looking stupid,” she snapped. “Help me get this trapdoor open.”

The one she didn’t know stood as if to obey. The other one—Nick Brandon—shot a hand out and stopped the guy from moving.

Victoria shoved a stray lock of hair from her face and sputtered. “You’re going to let them find us just because you’re pissed, is that it?”

“You took the shot.”

“Damn right I did.”

Nick unfolded himself and got to his feet, his hands flexing on the case slung over his shoulder. “You took the goddamn shot, Victoria. But you shot the wrong motherfucker.”

She jerked at the trapdoor, levering it up with a grunt. Sweat rolled down her face. She wanted to rip the burka off entirely, but she still needed the damn thing. If this shit went south, it would provide a measure of protection that her assault suit wouldn’t.

If they looked under the burka, however…

“So you do remember my name. And for the record, I didn’t shoot the wrong guy. I shot the one I was hired to shoot.”

Nick’s face twisted darkly. “You still shot the wrong guy. And for the wrong fucking reasons.”

She shoved the trapdoor until it fell with a thud. “How do you know what my reasons are?” She slapped her forehead. “Oh wait, I forgot. It’s easy for you to be self-righteous, isn’t it? Preacher’s son who shoots people for a living. How’s that working out for you, hot stuff?”

The other guy’s gaze had been swinging back and forth between the two of them. But now he put his hand on Nick’s arm. “Dude, I don’t know how you know this chick, but I think she’s right. We need to get inside there and wait this one out.”

The sound of machine-gun fire rolled through the streets, closer than before. Typically, the Qu’rimi opposition wasn’t that organized, but this group was taking orders from someone new. And that person had a plan.

“Yeah,” Nick said, tilting his head to listen.

Victoria huffed a breath as she swept her hand toward the darkened stairs into the cellar below. “Be my guest, boys.”

“You first,” Nick said, his hazel eyes lasering in on her, gleaming hot.

Victoria shrugged as she tossed her gear into the hole. “Fine. Just be sure to hook the rug on the door on the way down.”

Nick’s eyes narrowed. She knew he didn’t have clue what to do with the rug at this point—and they didn’t have time for him to figure it out when she already knew.

“Dex can go first then.”

The other man shrugged and came over with his gear, tossing it into the opening. When he was down in the hole, Nick passed the rest of the gear to him. And then he climbed halfway into the opening before he stopped and glared at her as if he didn’t trust her.

Victoria sniffed. “Make room, asshole, or I can’t follow.”

“How do I know you intend to?”

She blinked. “What do you think I mean to do? Wave the scumbags in and show them where you are? How do you think that’ll go for me once they discover I’m not a Qu’rimi woman?”

He grunted before lowering himself farther into the opening. He was almost at the bottom when she spoke.

“Stop right there,” she said as she grabbed the trapdoor and folded it over so he could prop it up. Then she snagged the rug and went about fixing it over the door. Once she was certain it was in place, she had to lower herself onto the floor and slide into the opening.

Nick was still there, still holding the door up so she could shimmy beneath it. The opening was tight and she found herself wedged against him suddenly, the hard press of his muscles making her jump and tingle in all the wrong places.

Or right places, depending on who you asked.

“Jesus,” he muttered as she dropped, her body sliding against his.

“Let the door go,” she urged. “Slowly.”

He went the rest of the way down the ladder, letting the trapdoor sink behind him. The rug, though tattered, had a heavy weft and would lie flat.

The cellar was surprisingly cool for a dirt hole carved out of the desert floor. They were near an oasis here or it wouldn’t have been possible, but the bedrock was solid and allowed the villagers to dig cellars in order to store vegetables and water.

The room wasn’t big, and the only thing preventing it from being completely dark at the moment was the glow stick the man named Dex had broken.

The ground rumbled and dirt showered from the ceiling. Victoria clenched her hands into fists. God, she hated this part. Being buried alive was bad enough, but buried alive with this man…

Nick’s head was back, his eyes on the ceiling as the dirt stopped falling. His skin glistened in the dull glow of the light. She let her gaze slide over him, cataloging the chiseled planes of his cheekbones and nose. And those lips.

Dear God, she could never forget those lips. She’d hated them and adored them all at once—and hated them even more because she’d been weak enough to want to feel them against her own.

At least she hadn’t allowed that indignity before the end.

“How did you know this was here?” he asked, not looking at her, his voice a low rumble in the dark.

“Part of the job. I’m surprised you didn’t know it. Or maybe you’re not as good as you like to think.”

His gaze snapped to hers and she found herself swallowing, which wasn’t easy considering her mouth was as dry as the sand covering the desert over their heads.

“At least I’m here for the right reasons.”

He sounded cool and judgmental, and it pissed her off even though she knew she shouldn’t let him get to her. He couldn’t know what her reasons were or how right they were to her.

“Of course you are. I’m just here for the fun. What girl wouldn’t want to be trapped in a cellar with you two jerks while a bunch of jihadists tromp the ground over her head?”

“Hey,” Dex said, “I didn’t say a damn thing. Leave me out of your pissing contest.”

“The one you let get away,” Nick growled, “will prolong this conflict and cost American lives. How does that make you feel?”

Victoria tilted her chin up as fresh heat flooded her. She knew precisely who she’d let get away. And it still made her sick inside.

“And I say the one I shot would have done the same thing. There are no easy choices out here, and you know it.”

“I work for an organization that knows what they’re talking about. Who do you work for?” He took a step toward her, though they were already close due to the tight proximity of the cellar.

She wanted to back away, but she wouldn’t show that much weakness. And she wasn’t telling him anything, either.

“Whoever it is,” he continued, “they don’t give a fuck about what’s right or just, do they? Guns for hire never do. It’s all about the money and who can pay to get what they want. You shot an opposition commander of no consequence. You let the terrorist get away. And that’s the fucking truth of it, Victoria, so save the rationalizing for some other dumb ass who might believe it.”

His words hurt, but she wasn’t going to let him know it. She reminded herself that she was here for Emily, and she was going to do whatever it took to get her sister back. Besides, Victoria’s name was already sullied in the eyes of the United States Army. What was one more transgression?

She was hot on Emily’s trail, thanks to Ian Black and his business. She started to tell Nick to fuck off, but there was a burst of gunfire overhead and the words died in her throat. The three of them cast their eyes to the ceiling and gripped their weapons.

There was a sudden thump on the trapdoor and Victoria’s heart lodged in her throat. Any second, the door would lift—and they’d be caught in this hole like rats.




CHAPTER TWO


Nick pulled his Sig and prepared to shoot. Behind him, Dex did the same. Victoria yanked an HK submachine gun from her bag and rocked back into a fighting stance. Above them, booted feet thumped and scraped, and men called to each other in Arabic.

Someone was going to realize the floor was hollow in that one spot, and when they did, all hell was going to break loose. Nick forced his heartbeat to slow, his breathing to deepen. Calm sank over him like a soft blanket. This was what he did, what he’d trained for. If those bastards came down here, he’d fight until he couldn’t fight anymore.

He glanced at Victoria, wondering how she was going to handle this. It still stunned him that she was here at all. A fucking mercenary. A gun for hire. How had that happened? Why?

She’d been incredible at the sniper school, one of the best shots in the whole damn class. They’d gone head-to-head more than once in competition, and it was often a draw as to who was better.

She’d been so fucking good, but then she’d disappeared one day. The instructors never remarked on her absence. Plenty of people washed out, but he’d have never guessed she’d be one of them. Not many women were allowed in, so the fact she’d been there at all had already made her special. Which was why he’d had a hard time believing she’d failed.

The trapdoor began to lift, a slice of daylight shining inside. Dex stowed the glow stick, and the light inside the cellar winked out. The door moved another inch—and then Nick heard the distant whine of a jet engine.

Air support.

The jet rocketed toward them, the engines screaming as it approached. The trapdoor closed with a thud, and booted feet pounded across it and faded into the distance. Who knows where the tangos were going or why, but they’d clearly decided this hole wasn’t worth exploring. Nick let out a long breath and lowered the Sig. He couldn’t see his companions, but he knew they must have done the same. Another moment and the glow stick reappeared.

No one spoke. They made eye contact and nodded at each other. And then Nick went over to join Dex against the wall. They sat on the floor and pulled water and food from their packs. It was no use trying to use the comm just yet.

Victoria was still standing and watching them, her eyes wide and innocent-looking in a way that was incongruous with the submachine gun resting against her leg. Nick motioned her over and gestured at the food.

She cast one last glance at the trapdoor over her head and then came over and sank onto the dirt floor.

“That was close,” she said softly.

“Yeah.” Nick handed her an energy bar.

Her fingers touched his when she took it, and his skin tingled with the contact. Her eyelids dropped to shutter her gaze from his view.

She opened the bar and took a bite, lifting her gaze to his once more. “Thanks.”

He shrugged. “If you hadn’t showed us this cellar, we’d have had a shoot-out up there, I think.”

In the distance, they could hear explosions and gunfire. Victoria turned her head as if she could see the fighter jets above them.

“Now that’s a nice touch,” she said.

Nick calmly took a bite of his own energy bar. “Yeah, guess you don’t have air support on tap with your outfit.”

“No, we definitely don’t.”

“What happened to you?” he blurted, unable to hold it in any longer. “You had a promising career, and you threw it all away to do what? Become a mercenary? What the fuck, Victoria?”

Her lips thinned and her rain-gray eyes flashed. She still had the head covering on, but he knew that her hair beneath the cloth was a deep, rich red. Or so he hoped anyway. What if she’d changed it?

“Maybe I didn’t have a choice, Preacher Boy. Did you ever think of that?”

He tried to let the jibe roll off him, though surprisingly it irritated him when she said it. Yeah, his dad was a preacher, and yeah, he’d had a pretty strict upbringing because of it. Nick had been accustomed to being teased growing up because of his father’s holier-than-thou lifestyle. But he’d stopped defending himself on that score since the only people who jabbed him about it were simply trying to get under his skin.

It didn’t usually work. Until now.

Still, he focused on what she’d said—that maybe she didn’t have a choice—and ignored the rest. “You failed the course.”

Her eyes widened. Color blazed in her cheeks. “I did not fail.” She waved a hand. “I’m not discussing this with you. As soon as it’s clear out there, we can go our separate ways and you can believe whatever you want to believe.”

“Go our separate ways? No fucking way. You’re coming with us.”

Dex merely grunted. Nick was perfectly aware that the other man had been watching them with the kind of fascination most people reserved for reality shows.

Victoria blinked. “Why would I do that? I have my own people, you know.”

“I don’t think so. Where’s your spotter? Where’s your backup?”

“Where’s yours? All I see is two of you.”

“Our team is out there. About two miles away, and if they have to come blast us out of here, they will.”

She lowered her gaze. “My spotter got shot a few days back. I’m on my own until I return to HQ.”

Somehow, he didn’t let his jaw fall open. “You took that shot without a spotter?”

She shrugged. “Obviously.”

Of course it wasn’t impossible to do—but it was more helpful with a spotter than without. He didn’t know five people who could have made that shot, but she’d done it—and she’d done it alone.

He was more intrigued than he cared to admit. She’d disappeared a little over three years ago, and now she was here in the middle of a war zone, fucking up his mission.

“Unless you’ve got a team out there, you’re coming with us.”

“I don’t think so,” she snapped. “I did my job and I’m done. Soon as it’s safe to leave, I’m going my own way.”

He should let her go. What did he care? But then she’d just fucked up his mission, and he wasn’t inclined to be nice about it.

“There’re a whole lot of tangos out there, and we’ve got help. Do you?”

The flash of her eyes gave him the answer. That and the fact she’d come here alone and made this shot without a teammate to take shifts or watch the scope while she rested. God knew this job was dangerous at the best of times, but what she was doing was practically suicidal.

“I’m just a poor Qu’rimi woman, trudging between villages. No one’s going to bother me.”

“But if they do, you’ve already pointed out that it’s obvious you aren’t Qu’rimi. What then?”

She ripped a piece of the energy bar off. “I’ve been working this way for two years, Preacher Boy. Where were you then, huh? I made it this far without your help.”

“Yeah, well, now you got it. So stop bitching and let’s work together to get out of here.”

Of course he had an ulterior motive, but she didn’t need to know it. He wanted her in HOT’s control because then they could question her more closely, find out who she was working for. Mendez wasn’t going to be happy about this mission, and Nick would really like to have the person responsible when the colonel blew his top.

Victoria chewed. He thought she might be on the verge of agreeing, but then another explosion rattled the ground and dirt showered down from the ceiling. Instinctively, Nick lunged for her and rolled her beneath him while Dex dived flat as well.

The ground shook again, and debris fell over them. Beneath him, Victoria was small and solid and warm. She’d tucked her head into his shoulder, and her breath tickled his neck. His heart thumped with adrenaline, but then there was another sensation rolling through him.

The electric hum of attraction buzzed in his veins. He’d always felt that hum when he’d been near Victoria, though he’d never acted on it. She’d always had her hackles up around him, and he’d never quite known why. They’d had some intense competitions on the range, but off it, he’d been perfectly willing to let the hostility subside.

She hadn’t.

Her hands were wedged between her body and his, her palms flat on his chest. Her fingers curled—once, briefly—and then straightened again. Her breathing was shallow and quick, and she made a whimpering noise—again once and briefly. The shaking stopped a few moments later, and Nick lifted himself slightly.

He could only see the top of her head. The head covering had gone askew, and red hair peeked out. He didn’t know why it made him glad to see she hadn’t changed the color, but it did.

“You okay?”

She nodded. And then she lifted her head and those eyes slammed into his. His heart sort of stuttered.

“I’m fine. A little bruised, maybe. But fine.”

His gaze dropped to her mouth. Such a pretty, pink mouth. If he lowered his head just a little bit, he could kiss her. What would she taste like if he did? What would she do?

Her hands curled into fists. And then she pushed. “You can get off me now.”

He was strangely disappointed by that statement, but he rolled away and pushed himself upright again. Victoria sat up and tried to right her head covering. The black burka was shapeless and no doubt hot, but he understood why she wore it. She probably fooled a lot of people dressed as she was.

Hell, she’d fooled him—and that pissed him off. He now realized that the woman he’d seen in the alley with the basket had been Victoria. He’d confirmed she was a woman, but he’d never thought she was a military operative. It wasn’t within the Qu’rimi psyche to allow women in their military, and he damn sure hadn’t expected a mercenary.

Lesson learned.

His lips pressed together. It wasn’t a mistake he would make again. Another mistake he wouldn’t make was letting her go when they left this cellar. Like it or not, she was going with them.

*     *     *

Victoria dragged in a shaky breath as she smoothed the fabric over her body. She didn’t want to look at Nick. She could feel his presence like a promise—or a threat—and she didn’t like how he affected her. When he’d rolled her beneath him, it hadn’t exactly been sexy. For one thing, there’d been the prospect of the ceiling crashing down and burying them alive. For another, he’d launched himself at her with the intent to protect her, so he hadn’t exactly taken her down to the floor gently.

And yet her body insisted on shuddering beneath his, and not because she’d been scared. Once the shock of the situation passed, she’d become aware of all his hard angles pressing into her. He was big and strong, and her body was so deprived of contact it had decided to wake up and say howdy. She could still feel the thrum of excitement bubbling in her veins—and it pissed her off.

Why him? Why now? She didn’t have time for this shit.

She gave the head covering one last tug and raised her gaze to Nick’s. Her heart flipped and she ground her teeth together.

“We’ll move out in an hour,” he said. “As long as it stays quiet.”

She could only nod, though it annoyed her to appear to be agreeing with him. Because there was no way she was going with these men. It might be nice to have someone at her back, but it was a risk she couldn’t take. If the Army got hold of her, who knew when or if they’d let her go again? She hadn’t exactly endeared herself to the United States government over the past few years.

But when you were desperate, you did desperate things.

She was only glad her grandfather wasn’t alive any longer to see what she’d become. He would’ve died of shame to know that both his granddaughters were considered security risks at best and traitors at worst. Gramps, who’d fought in Korea and earned a Purple Heart—and then gone on to Vietnam in the early days and earned another one.

He’d been so proud of her ability with a rifle—but he’d never envisioned this, she was quite certain.

There were so many things he hadn’t envisioned. His death from cancer. Her and Emily being sent into foster care. Emily’s descent into drugs and drinking and her fascination with a man who led her down the wrong path.

Victoria rubbed her hands over her arms as if to warm herself. God, she’d been searching for so long, but she was finally getting closer. Ian had told her just a few days ago that a white woman had been seen in one of the terrorist camps. That didn’t mean it was Emily, but how many white women could there be in the Freedom Force training camps?

Victoria bit the inside of her lip and turned away from the two men. She was so furious with Emily, even now, and so scared at the same time. Ian had promised he’d help find her sister, but it’d been nearly two years since she’d started working for him, and she had yet to get a glimpse of her wayward younger sibling.

There’d been calls, but those had ceased six months ago. Emily’s phone rang, but no one answered. It had been nothing but hints and possible sightings for months. This mission to shoot the opposition commander had been the closest she’d ever come to the man who’d poisoned Emily’s mind against her family and her country.

Zaran bin Yusuf. She’d stared at him through her scope today, her blood boiling with helpless fury—and then she’d shot the man who’d come to betray him when what she’d really wanted to do was kill Zaran herself.

But if he was dead, what would happen to Emily? It wasn’t a chance Victoria was willing to take. Besides, the money had been on shooting the other guy, and if she’d fucked it up, Ian wouldn’t have been very understanding about losing the bounty.

No one spoke much in the next hour. Victoria went and huddled against the wall, sipping water from her pack and watching the two men as they checked their gear and made plans. Dex was tall and muscled, like Nick, but he didn’t make her heart thump the way Nick did.

She thought back to sniper school and her first glimpse of him. He’d been cool and arrogant, so certain of his superiority. He’d been there when she’d arrived, and he’d been the one tasked with showing her to her room. He’d walked in front of her, silent and hulking, and she’d followed along with her heart in her throat and her brain chattering in fear that she was going to fail.

Not many women were admitted, but she’d been determined to be one of the few who made it through. And then Nick had reached her door. He’d turned and looked down at her with that superior glare that made her feel so small inside. He hadn’t said anything rude or inappropriate, but she’d decided then and there that she was going to beat him before it was all over. She was going to beat them all. And she would have if Emily hadn’t run away with a man bent on war against the United States.

“Time to go, Victoria,” Nick said, and she shook herself from her memories to find him standing over her and holding out a hand.

She put her palm against his and let him pull her up. Her skin tingled, and she jerked her hand from his as soon as she was standing. Then she shouldered her gear and went over to the trapdoor. After extinguishing the light, Dex went up first, raising the door carefully, his weapon at the ready. It was dark out now and he disappeared above them, his booted feet scraping over the floor.

“Clear,” he said a moment later.

“You go,” Nick said from behind her.

Her skin prickled at the proximity of his body, but she went over and scrambled up the ladder and into the room above. Lights from the town shone in the distance, providing them with some ambient light. Her eyes picked out Dex, and she realized he’d donned night-vision goggles. Nick emerged from the hole in the ground with his goggles in place, and she let out a frustrated sigh. Those were something she didn’t have at the moment. She’d lost them when she’d lost her spotter.

She still had her night-vision scope, but what good was it to her now? And how was she going to escape these two when they could clearly see her every move?

Nick touched the side of his head. “Flash, you copy? … Yeah, we’re here. Been in a cellar. … Coming in and bringing company. … Over and out.”

“They still in position?” Dex asked.

“Roger that. We’ve got to move quick though. There’s a brigade of enemy fighters headed this way. They could cut off our escape route if we aren’t fast enough.”

The three of them pulled weapons and moved silently through the abandoned building. When they reached a door, Nick motioned to them to hang back while he scouted the perimeter.

Victoria’s heart hammered as he disappeared, her breathing quickening. She strained to hear any sound—and then she had to bite back a squeak when he reappeared, his dark form looming suddenly in the door. She didn’t realize she’d stumbled back until she felt a hand on her shoulder.

“Easy,” Dex said from behind her. “It’s okay.”

“I know.”

But it wasn’t okay, because time was running out and she needed to disappear.

“Clear,” Nick said. “Let’s go. And Victoria…?” he added as she started to move.

She stopped and looked up at him. The NVGs and assault gear made him look like a high-tech killing machine. “What?”

“Don’t make me shoot you.”




CHAPTER THREE


They ran through the town, keeping close to the buildings so they’d remain in shadow until they hit the open desert. The scent of jet fuel and exploded ordnance hung in the air, and the town was quiet. After the chaos of battle, most people would stay inside until morning. A good thing for Nick and his companions as they moved toward the rendezvous point.

They passed a burnt-out armored vehicle, its shell still smoking. Whoever had been in that thing hadn’t made it out. A little farther along, there were bodies strewn across the road where the jet’s bombs had hit and the scent of burning flesh still permeated the air. There was no movement, however, and the three of them passed silently and quickly.

Nick glanced at Victoria. She forged ahead with a hard look of determination on her face, her rifle slung across her chest and ready to fire.

He’d told her he would shoot her back there, but he wasn’t so sure he would have. Still, he didn’t trust her. No matter that she’d shown them the cellar, she’d still shot the wrong dude earlier and fucked up the mission. She had an agenda that didn’t match HOT’s, and he wasn’t about to forget it.

They crested a dune and hurried over the other side before stopping to get their bearings. He could hear Victoria and Dex breathing a little harder, and he knew the pace had been punishing. But they had no choice.

Dex took out a scope and scanned the desert below. “Shit,” he breathed.

Nick’s gut clenched. He knew what Dex would say before he said it.

“Enemy on the road. No indication they’ve spotted us.”

“Fuck.”

This was what he’d been hoping to avoid when they’d left the safety of their hideout. “We’ve got about twenty minutes to cross the valley before they’re in a position to cut us off.”

The valley was long and narrow, and there was only one way out at this end. If their adversaries reached the mouth first, Nick, Dex, and Victoria would be trapped.

“Then let’s rock ’n’ roll,” Dex said.

Victoria merely nodded her agreement.

They started down the slope, angling away from the enemy as much as possible without losing sight of the objective. The opposition soldiers were moving relentlessly toward the mouth of the valley, but there was no indication the enemy had any idea the three of them were racing toward it as well.

Sweat rolled down Nick’s face and neck. He could feel it inside the ghillie suit, dripping down his torso and soaking his T-shirt. A glance at Dex and Victoria told him they were equally as miserable. In the quiet of the night, the steady hum of dozens of engines drifted to him. These opposition fighters were tough and angry, determined to wrest control of the government from the king and his officials.

But it was more than that. So many of the militants were also radicals, and more than one terrorist group had seen a grand opportunity to get involved in Qu’rimi politics. The Freedom Force had been severely weakened with the capture of Al Ahmad—but it’d had a surprising resurgence in strength over the past year. It was once more becoming a threat to the stability and security of the region.

And the woman running beside him had only aided their cause today. That pissed him off and made him even more determined to find out her secrets.

The three of them ran hard for twenty minutes before reaching the mouth of the valley. He calculated that the enemy forces were about five minutes behind them as they ran onto the trail and burst through the gap. Nick wouldn’t feel any relief until they connected with the rest of the team, but this was a major obstacle down.

A few minutes later, Victoria cried out and came to a stop. Nick pulled up and turned back. Dex followed.

“What’s wrong?” Nick demanded.

Victoria limped toward him, waving a hand. “Twisted my knee. And I’m spent. I can’t run another second.”

“We’re almost there. Half a mile to the extraction point. You can make it that far.”

She found a rock beside the trail and perched on it. “No, I really can’t. It hurts too much.”

Nick shifted his pack and took a step toward her. “Then we’ll carry you. I’ll start—”

“Take another step and I’ll shoot you.” Her rifle was still slung over her shoulder, but she was holding a Sig pointed right between his eyes.

Fury exploded in his gut. “What the fuck, Victoria?”

“Two can play this game, babe,” she said very coolly.

Her eyes glowed through his NVGs, making her look demonic. The determined look on her face said she meant the words she’d spoken. He didn’t doubt she’d shoot him if he ignored her instructions.

“We just helped you escape a bad situation, and this is how you repay us?”

She shrugged. “I helped you too, don’t forget. And I told you I wasn’t going with you. You’re the one who insisted. But I’m not in the Army anymore, and I make my own decisions.” She flicked the gun. “So this is where we part company. You can be on your merry way, and I’ll be on mine.”

“Fuck you.”

She stood and put both hands on the gun as she faced him. “Don’t test me, Nick.”

He wanted to. Not more than a few hours ago, they’d lain on a floor together, her body pressed tightly to his, her breath hot against his neck. She’d made him think of things he’d never had with her. Things he wanted.

Clearly, she didn’t feel the same.

“You’re a traitor, you know that?”

Her chin lifted a notch. “So I’ve been told.”

“You could have done so much for our side. But you chose this life instead.”

“Yeah, yeah, I hear you,” she said. “I’m unmoved. Now go, and be glad I don’t disarm you both and leave you here for the Qu’rimis to find.”

He snorted. “You realize if you shoot me that Dex is going to drop you, right?”

He didn’t have to look to know the other man had a weapon on her.

“I think you like yourself too much to make me shoot you. You’d rather live to fight another day.”

He clenched his fists at his side. Rage rolled through him in hot waves. He’d let down his guard with her, and he shouldn’t have. Just because she was soft and vulnerable beneath him back in that cellar.

“No, I’d rather live so I can find you again. Because I will find you—and I’ll make you pay. You can count on that.”

“You can try.”

He took a step back and then another. He’d wanted to bring her in to HOT, but they didn’t have time for this shit right now.

“Come on, Dex. Let’s find our ride.”

The two of them backed away from her and then turned and started running down the road.

“You have no intention of leaving her there,” Dex said as they jogged along.

“Nope.”

But when they doubled back and tried to sneak up on her, Victoria was gone. Nick cursed a blue streak.

“Man, we gotta go,” Dex said. “If we aren’t to the rendezvous point in fifteen minutes, it’ll fuck everything up.”

“Yeah.” Nick cast one last look over the area where they’d left Victoria not more than two minutes ago, amazed that she was gone. The NVGs didn’t pick up a heat signature anywhere.

She’d disappeared, just like three years ago.

*     *     *

Ian was waiting for her in Baq. Victoria was bone-tired as she entered the house where her boss was headquartered. The guard watching the door was someone new, but she’d given her information and waited while he called it in. A few seconds later, she was walking into the cool interior of the nondescript house and yanking the burka off. She dropped it on a chair along with her gear and continued through the room.

Ian came out into the hallway and let his gaze slide over her as she approached. He was a good-looking guy, big and dark and intense, but there were no sparks between them. At least not for her. She’d never been sure about him, but then he’d never attempted anything so maybe he didn’t feel a thing for her either.

“You made the shot without Jonah. Good job.”

She stopped when she reached him. “If that Russian hadn’t killed him, I would have,” she said coolly. “He was an asshole.”

Ian shrugged and turned back toward the room he’d emerged from. “Sometimes we can’t be picky in this business. But nature has a way, right?”

“I guess so.”

Victoria followed him into the room and flopped onto a chair. She knew she looked like hell. A week in the desert with no shower—and the last day spent on the run—had done a number on her hair. Not to mention the lingering odor of sweat that clung to her. If Ian noticed, he didn’t let it show. He simply sat at his desk and continued to flip through the maps and papers there.

Victoria tried not to let her impatience show, but she couldn’t help the burst of air that rushed from her when Ian continued to sit there so calmly. He looked up, his blue eyes piercing hers.

“You wish to say something?”

Victoria leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. “I wanted to kill that bastard, but I didn’t because of my sister.”

He eased back in the chair, the leather creaking. “We’re not talking about Jonah anymore, I take it.”

“You know we’re not. You promised me if I did this job, we’d find Emily. That Zaran bin Yusuf would lead us to her. So where is she? When can I see her?”

Ian’s expression didn’t soften one bit. “It’s complicated.”

“Bullshit!” She shot to her feet and stalked toward the desk, slapping both her hands down on it as she faced him. “You promised, Ian! You swore if I protected that asshole, if I made sure the opposition didn’t kill him, we’d find her.”

Ian’s mouth was a grim line. “It’s not up to me. I told you that from the beginning.”

Victoria swore. Tears of frustration knotted in her throat. “How do you do this? How do you justify working for those bastards when you know what they want to do?”

It was the first time she’d voiced her fears. That Ian was actually taking money from terrorists—which meant she’d been working for them too.

Maybe Nick was right when he called her a traitor. She was trying to save her sister, but that didn’t stop the sick feelings swirling in the pit of her stomach.

“I’m nonpartisan, Victoria. So long as the money comes in, I don’t care who pays me to do the job. And I don’t ask questions when it does.”

She sank onto the chair again and rubbed her hands over her face. She was tired and heartsick and worried.

“I just want my sister back. I’d take money from the devil himself if that’s what it took to find her.”

“Go take a shower. Get some rest. I’ll see what I can find out.”

She stood to go, but then she turned back to him. Her stomach was still churning over the idea that maybe it was a terror organization pulling his strings. She’d never wanted to know before. And maybe she didn’t now, either.

Ian was looking at her with an expression of sympathy on his face. It was the first time she’d seen that emotion coming from him.

“Go, Victoria. Don’t come back for at least eight hours—or I won’t tell you a damn thing.”

*     *     *

“The outfit she works for is called Black Security.”

Mendez dropped a folder on the metal table at the head of the room and stood there looking about as pissed as Nick had ever seen him. Which was never a good thing for anyone.

The rest of the guys shifted in their seats. It’d been a long few days, and no one was very happy at the moment. The mission had been a total bust, and apparently they had Black Security to thank for it.

Nick suppressed a yawn. He hadn’t slept eight hours straight in days now. They were at a forward base in Qu’rim, near Baq, where the Qu’rimi army trained under the tutelage of US troops. The base was a temporary facility run and maintained by the US, and HOT had their own bunker where a few of the individual teams came and went. They’d gotten the message this morning that Mendez was flying in. Not a good sign. Nick had known instinctively that it had everything to do with the mission in the desert and Victoria.

He hadn’t been wrong.

“Victoria Royal has been working for Black for two years, and in that time she’s had sixty-eight confirmed kills. We’ve known about Black for some time, but he’s mostly gone after targets unimportant to us. Now he seems to be working for someone who wants to protect the Freedom Force.”

Nick’s gut knotted.

“Someone is feeding Black—or the Freedom Force—intelligence,” Mendez finished.

Around the room, the guys all sat up a little straighter. And Lucky MacDonald, their lone female operator, looked utterly furious. Considering what she’d been through to put a stop to the Freedom Force, he didn’t blame her. They’d all thought it was a done deal with the capture of Al Ahmad, but the organization was like a hydra. Cut off one head and more sprang up. None as powerful as Al Ahmad had been, but still nothing to dismiss lightly.

“A mole?” Garrett “Iceman” Spencer asked.

Mendez’s lips flattened. “Probably. Someone in the CIA is giving information to whoever pays Black. Or maybe to Black himself. We don’t know.”

No one said anything at first. They all knew that when Gina Domenico had been in danger, someone in the government had suppressed the information that the man who’d kidnapped her baby and lured her to the Caribbean was still alive. Metaxas had come to DC and abducted her before they’d known—and he’d almost killed Jack Hunter in the process.

But HOT had never learned the traitor’s name, a fact that hung over their heads like a guillotine blade on a fraying rope.

“Someone told Black we were targeting Zaran bin Yusuf,” Nick said. “And he sent Victoria to stop us.”

Mendez turned dark eyes on Nick. “Almost, but not quite. They had intel that the opposition commander intended to have bin Yusuf killed. He was Royal’s target instead.”

Nick blinked. “Why didn’t we know that information?”

Mendez’s gaze was steady. “We did, son. But we couldn’t take the chance that he’d screw up and bin Yusuf would walk away, now could we? The mission was still critical.”

Mendez turned away without waiting for an answer. “As it is, he escaped anyway.”

Nick didn’t bother to protest that it wasn’t his fault. It was. Victoria had been there, right beneath his nose, and he hadn’t known it. She’d been setting up for a shot as difficult as his—but she’d fired first… and changed everything.

Dex looked over at him and frowned. Nick gave his head a small shake. He didn’t think Dex planned to tell the colonel it wasn’t their fault, but the guy was still new enough that maybe he did. Dex leaned back in his chair and folded his arms over his chest, looking as pissed as anyone in the room.

“Good job identifying our mystery sniper, soldier,” Mendez said, spinning around and pinning Nick with another look. “Without that, we’d still be in the dark about what was going on.”

Nick blinked. Was the colonel screwing with him?

But no, everyone was looking at him and nodding their approval. And he felt like shit inside because he’d let her get away. Jesus.

He should have rushed her when he had the chance and to hell with the pistol in her hand. She might have hesitated. He might have surprised her enough to get the gun from her before she shot him. But he’d been so pissed he’d walked away, giving her the chance to escape before he could double back and take her by surprise.

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

But the words stuck in his throat like barbs.

Mendez sat at the table and flipped open the folder. “Victoria Faith Royal. Twenty-five years old. Single. Red hair. Gray eyes. Her sister is Emily Hope Royal, twenty-three years old, blond hair, brown eyes. Emily has a history with substance and alcohol abuse. But then she began seeing a man a few years ago who helped her get clean. This man came to the US from Qu’rim to learn engineering but dropped out of school after a couple of years and started hanging around a mosque. He became radicalized.”

Mendez paused and looked up. Nick felt himself leaning forward, hanging on the colonel’s every word.

“Emily converted to Islam and went to Qu’rim with this man. We think she may have married him, but we don’t know for certain. Once here, he became active in the Freedom Force. He was a minor player, but with the collapse of the organizational structure and the subsequent resurgence, he’s become someone to watch. In short, he was our target.”

Nick felt as if someone had sucker punched him. This was the reason Victoria had left the Army? She’d said that she hadn’t failed. But her sister associating with known terrorists must have been too much for the Army to take.

“Jesus,” Ryan “Flash” Gordon said, echoing what they all had to be thinking.

It was a tangled web of relationships worthy of a soap opera. But far more dangerous.

“Is that why Victoria left the Army?” Nick asked.

Mendez glanced down at his papers. “Though there was never any evidence she sympathized with her sister or bin Yusuf, she was thought to be a security risk. She was offered a desk job with no access to classified information, but she refused. Subsequently, she was discharged.”

Nick shoved a hand through his hair and frowned. Victoria’s sister ran away with a terrorist, and now Victoria was in Qu’rim, working for an outfit that seemed to be protecting the very organization her sister’s lover—or husband—was part of.

Nick thought of how she’d threatened to shoot him, and fresh anger swelled. He’d let her get the jump on him because he’d believed her to be on his and Dex’s side, however temporarily. She’d needed them to escape the opposition fighters, but what if she’d run right into the arms of the Freedom Force once she’d disappeared? It made Nick’s blood run cold and his stomach tighten.

Mendez slapped the folder closed and Nick jumped. All eyes went to the colonel.

“I have an assignment for you, but I’m going to warn you this doesn’t come from the top. If anyone wants out, he or she can get up right now and walk out the door, no questions asked.”

The colonel paused for a long moment, but no one made a move. He cleared his throat. “Good to know.” Mendez leaned forward, hands folded one on top of the other, and let his gaze rove across the room. “We’re going after Black and his team. I want to know who’s paying the bills over there, and I want to know what their end goal is. Most importantly, I want Victoria Royal. She’s the key to whatever’s going on—and I want to know what that is.”




CHAPTER FOUR


After two weeks of back-and-forth, Ian had news for her—and she was finally going to see Emily after more than three long years of not seeing her sister at all.

Victoria smoothed her hair and pressed a hand to her belly. She was wearing a cotton dress and sandals, trying to look nice for her sister, and sitting at a cafe like a tourist. Now she was wondering if it had been a mistake not to wear her usual clothing and cover it with a burka. She’d have felt less conspicuous, that’s certain, but she’d hoped to put Emily at ease by not appearing to be the hardened soldier that two years in Qu’rim had made her into.

It was almost laughable, but Victoria was trying to be ladylike, though she’d never had any training in how to be a lady. Not when she’d been raised by a crusty old man who’d died and left her and Emily to foster care—and to people who had no idea what to do with two teenage girls.

The Andersons had been good people, but they hadn’t known the first thing about how to stop Emily from spiraling into drugs and alcohol. They’d finally given up and called Child Protective Services to come and take Victoria and her sister back to the group home.

Her fingers drummed the tabletop nervously. She picked up the cup of sweet Arab coffee and took a sip, telling herself she had to act normal and be patient.

The seaside resort town where she’d been instructed to meet Emily was largely untouched by the civil war, but there were signs it wasn’t the idyllic paradise it was purported to be. There were security barriers on the way into town as well as random checkpoints manned by tanks and Qu’rimi Army personnel in full battle gear.

It was odd to be meeting Emily here, considering how this town was still firmly held by the Qu’rimi government. Emily wasn’t precisely associating with law-abiding citizens who wished the king’s government well, after all.

Still, Victoria had been told to come to Akhira and to wait at this cafe on this day at this time. She checked the time on her phone and blew out a breath. Emily was fifteen minutes late.

Victoria had no idea what she might say to her sister, or how she would get Emily away from the man who’d poisoned her mind. She’d only ever wanted Emily to be safe and well, but she hadn’t known for the past several years if her sister truly was either of those things.

When she’d called in the past, Emily had said everything was fine. But she’d also said that Zaran wasn’t a terrorist, either. He was a patriot, a man who cared deeply about his nation, his people, and his religion. He wouldn’t hurt a fly.

Blah, blah, blah.

It made Victoria sick to think of everything she knew about Zaran bin Yusuf that was completely contrary to Emily’s picture of him. Still, there’d been hesitation in Emily’s voice the last time they’d spoken, and that had worried her.

“Miss Royal?”

Victoria’s head snapped up even as her heart pounded. A man in a white thobe and dark headdress stood beside the table, his dark eyes gleaming as he looked her over.

“Yes?”

He bowed slightly. “You are to come with me.”

Alarm prickled Victoria’s skin. “I don’t know you.”

“I am to take you to see Noor bin Zaran.”

Victoria’s heart tumbled. “I… I don’t know who that is.”

“She is the Light of Zaran, miss. She is your sister.”

The Light of Zaran. Dear God, Emily, what have you gotten yourself into?

Victoria was desperate to see her sister—but she wasn’t stupid. “How do I know you intend to take me to her?”

His smile wasn’t precisely comforting. “You do not. But you must choose. Come with me now and see your sister—or stay here because you are fearful.”

Victoria’s mind raced. “Describe her to me.”

The man’s eyes narrowed. But he painted a verbal picture of Emily that was accurate. It was the best she could do under the circumstances, so Victoria rose and took some money from her purse to leave on the table. Then she began to walk with the man, her stomach churning the farther they got from the cafe.

The streets were so normal, but the white sands of the beach were mostly empty. A few women watched children playing, and a man walked out of the sea wearing scuba gear. Here and there, towels dotted the beach and foreign tourists lay in the sun. Europeans, mostly, since Americans wouldn’t come to Qu’rim these days.

Victoria kept an eye on her surroundings, looking for anything out of the ordinary. When they rounded a corner, a car sat at the curb. A door opened and a man stepped out. She didn’t recognize him. Her stomach tightened with fear, and she ground to a halt.

The man who’d been walking with her stopped and turned to look at her. “You must get in the car, miss.”

She clutched her purse in front of her like a shield. She had a pistol in it because she was incapable of going anywhere unarmed these days.

“Not until you let me speak with my sister.”

He frowned. “This is not permitted. We will drive you to her. Then you may speak as much as you wish.”

A bad feeling swirled in Victoria’s gut. “What’s the difference? Call her now and let me verify this is what she wants me to do. If so, I’ll go with you without complaint.”

The man’s face grew dark with anger. “You do not give orders to me, woman. I say what you will do, and you will do it. That is the plan.”

Victoria took a step backward. She wanted to see Emily very badly, but this didn’t feel right. And she’d spent too much time working for Ian Black not to follow her instincts.

“Then I won’t see her today. I’ve changed my mind.”

The man took a step toward her, but the sound of a pistol cocking drew her attention to the one who’d stepped out of the car. The black barrel of a Russian Makarov PM pointed at her heart.

“Get in the car, Miss Royal,” the man said. “But first, throw your purse on the ground.”

*     *     *

Victoria was wedged between the two men in the back of the car. After she’d dropped her purse, they’d shoved her into the car and taken off. She was still trying to figure out how to disarm the one with the pistol pressed to her ribs when the car screeched to a stop.

The man who’d collected her from the cafe let out a stream of angry Arabic. Victoria didn’t speak the language, but she’d picked up a few words here and there after being in the country for the past few months.

Her captors seemed to want to know why they’d stopped. Definitely not a good sign. But then they took off again, and the tension in the car dropped. No one spoke, and then the man she thought of as Cafe Man got a phone call.

He answered in clipped tones. A few seconds later, he tucked the phone into a pocket and said something to the driver. The car veered left and then sped along a highway with very little traffic. After a few more minutes, they whipped off the highway and down a road, toward the sea. Victoria’s heart pounded, but she told herself to remain alert. If there was a chance to get the gun—or get away—she would take it.

The car drove beneath a bridge and halted. The men got out and dragged her with them. The big man with the gun shoved her and she stumbled forward. When she turned, he was pointing the gun at her.

“I’m sorry, Miss Royal, but you will not see your sister this day,” Cafe Man told her.

“Why?” she said, her stomach churning with acid. “Why kill me when all I want is to talk to Emily?”

“You are a… distraction.”

She curled her hands into fists and breathed deeply, though she was beginning to feel light-headed. After all she’d been through, all she’d done, this was how it ended? Here, under a bridge in the sand, when she’d been in combat situations repeatedly over the past two years?

“I saved Zaran’s life two weeks ago.”

“And he is grateful. If he were not, this would be far more painful.”

“Emily will never forgive him if she finds out—”

“She will not know.”

The man was infuriatingly calm. He spoke to her like she was a child, and she wished she could strangle him.

“Good-bye, Miss Royal.” He made a motion to the man with the gun and started to turn away—

But the man holding the gun dropped to his knees and then fell into the sand with a thud. Cafe Man barely had time to exclaim before he collapsed too. The car’s tires spun as the driver realized what was happening and put the pedal to the floor.

But then the car careened out of control as glass shattered, and Victoria knew he’d been hit as well. She threw herself onto the sand and grabbed the gun from the man who’d been about to shoot her. Then she started to belly crawl toward a pylon. She might be next, she might not be, but she wasn’t going to make herself into an easy target.

An engine revved, and she looked up to see a van barreling down on her. Victoria scrambled upright and started to run. The sand sucked at her feet as her shoes slipped and slid, the tiny straps useless to keep them on. But she didn’t have time to stop and unbuckle them.

Victoria ran, cursing her vanity and swearing she’d never give in to girlish tendencies again if God would just let her get out of this alive. It was a surprisingly unimportant thing to focus on at a time like this, but whatever.

Yet the van caught up to her in spite of her prayers and vows. Clearly, God wasn’t amused.


Victoria whirled and took aim, ready to shoot the tires, the driver, anything. But the vehicle slid to a stop, and the doors opened before she could fire. Men in black clothing boiled out of the door, assault rifles drawn and trained on her, surrounding her.

Victoria kept her pistol aimed at one man, the one directly in front of her. They might kill her, but she was taking one of them with her. The air crackled with danger and electricity.

And then the man lowered the rifle just enough that she could see his face. It wasn’t a face she’d expected, but relief flooded her at the sight.

Nick Brandon looked as handsome as always, but he also looked angry, his dark brows drawn low in two slashes over his face. Still, she knew he wouldn’t kill her. She knew it in her bones. She dropped the pistol to her side, but the men still didn’t relax their stances, and she knew they wouldn’t until she was unarmed. She had to make her fingers uncurl from the grip, but she did it, and the gun slid to the sand where it hit with a soft plunk.

The team of special ops warriors lowered their weapons, but Victoria only had eyes for Nick. The last time she’d seen him, she’d also had a pistol aimed at him. He wasn’t likely to forgive her for that, but right now she almost didn’t care. She was safe, even if she wasn’t entirely certain she would remain that way.

“Well, hey there, Preacher Boy,” she made herself say, though her teeth wanted to chatter. “Didn’t know I was quite so dangerous you had to bring the entire Delta Force with you. But I’m flattered, I have to say.”

*     *     *

Nick couldn’t believe that he was looking at Victoria Royal in a dress. It was white with yellow flowers, and her long red hair hung in a hot, thick mess down her back. It had been sleek earlier when he’d watched her at the cafe. Her gray eyes were wide and fringed with long auburn lashes that she’d darkened with mascara. Her full lower lip quivered for half a second before she bit down on it.

She looked like a somewhat frightened and helpless woman, and yet he knew she was a deadly assassin. The same as he was. She was like one of those startlingly beautiful creatures in the wild—colorful and attractive, but deadly when touched.

“We aren’t Delta,” Nick said. “And the weaponry wasn’t for you.”

He didn’t bother looking at the two men lying on the ground, blood pooling beneath their heads and turning the sand black. They’d arrived just in time, and his heart was still thumping over how close they’d cut it.

Victoria pulled in a breath. “Well, thanks for rescuing me, whoever y’all are. Guess I’ll be on my way.”

Nick snorted. “Guess you won’t.” He stepped back and thrust his chin at the van. “Get in, Victoria.”

She let her gaze slide over the men surrounding her, and then she lifted her chin and walked over to Nick. She had to tilt her head back to look up at him, but she met his gaze evenly.

“Another mystery ride? Sounds fun… especially if you’re there, Preacher Boy.”

He wanted to slap a hand over her mouth—or better yet, his mouth over hers—to stop her from calling him that. He didn’t know why it rankled when she said it, but it did. Like a tiny splinter that ached whenever you accidentally pressed your finger against where it wedged beneath your skin.

No one called him that but Victoria. He couldn’t even remember how she’d learned his father was a minister. It wasn’t the kind of thing he talked about often, but he must have said something when they were in school together. It wasn’t a secret… it just wasn’t something he was especially keen on people knowing, either.

“Get in, Victoria.”

She sighed and walked over to the van. Big Mac was closest and he offered his hand. She took it and climbed up. Nick’s heart nearly stopped as her skirt lifted higher, revealing long, shapely legs. Her skin was the color of fresh cream, pale and delicate, but she was lean and muscled in a way that proclaimed her an athlete.

Iceman lifted an eyebrow as he walked by Nick. Then he winked and made a clicking sound with his tongue. Nick wanted to smack him. Flash also grinned and waggled both brows.

Jesus.

Nick was last in the van—and those bastards had left him a seat beside Victoria. He flopped down into it as the door slammed shut and the van lurched into gear. He knew what they were up to. Ever since Billy “the Kid” Blake had been the third to fall prey to Cupid’s arrow, the guys had started to take the whole “who’s next” thing far too seriously, making bets and throwing each other under the bus in an effort not to be the one.

First, Matt “Richie Rich” Girard went home on leave and returned with a fiancée. Then Sam “Knight Rider” McKnight fell for his best friend’s little sister. Two was a coincidence, but three—which happened when Billy reunited with an old flame, helped her expose a dirty defense contractor, and fell in love—was a trend.

Right after Billy, Kev fell hard for Lucky. Then Jack “Hawk” Hunter got himself hitched to a pop star. Someone was next, but damned if it was going to be Nick. Victoria Royal was hot, and he was definitely interested in a little horizontal action with her—but she didn’t like him and he didn’t like her. So in spite of a sizzling attraction—at least on his part—horizontal was out.

Not to mention the fact she’d threatened to shoot him at least twice now. That kind of thing ought to dampen a man’s enthusiasm, though he had to admit his dick hadn’t quite gotten the message where she was concerned. Even now, the sight of her encased in a sweet little dress was wreaking havoc on his imagination.

Victoria let her gaze wander over the guys, finally turning to him. “Where are we going, Preacher Boy?”

Nick ground his teeth. “If you don’t stop calling me that, I’m opening this door and throwing you out.”

She laughed. “Sounds good to me. I doubt I’m going to like where we’re going, anyway.”

Nick let his gaze slam into hers. She was putting on a brave face, but she looked troubled. Those bastards had nearly killed her, after all, and she hadn’t been expecting rescue. He’d expect anyone to be shaken after that kind of close call.

Instinctively, he put an arm around her and squeezed her shoulder. She didn’t try to pull away. If anything, the tension in her body seemed to melt for just a moment.

But then it was back again, and he dropped his arm away. She brought her hands up and rubbed her bare forearms, scrubbing him off her skin. His gut burned.

“We aren’t going to hurt you, Vic. We’re the good guys, in case you were wondering.”

“I wasn’t.”

Iceman held out a bottle of water to her. Victoria hesitated, but then she took it, twisting off the cap and taking a long drink.

“Thanks,” she said.

“You bet,” Ice replied.

Nick tried not to let the smile she gave Iceman bother him, but there was no doubt the other man was a whiz with the ladies. In fact, Nick wasn’t sure there was a smoother operator on the whole team when it came to women. Hawk and Big Mac used to be the ones to beat when it came to charming the women—but none of them had realized the full potential lurking in Iceman’s six-foot-four frame until he’d suddenly turned it on a few months ago.

Up until then, Nick would have sworn the dude was celibate. Nick didn’t know what had happened to the guy, but the rest of them could probably learn a thing or two from him these days.

“How did you know they were going to kill me?” Victoria asked of no one in particular.

The guys shifted, but no one spoke. Dammit, they were leaving it to him.

“Chatter,” Nick said, and she swung her head around to look at him.

She knew as well as he did that the intelligence services listened to the chatter of known and suspected terror organizations as well as myriad other targets.

Including Black Security.

“Ian Black sent you to your execution, sweetheart,” Nick said mercilessly. “Tied you up and handed you over with a pretty bow.”

Okay, so they didn’t know that for certain, but Black had sent her to Akhira alone, with no backup and no protection. So far as Nick was concerned, that made him a bastard.

Pain flickered in her eyes, and something very like jealousy stabbed into him. She cared about Black—and the asshole hadn’t protected her the way he should have.

“I don’t believe that,” she said. “You’re lying.”

“Believe what you like. But you’re here because we stopped it, so remember that when the colonel talks to you.”

“The colonel?”

The van slowed to pass through a checkpoint, and then they were rolling down the highway at high speed as they headed toward Baq. Nick glanced out the window at the flat sand and shimmering heat of the desert.

“You’ll meet him soon enough.”

“I’m not sure I want to,” she grumbled.

“Too bad, sweetheart. You landed in it when you let bin Yusuf get away. Time to face the consequences.”




CHAPTER FIVE


Victoria was still reeling from the accusation that Ian had set her up when the van slowed and then stopped. A man in full battle gear peeked into the interior. The driver chatted for a few seconds, and then they were moving again, much slower this time.

Victoria realized they’d entered a military base. The American base near the Baq airport, no doubt. She scrubbed her hands up and down her arms, a shiver moving through her despite the heat.

Zaran bin Yusuf wanted her dead. Had Ian really known that, or was Nick fucking with her? She didn’t like to think Ian could be so cold and unfeeling after the past couple of years, but she didn’t really know him all that well, did she? He was strangely enigmatic about everything. And he’d shown no emotion whatsoever about Jonah.


But Jonah had been an asshole. Ian knew it as well as she did, so why would he show any regret over Jonah’s loss? The dumb bastard had gotten himself killed, and she’d been relieved more than anything.

She lowered her head and sucked back the uncertainty rolling through her. She’d nearly been killed today, she had no idea if her boss had known what would happen when he gave her the information on the meeting place, and she was no closer to finding Emily.

Victoria was used to being alone, used to feeling alone and having to take care of herself, but this time she just wanted to lean into the big body of the man beside her and have him put his arm around her again.

It had felt so nice when he’d done that. But the heat prickling her skin had surprised her. Worried her. Since when did any man make her feel like she was missing something in her life? Sex was not something she’d ever cared about in the past. She firmed her jaw. It wasn’t something she cared about now.

Nick Brandon might be sexy and prickly in a way that made her want to get under his skin, but that didn’t mean a thing. She felt drawn to him because he was from the past, and she had precious little contact with anyone from her life before she’d lost Emily and gone to work for Ian.

Ian, who’d betrayed her.

You don’t know that.

It was true she didn’t know that for a fact. Nick could be making it up. This colonel of his could be making it up. Anything to separate her from Black Security and make her willing to talk.

Well, she wouldn’t talk. She wasn’t gullible, and they didn’t own her. She’d broken no laws—and she wasn’t breaking any trust, either.

When they finally stopped in front of a building, Victoria sucked in a breath and smoothed her skirt self-consciously. God, why had she worn this silly dress?

The men poured from the van one by one, and then Nick held out a hand for her and helped her step down. She stood straight and tall—or as tall as someone five foot four could stand—and let her gaze slide over the men.

They were an impressive sight, these nine big bad warriors bristling with high-tech military gear and a whole lot of muscle. They turned and walked ahead of her toward a bunker surrounded by razor wire. Nick held out a hand, indicating she should follow.

She started to walk and he fell in beside her. He made her jumpy, and she wished he’d go away so she could stop feeling like her skin was on fire.

But the thought of him leaving her side made her frantic in an odd way. She kept her head down and walked the narrow path toward the building. Nick didn’t speak. She filed into the building behind the last man and in front of Nick. No one held a weapon on her, but she felt like she was being marched in as a prisoner anyway.

Finally the men went into a room off to her left. Nick stopped her from following and pointed down the hall. She kept going, stopping when he indicated. He knocked on a door, and a gruff “Enter” was the reply.

Nick grabbed the handle and swung the door inward.

“After you.”

Victoria went into a makeshift office. A man in civvies sat at a desk. He stood when she entered, his dark eyes raking over her. He was tall and handsome, but older than the men who’d brought her here. His salt-and-pepper hair was a bit more salt than pepper, and it made him look older than he probably was. Late forties, she guessed, and clearly in charge.

“Miss Royal, we’re pleased you could join us.”

“I didn’t think I had a choice.”

One corner of his mouth lifted in a smirk. “No, not really. Though I think this is preferable to the alternative, isn’t it?”

The alternative being her lying in the sand with a bullet in her head? Yeah, no doubt.

“I guess I should say thanks for the rescue.”

He nodded as he walked around to lean on the desk. Oh, so casual, when she was certain he was anything but.

He stuck out a hand. “John Mendez.”

She lifted her hand and put it in his. It was warm and firm, but it didn’t make her skin sizzle.

“The colonel, I take it?”

“That’s right.” He looked over at Nick and something passed between them. What, she didn’t know. “Have a seat, Miss Royal. Brandy, you too.”

Brandy. It made sense, of course, but it was rather dull compared to Preacher Boy.

Nick folded himself into a chair while she sank down in as ladylike a manner as she could muster.

“Zaran bin Yusuf isn’t very appreciative of your help, Miss Royal.”

“I didn’t help him. I simply did the job I was sent to do.”

“And yet he’s your brother-in-law.”

Victoria didn’t react fast enough to hide the shock she knew had to be on her face. “That’s not true,” she said when she’d recovered sufficiently.

But her heart thumped and her brain hurt as it whirled with thoughts. Had Emily married him? She’d never said she had, but anything was possible with her sister. Emily had seemed hell-bent on self-destruction these past few years, and Victoria had never quite known why. The last time they’d spoken, Emily had said something cryptic. Something that chilled Victoria’s blood and made her more determined than ever to get her sister out of Qu’rim. She’d said, “I miss Mom.”

Emily hadn’t known their mother. Both their parents had died when Emily was a year old in the kind of accident that shouldn’t have happened. They’d been boating with friends when the boat got caught in rapids. They weren’t especially big or terrible rapids, but the river was swollen from rain and the undercurrents were stronger than usual. When the boat capsized, only one person made it to shore alive. The rest were dragged under and drowned.

Gramps had been the only relative they had after that.

“And why not? Your sister gave up everything she’s ever known, all the comforts of home, to come to Qu’rim with this man.”

Victoria wanted to snort. Comforts? What comforts? Twenty-four-hour television, liquor stores, shopping malls, cell phones? Those things didn’t make a person happy. If they did, then Emily would have been ecstatic.

She hadn’t been. Far from it.

“He’s a very dynamic sort of man,” she said carefully. “He convinces people to do what he wants. She came with him, but that doesn’t make her happy here.”

Colonel Mendez tilted his head, studying her. “What makes you think she hasn’t married him by now? It’s been, what, a little over three years since she ran away? Six months since you’ve spoken with her?”

Victoria felt his words like a blow. How the fuck did he know these things? She glanced at Nick, but his eyes were blank. His expression, however, was stony.

“You seem to know quite a lot. Do you know for a fact they’re married?”

“Does it matter? She’s here with him—and you’re here protecting him. These things are pretty damning, Miss Royal.”

“I’m not protecting him,” she said through clenched teeth. “I’d have preferred to shoot him, truth be known. But that’s not what the client wanted.”

And not how she would get Emily back either. She had to play it cool and safe, and shooting bin Yusuf before she had Emily was neither of those things.

“And who was the client?”

“I don’t know.”

“Ian Black knows.”

“Then you should ask him.”

“I’d like to.” Mendez reached for a folder and spun it toward him on the desk. “The intel on Ian Black is surprisingly bare,” he said, making a show of perusing the information in front of him. “Thirties, six-three, dark hair, green eyes—or brown, the report isn’t certain—former CIA. Disavowed, apparently. A rebel, Miss Royal.”

His gaze met hers again, and she couldn’t stop herself from swallowing.

“Like you,” he said evenly.

“I’m just doing a job, Colonel. For a paycheck.” She didn’t like that she sounded hoarse. Squeaky, as if she couldn’t get the words out. She swallowed and waited for his next words.

He gave her a look that said he knew there was a healthy sense of guilt writhing around on the floor of her soul. Well, dammit, when he ran out of options the way she had, maybe he’d understand.

“Then do a job for us. For a paycheck, of course.”

Victoria blinked. “Ian pays me more than the Army ever did. No, thanks.”

She’d spent the past two years saving everything she had for the day when she could get Emily out of Qu’rim and back home to New Orleans. Even if she needed money, which she didn’t, working for the Army didn’t appeal. They’d thrown her out without a second thought, and all because Emily had the poor sense to fall for a man like Zaran bin Yusuf.

A terrorist bent on destroying the United States, you mean.

Mendez’s mouth curled in a smile. “Then do it for yourself.”

Victoria stared at him for a long moment. And then she scoffed. “Unless you plan to help me extract my sister from bin Yusuf and clear my name—both our names—you don’t have a damn thing I want.”

Mendez straightened, and she bent her neck back to look up at him. Her heart thumped against her chest wall at the serious expression on his face. He couldn’t possibly… no way…

“Maybe that’s exactly what I’m offering. Does that change your answer?”

*     *     *

Nick watched Victoria’s reaction. Mendez was still standing there, still looking intently at her, and her head was tilted back to gaze up at him. There was something unbearably elegant about her profile. And lonely, he thought. There was definitely something lonely about her.

He’d read the brief on her that Mendez had gotten from Intel. She’d been working for Black for two years now. Before that, she’d held down odd jobs after being booted from the Army. She’d never formed any relationships with anyone, though the report said nothing about casual hookups. On the subject of her and Ian Black, it was silent.

“I… What do you want me to do?”

That was Mendez’s cue. He slipped backward onto the desk, hands on his knees, and focused the full power of his attention on Victoria.

“I want to know who Ian Black is. Who he works for. Who pays him to do these jobs, and where he gets his information.”

Victoria stiffened. “I don’t know any of that. I already told you.”

“But you could find out.”

She lifted her chin defiantly. “What makes you think that? I’ve worked for him for two years and know nothing more than he lets me know.”

“Are you sleeping with him?”

Nick felt as if someone had jabbed him with a sharp knife. He didn’t like the burning sensation creeping through his gut at the thought of Victoria and Ian Black. The man was a disavowed spy, working for the highest bidder and selling his loyalty like a convenience-store clerk sold cigarettes. He was no good, and if Victoria was working for him—and sleeping with him—then she was probably no good either.

But she had something they wanted, and Mendez was willing to barter to get it.

Victoria got to her feet, the picture of offended innocence. And fury. Holy hell, she was pissed. Crimson slashed her cheekbones as she tossed her hair. Another feeling knifed into Nick at that moment. A feeling that had a lot more to do with the way her breasts thrust forward and her waist dipped neatly in. And then there was the flare of that skirt. Like something a girl back home would wear to church.

Jesus.

“You wouldn’t be asking me that if I were a man,” she said. “And frankly, it’s none of your fucking business.”


Mendez nodded, once and firmly. “If you work for me, it is my business. And yeah, I would ask a man. You’d be surprised how many of these guys can’t keep it in their pants.” He shook his head as if pained, and Nick nearly laughed.

“Half my damn team’s shacked up with someone they met on the job, so don’t bet any money on me not asking every motherfucker that comes through this door who he, or she, is sleeping with.”

Victoria folded her arms over her breasts. She hadn’t forgotten he was there, Nick was positive. But she wasn’t slanting a look his way at all. As if she could forget all about him if she didn’t look.

Fine with him. It just meant he could study her curves and angles to his heart’s content. Until Mendez sliced a look his way.

Nick straightened and dropped his gaze, but the colonel snorted as if he was in on a secret.

Fuck.

“What’s the job?” Victoria asked. “Not that I’m saying yes.”

“Answer the question.”

She blew out a breath. He thought she might tell the colonel to fuck off.

“No, I’m not sleeping with him. I’m not sleeping with anyone. I take my job seriously, and I take getting Emily out of this shit hole even more seriously.”

And that was the crux of the matter. By all accounts, her sister was her Achilles’ heel—and Mendez knew precisely how to dig in the blade.

“I want you to tell us everything you know about Black. Then I want you to go back to work for him. And take Brandy with you.”

Victoria’s mouth dropped open. Then she shook her head, her long hair brushing her back. It was almost to her waist, and Nick wanted to wrap his hands in it. Preferably while buried deep inside her. Pounding into her while she gasped and moaned and screamed his name.

Nick shifted in the chair as his dick began to sit up and take notice of what was going on in his brain.

“I can’t take him to Ian. That’s not how it works. Besides, I thought you wanted me to believe Ian set me up. Why would I go back to work for him when the job wasn’t finished? If bin Yusuf wants me dead, he won’t stop until I am.”

Mendez cut a look to Nick, and Victoria followed his gaze, looking at Nick for the first time since she’d sat in that chair. But it was Mendez’s stare that had him sitting up straighter. If Nick had a collar to pull, he’d have pulled it.

Thankfully, Mendez’s iron gaze cut back to Victoria.

“We don’t know that he had any idea what was about to happen. We also don’t know he didn’t.”

Victoria glared at Nick before whipping her gaze back to Mendez. Busted.

“You’re talking in circles. You’ve made promises, but no specifics, and you want me to walk back into the line of fire—and to take Preacher Boy with me? You’re crazy, Colonel. And since I’ve committed no crime, I demand you let me go.”

Mendez folded his arms over his chest. Then he scratched his head casually while Victoria waited.

“I can have you driven to the gate. But you’ll be on your own then. A target for bin Yusuf, for Black, for whomever. No support, no rescue. And your sister stays with bin Yusuf.”

Victoria swallowed. “I can’t just take him to Ian. He’ll be suspicious. New recruits are ex-military, ex-cops, whatever. And they usually arrive after Ian checks them out with his contacts. He has operations elsewhere, so there’s no guarantee he’d assign Nick to Qu’rim.”

“Trust me, Sergeant Brandon will have a very long and checkered history when we’re done. He’ll be a very dirty operator and precisely what Black wants. Besides, you need a spotter, don’t you?”

Nick gritted his teeth. This was the part he didn’t like. He didn’t mind being kicked out of HOT or having a record as a dirty soldier. All of that was temporary anyway. But acting as Victoria’s spotter was going to drive him to drink.

She glanced at him and he gave her a bland smile. Inside, he was seething. But no one else was right for the job. It had to be him. Dex was still too new to HOT—and Jack Hunter was flying in to take Nick’s place in the squad. They’d be shadowing him and Victoria as much as possible. But mostly he’d be flying without his backup.

Victoria was pissed enough at him to turn him over to Black. But her sister was the key here. So long as Mendez held out the promise of something she’d been unable to get from Black, her loyalties would swing toward them.

“You’ll get Emily away from the terrorist camp? You’ll send her back to the States with a clean record?”

“You do realize that your sister may not want to leave bin Yusuf?”

“I know that.” She hesitated. “But I don’t believe it. If she was happy, he’d have no reason to keep us apart.”

Mendez studied her. “I can’t promise a clean record. She’s been living in a terrorist organization for years now. She’ll be on no-fly lists, and she’ll be watched. But she’ll be free to come and go, and she’ll be able to find work.”

Victoria nibbled her lip. “Ian isn’t stupid. If he didn’t know bin Yusuf wanted me dead before, he probably will now. He’ll want to know how I escaped—and how I managed to kill three men after they’d disarmed me.”

“Was he there? Does he know they took your weapon?”

She didn’t answer, but Nick could tell she was thinking about it.

Mendez kept his gaze on her. “I’ve sent a cleanup team. There won’t be any bodies left. You can say whatever you want about how you got away. Are you a good liar, Miss Royal?”

“I can be.”

“Then tell a damn good lie and stick with it.”

She blew out a breath and shook her head. “This is a bad idea. Ian will be suspicious—of me, of Nick, of the whole damn thing. He’s not going to suddenly tell me anything about his operations.”

“He doesn’t need to. Just get Sergeant Brandon into the outfit and leave the rest to him.”




CHAPTER SIX


Was she really going through with this? Victoria stood near the car waiting to take her into Baq and stared off into the desert. The sun was setting, turning the sky blood red and the dunes orange. It was beautiful, but not the sort of place to take for granted. Forgetting for even an instant that the desert was a constant struggle between life and death could be fatal.

Victoria shuddered. She’d nearly been killed earlier today when she’d stood under a bridge and stared down a man with a gun. She would have died if not for Nick Brandon and his team.

She still didn’t know who they were or what this outfit was, but they were definitely special operators. She suspected they were Delta Force, no matter what Nick said. It was either that or Green Berets. What else was there?


And she was about to walk back into Ian’s headquarters and tell him she’d found a spotter. Someone she used to know and had met again today when he’d come to her aid in Akhira.

God, it was risky as hell, but apparently this Colonel Mendez had access to things that normal colonels didn’t. Like CIA reports. She’d had no idea Ian was former CIA. He’d always styled himself as ex-military, and he worked unconventionally. He had the trust of the locals in a way that surprised her, but that hadn’t worried her until the mission two weeks ago. Now she wondered just whose side he was on.

Nick came out of the building and swaggered toward her. He’d taken off the gear, but he was still dressed in desert camouflage. He was tall, his shoulders stretching the uniform impressively, and there was a day’s worth of stubble on his face. Soldiers had strict rules for grooming, but not out here. Just another indication he wasn’t regular Army.

Her belly did a flip the closer he got. She pressed a hand to her middle and told herself to breathe. He came to a stop and stared down at her, his kiss-worthy lips forming a hard frown. She could see the ball chain from his dog tags glinting against his neck where he hadn’t tucked it into his T-shirt. Why, oh why, did he have to be so damn appealing?

“I know you don’t like me,” he said, “but you can trust me to protect you out there.”

Her heart thumped and she swallowed. “First of all, I can protect myself—been doing it for two years without you. And second, I never said I didn’t like you.”

He snorted softly. “Have it your way then. And you haven’t liked me since the moment we met, so no use pretending otherwise.”

“I didn’t like your superior attitude, Preacher Boy. Big difference.”

He blinked. “What attitude? I showed you to your room. I was polite.”

She was surprised he remembered that. “Ha! You looked at me like I was something you’d scraped off the bottom of your shoe. I thought it was because I was a woman invading sacred territory. And you weren’t polite when we were in the field.”

“No, I was trying to win. But I never took you for anything less than an equal. I thought you knew that.”

“You insulted me. I’m sure I’m not remembering that wrong.”

He actually grinned, his teeth flashing white in his tanned face. He had lines at the corners of his eyes that hadn’t been there before. He’d been almost too pretty three and a half years ago. Now that he had some hard edges? Geez. Sexy, sexy man.

“I insulted your ability. Not your gender. Typical trash talk.”

Victoria frowned. Was that right? He’d pushed her buttons, but as she searched her memory, she couldn’t remember him ever calling her weak or implying she wasn’t good enough because she was a woman.

Why had it felt so damn personal at the time? And, dammit, why did he have to be so agreeable now when she really needed to keep distance between them?

“You didn’t insult anyone else like that. Just me.”

“You were the closest competition I had.” He shrugged. “I won’t apologize for rattling your cage. I’d have done the same to anyone.”

She was still looking up at him and trying to figure out where this unsettled feeling in her belly was coming from when he reached out and smoothed the pad of his thumb over her forehead. Shock ricocheted through her, and she took a hasty step backward, breaking the contact. Her body tingled, a surge of moisture dampening her panties.

Nick dropped his hand to his side and stood there like a mountain. He looked… safe. She wanted to do what she’d never done before, which was wrap her arms around him and press her cheek to his chest. It was disconcerting as all hell.

“Sorry,” he said. “That was out of line.”

“What were you doing?”

“You had a frown line. I didn’t like that I’d caused it, so I thought I’d smooth it out.”

She frowned. “Well, don’t touch me. I don’t like it.”

She liked it too much.

“See, I was right.” One corner of his mouth twitched up.

“About what?” Why couldn’t she think when he looked at her like that?

“You don’t like me.”

She backed up another step. She did like him. More than she should. She was out of her depth with him—and she couldn’t let him know it. She’d been taking care of herself for too long to let one sexy man screw with her goals.

“I like you just fine. But don’t touch me, and we’ll get along a whole lot better.”

He shook his head slowly. “Ah, Vicky, you are a challenge.”

“And don’t call me Vicky,” she said automatically.

He perked up at that. Then he laughed. “So that’s it, huh? Vicky.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “Don’t call me Preacher Boy and I won’t call you Vicky. Got it?”

Dammit. “You drive a hard bargain. So what do I call you? Shithead?”

“Brandy works. Nick works. Pick one.”

“Not as interesting as Preacher Boy, but whatever.”


The driver of her car came outside in civvies. He was supposed to drop her in a market in Baq. She’d make her way back to Ian’s from there. And then she had to talk Ian into bringing Nick into the outfit. Her pulse skipped. What if Ian simply handed her over to bin Yusuf and washed his hands of her?

Nick lifted his gaze to the car for a moment before dropping it back to her. “Don’t worry, Victoria. I’ll be nearby, waiting to hear from you. If anything feels off, call me and I’ll come for you.”

“I’ll shoot my way out and call after.”

He’d given her back her purse after she’d agreed to Mendez’s proposal. She hadn’t even known he had it. But everything was there, and she’d taken out her phone and programmed in the numbers they gave her.

He laughed. “Fine, whatever. But calling first might make getting away easier.”

Nick shoved his hands in his pockets as they faced each other. The driver started the car, and she knew it was time to go. But she didn’t want to turn away from Nick, didn’t want to get in the car and watch him fade into the distance.

It wasn’t like her to feel this way at all, and that was just the cue she needed to force herself to turn and walk away. Ridiculous to feel any sort of attachment simply because they’d known each other a lifetime ago in a simpler world.

She pulled open the car door and started to duck inside. But her gut churned.

Driven by some emotion she couldn’t name, Victoria turned and walked back over to Nick. He was frowning at her when she reached up and pulled his head down. She pressed her lips to his cheek, felt the roughness of his stubble and breathed the smell of him—sand, spice, and cool water—deep into her lungs.

“Thanks for saving me,” she said, her lips close to his ear.

She started to step away, but he caught her close and turned his head, his lips meeting hers. The contact was shocking—and delicious in a way she hadn’t anticipated. She’d been kissed before, but this… this was better than any of those kisses had been.

His mouth was soft and hard against hers, his hands firm on her hips as he held her against him. The kiss was hot and tame all at once. Simultaneously the most arousing and most chaste kiss she’d ever had. He didn’t force her mouth open, didn’t thrust his tongue between her lips—he just kissed her hard and thoroughly before setting her away from him and taking a step backward.

And, God, she wanted his tongue so badly now. Wanted to feel it sliding against her own, stroking her senses higher.

But the kiss was over and he was looking at her, his jaw firm and a hard look in his eyes.

“You’re welcome,” he said, and it took her a moment to remember that she’d thanked him for saving her.

“I… I have to go.” Her cheeks flamed as she said it because he knew she had to leave as well as she did. The car was running, and she’d left the door open. She took a step backward, and then another.

Then she turned and got inside the car, determined not to look at him again. But she failed because she looked up, her gaze clashing with his right as she closed the door. And she didn’t look away as they drove off. Nick didn’t move from the spot she’d left him standing in.

It was only when the car turned and he was out of sight that she remembered how to breathe.

*     *     *

She’d imagined the whole thing. It was the only explanation. Victoria lay in her bed and pushed her hair off her face. The air conditioner wasn’t working right, and the room was hot. She lay on top of the covers in a pair of tiny panties and a tank top and stared up at the ceiling fan whipping overhead.

There was no way she’d kissed Nick Brandon. No way she’d felt the hard muscles of his body, the solid pressure of his thighs against hers, the mildly disturbing hardness between them. No way in hell.

She closed her eyes and bit back a moan. She always slept alone, but for once she wished she had company. And not just any company. Victoria pressed her eyes tight and tried to rid herself of the vision of Nick Brandon watching her drive away.

The house was silent, which meant that Ian was asleep or working alone. Only a few operators stayed here at a time when they weren’t on assignment. Others were quartered in different hotels or rentals nearby.

She’d been nervous when she’d walked into the house today, but Ian hadn’t seemed in the least surprised to see her.

“You don’t look like someone who’s seen her long-lost sister,” he’d remarked.

Victoria kept her purse close, her fingers itching to wrap around the butt of her pistol. “I didn’t,” she said. “It seems as if Zaran bin Yusuf had something else in mind.”

“Oh?”

She’d faced Ian then, dropping the purse and lifting the gun. “He wants me dead.”

Ian’s brows drew down. It took him a second to speak. “You think I knew.”


“Did you?”

He lifted both his hands and held them beside his head. “No. I was told you would be allowed to see your sister for an hour. That’s all.”

She’d chewed her lip, her heart hurting over the fact she’d not seen Emily at all. “What’s the loss of another operator to you? We’re all replaceable, right?”

Something flickered in his gaze. But then his eyes went flat. “Yes. But I don’t have another sniper of your caliber. You’re the best, Victoria.”

The praise didn’t feel as nice as it should. She was tired and confused—and just a little bit heartsick at the idea this man could have betrayed her. She liked Ian. Or had, anyway.

“I need a spotter. A good one.”

“I’m working on it.”

Her heart had pounded. “I found one.”

One eyebrow arched. “Really? While thwarting an attempt on your life?”

“Someone I went to sniper training with. He’s left the Army—not voluntarily, I take it—and he’s here in Qu’rim. And yeah, he was at the cafe where bin Yusuf’s men tried to grab me.”

“Convenient.” He’d leaned back in his chair then, his hands folded on top of his head. Not provoking her. “If all they tried to do was grab you, how do you know bin Yusuf wants you dead?”

“I didn’t get a warm fuzzy feeling from them. Why else would he try to grab me?”

“To reunite you with your sister? To keep you in his camp for himself? How the fuck would I know?”

She still didn’t lower the gun, though he sounded thoroughly baffled. “You’d know if he told you.”

“I don’t take orders from bin Yusuf. I do what I want, for whom I want, so long as I get paid.”

“If he paid you to kill me, would you?”

His eyes flashed. “I might. But he’d have to pay me a whole fucking lot to replace you, and I don’t think that’s his priority right now.”

“Geez, I’m beginning to think you care.”

“Sweetheart, I care as much as I can. It’s all dollars and sense to me. And it makes no sense unless he’s got the dollars.”

“So romantic. I feel positively safe now.”

He’d snorted. “Shoot me if you have to, but otherwise put the fucking gun down and tell me about this spotter.”

She’d stood there for a solid minute, debating. And then she’d lowered the gun and gone to sit in the chair in front of his desk, like always.

“You know, I should be insulted you’d think I’d set you up. Why the fuck would I send you to Akhira just to get you killed? I could do it myself—or let bin Yusuf grab you in the market down the street if he wanted to do it personally.”

She hadn’t mentioned that bin Yusuf didn’t seem to want to do it himself since he’d instructed his men to shoot her on a remote stretch of beach.

“His name’s Nick Brandon. He was some kind of Special Forces or something, but he’s been involuntarily separated. He wouldn’t tell me why. But he says he’s looking for work. And I know he’s good. The best, besides me.”

“You have a contact number?”

“Yes.”

“Then give it to me. No promises, but if he checks out, we’ll see.”

And that had been the end of that. She’d given Ian Nick’s phone number and she’d gone to bed. She wasn’t worried about Nick’s story not agreeing with hers. They’d gone over it again and again with the colonel before she’d been allowed to leave.

She couldn’t sleep as her mind churned with too many thoughts. She thought of her fear when she’d been standing under that bridge, and then she thought of the moment when the men around her dropped to the ground, their lives ended by a sniper’s bullet. She’d never been that close before. She was the one shooting from a safe distance, not the one standing beside somebody when he went down.

Then she thought of the moment those men had poured from the van and she’d thought she’d gone from one hell to the next. But it was Nick. She’d been so relieved because she knew that whatever else was going on, he wasn’t there to kill her.

And now she was supposed to bring Nick into Ian’s private security firm and let him spy for his colonel. And the United States Army. Ian, who’d given her a job and given her the promise of finding Emily. Ian, who’d seemed thoroughly unaware of bin Yusuf’s attempt on her life and angry that she’d think he had anything to do with it.

But, dammit, Ian wasn’t her brother. He wasn’t her lover. He was a man with an agenda of his own, and for all she knew he was a pretty terrific liar. He could be on the phone with Zaran bin Yusuf right now, arranging for her death.

Not that this Colonel Mendez was any better. Just because he had the backing of the Army didn’t mean he wasn’t dirty. He’d targeted Ian, and she’d agreed to help because he’d promised to get Emily for her and transport her back to the States.

Emily might not have a clean record once it was done, but she’d at least be safe and out of an evil man’s control. Victoria would spend every moment she had making sure that Emily got the life she deserved.

Victoria balled her fist and thumped it on her thigh. If only Emily was still alive. That was the thing that worried her in the middle of the night. She’d gone over and over that last conversation, Emily’s statement that she missed their mom, and she wondered. Why had Emily said it? What did it mean? Was she ready to leave this place? Was she afraid of Zaran?


Why hadn’t she called in six months? She hadn’t been allowed to call, obviously. But what if it was something worse? What if she was unable to call?

Victoria closed her eyes and sucked in a breath. And then she reached for her phone on the nightstand. She’d tried calling Emily before, but there was nothing except endless ringing. Even the voice mail didn’t work anymore. She got the same result this time.

She ended the call and scrolled through her contacts until she found Nick’s name. He’d said he’d be nearby if she needed him. She’d wondered what that meant, but she’d decided it was best if she didn’t know. Now she clicked on his name and called up text messaging. She hesitated for a moment before typing.

You there?

She pressed Send before she could change her mind. It took only seconds before she had an answer.

Yes. You okay?

Fine. Just checking.

Thinking about me, weren’t you?

She could feel his smirk through the phone. Her cheeks heated. Two could play this game.

Oh yeah. Touching myself too.

Jesus, don’t say that.

Why not?

There was no reply for the longest time. Her heart sank a little as her phone remained silent. And then it buzzed.

Because I want to touch you, V. Everywhere. Until you scream my name.

Her breath shortened. And her pussy tingled with heat. She knew how to take care of herself—hell, it was how she got off when she needed to—but she found herself wishing he could touch her.

We barely know each other, PB.

We know each other enough.

Her skin was so hot. The fan didn’t help, and she wanted to go kick the AC unit. But it wouldn’t do a damn bit of good.

Best we don’t go there. Work and play don’t mix.

Maybe not, but we won’t always be working.

She sucked in a breath. Her nipples tightened against her tank top, the fabric almost torture against her sensitive flesh. She pushed that thought away and typed.

What were you doing when I texted?

Sleeping.

Sorry I woke you.

I told you to let me know if you needed me.

She stared at the screen, her heart thumping, wondering what to say in reply. She’d needed someone just now, someone to answer her in the middle of the night when she was lonely and scared for her sister. But she couldn’t say any of that to him. She couldn’t let him know she was anything less than tough. Because he wasn’t her friend. He was just a guy she knew who’d helped her out of a tight spot.

Good night, V. See you soon.

She texted him back, then slipped the phone on the nightstand and flopped onto her side. She’d left him in the desert two weeks ago, desperate to escape him. Now she couldn’t wait to see him again.




CHAPTER SEVEN


Nick met Ian Black at an out-of-the-way cafe. The other man was sitting at a table, chatting to the server in Arabic, when Nick walked in. Black stood, his eyes moving over Nick, assessing him. There was nothing but suspicion and hostility in those eyes, but that’s pretty much what Nick had expected to find.

Black held out his hand and Nick took it. They gripped each other hard, that age-old contest between men to prove they had a firm handshake. Nick could remember his dad yelling at him when he was about eight years old for not squeezing harder. The old man had been worried he’d turn into a “sissy,” as he put it. Nick hadn’t quite known what that meant then, but he did now.

It meant, among other things, that his father was a hypocrite who preached about forgiveness and loving one another and yet still had hatred in his heart for those he didn’t approve of. Even when that person was his own daughter.

“Have a seat,” Black said, motioning to a chair and taking the one opposite. When they were settled, he fixed Nick with a level stare. “So you managed to be in the right place at the right time yesterday. Happy coincidence.”

Nick shrugged. “Not quite a coincidence, but whatever.”

Black’s eyes gleamed with interest. “Really? What’s that mean?”

“It means I’ve been watching Vicky. Saw her in the market once and followed her home. Then I followed her to Akhira.”

Black’s brows drew down. “Why would you do that?”

Nick shrugged. “You’ve seen her, man. She’s hot.” He paused for a second, gauging the other man’s response. Black’s jaw tightened a fraction, and Nick’s gut clenched. Victoria had said she wasn’t sleeping with him, but that didn’t mean Black didn’t want to. Or that she’d been telling the truth. That was possible too.

“But that’s not the real reason,” he continued. “I’ve been looking for work since I left the Army, and when I saw Vicky that day, I didn’t think she was here as a tourist, considering her special skill.” He leaned back in his chair. “Wanted to check you out, see what the lay of the land was.”

“And what did you decide?”

Nick could tell that Ian Black was angry. The implication that he’d followed Victoria, found out where Black was holed up, and then kept tabs on them for days wasn’t sitting well with the man’s inflated sense of self-importance. Fucking mercenaries.

Fucking traitors. Or at least Black was, anyway.


Nick leaned forward, elbows on the table. “I’m good at what I do. Hell, I’m as good as your girl—probably better, quite honestly—and I’m willing to do whatever needs doing.”

“And if what needs doing involves things that might be considered counter to the best interests of your country?”

This was the part Nick hated. Fucking bastard. He wanted to reach across the table and wrap his hands around the man’s neck. The Hostile Operations Team was solid red, white, and blue, and the operators worked hard days and long hours in the most dangerous situations. They worked to protect America and all it stood for, and Nick had taken a vow to die in the line of duty if required. They all had.

But this asshole didn’t care about any of that. For the purposes of this assignment, Nick couldn’t either.


“My best interests come first,” Nick said. “But I’m not helping some terrorist shit smuggle a nuke into Baltimore Harbor or anything, so that’s out. The rest is up for discussion… for the right price.”

That hadn’t been part of the script, but he was fucking pissed and he wanted Black to know he had limits.

Black leaned back in his seat and tapped his phone where it lay on the table. He wasn’t punching in buttons, just tapping the back of the case.

“You have quite a checkered history in the Army,” he said.

Nick knew not to show any surprise, but it still astounded him how quickly the man had gotten the information on him. Definitely a leak somewhere.

“Yeah, well, me and the Army don’t quite fit. Better if I go out on my own.”

“You disobeyed a direct order from a commanding officer.”


“It happens. And the stupid shit was wrong. If we’d done what he wanted, the whole unit would’ve bought it when we drove through that town.”

“How do I know you’ll do what you’re told out in the field if you’re working for me?”

“I’ve heard about you. You don’t send men on suicide missions or fail to listen when they tell you something doesn’t feel right. You don’t have West Point up your ass and think because you have a couple of bars on your shoulders that you know more than the men who’ve been on the ground since your worst problem was who to ask to prom and how to get rid of a fucking zit.”

Black’s mouth twisted in what might have been a smile or a grimace. And then he stretched his hand over the table. “Operations are getting busier these days, and I need people willing to work. Your background checks out, and I’m willing to give you a chance to prove your worth.”

Nick clasped Black’s hand and they shook.

“Fuck up, though, and you’ll be on the next transport back to the States.” Black’s smile faded then. “And I promise you, fuck with me at all, and I’ll make sure you don’t work for anyone in this business ever again. You’ll be back home bagging groceries and wondering what the fuck happened, you got it?”

Nick forced himself to smile. “Fuck yeah, I got it.”

Black motioned to the waiter and the man hurried over with two glasses and set them down. Black lifted one and sniffed it. “Black-market whiskey.”

Nick picked up a glass. Alcohol wasn’t precisely allowed in Qu’rim, but of course there was always a black market in just about anything you might want. And a whole lot of people wanted alcohol, even if it was against the law.

Black held out his glass and clinked it with Nick’s. “To a profitable future.”

“Amen,” Nick said. He didn’t drink, however, and Black finally laughed.

“Don’t trust me?”

“Don’t trust anyone.”

Black tossed the whiskey back and stood. “Your call. Drink it or leave it, but we’ve got work to do.”

Nick slammed back the whiskey and got to his feet. “Lead the way.”

*     *     *

Victoria was inspecting her gear in one of the common rooms when Ian walked into the compound with Nick Brandon. Her stomach did a flip and her heart kicked up a notch. She pushed herself upright and faced the two men. Nick’s gaze slid over her, leaving her feeling jittery in its wake. She dropped the cloth she’d been using to polish her rifle and waited.

She hadn’t known whether Nick would be successful or not, but Ian needed new men and Nick had all the right qualifications. Apparently, Ian agreed. Still, it made her stomach churn since she knew why Nick was really here.

“Brought you something, Victoria,” Ian said.

“I see that.”

Something tall and dark and handsome, with bulging muscles and a scowl that said he wasn’t all that amused. Nick had a pack over his shoulder and a duffel hanging off one arm. If he’d brought all his gear, he was here to stay.

“You doing all right after yesterday?” he asked, his expression as serious as ever.

She swallowed before nodding. “I was shaken up a bit, but I’m over it now.”

If only that were true. She was over the physical fear of the situation, but she was more worried than ever about Emily. And if Zaran bin Yusuf wanted her dead, that definitely wasn’t a good thing for her health.

“Good.”

Ian motioned to her. “Take him to see Rascal.”

Nick frowned and Victoria hurried to fill the silence before he popped off. She already knew he wasn’t predisposed to like Ian, and she damn sure didn’t want him saying something that could compromise her ability to get Emily out of Qu’rim.

“Rascal’s our quartermaster, so to speak. He’ll get you a place to sleep and explain how we operate.”

“All right.” He shouldered his gear and followed her through the compound. They walked into an open area where the sun beat down with blistering intensity and the only shade was provided by a couple of date palms. The compound wasn’t huge, but it was big enough for their small army. Still, you wouldn’t quite know what was going on here by the open space. There was no military-grade equipment out in the open and nothing that seemed out of place.

“You look pissed off,” she said as they walked. A fountain tinkled in the center of the courtyard, nothing but a tease in this heat.

“I’ve been better.”

“If you say or do anything that means I can’t get Emily back home, I’ll shoot you myself.”

He snorted. “Hell, you’ve already threatened to do that twice before. Hasn’t worked out so far, has it?”

“You haven’t pushed me far enough.”

“And you all friendly last night. Texting me, saying naughty things… did you touch yourself, Victoria?”

She sucked in a breath laced with searing heat. “I wasn’t serious about that, and you know it.”

“How do I know it? Just because you say so?”

They walked into the shade of a building, and she hurried to the door and opened it. Behind her, Nick laughed softly. She didn’t care; she wasn’t taking the bait.

“Hey, Rascal, got a new recruit.”

Rascal was a big man with a bald head and arms that looked like he’d bench-pressed a Humvee repeatedly. He was bald on purpose, not because he had no hair. He hulked over from where he’d been counting boxes of something and gave Nick a once-over.

He looked meaner than hell, but Victoria knew he was actually one of the nicest guys Ian had, unlike some of the assholes Ian hired who had Rambo complexes. Those guys were typically much smaller than Rascal, so maybe they felt like they had something to prove. He didn’t.

“Welcome aboard,” he said, holding out his hand.

Nick took it and the two men shook.

“So what’s your story, man?” Rascal asked.

“Couldn’t take the Army bullshit anymore. They asked me to leave, so I did.”

Rascal snorted. “And a job back home didn’t appeal, right?”

“Nope.”

Rascal cocked his head. “Got any special skills?”

Nick shrugged. “Almost four years as a Ranger. My specialty was sniper.”

Rascal’s eyes twinkled. “I see. Come to give our girl here some competition?”

Victoria snorted. “As if. He’s my spotter.”

Nick’s gaze burned into her, and she wondered if Rascal could sense the heat coming from her skin. It wasn’t all irritation, either. In fact, most of it wasn’t. Damn sexy jerk.

“For now,” Nick said. “Until I prove I’m the better shot.”

“Anytime, asshole,” she snapped.

Rascal laughed. “Well, don’t kill each other yet. Boss Man has too much work needs doing, and we all benefit when the jobs get done.”

Victoria turned pointedly away from Nick. “Don’t worry. I’d rather have the money anyway.”

“Amen, sister. Amen.”

“I’ll leave you to it,” she said. “I’ve got gear that needs cleaning.”

She could feel Nick’s eyes on her back as she left. A burst of male laughter came from inside the building when she walked outside. She had no idea if they’d been talking about her or not, but since she’d spent her life feeling like the odd one out, she always assumed it.

She went back to where she’d been inspecting her gear, collected everything, and carried it up to her room. It was a small room with a small bed, but at least she was alone. There were no other women in Ian’s outfit—at least not here in Qu’rim, anyway.

There was a window that looked out onto the courtyard, and she went over and watched for Nick. Eventually he came out of the building where she’d left him. He stood there for a minute, letting his gaze slide across the courtyard, and she knew he was cataloging it for his guys. A pang of guilt sliced into her, but she pushed it firmly away.

She’d given Ian two years to find Emily for her, and he’d gotten nowhere. Besides, though he’d treated her well and paid her even better, she had no idea what he was really up to or where his loyalties lay. That thought had bothered her quite a bit since her chat with Colonel Mendez yesterday. Disavowed CIA. You had to do something pretty serious to piss off the CIA enough to do that to you.

Just proved she didn’t really know Ian at all, and she had no real idea what he would do or how far he would go to protect his little empire. If giving her up to bin Yusuf was more profitable than not, she had no doubt he’d do it.

Nick began to walk toward the main building, his gear slung over his broad shoulders. He moved with the catlike stealth of a sniper, all fluid movement and tightly coiled attention. When he disappeared from sight, she breathed a sigh and picked up her phone. It was a habit to check for messages from Emily, but of course there was nothing.

She heard movement outside her room, and she turned toward the door, her breath stopping in her lungs. Whoever it was moved on again, and she waited before going over and putting an ear to the door. Her phone buzzed and she gasped.

It’s just me. No need to panic.

Nick.

Who said I’m panicking?


You’re standing with your ear against the door. Of course you’re panicking.

Victoria stepped backward, her heart thudding. Dammit. What makes you think that?

Shadow beneath your door. Didn’t you learn a damn thing during training?

She shoved her hair behind her ears and stifled a groan. Basic Sniper Training 101, for fuck’s sake. Be aware. She usually was, but having him here was throwing her off her game.

Fuck off, she typed.

More fun with a friend, he shot back.

Victoria started to text something else, but then she shoved her phone in her pocket and yanked open the door. Why was she trading insults with him on a phone when he was right there?

He was standing in the door to a room across the hall, leaning against the jamb like he had no cares. One eyebrow lifted when she appeared. Then he smirked.

“Why are you giving me a hard time?” she growled.

“Sweetheart, I’d love to give you a hard time. Anytime you want.”

Victoria clenched her hands at her sides so she wouldn’t strangle him. “You’re a dick, you know that?”

“Not trying to be. Just telling the truth.”

“You never looked at me twice when we were in training.”

“I looked at you all the time, Victoria. You just never caught me.”

Her blood hummed through her veins, and her body stirred in ways she’d prefer it didn’t. She didn’t have time for this kind of distraction. Not right now. And not with him.

“We’re here for a job. Nothing else. So keep your eyes and your comments to yourself.”

He straightened in the door. He was so tall, so intense, and she almost took a step back. But then she forced herself to stand her ground. It wasn’t like her to avoid a challenge of any kind.

Footsteps sounded on the stairs. She turned toward them just as Ian’s head appeared. He stopped when he saw her.

“Need the two of you to get down here. Got a mission for you.”




CHAPTER EIGHT


Nick followed Victoria down the stairs and into the room that Ian Black was using as his command center. Nick didn’t let his surprise show, but the equipment was pretty high-tech—computers, flat screens, a secure satellite phone on the desk, and other gear. But the most interesting thing was a door at the rear of the room. He might not have paid much attention to it if not for a couple of factors. First, when he’d been outside in the courtyard, he’d noticed the heavy-duty generators. Naturally, a man like Black would want to power his own facility. Not unusual in itself.

The AC units were pretty standard, nothing exciting. Nothing that indicated a server room in the building.

But the door to the room had a combination lock and a cipher lock. Not only that, but Nick could hear the distinct hum of an AC unit behind the door.

Jackpot.

There was no need for an interior AC unit—or locks like those—unless Black had a server back there. Nick scanned the office, recalling what he’d seen on the outside, and realized the room behind the door had to be interior. There was a door near the window, but it was probably to a closet or a narrow hallway that Black had had built to shield the server.

You couldn’t have a server on an exterior wall, and you had to keep it cool. Not only that, but you had to pressurize the air in the vault just enough that there was a whoosh of air whenever it was opened. This prevented dust from reaching the equipment, which would be critical in a desert environment.

Nick let his gaze slide over the walls. It crashed to a stop about a foot up the wall behind Black’s desk. Goddamn, there was a cable coming out of the wall and passing beneath the desk. He’d bet anything that it went to the sat phone.

It meant that Black had secure comm going out of this place, and he was using his sat phone to do it.

Son of a bitch.

The dude was clearly high-tech. And well funded if he had this kind of setup.

According to Victoria, Black had been using this place as a headquarters in Qu’rim for the past eight months, and he’d clearly made some modifications. Serious modifications if what Nick was seeing was any indication. The walls were already thickened, but that was the style in the desert anyway. Kept the interior cool and helped the AC work.

But these modifications… Well, the man intended to stay for a while. Business for Ian Black must be damned good.

Victoria took a seat across the desk from Black. Nick took the other one. Black tapped on some keys at the computer and then looked up at them.

“The job’s in Ras al-Dura. Two days’ drive into the desert. There’ll be an apartment waiting.”

He pushed a key toward Victoria. She slipped it into her jeans pocket, and Nick pretended not to be irritated while he waited for the rest of the information.

“You need to leave right away,” Black said.

Victoria shoved back and started to stand.

“Wait a minute,” Nick said, and she stopped moving.

Black looked up, his dark eyes landing on Nick with a look of annoyance. “What is it?”

Nick blinked. “The target? The objective? Don’t we need to discuss that?”

Black flicked a glance at Victoria before looking at Nick again. “Just get into place. You’ll learn the rest when you need to know.”

“Come on,” Victoria said. “You’ll get the hang of it soon enough.”

Nick scraped his chair back and stood. He didn’t like this. He didn’t fucking like it at all. Black was still watching him, one eyebrow lifted as if to say, “What of it, asshole?”

Nick managed to shrug as if it was no big deal. “Yeah, whatever.”

He followed Victoria from the room, seething the whole time. This wasn’t what he’d expected. Mendez wanted him to learn what Black was up to, not take off into the desert after some unknown target immediately upon arrival. But what the fuck could he do about it? Nothing, because that would arouse Black’s suspicion. Nick had expected to be sent on a mission—just not within literally an hour of arriving.

Either he had shitty luck or Black was one crafty motherfucker. Nothing to do about it now but get his gear and head into the desert.

*     *     *

There was a white Land Rover waiting inside the outer courtyard to the compound when Victoria came downstairs from retrieving her gear. She started for the driver’s side but realized that someone was already in it.

Nick.

She thought about telling him to slide over and give her the wheel, but then she decided what the hell. Two days’ drive, which meant they’d have to share the duty anyway.

And if he wanted to start the trip, then fine with her.

She yanked open a rear door and slung her gear inside. Then she climbed into the passenger seat and put on her seat belt. Nick was quiet, but she knew he was seething. He was wearing mirrored sunglasses, and she couldn’t see his eyes as he looked over at her. But his hands flexed on the wheel as if he were using it like a stress ball.

She slammed her door and met his gaze. “You planning to drive or stare?”

He shifted into gear, and the gate to the street opened. They emerged into the bright sunlight of a hot desert day and turned left, heading toward the highway. They’d driven maybe ten miles when Nick slowed the car and pulled over onto an access road. Cars whizzed past as Nick stopped.

“What are you doing?”

He whipped the glasses off and gave her a hard look. “Gotta piss.”

Except he didn’t. He sorted through his gear until he found something small that looked like a fat pen. Then he walked around the Land Rover, sweeping the device back and forth. He bent down for a second, then popped back up. Last, he swept the interior.

“No bugs,” he said as he stowed the device and got inside again. “We’re free to talk.”

“You found something outside.”

“Tracking device. Rather expected that, though.”

“Your guys?”

“Nope. Yours.”

She blinked as Nick looked at her.

“What, you think Black doesn’t keep tabs on you, sweetheart? Because he does.”

She swallowed as a bead of sweat trickled between her breasts. No, she hadn’t known Ian put a tracker on the vehicle. It wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, considering how dangerous Qu’rim was, but it surprised her she hadn’t known. That he hadn’t told her.

She reached out and turned the AC up, though not quite enough. You had to be careful not to tax the cooling system on the engine too much out here or you could find yourself sitting on the side of the road with a blown radiator.

“What of it? It’s his equipment. And I have nothing to hide.”

She knew as soon as she said it that it wasn’t true. Not anymore, anyway. She had plenty to hide since she’d walked into a bunker with this man yesterday and shifted her loyalties to a colonel who’d promised her the moon.

And if that colonel didn’t deliver—if Nick didn’t deliver—she’d kill them both if it was the last thing she did. She had no time for softness, no time for anything but finding Emily and getting her home again. But after two years, her ability to tolerate disappointment was eroding fast. Since she figured she was already an outlaw in the eyes of the US government, she didn’t much care if she made things worse for herself if these guys didn’t give her what she wanted.

“Maybe a couple of things to hide,” Nick said as he eased back onto the highway. “I can’t disable it because he’ll know right away. After we’ve been on the road a while, I’ll make sure it’s damaged.”

“So he’ll think it happened while we were driving.”

“Yep.”

Ahead, the desert was flat and brown, but in the far distance, above the shimmering heat on the horizon, there were sandstone mountains. She knew it more than she could see it, but that’s because she’d been out here before. The desert was strangely compelling in its own way, the kind of place that was harsh and beautiful all at once. She both loved it and hated it.

“This is a damn strange way to work. No idea who the target is or why.”

Nick’s voice cut into her thoughts, and she turned to look at his profile. Her belly did a little flip, like always. Annoying, but nothing she could do about it.

“You always know who you’re sent to kill?”

“Hell yes, I know. And I know why.” He shot her a look. “You just take your orders and go, never knowing who you’re killing or why? Doesn’t that bother you at all?”

Her stomach started to burn. “Ian knows what he’s doing. I trust him.”

Or she used to trust him, anyway. Now she didn’t know who to trust. Ian had an agenda. Nick had an agenda. She was unimportant in the scheme of things so long as they got what they wanted in the end. She wasn’t naive enough to think she mattered to either one of them. Just because Nick had promised to help her find Emily didn’t mean he cared one iota about her or her sister.

“He sent you into danger in Akhira. Alone.”

“He said he didn’t know that bin Yusuf wanted me dead. I believe him.”

“And you think this job isn’t a setup?”

Of course she’d considered the possibility. She had to. But she wasn’t admitting it to him. “This mission? Why would it be? Ian doesn’t need to send us two days into the desert to kill us, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

Nick’s fingers tightened on the wheel. “No, he doesn’t. All he needs is for someone to intercept us on the way.”

Sweat moistened her palms. Yeah, she’d thought of that too. And they both knew that since there was really only one main road from north to south, disabling the tracking device would only give them a margin of protection.

“Then you better hope your people are watching out for us. Did you get a message to them?”

“Direct communication is too risky, so no, I didn’t.”

Victoria licked her lips. “You mean they don’t know where we are?”

She’d been counting on that to keep them safe. Picturing all those big men bristling with high-tech gear in a van somewhere on the road behind them.

“I didn’t say that. But I wouldn’t put all my hope on the cavalry riding in to save the day if we’re ambushed.”

“Then we’ll just have to do it ourselves, won’t we?” Victoria unbuckled her seat belt and started to crawl into the backseat.

“What the fuck are you doing?”

Her hips bumped against his shoulders but she kept going until she was in the back. Then she reached for her gun case and unzipped it. Her fingers brushed cool steel and her heart slowed a fraction. This was what she knew how to do.

“Getting prepared,” she said, finally answering Nick’s query.


He was watching her in the rearview, a hard frown on his handsome face. She lifted the barrel and stock and started assembling the weapon.




CHAPTER NINE


There was something damned arousing about a woman in a tank top and faded jeans assembling a rifle. Nick kept glancing into the rearview to watch Victoria work. Her fingers were small and slender, and they moved over the parts of the rifle with confidence. But that wasn’t the best part.

No, the best part was the way her top stretched over her breasts and gave him a view of rounded swells as she leaned over and her flesh was exposed. His dick was hardening whether he wanted it to or not. He shifted in the seat, trying to ease the pressure on his swelling cock.

Jeez.

He knew he should just watch the road and stop looking, but hell, what man could resist tits on display? Especially when they belonged to the only woman who’d ever disliked him on sight. Hell, even if she hadn’t disliked him as she’d insisted, she’d done a good job of acting like it.

But then she’d kissed him at the American base, and even though he’d known it was meant to be a sweet kiss on his cheek, he’d turned his head and taken what he really wanted from her.

And she hadn’t resisted. She’d kissed him back, her body melting for an instant. She’d been soft and sweet and so intoxicating. He still didn’t know how he’d let her go. How he’d stood there and watched her get into that car, her eyes fixed on his until the car turned out of sight.

She finished assembling the gun and looked up, her gaze colliding with his in the rearview. There were dark circles beneath her gray eyes, and the corners of her mouth were pinched. Victoria was under a lot of strain, but he wasn’t sure what kind of strain it was.

What if she’d betrayed him to Black and this was all for show? What if she trusted her boss more than she trusted Mendez, and she’d lured them in like a spider on a web? For all he knew, he was barreling toward his own execution instead of a job they were meant to do together.

Maybe that’s why Black hadn’t given any information. And maybe that’s why Victoria hadn’t insisted. He could be the one being set up. He knew it, but that hadn’t been enough of a reason to abort the mission. He was here, and he wasn’t going down easily or quickly.

In spite of the fact the woman in the backseat held a loaded rifle and had access to an entire arsenal at her fingertips. He wasn’t unarmed, but it wasn’t enough against a woman of her skill. He took comfort in the fact she wasn’t going to shoot him while he was driving since that would be suicide.

“Got what you need?” he asked.

She leaned her head back on the seat for a second. “Yes. No one’s taking us without a fight.”

He couldn’t help but grin. “That’s pretty much my philosophy too. You didn’t think I planned to pull over and give up, did you?”

She shook her head. “Not precisely.”

Maybe she was only putting on a show, but she looked determined as hell to repel any would-be attackers. She sighed and shifted the guns around so they were in easy reach, then she climbed back into the front seat and tucked a pistol into the door pocket at her side. She’d come over the seat face-first, her top dipping so low he could see her belly button, her hair sliding over her shoulder and onto his. He could feel her heat, smell her perfume—not actual perfume, but soap and shampoo and sweat—and he wanted to groan. Then he wanted to find a nice hotel and take her to a room where he could have his way with her for several hours.

Not a good time for this, dude.

Victoria glanced at him, her cheeks reddening slightly. “What?”

He cleared his throat and hoped she didn’t look down at his crotch. He was wearing cammies and jump boots, but still. The pants weren’t tight, but his problem would be rather obvious if she looked close enough.

“Just enjoying the view.” Because he couldn’t help teasing her, even if he probably shouldn’t.

“You mean the desert, of course.” She swiveled her head to look at the flat landscape before them. “Lovely.”

He couldn’t help but laugh. Or tell the truth. “I meant you, but all right.”


“I knew you were looking down my shirt,” she said, her voice sounding all prim and scandalized. God, it turned him on. Because she looked tough and dirty, not at all innocent. The voice of a virgin and the body of a sinner.

“You can look down mine if it makes you feel better,” he said.

He didn’t think she’d say anything, but she suddenly reached over and jerked his T-shirt from his pants, revealing his belly and chest as she shoved it upward. It was shocking. And arousing, goddammit. He wanted to groan.

“How about I look up your shirt instead?” she purred.

“Jesus, Victoria. If you want more, all you gotta do is fucking ask.”

She let the shirt go and it fell. “You’re not my type,” she said, sitting back and adjusting her sunglasses. “Sorry.”

He snorted. “What, male? That not your type, sweetheart?”

She made an indelicate noise. “I like men just fine. I don’t like big, brawny men with more muscles than brains.”

He gripped the wheel and stared at the road in front of them. Then he laughed as he remembered that kiss they’d shared. Not interested in him? Yeah, right. “You’re so full of shit. Up to your pretty eyebrows.”

She propped a foot on the dash and wrapped an arm around her knee. “I’m too focused on what I need to do. Sorry. Another place, another lifetime, maybe you’d be fun for a few hours.” She shrugged. “But not now. Not when Emily’s out there somewhere, counting on me.”

*     *     *

Yeah, she was full of shit. Because he was beautiful, his skin golden and hot, and she’d nearly jerked her fingers away as they sizzled from that simple touch when she’d yanked his shirt up. God, what had she been thinking to touch him like that?

She’d just wanted to unnerve him a little bit, but she’d unnerved herself instead.

Victoria shoved her hair off her shoulder and concentrated on the flat desert sand in front of them. They’d been riding for less than two hours now, and already her body was keyed up, like a lightning rod that had taken a strike and had nowhere to discharge it. Her skin sizzled with energy, and her fingers tapped a relentless beat on her leg as she held her knee and focused her attention ahead of the car.

“Tell me about her,” he said, and her head swiveled around to look at him. He glanced at her but then turned his attention back to the road. His big hands gripped the wheel steadily, and she found that she could almost relax with him. Almost, but not quite. She hadn’t trusted Jonah as far as she could throw him, and he’d driven like shit. Her partner before him had left after a month, unable to handle the heat—in more ways than one—and eager to get back to Iowa, or somewhere equally normal and reasonably safe.

None of her partners had ever asked about her life. Oh, some of them had expressed an interest in getting horizontal with her, much as Nick had—but there was something about his suggestions that made her belly spark and her pussy clench and her breath shorten. The others had simply pissed her off.

She was so used to holding her past close that she almost told him to fuck off. And then she decided what the hell. What did it matter? He was risking his life by being here, the same as she was, and while he was doing it for his colonel and a cause, he was still doing it when he didn’t have to. It could have been anyone else in his unit—but it was Nick Brandon, and at least she sort of knew him.

Besides, part of her wanted him to understand.

“She used to be a sweet kid. Open, trusting, desperately seeking love and belonging.” Victoria sucked in a sharp breath. “We were orphaned, you see. My grandfather took us in—but then he died and we went into foster care. It didn’t work out so well.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It was a long time ago. No one harmed us. But we were… unwanted, I think. Emily felt it worse than I did because she was younger. I still remember our parents. She doesn’t. Gramps was all we had—and then he was gone.”

“You think bin Yusuf made her feel as if she belonged somewhere?”

Victoria swallowed the sudden lump in her throat. Her hands clenched into fists, her nails digging into her palms. She wouldn’t cry, wouldn’t let him know how much she blamed herself. If she’d been there, instead of in the Army…

“He must have. He’s very… charismatic. He’s obsessed with Americans—or was, anyway. Completely gets the culture and psyche.”

“You think he singled her out.”

“I don’t really know. I wasn’t there.” She ran her hands through her hair, scrubbed her scalp as if she could scrub away the bad memories and the guilt. “I joined the Army, looking for a way out, you know? I wanted the security and the college fund. I wanted to make her my dependent, help her get clean. But she took up with Zaran, and that was the end of everything. The Army didn’t appreciate the connection to a radical terrorist, apparently.”

He was silent for a long moment. “So you left the Army and ended up here.”

“I have a skill that’s useful. I’ll never get to use the G.I. Bill now, but with the money Ian pays me, I’ll be able to take care of Emily and maybe go to college someday too. It was the best option I had.”

“I’m not judging you, Victoria.”

“You already did that, Preacher Boy. A couple of weeks ago, unless my memory fails me.”

He didn’t even comment on her use of the nickname he hated. “Yeah, I did. But I was fucking pissed. You ruined my shot, and you let that asshole get away.”

“I had to, don’t you get that?” she snapped. And then she shook her head, wondering how she’d let the conversation get this far away from her. Why had she thought she could spill her guts, even a little bit? There was a price to be paid when you let it all out.

“He’s the only link I have to Emily. If something happens to him, then what happens to her? I couldn’t take that chance.”

The silence stretched out between them like a wire pulled tight. “I have a sister,” he finally said.

His voice was even, mild, and she blinked as if they’d entered a time warp. She’d expected him to say something about what she’d done out there when she’d shot the opposition commander instead of bin Yusuf. Or something about Ian and how dirty he had to be for ordering it done.

She hadn’t expected him to say he had a sister. It confused her and made a feeling swell in her chest that she didn’t quite know how to process. Her gut reaction was to lash out, to push him away.

“Congratulations.”

The minute she snapped at him, she felt sorry for it. But he didn’t snap back.

“Her name is Shelly and she’s gay. Not that I fucking care, but my parents did. Still do. They disowned her—and I disowned them. So yeah, sweetheart, I get why you’re doing this. I’d do anything to erase the pain of our parents’ betrayal, to make them see that Shel is normal and beautiful just the way she is. But they don’t fucking care. It’s a sin, and Shel is evil in their eyes for not changing to suit them. They don’t care how much they hurt her by refusing to acknowledge her existence.” His fingers tightened on the wheel. “Well, I care. And I’d do anything to make her happy, so yeah, I get it.”

Her vision was blurry now, damn him. Finally, someone who might really understand. Not just express sympathy and secretly wonder why she didn’t simply let her sister self-destruct. Anyone who was so foolish as to get herself tangled up with a man who professed hatred of the United States and all Americans surely deserved what she got, right?

Well, not when you could still remember her hugging you tight at night because she was scared of a monster under the bed, or when she followed you on her bike even when you told her not to because you were meeting with your friends and then cried when you got angry and said you didn’t want her around because she was still a baby and you weren’t. Victoria had soothed fears, bandaged scrapes, and taught her sister what it meant when she got her period.

Gramps had been wonderful, but there were some things he either didn’t think of or didn’t want to think of because he was uncomfortable with them. Ushering two girls into teenage-dom hadn’t been easy, that’s for sure.

Gramps had told them endless stories about his days in the Army. “We didn’t leave no man behind, little missies. Not ever. You could count on your fellow soldier to take care of you. And you can count on us to take care of each other, am I right?”

Leave no man behind. That’s what she was doing. Or no woman, in this case. Victoria rolled her fingers into a fist, digging her nails into her palm so she wouldn’t cry at the thought of Emily and all that had gone wrong.

“Thanks for telling me that,” she said, her voice tight. “Shelly is lucky to have you for a brother.”

He shrugged, but a muscle in his jaw tensed as if he were suppressing strong emotion. “We’ll find your sister, Victoria. I promise we will.”




CHAPTER TEN


Nick drove well into the night. When he finally got too tired to keep going, he found a place to pull off the road and park. There were other cars parked along the roadway as well, jammed up in little clusters for safety—or the illusion of safety. The road to the south was well patrolled by government forces, and they’d managed to keep it open for the past couple of months now. But there was always a risk that the opposition forces would cut the roadway off again.

Victoria sat up as he put the Land Rover in park. She’d been curled into her seat for the past two hours, sleeping. She blinked and pushed her hair out of her face. “Where are we?”

“Stopping for the night.”

She peered through the window at the cars. “Is this safe?”

He let his gaze slide over the other cars. A couple of men had gathered together to smoke and talk, but mostly it was quiet.

“As safe as anything, I imagine. Better this than pulling off somewhere alone, wouldn’t you say? At least we’re part of a group.”

“Hmm, maybe so.” She didn’t sound completely convinced.

He’d disabled the tracking device a few hours ago now, so even if Ian Black was targeting them for someone—feeding information to bin Yusuf—they weren’t easily identifiable at the moment. He’d made Victoria shut off her phone earlier, though she’d argued, but there was really no way he could be certain Black hadn’t tagged her phone. She’d agreed with the logic, though she’d been pissed.

His phone was fine because it had never been out of his possession, but he’d still turned it off after a quick message to his team leader. Matt Girard would know what to do with the information, and that was the best Nick could hope for.

“I could drive for a while,” Victoria said. “Get us a bit farther.”

Nick shook his head. “We’ll stay here for a few hours, then leave again at daylight.”

He could feel her bristling in the dark. And he just knew that one eyebrow was arched imperiously.

“Since when are you in charge?”

“Since you agreed to work for us in exchange for your sister and clearing your name.”

She was silent, and he knew he had her.

“Fine,” she said after a minute. But she didn’t sound happy about it.

He opened his door and put a foot out. “I’ll put the seats down in the back, and we can bed down there.”

Her eyes flashed in the lights from oncoming traffic. “Shouldn’t someone stay in the driver’s seat? Just in case?”

“We’re armed, Victoria. If anyone fucks with us, I’d rather shoot them than drive over them.”

“I meant in case we need to escape, dickhead.”

“I know what you meant. And I don’t think it’s something we have to worry about tonight. We weren’t followed, no one pulled off when we did, and the tracking device was disabled hours ago. I think we can sleep for a few hours—though we’ll sleep with guns beneath our heads.”

She didn’t say anything else and he powered the windows down an inch or so before he got out and opened the passenger door. The desert was cool at night, thankfully, and all they needed was a little fresh air. Then he went about putting the seats down and shifting their gear until it lined the sides and they could sleep in the middle with their packs as pillows. After the bedding was ready, he shut and locked the driver’s side and then climbed into the back. Victoria didn’t move from her position in the passenger seat as he stretched out as much as was possible for a six-three male inside a vehicle with the seats down.

He arranged his weapons so he could reach the Sig first. His knife was strapped to one ankle, and he had a smaller pistol strapped to the other.

“You staying up there?”

“Maybe.”

“Suit yourself. Just means I have more room back here.”

She leaned the seat back a bit, though it didn’t go as far as it might have if he hadn’t put the back seats down.

“This is the part I hate,” she said after a while. “Sitting and waiting.”

Nick snorted. “That’s what being a sniper is, honey. But you knew that already.”

“I know. I like being inside my own head, thinking about things—but the longer I do this, the more I hate the prep. I’d rather just get the job done and go.”

“Some jobs are that way.”

“Some. Not enough.”

Nick shifted to his back and bent his knees. “Where did you learn to shoot?”

She sighed. “My gramps. He was a Green Beret in Vietnam. He didn’t much know what to do with two little girls, but when he thought we should know how to handle a weapon, I took to it like a fish to water.”

He could hear the wistfulness in her voice. She’d had a tough life. He was beginning to realize that. His had been tough in a different way, but it hadn’t been as lonely as hers. He’d been surrounded by good people, and he’d been encouraged in every way possible so long as he toed a straight and narrow line. Fishing and hunting had been a way of life where he was from, and he’d grown up with a rifle in his hands. He’d never thought back then, spending his days in the beautiful Ozarks of Missouri, that he’d one day target people with his rifle.

“That was a beautiful shot you made,” he said. They both knew he was talking about that day two weeks ago in the desert. “I admired the skill even though I was pissed as hell you fucked up my mission.”

She sighed. “I didn’t know who the target was until I got out there. And I didn’t know bin Yusuf would be there until the last minute. It wasn’t easy to do the job and not accidentally on purpose hit him too.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, I imagine so.” He let out a sigh and put his hands behind his head. He didn’t want to say the next part, but he had to know if she’d considered it. He had to know where her head was. “You know she may already be gone, right? That it could already be too late?”

“I know.” Her voice was small, and he hated that he’d said anything at all.

He could hear her breathing and figured she was working hard to hold in her emotions.

“Victoria…” He wanted to drag her into his arms and hold her close, but he didn’t think she’d welcome it. So he lay there, staring up at the ceiling, and did nothing.

“I can’t think that way yet.” She sounded almost breathless. “I can’t give up until I have proof.”

“I understand that. If she’s out there, we’ll find her.”

“You’re my last hope, Nick. That’s the only reason I’m doing this. I don’t like the way betrayal tastes in my mouth, but I’ll do anything for Emily.”

“You care about Black.” He didn’t like that she did. Not at all. It made something inside his belly twist and writhe.

“We’ve been together for two years. He’s always treated me fairly.”

“And if he set you up? Betrayed you to bin Yusuf?”

He saw her shake her head in the darkness. “There’s no proof he did.”

She had a strong sense of loyalty, and this situation had to be testing her to the limit.

Or maybe not. He had to remember that it was possible she was on Black’s side and this whole thing was a setup for him and HOT. He couldn’t discount anything just because she made him ache with need. In fact, that was probably the best reason of all to be more vigilant than ever.

“Sometimes there is no proof. Sometimes there’s only a gut feeling.”

*     *     *

Victoria slept badly, slouched as she was. Finally, when she could take it no more, she crawled into the back of the Land Rover and lay down beside Nick. He was curled on his side, his knees drawn up, and she had to work her way carefully into the hole he’d left for her. The only light was from the stars and a very late-rising moon that was already sinking fast toward the horizon.

But it was enough to see the curve of his jaw. Her heart thumped, and her fingers ached to reach out and caress the stubbled skin. In spite of everything, in spite of the heartache and danger, she hadn’t stopped thinking of the way his mouth had felt pressed to hers. Of the way her body had lit up like a gasoline-soaked rag, burning hot and fast, and how she’d wanted to cool the flame by merging into him and letting him ease the burn.

In spite of everything, that knowledge had sat at the bottom of her psyche, teasing her, testing her, making her miserable.

She turned on her side, away from him, determined to sleep and not look at him. No wonder. She’d just started to drift off when a hand settled on her hip, instantly waking her. Victoria swallowed, her pulse kicking up, and held herself very still. He was asleep and no doubt accustomed to sharing his bed with a woman. A woman he would touch while they lay together.

Torturous seconds passed, and then his hand slid over her hip, to her belly, and tugged her back against him, fitting her bottom snugly against his groin.

And oh, he was hard. Full and hard, and big enough that sweat popped out on her skin as she imagined what taking him inside her would feel like. His lips settled on her neck, nibbling softly, and she suppressed a whimper. She should move, she knew she should. She should shove him away, shove herself away, and wake him up with a choice curse or maybe a bite to the hand currently cupping her breast over the fabric of her tank top.

Her nipple hardened and she had to bite her lip to keep a moan from escaping as his fingers scraped across the surface again and again. She half wanted him to slip his fingers beneath her shirt and touch her bare skin, but if he did that she thought she might come unglued.

His mouth found her earlobe, his teeth nibbled gently, and liquid heat flooded her. She was wet and hot, and her heart beat hard. She’d been touched before, been kissed, and she’d felt the heat of attraction burning her from the inside out. But she’d never felt quite this way, quite this turned on and aching for a man no matter the consequences. Before, she’d always known what the consequences were, and she’d always managed to use them to stop herself from doing something she might regret.

Nick turned her in his arms then, his body pressing her down into the carpet, one leg going between hers and putting pressure right on the sweet bundle of nerves at the apex of her thighs.

His hands slid up her sides, shaping her as his mouth came down on hers. Victoria was too stunned to protest. And too overwhelmed by heat and emotion to care. Her hands went up, presumably to push him away, but instead they wrapped around his neck. Her mouth slipped open as his tongue plunged inside, drawing her into a sensual stroking that made her grow wetter than before.

He kissed her long and hard before he broke away with a groan, his mouth on her throat, moving down toward her breasts.

“You’re so fucking hot, Victoria,” he said against her skin, and she stiffened at the sound of her name.

“You’re awake?” she gasped.

His head lifted, his brows drawn low. “Of course I’m fucking awake. Would you prefer I did this asleep?”

She shoved at his mountain of shoulders until he took the hint and rolled away. Victoria scrambled out from under him, her body a mass of thwarted desire and anger.

“I thought you were asleep!”

He shoved a hand through his hair. “I kinda was at first, when you lay down. I thought I was… somewhere else. Don’t usually have a woman lying beside me on a job, do I?”

“But then you realized who I was. And you didn’t stop.” She tried to sound as offended as possible, but even she realized it was pretty ridiculous. She’d had her tongue down his throat too.

“You didn’t seem as if you wanted me to stop. You were kissing me back. Rubbing your body against mine. I thought you were as turned on as I was.”

She was, damn him. But she wasn’t going to admit it. She folded her arms over her chest and rubbed her forearms. “I… I didn’t want to be rude.”

“Rude?”

He started to laugh then and her face flamed. God, what a stupid answer. What a stupid, stupid answer.

“The right response if you don’t want to fuck someone is either to say no or to knee him in the balls. But use the knee only if he won’t take no for an answer. And I would have, believe me. I’m not some mindless asshole who’s ruled by his dick. I kinda like the woman to want me too.”

“I’ll make note of that.” She sounded prim and he laughed even harder. Really, was it too much to ask to disappear into the sand below the vehicle right about now? Why couldn’t she just shrug it off and tell him no big deal? Or, even better, why couldn’t she drag him back to her and tell him to have his wicked way because she was more than ready?

He popped open the door and stepped outside. “Go ahead and sleep, Victoria.”

“Where are you going?”

“Gonna drive, sweetheart. Unless you’d rather do something else?”

She couldn’t think of a single thing to say. He shut the door, climbed into the front seat, and started the car. She lay down again, fuming at herself, at him, at the whole situation. She kept trying to think of things to say, a way to redeem herself, but nothing would come. Eventually, the road noise and hum of the engine lulled her to sleep.




CHAPTER ELEVEN


They drove all that day, taking turns, and long into the night. When they pulled over this time, Nick told her to get in the back and he’d stay up front. When she protested that he’d be more comfortable in the back, he gave her a steady look with those gleaming hazel eyes of his.

“Think it’s best one of us stays on watch,” he said.

“I don’t disagree. But why does it have to be you?”

“Why is everything an argument with you?”

For some reason, that made her smile. “You like it that way and you know it. What would you do with someone who obeyed every command you gave her?”

He snorted. “I’d give her a lot of filthy commands that she could fulfill.”

“Pig.”

“Really? You’re the one who mentioned this theoretical woman obeying all my commands.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, I’ll sleep first,” she grumbled, crawling in the back just to shut him up. Next thing, he’d be telling her what those commands would be—and she didn’t need to hear it.

They were much farther from Baq than they’d been last night, and the roads out here were less traveled and more dangerous. It didn’t take two days to get to Ras al-Dura because it was so far. It took two days because of the crumbling infrastructure and the roving patrols. But Ian had contacts, and so far they’d sailed through every checkpoint.

Still, it didn’t pay to forget they were far from help if something happened. Victoria went to sleep much quicker than she expected, only to be awakened by a rough hand what seemed like minutes later.

“Get up, honey. We gotta move on.”

“But you didn’t sleep.”

“You drive. I’ll nap in the passenger seat.”

She got behind the wheel and headed out onto the road. The sun was still behind the horizon, and the sky was darker tonight because of cloud cover. Nick leaned back in his seat, eyes closed, hands folded over his belly. She didn’t kid herself by thinking he was unaware, however. The handle of a Sig Sauer peeked out of his shoulder holster, and she knew he’d snap awake and draw it in a flash if they encountered trouble.

Fortunately, they didn’t. They rolled into Ras al-Dura as the call to prayer rang from the minarets of the city’s mosques. It took about fifteen minutes, but they found the apartment where they were supposed to stay. As soon as she saw it, she knew what the target was. She glanced at Nick. He was also studying the big compound across the street with interest. There was a crest on the gate, which indicated that it was an official building. There were two guards stationed on the street, holding machine guns and watching the traffic slide by.

Whoever they were here for, he was going to be in that building.

Nick looked grim as she turned into the parking garage attached to the apartment building. “I don’t fucking like this at all.”

“The job is the job, Nick. It’ll be all right.”

“Unless Black’s setting us up.”

She didn’t like to think of that possibility, but she knew he was right. Anything was possible out here. Her gut told her Ian hadn’t known that bin Yusuf had intended to kill her in Akhira, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t on board with the project now. Ian was all about the business and the money, and if selling her out kept the money flowing, then she wasn’t so certain he wouldn’t do it, no matter what he said about her being his best sniper.

“Do you have a better plan? Because so far as I see it, we’ve been sent to do a job. The job is here. If you and your people want to know what Ian’s up to, you have to complete the job and return to Baq. If we bug out now, it’s over.”

“I know that. I still don’t like it.”

She parked the Land Rover and they got out. Nick’s gaze roved the darkened garage, but nothing was out of place and no one came gunning for them out of the shadows.

“Give me the key to the apartment,” he told her.

“Why?”

“Because I’ll go up and check it out, see if it’s safe.”

“What makes you think I can’t do it?”

He was a big hulking shape standing over her in the gloom. For a second, she thought he might take the key by force, but then his mouth opened and his teeth flashed white. “Be my guest. I’ll wait here.”

She seriously thought of doing it, but then she had to acknowledge that if this was a setup, it probably wasn’t the best idea to go strolling upstairs alone. Still, she wasn’t letting him have his way about everything.

“We’ll go together,” she said, reaching into the Land Rover for her gear.

He jerked his own bags from the vehicle. “If that’s what you want, honey.”

They took the elevator up to the fifteenth floor. She glanced over at Nick before the doors opened. His jaw was set and he had his hand on his Sig. The doors slid open… and nothing happened. They exited the elevator into a long hallway. It was quiet as they moved down the corridor. They found the apartment, but before she could put the key in the lock, Nick stopped her.

“Just a minute,” he said, pulling something from a pocket in his duffel. He took out a white swab and a small item that looked like a tube with a flashlight at one end. Then he proceeded to run the swab over the doorframe and handle before inserting it in the tube and looking at it under the light.

“Is that an ETD?”


She could tell he was testing for explosives residue, but she’d certainly never seen a device so small.

He nodded. Then he dropped the items into the duffel pocket and nodded. “It’s clear. Go ahead and open it.”

“That’s amazing. Where’d you get it?”

If that was available on the open market, Ian would have had one. But he didn’t.

Nick grinned. “We’re well funded. And we get to play with prototypes.”


She blinked at him. She still didn’t know who we was. She’d thought they were Delta Force, but Nick said they weren’t. Didn’t mean he was telling the truth, but then again, this part about him being here with her and undercover was a bit out of the ordinary. More like the CIA than anything.

But she didn’t think he was that, either.

She slid the key into the lock and turned. The door swung open to reveal a long room with two chairs and a small table. The apartment was a corner unit with a sweeping view of the compound across the street. The windows were wide and tall—and they slid open on tracks, which was perfect for access.

They dropped the gear in the center of the room. Nick went into the adjoining rooms with his bug sweeper.

“We’re clear,” he said when he returned. “And there’s a bed, so at least we have that.”

Victoria pushed her hair over her shoulders. “I hope there are towels, though I’m going to shower regardless.”

“There are.”

She walked over to the refrigerator and opened it. There was food and water, and she took a bottle out and twisted off the cap. “I need to call Ian and let him know we’re here.”

Nick’s expression said he wasn’t thrilled about it, but he knew as well as she did that it had to be done. She’d turned her phone off two days ago, and Ian would be pretty pissed if he’d tried to call.

“Keep it as short as you can.”

“This isn’t my first rodeo, stud.”

She went and fished the phone out of her bag and turned it on, her heart hammering on the off chance that Emily had sent a message. She hadn’t liked leaving the phone off, but it had been months, and she’d reasoned with herself that it was highly unlikely Emily would suddenly get in touch now.

Her phone started beeping with messages once it powered up. She scrolled through them with her heart in her throat, but they were all from Ian.

She dialed and walked over to the window. Ian picked up right away.

“Where the fuck have you been?”

Her already frayed temper spiked. “Driving, asshole, what do you think?”

“You dropped off the grid.”

“Nothing unusual about that.” She always went into radio silence on a job, though she usually checked in once a day. She hadn’t done so this time, and he wasn’t happy about it. Or maybe he wasn’t happy for a different reason, such as bin Yusuf was breathing down his neck about being unable to find her.

Though now that they were here in this apartment, it was like turning on a homing beacon for anyone looking. The resigned expression on Nick’s face said he knew it too. He was busy removing guns from his case, stowing them in easy reach. He also set something that looked like a speaker on the table—she knew it was actually a white-noise device—and then turned back to his gear and kept unpacking.

“Well, don’t do it again. Jesus, Victoria, what if the target had changed locations? Or what if I had to get critical information to you?”

“I’ll check in once a day, as always.”

“Every four hours on this one. And keep the phone on. This one could change fast.”

She gritted her teeth. “Fine, every four hours. Care to tell me what I’m here for?”

“I’ll transmit the information when it’s time. How’s the pretty new recruit doing?”


Victoria swallowed. Pretty? She glanced over at Nick and her belly flipped. Yes, definitely pretty. Gorgeous, in fact. And, whoa, could the man kiss. Parts of her started to tingle. “Fine. Why?”

Ian chuckled. “Don’t get distracted, Victoria.”

“What makes you think I would?”

“You’ve been out here a long time. Gets lonely, doesn’t it? Besides, I saw the way you looked at him.”

She was pretty sure her ears were red. “A girl can look. Doesn’t mean a damn thing.”

“Let’s keep it that way, all right?”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but that’s my intention.”

She ended the call and looked up to find Nick watching her. Her mouth grew dry looking at him. Tall, dark, and brooding—just her type, it seemed. She hadn’t known she had a type, but this one was pressing buttons she’d thought so rusty they wouldn’t work.

“A girl can look at what?” he asked, his head tilted to one side as he leaned against the doorframe, oh so casually.

“At you.” No sense lying about it. She’d stammer and turn red and he’d know anyway. “Ian seems to think there’s interest and that maybe I can’t keep my hands to myself.”

One corner of that sensual mouth turned up in a grin. What would it feel like if she let him put that mouth on her skin again? If he slid his tongue around her nipple and pulled it between his lips?

The answering throb in her pussy was not a good sign.

“I’d like to think Ian’s right. And if he is, you just feel free, sweetheart. Anytime you want to put your hands on me, I’m yours.”

Victoria tucked her phone into her pocket. “Sorry to disappoint you, but you aren’t that irresistible. Hot, yes. Tempting, yes. But not irresistible.”

He unsnapped his shoulder holster and shrugged it off. Then he lifted the black T-shirt he was wearing and tugged it over his head with a grin. Broad shoulders tapered down to a narrow waist and abs that she could count. He wore a set of dog tags that hung between his nipples, gleaming silver in the light shafting into the room. His body was untouched by a tattoo needle, which was rather unusual for a military guy these days—or at least the ones she’d known—and he had a single scar that ran diagonally from beneath his left pectoral muscle to midway down his side. It wasn’t an ugly scar, but it was noticeable.

Hell, everything about this man was noticeable. Her head started to swim. Her feet stuck to the floor. Nick slid a hand down his chest and flicked open the button of his cammies. Oh dear God…

“Wh…what are you doing?” She managed to force the words from her stiff lips.

“Heading for the shower, sweetheart.” He arched an eyebrow at her. “If you care to join me, you know where it is. I promise I’ll take good care of you. Wash every inch of your beautiful body and then lick it all over while you pant my name and beg me to finish the job.”

Her skin was on fire. Her nipples, traitors that they were, were tightening. She folded her arms over her breasts and fixed him with a glare. “The only thing I plan to beg you to do is hurry up and get out of the damn shower so I can use it.”

He laughed as he turned away. “Your loss.”

She heard the shower turn on a couple of seconds later. She resolutely went over and slid into the chair to wait. For good measure, she sat on her hands and forced herself to think about the mission instead of the man.

*     *     *

Nick finished his shower and put the cammies back on with a fresh T-shirt. He didn’t usually go on jobs with showers or beds, but when they were there, you had to take advantage of them. He strapped his guns back into place—shoulder, ankle, small of back—and walked out into the hallway. Victoria was at the small stove, doing something with food that was beginning to smell heavenly.

He picked up an orange from the bowl on the counter and started to peel it. “Thought you wanted a shower.”

“My stomach growled.”

“Is there enough there for me?”

She flashed him a look that would flay the hide off a lesser man. “I’m not your maid, Preacher Boy.”

He separated the orange segments and put one in his mouth, savoring the juice sliding over his taste buds. He imagined rubbing a segment around Victoria’s nipple, licking the sweet juice off her body. His cock liked that idea too, throbbing to life in an instant.

“Didn’t we discuss this name business, Vicky?”

“Sorry. I’m not your maid, dickhead. That better?”

He couldn’t help but laugh. Victoria Royal was one of the crankiest women he’d ever known. Hell, one of the crankiest people he’d ever known. And even if she didn’t like him, she did want him. That he was certain of after their little misunderstanding in the car.

“You need to get laid, Vic. Ease up some of that tension you got going.”

“And you know just the guy, right?”

“I am the guy.”

She turned, spatula in hand. “Word to the wise, but I’m pretty sure there’s not a woman alive who likes a man telling her he knows what’s best for her.”

He finished the orange and started licking his fingers. Her cheeks colored and she quickly turned back to the pan. For a cranky, prickly woman, she had the most expressive face. And she got embarrassed over the tiniest things. Almost as if she didn’t know how to handle anything sexual.

“All right, I don’t know a damn thing,” he said. “But I think easing some of that tension you got going with a good orgasm or two might help you relax. I’m willing to sacrifice myself for the sake of your health—or you can do it yourself if you prefer.”

She didn’t say anything. Instead, she picked up a plate and slid an enormous omelet onto it. Then she set it on the counter between them. She took two forks from a drawer and handed him one.

“Seriously? After I pissed you off?”

“Just take it, for fuck’s sake.”

He did, and they dug in at the same time. She blew on the bite on her fork, then popped it in her mouth and chewed. He took a bite after she did, pretty sure now that she’d eaten it she wasn’t trying to poison him for pissing her off.

“It’s good.” He meant it. He didn’t know what she’d added, but it was more than just a cheese omelet.

“I’m sorry I snapped at you.” She forked another bite. “You press my buttons pretty hard.”

He wanted to say something about pressing the right buttons and how good that would feel, but he wisely refrained.

“Understandable. This isn’t an easy situation for you. You’re working for us, Black thinks you’re working for him—and there’s a terrorist out there who not only has your sister, but who’s also tried to kill you recently. It’s a lot to deal with.”

“And you wonder if I’m still working for Black and setting you up, right?”

He wasn’t able to hide his surprise. In fact, he nearly choked on the omelet and hot cheese. But he managed to swallow and followed it with a swig of water.

She was looking at him with an arched eyebrow, daring him to deny it.

“Yeah, I wondered that.”

“If I thought Ian could get Emily for me, I’d have told you and your colonel to go fuck yourselves. He’s had two years. It’s your turn.”

“Fair enough.”

They ate in silence until the omelet was gone. She dropped her fork and stretched, her breasts pushing outward as she arched her back. Her skin was creamy and spotted with freckles. He wanted to see more, but he knew she wasn’t going to show him.

“I’m going to take a shower, and then I’m climbing into that bed and sleeping for a couple of hours. Unless you object?”

He shook his head. “Nope. Best to catch up on sleep now since we have no idea how long we’ll be here or when the target will appear.”

“That’s what I thought.”

She sashayed away from him, and he turned and peered over his shoulder. She had a nice ass. He loved the way her hair fell to the middle of her back, a thick curtain he’d love to wind his fists into before burying his face in it and dragging her scent into his lungs.

He waited until he heard the shower, and then he went and tried the bathroom door just to make sure she was in there. Locked, of course. He laughed to himself as he pulled his phone from his pocket and powered it up.

He speed-dialed Matt Girard, making sure he could see the bathroom door in case she decided to creep out and listen to his phone call. It was a risk to call the team, but he needed to do so now while he had the chance.

His team leader answered on the first ring. “Brandy, thank God, mon ami. Been wondering about you.”

“All’s good for the moment.” He’d already given his team the general address of this place, but now he added a report about their surroundings. He could hear keys tapping and knew that Billy Blake was hard at work doing what he did best.

“Kid says it’s the Russian consulate across from you. There’s oil in that part of Qu’rim, and the Russians are big players in the industry there.”

Nick stared out the window. The consulate was surrounded by a tall stone wall with iron caps. There was a set of gardens leading to the house, which was about a hundred yards from the road. Not quite a football field in length. The windows running along the front of the building were tall and evenly spaced. But were they bulletproof?

“So Black could be targeting the Russians. Or bin Yusuf could, if Black’s taking his orders from that quarter.”

“Echo Squad is the closest to you. They’re on standby if you need them.”

Nick knew his own team remained in Baq, keeping a close eye on Ian Black, but he wished they were here. Not that another team wouldn’t have his back, but still. These were his guys, and he hated flying solo. But, it was necessary if they were going to take down Black Security and put a stop to the shady dealings. Mendez trusted Alpha Squad more than anyone else in the unit, and they weren’t going to let the colonel down.

“Copy.” Nick sighed and sank onto a chair. “Can’t figure out what we’re supposed to be doing out here, but I still don’t like it. We’re sitting ducks.”

“Echo Squad can be there in twenty minutes if need be. We’re moving them into position now.” There was a pause. “No sign of bin Yusuf in the Freedom Force’s camp. We think he’s on the move.”

“Any word on Emily?”

“A white woman was seen within the past month. But she’s being kept separate from the rest of the camp, so no idea if it’s her or not.”

“Shit,” Nick breathed.

“We can’t be certain it’s Emily,” Matt said, “but the description seemed to match. Still, I wouldn’t tell Victoria if I were you.”

“No, I don’t think it’d be a good idea.”


Because what if she got her hopes up and it was some other woman? Emily wasn’t the only white woman to fall for an Arab man, surely. People fell in love with who they fell in love with—he knew that from watching his sister fight against her sexuality from an early age. She’d been told there was something wrong with her, and she’d tried to change what couldn’t be changed.

The shower cut off, and he hurried to wrap up the call. When Victoria emerged about ten minutes later, her hair a dark auburn waterfall down her back, her face scrubbed clean, and her body encased in black pants and a black T-shirt, Nick nearly swallowed his tongue. Damn, she was sexy, and in a way that said she wasn’t entirely certain of her appeal.

“Thought you were planning to sleep.”

Her gray eyes had dark circles beneath them. “I was, but I’m too keyed up.”

“Got a cure for that.”

He couldn’t help but tease her, mostly because he liked it when she flared up at him. And then there was the knowledge of that kiss they’d shared in the Land Rover and how they’d nearly combusted from that brief touch.

She glared at him. “Do you ever stop?”

He shrugged. “Can’t blame a guy for trying. But yeah, I can stop. Just remember, Vic, how good that kiss felt. When you can’t stop thinking about that, when you want to try a little more, all you gotta do is say the word.”




CHAPTER TWELVE


That kiss had felt good, damn him. And the part where he’d been lying half on her, his hard cock pushing against her leg, had felt exhilarating in a way she hadn’t expected. Victoria tried not to blush, but she knew it was useless. Her coloring gave her away every time.

Nick was watching her with that knowing expression he had that got beneath her skin and made her want to grab the back of his head and yank him down to her for a kiss.

Oh, he’d like that. The bitch of it was she would too.

She licked her lips and turned away, going over to her case and unzipping it so she could strap on her guns. The long rifle lay in pieces, ready to be assembled and set up just as soon as they had a target.

She let her gaze lift to the building across the street.

“It’s the Russian Consulate,” Nick said, and she turned to look at him, amazed he knew that already.

But then she realized that he must have called his people while she’d been in the shower.

“What else did they tell you?”

His gaze was steady on hers. “Nothing much. The Russians are heavy into the oil industry here, but that’s not criminal. Black is still in his compound, but that’s no surprise. Bin Yusuf hasn’t been seen in camp lately.”

Her heart gave a little start. They had someone on the inside in the Freedom Force’s camp? “What about Emily? Has anyone seen her?”

His eyes flickered and her hopes soared. “No.”

She hadn’t realized how much she’d wanted the answer to be yes until an involuntary whimper escaped her. Victoria bit down on the inside of her cheek as she turned away. She had to remain strong for Emily. Had to get her sister and clear her own name so she could have a normal life again. So she could make sure that Emily had a normal life, or as close to it as she would ever get after living with bin Yusuf for the past few years.

Nick put a hand on her shoulder and she stiffened, but all he did was squeeze before dropping his hand away again.

She turned back to him, arms folded over her chest. “I’m sorry.”

He was looking at her with a troubled expression. “For what? Being upset about your sister? It’s understandable, Victoria. If you weren’t upset, I’d probably think you weren’t human.”

She dropped her gaze to the floor. “I am upset, but I, uh… Never mind. It’s nothing.”

She’d wanted to say she was sorry for being prickly with him, that she didn’t know how else to be. But the words stuck in her throat.

The truth was he unnerved her, and she wasn’t accustomed to it. She’d been pushing men away since she was a teenager, and she didn’t quite know how to stop. She’d pushed because she had goals, and because Gramps had impressed on her that good girls didn’t give away the milk for free if they wanted the man to value the cow.

She’d thought cows and milk were such a crude analogy, but she’d understood the point. And Gramps had said it with red ears and a throat he’d had to clear every ten seconds, so he’d clearly been uncomfortable. That was her sum total of the birds-and-the-bees talk from him.

Thankfully, she’d had her friends, romance novels, and cable television to enlighten her. But the lesson had stuck in her head, mostly because of Julia Gibson. Julia had gotten pregnant at age sixteen, left school to have the baby, and never came back. The father had been the star quarterback. He’d gone away to college on a football scholarship, but not before denying to everyone who’d listen that he’d ever had sex with Julia.

Victoria knew better because she’d been at the party that night when they’d disappeared into a parked car together and hadn’t come out for a long time.

She was pulled against Nick suddenly, but it didn’t frighten her. He opened his arms and wrapped them around her, but she didn’t feel trapped. And she didn’t feel like he meant anything by it except to comfort her. His hold was loose and he didn’t make any moves to kiss her or pull her hips into his.

He just hugged her.

“It’s okay, Vic. Don’t worry about a thing. You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to tell me.”

She thought she should push him away, but she really didn’t want to. Instead, she put her arms around his waist and held him lightly. Something vibrated through him, but then he was still. He just stood there and held her, not speaking, not doing a thing other than rubbing his hand up and down her back.

She turned her cheek into his chest and closed her eyes. He was warm, and his heart thrummed hard and steady. After a couple of minutes, she felt a general stiffening in his body and she tilted her head up to look at him.

He shrugged and gave her a half smile. “Can’t help it, sweetheart. You turn me on.”

That’s when she realized that a specific part of him was harder than the rest. She took a step back and let him go. “I’m sorry.”

He laughed softly. “Don’t apologize, Victoria. When it comes to you, I’ve learned it’s gonna happen whether I want it to or not.”

She could feel the heat creeping into her cheeks. His brows drew together, and she knew he’d seen it too.

“Does it really bother you that I’m attracted to you?”

She swallowed. Did it bother her? Hell, no. But it did disconcert her, because for once in her life she really hated that she had so little experience with this kind of thing. Who got to be twenty-five years old without having had sex with a man? And how in the hell did she ever admit that to a soul?

It sounded so stupid, so unbelievable. And there was no way he would believe her, so she wasn’t exactly intending to tell him the truth.

“It doesn’t bother me,” she said, her voice a little rustier than she would like.

“I think it does in some way.” His voice was quieter than before. Thoughtful. “I hope you know—really know—that I’d never use my strength against you.”

Her eyes widened and she could feel her blush deepening. “N…no, of course not. I never meant to imply—”

“I didn’t think you did. I just wanted you to know it. I don’t know what kind of guys you’ve worked with before, but if any of them ever, uh, assumed anything… well, I don’t. I’ve teased you up until now because you piss me off in so many ways that I can’t quite believe it. But I’m not an asshole, Victoria. I’m really not.”

The effects of that speech were still reverberating through her. Warming her and stunning her at the same time. Yes, she’d had to fend off some of the guys she’d worked with, though none of them had ever physically assaulted her. But they were men and she was a woman—and as the sniper on a job, she was in charge, and macho guys didn’t usually appreciate that very much. She’d put up with her share of snide remarks, though she’d never felt Nick’s remarks were meant to belittle her.

Dammit, she liked him. Too much. It hit her as she stared at him, at the hard, firm line of his jaw, the tanned features, the serious eyes that were mostly green but had a touch of brown that made them so mesmerizing to look at. His lashes weren’t too long for a man, but they were long enough that she felt a little twinge of jealousy.

His dark hair was longer than it should be, but she liked the way it curled up at the ends and the tousled look he wore when he raked his hands through it. He was looking at her so seriously now, but it hit her that she liked it when he smiled. He didn’t smile much, at least not with her, but the few times he had, her breath had caught and she’d had to remember to breathe.

Beautiful man.

“I know you aren’t an asshole,” she said, because she had to say something or she’d start to drool. “I think we piss each other off, probably, but that doesn’t mean we’re bad people, right? We just rub each other the wrong way.”

She’d just given him the perfect line to say something about rubbing each other, but he didn’t. Not that she’d intended to do that when she’d spoken, but always before now he’d tripped her up on her own words and made her sputter and fume. Not this time.

“We do piss each other off. I wish we didn’t, but we can’t seem to help it.”

She hugged herself tighter. “Maybe we can make an effort to be civil then. Not assume the other one is trying to get under our skin just because.”

“Sounds good.” He went and grabbed a pair of binoculars before sitting down in one of the chairs and lifting them to scan the consulate across the street. She had the strongest urge to reach out and thread her fingers through his messy hair, to make him look at her one more time.

But he’d disconnected himself from the situation, and it left her feeling out of sorts and confused. Why, when she’d been so flustered by his interest, was she suddenly disconcerted by the lack of it?

*     *     *

Garrett Spencer sat in a chair and stared at the television over his head. The guys were laughing and talking about something, but he was watching the CNN commentator talk about unrest in the Middle East—except he didn’t really hear a thing. It was just talking heads and words scrolling across a screen to him. His mind was back in Georgia, thinking about how his baby girl was celebrating her ninth birthday and he wasn’t there to see it.

He didn’t talk about Cammie to the guys. Or about her mother. Especially not her mother.

Though they’d been separated for years, Sara had finally asked for a divorce when she met someone else who could finance her lifestyle much better than he could. He’d given it to her and good fucking riddance. If not for Cammie, he’d have been happy never to have to see his cheating, manipulative ex again.

“Hey, Ice, what’s got you all wound up today?”

Garrett looked up as Jack Hunter flopped down on a chair beside him. They hadn’t seen Jack in a while as he’d been on special assignment somewhere else—no doubt due to that gorgeous pop star he’d married and the fact she wanted to keep his ass in one piece—but he was here now and everyone was more than happy to see him.

“Nothing much. Just chilling and waiting for the go order.”

Jack took a sip of his beer. “Yeah, I get that. I’ve missed the fuck out of this kind of thing—and I haven’t, if that makes sense.”

Garrett snorted. “With that gorgeous wife of yours, I’m surprised you even think of us at all.”

Jack grinned. “She keeps me busy. And Eli—holy shit, that kid never stops.”

“No, they don’t when they’re young.”

Jack just laughed. “You must have little nieces and nephews.”

Garrett only nodded. “Yeah, right. Energetic little shits.”


“Gina’s pregnant.” Jack’s voice was soft, his eyes shining with that faraway look that Garrett had never understood. He’d cared about Sara, but hell, they’d fought so much he didn’t think he’d ever had the chance to feel dreamy about her.

“That’s great, man. Fucking great.”

And it was, but it also hit him in the gut in a way he hadn’t expected.

“Yeah. She hasn’t announced it yet.” Jack shook his head. “I still can’t believe I’m married to a woman who has to announce things to the press. It’s fucking unreal how much they care about our lives.”

“How’s it working out for you, living in that little town on the Eastern Shore?”

“Waterman’s Cove? We love it. They’ve gotten pretty used to us there. Hell, I heard from Cindy at the Crab Shack that Mr. Russell over at the body shop chased away a reporter who’d come to town asking questions. Disabled his vehicle and then said he didn’t have the parts. Had the car towed to Cambridge, and the guy had to go with it or be without wheels.” Jack shook his head. “It’s funny, but I think the town feels protective of Gina.”

“People surprise you, don’t they?”

“Yeah, they do. She seems happy there.”

The door opened and Mendez walked in. The guys all stopped what they were doing and came to attention.

“As you were,” the colonel said.

Everyone relaxed, but no one sat down or turned away. They wouldn’t dare.

“We’ve got a report that bin Yusuf is in the southern quadrant of Qu’rim. Is he going to the consulate in Ras al-Dura, or is he after Victoria Royal? No fucking idea, and nothing more on Black’s organization.”

The colonel looked ready to explode in that intense, subdued way he had. The man was like an IED waiting for the trigger. You had no idea how dangerous he was until it was too late.

“Brandy didn’t have time to breach Black’s server room, but we know where it is. We could infiltrate, sir.”

This came from Flash. A couple of the other guys nodded. Mendez shook his head. “Black’s got that place wired six ways to Sunday. If we bust in, he’ll know it and he’ll go underground. We’ll never find him or figure out who he’s working for. We have to leave it until Brandy returns and gets inside.”

No one liked that option, but it was the only one they had if they wanted to stop Ian Black.

“Should we tell Brandy to get the fuck out?” Kev MacDonald asked. They all knew he meant the location where Brandy was holed up with Victoria. If bin Yusuf was on his way there, they could be in danger.

Mendez shook his head. “We’ll send him a message and warn Echo Squad to keep an eye out. But no, he’s got to stay until the last possible moment. We have to know who the target is in the consulate. That’s the missing puzzle piece that might just help us take down Black once and for all.”




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Nick frowned at the phone in his hand. The text message was coded in such a way that anyone looking at it wouldn’t understand. But he did. Zaran bin Yusuf was on his way to Ras al-Dura. No idea why, and no idea if Victoria was in danger.

But they had to stay put because to move would compromise the bigger mission, which was to learn Ian Black’s secrets. Echo Squad was near, watching the building and ready to launch into action. That made things better, but not perfect.

Nick glanced at Victoria who sat in the chair beside him, scanning the consulate with her binoculars. Hours had passed and the sun was setting. They wouldn’t turn on lights. Instead, they’d move closer to the windows, open one of them up, and start taking readings.

The life of a sniper was comprised of a lot of hurry-up-and-wait. They would rush to get to an objective, only to sit for hours sometimes, just waiting. Other times, the action was fast and furious and they worked until it was over and no more shots were fired.

This was one of the first types of jobs. Wait, wait, wait.

Not knowing the target made it frustrating, though Victoria didn’t seem to mind. She might be used to working this way, but he wasn’t.

“How did you decide to become a sniper?” he asked, realizing he didn’t know the answer at all.

She turned toward him for a second before scanning the building again. “I told you my grandfather taught me to shoot. I think he probably did it to shut me up because I kept asking to go hunting with him. Then I think he was pretty surprised that I was good at it. But he was proud of me.”

She paused. “I didn’t join the Army with the thought of becoming a sniper. I thought I’d get into computers or something else that would translate well to a job on the outside. But my shooting in Basic was so good that the instructors kept challenging me to do more. It just kind of happened after that.”

“And now you work for Ian Black.”

He could feel her stiffening beside him. “I needed the money. And I needed to be in Qu’rim. A girl’s gotta eat, Nick.”

“Yeah.”

She blew out a breath. “What about you? How did you end up here?”

He scratched the back of his neck. “Like you, I was good at shooting. Did a lot of hunting as a kid and just seemed to have an affinity for making difficult shots. I joined the Army to get the hell out of the Ozarks.”

“And your sister?”

He hadn’t forgotten he’d told her about Shelly, but he was surprised she asked. “She’s in Charlotte, running a restaurant with her wife. They’re planning to have a baby in the next year.”

She pursed her lips. “How do they decide which one…? Um, never mind. That’s personal and none of my business.”

It was personal, but he understood the curiosity. “It’s a legitimate question. Jessica will be the birth mother. And I’m going to be the father.”

The silence stretched and he began to regret he’d said anything. He didn’t know why he’d wanted to share it with her, but he’d thought she might understand. Maybe she didn’t. Not everyone would.

“That’s amazing, Nick. Really amazing.” Her voice was soft, a little thick.

He felt warm and his throat tightened. “Yeah, well, it makes sense, right? The baby will have both their DNA this way. Jessica is an only child. Maybe if she’d had a brother, they’d have done it the other way.”

“You’re a good man to help your sister.”

Maybe so, but he couldn’t fathom how or why he’d refuse. When Shelly had asked, he’d gone to the sperm bank as soon as he could and donated. With his job the way it was, they’d decided that putting his sperm on ice was better than him having to show up at a particular time and place. “Nah, my part was pretty easy. A few girly magazines, some porn, and a cup. I’ll be the kid’s uncle, but I won’t be involved in raising him or her. Probably a good thing, considering.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked, a note of disapproval in her tone, and he almost laughed. She was defending him from himself. It was sorta sweet.

“Nothing much, just that I’m not sure I’m parent material. I don’t have time right now—and I don’t know the first thing about kids.”

“I don’t either. But I think I’d like one someday, when my life isn’t so chaotic.”

“A picket fence and a house with a dog?” He hadn’t quite pictured her in that setting, but he could see it. After seeing her in that sweet dress a few days ago, he could definitely see it. Maybe even in an apron, baking some cookies…

No, wait. Just an apron. Bent over, ass bared, hands gripping a kitchen island…

Shit, not the image he needed in his head right now.

“Why not? And a cat too. A kid, a cat, a dog—and a man. That would be nice as well.”

He tried to picture this shadowy man—but it only annoyed him to try. He didn’t want some other guy touching her. Not when he hadn’t touched her yet.

Jesus, dude, get a grip on yourself.

“If that’s your thing, why not?”

She laughed. “You don’t want to settle down someday? Have kids and a wife, go to a normal job?”

“I haven’t thought about it.”

“I thought everyone thought about it at some point. The future, I mean.”

“I think about the future. I just don’t think about being a nine-to-five guy with kids.”

For him, family life was strict and defined. He’d grown up with such rigid expectations. And while he wasn’t his father, he wasn’t sure he had what it took to be a parent. His parents certainly hadn’t provided a great example, though from the outside everyone would have said they had the perfect family.

Appearances could be deceiving.

Victoria didn’t say anything else. The sun had slipped behind the horizon several minutes ago now. The lights of the city glowed against the desert sky. Across the street, the consulate’s windows shined with light. Behind the windows, people moved back and forth, talking and… rearranging furniture.

“Looks like they’re getting ready for something,” Victoria said, not lowering her binoculars. “Maybe a party.”

He scanned the people inside, searching for hints of what they were doing. Yep, here came a huge table. A party was most likely when their target would appear, assuming they weren’t the target.

“When did you last check in with Black?”

“A couple of hours ago. And no, still no information.”

It didn’t bode well for them that Black hadn’t given them a mark. “Does he usually make you wait this long?”

“It depends on the client. Some are very secretive. Others don’t care.”

That wasn’t exactly helpful. “The disadvantages of being a contract killer.”

“And there goes the civility.” Her tone was frosty.

Nick gritted his teeth. Yeah, he’d been the one to break the peace, but this situation pissed him off. She was in danger, and she didn’t even know it. Worse, she seemed to trust that Black wasn’t double-dealing with her.

“Bin Yusuf is coming.” He decided she needed to know the truth of that at least.

She grew still. “All right.” She sounded so calm when he knew she had to be somewhat rattled over the news. “And yet there’s not really anything we can do about it. Is there?”

It wasn’t a question so much as a statement daring him to contradict her. He wished he could.

“No. He might not be coming for us at all. He might be on his way to the consulate, or on Freedom Force business in the city.”

“But you think he’s coming for me.” It wasn’t a question.

He blew out a breath. “I don’t know. I have no fucking clue. It would be a terrible waste of resources for him to come for you—but if he’s convinced himself you have to die, then maybe he thinks it’s worth it.”

*     *     *

The apartment was quiet, but outside, the sound of cars on the streets reached into the darkness. There were other sounds too—animals, people shouting and talking, and the milling of a city as people left the mosques now that the Mahgrib was done.

Victoria was still reeling from the idea that bin Yusuf was coming, but then they didn’t know why he was coming. Nick was right that it wasn’t a good use of resources to come for her. But the asshole wasn’t precisely firing on all cylinders anyway—where was the logic in trying to kill her in Akhira, for instance? All he’d needed to do was deny her the chance to see Emily, but he’d specifically sent men to pick her up and dispose of her.

“We’ll have warning, I presume?”

“Yes,” Nick said.

She shrugged, though she didn’t feel quite as unconcerned as she pretended. “Then we’re safer here than we’d be on the road. And if bin Yusuf does come, then we’ll know where Ian’s loyalties lie, won’t we?”

She let her hand glide over the butt of her pistol and then looked down at the gleaming rifle lying on a blanket on the floor. He might come for her, but she wasn’t giving up without one hell of a fight. “Besides, we’re heavily armed. It’d be suicide to bust in here after us.”

Nick snorted. “Yeah, it definitely would.”

She picked up her scope and went over to slide the window back. Then she sighted across the distance to the consulate, looking in each window, thinking about the shot it would take to fire through every one of them. She didn’t know if there really was a target, but she’d act like there was until events proved differently.

It was all she knew how to do. If she let herself dwell on the topic—Zaran bin Yusuf, Ian, Emily—she’d want to scream. And that wasn’t what she did. She worked hard, stayed serious, and took care of business.

But at least this time she wasn’t alone.

“I’m glad you’re with me,” she said, not turning away from her task. And she was glad, because she knew she could trust Nick Brandon with her life. A man who cared enough about his own sister to cut ties with his family when they treated her poorly, who intended to give her a chance to be a mother to a child with her own DNA, was not a bad man to have at your back.

Even if you weren’t sure what his goals were.

“I’m glad too,” he said, and a little shudder rippled up her spine.

She heard him get up and cross the distance between them. Her entire body went on alert, hoping he’d touch her again. Just put a hand on her shoulder like he had before, or slide his arms around her body and tug her back against him so she could feel his strength and his warmth.

But he didn’t touch her, and disappointment rolled through her.

“Why don’t you go and get some sleep?”

His voice was a velvet rumble in her ear, and another shudder rippled over her. “I’m not tired.”

“Victoria, you have to sleep. We’ve been here since morning and you haven’t slept yet.”

“I’m fine.”

He made a sound that was a cross between a curse and a growl. And then his hands were on her shoulders and her body lit up like a flame as he turned her.

“You aren’t fine,” he said, his body a big blur in the darkness. “You’re operating on adrenaline and fear, even if you won’t admit to being scared of any damn thing, and you’re going to crash if you don’t get some rest.”

A strong urge to press her body against his swept through her. She trembled, unable to step away from him as she should. As she would have done only hours ago. Her resolve was crumbling, spurred on by exhaustion and that moment when he’d told her she was safe with him. What was it about that moment that had changed everything?


Until then, he’d been arrogant and cocky, and she’d been determined not to let him know how drawn to him she was in spite of how much he irritated her. But now her defenses were lowering, her determination cracking down the center.

His hands slipped down her arms and then fell away. She could feel the warmth coming from him, and the frustration.

“I’ll keep you safe, Victoria. Just go and lie down. If it works and you sleep, great. And if it doesn’t, you haven’t missed anything.”

“And who’ll keep you safe, Nick Brandon?” she whispered.

“You’ll get your turn to protect me, babe. Just not right now.”

She suddenly had to touch him, had to feel his mouth against hers one more time. He’d made her feel safe when he’d kissed her, and he’d chased every other thought from her head. She wanted that again. Wanted to concentrate on nothing but him, wanted the million thoughts and fears whirling through her head to disappear for a while.

She stepped into him, wrapped her arms around his neck, and pulled his head down for a kiss. He stiffened with surprise—and then he dragged her closer with a groan, his mouth slanting over hers hungrily.

She opened her mouth and his tongue met hers, sliding and stroking and setting up an answering throb of heat in her belly. And lower. Her pussy ached with the need to have him, and yet she feared him too. To take that step—that ultimate step—here and now had to be insane.

But an animal part of her wanted it. Because she’d gone for so long—her entire life—without knowing what it felt like to make love to a man. What if bin Yusuf killed her before she ever experienced it?

It was an insane thought, because she’d spent the past two years putting her life on the line, but she suddenly couldn’t stand the idea any longer. She had to know what it felt like, what made women lose their minds over a man.

Nick’s hands went to her back, squeezed her shirt in his fists as if he were trying not to touch the rest of her.

“Touch me. Please touch me,” she said between kisses.

He did touch her, but not the way she expected. He swept her into his arms as if she weighed nothing, his mouth still on hers. And then he broke the kiss and carried her into the bedroom while she clung to him. She put her mouth on his throat, tasted the salt of his skin. She could feel his pulse throbbing hard, and a surge of power went through her to know she could affect him this way.

He lowered her to the bed and she clung to him, wanting him to stretch out on top of her and dominate her. To take charge of the situation and give her everything she’d been missing out on.

But he wasn’t lying down. He was trying to disentangle her hands from his neck, gripping her wrists gently and pulling.

“Victoria, sweetheart, you have to sleep.”

Sleep? Her brain struggled to catch up, to penetrate the sensual fog surrounding her ability to reason. She’d finally decided she wanted a man—and he wanted her to sleep?

Oh God, she was clinging to him like some kind of octopus, arching her body into his and trying to get him to strip her naked and make her forget everything for a while.

And he didn’t want to. Didn’t want her. No matter what he’d said the past few days, no matter that he’d teased her and kissed her and told her he wanted her—

He didn’t.

It hurt, more than she’d thought it would. She let him go and curled on her side, turning her face into the pillow to hide the stupid tears threatening to break free.

He touched her shoulder and she jerked. He didn’t pull away, however. He slid his fingers down her spine, over her ass, and along her hip. Then he stopped touching her altogether.

“I want you, Victoria. Believe me, I do. But not like this. Not when you’re overtired and your defenses are down. Ask me again when you’ve slept a few hours.”

She kept her face turned into the pillow. He stood, and she heard him moving across the room. The door shut softly, and she was alone.

Alone and mortified.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Nick settled a blanket and pillow on the floor of the living room. He had his guns and his early warning system in Echo Squad, so he was going to take this chance and get some sleep too. He thought of Victoria lying alone, her body curled up tight, her face turned away from him, and his gut clenched hard. He’d wanted her so bad.

Wanted to strip her naked and fill her with his cock while she moaned and begged him for release. He could still feel her body pressed against his, her tongue caressing his so desperately, and his dick grew harder than it already was.

He had half a mind to do something about it, but a hard-on had never killed him before and it wasn’t going to now.

Except, fuck, he wanted to be inside her. Thrusting again and again, her legs wrapped around him, her tongue in his mouth. He wanted to feel her sweat and tremble, and he wanted to hear her fall apart as she came.

Damn, he had it bad. He was used to wanting, but he was also used to getting what he wanted. And he wasn’t sure, after he’d turned her down just now, that she’d ever want him again. Screw him and his sense of nobility anyway.

But he couldn’t take advantage of her emotional turmoil. He knew she was upset about her sister, keyed up about Zaran bin Yusuf and Ian Black, and worried about what the future might bring. She’d wanted escape, not him.

Perversely enough, he wanted her to want him.

Yeah, he could be naked with her right now, but it wasn’t right. He lay on his back and put his hands behind his head. The room was dark, but the city lights filtered inside, flickering on the ceiling when cars rolled by on the streets below.

He wanted to know what the fucking target was. And then he wanted to get back to Black’s HQ and get inside that server room. He imagined the server was portable, probably a hardened shipping crate on wheels, with the equipment tucked inside and maneuverable. There was quite possibly some sort of destructive device attached. A thermite grenade would do the trick, but it would destroy far more than the server. Would Black take that kind of chance? Or was he certain he could control access?

There was no way of knowing until Nick got back there. Assuming this wasn’t a suicide mission and the Freedom Force wasn’t bearing down on them even now. He picked up his phone and checked it. Nothing from HOT, no warnings or directions.

He put it down and lay there, his body throbbing for what seemed a long time. Eventually he must have slept, because he was jolted awake by a noise. He lay very still, listening for whatever had woken him. A glance at the door told him no one had broken in. The only windows were along the front of the apartment, where he currently lay, and none were shattered. They were on a high enough floor that someone would have to rappel down the building to get to them, but there was no evidence of that either.

The noise came again, and he realized it had to be Victoria. He thought maybe she was talking to someone, so he got up, slipped his phone in his pocket, grabbed a gun just in case, and crept toward the bedroom where she was supposed to be sleeping. He stood outside the door, listening.

She cried out and he pushed the door open, his heart kicking up. She wasn’t on the phone. She lay in bed, the covers thrown off, whimpering.

He went over and touched her shoulder. “Victoria.”

She cried out, and then her eyes snapped open, clashing with his. She scrambled upright on the bed before flipping and reaching for the table.

Holy fuck.

Nick dropped to the floor, knowing instinctively that she was going for her gun. He was armed, but that wasn’t going to help the situation when he was pretty sure she was just reacting to him surprising her.

“Victoria, it’s me. It’s Nick Brandon.”

“Nick?”

His heart thumped as he lifted his head. She stood on the other side of the bed. He could see the gleam of the pistol as she lowered her hand to her side.

“Yeah, it’s me. Promise not to shoot?”

He heard the clatter of the weapon on the table and he got to his feet.

She was standing there with her hands on either side of her head. “Oh God, I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened… I was dreaming, and then you were there and I thought he’d found me…”

His pulse was racing like a frigging Formula One car as he tucked his gun into his waistband. “It’s okay. I guess I should have woke you up another way.”

She laughed softly, brokenly. “How could you predict I’d forget where I was or who I was with?”

The emotion in her voice made him want to reach for her, hold her tight, but he didn’t move. “Couldn’t have been easy to wake up from a nightmare and see a dark shape standing over you.”

“No, definitely not.” She chafed her arms as if she was cold. “What time is it?”

He pulled his phone from his rear pocket. “Three o’clock.”

“Is that all? It seems later.” She made a soft noise. “I feel like I’ve run a marathon.”

“Night terrors will do that.”

“I don’t usually dream like that. It was… very realistic.”

“You were taken to a remote location and almost killed. It’s natural to feel some delayed stress.”

“Yeah, I guess so. I’d thought I was over it already.”

He snorted. “Not likely. And that’s fucking normal, so don’t beat yourself up over it. You’ll probably dream about it some more before you’re done.”

She studied him. “You seem to know a lot about it. What’s your story?”

The curved scar on his torso seemed to throb for just a moment. It had happened so long ago now that he never really thought of it much—but he’d thought of it a lot at the time.

“I was mugged when I was seventeen. Visiting Chicago on a school trip and stayed out late, in spite of being told not to by our chaperones. I was walking the streets past curfew with a couple of friends when some guys stepped out of the shadows and demanded our money. I resisted when I probably shouldn’t have, and I got knifed for the trouble.”

“The scar on your side?”

“Yep.” He wasn’t surprised she’d noticed it. “It wasn’t life threatening, but it sure hurt like a motherfucker at the time. Not to mention the trip to the hospital got us busted for sneaking out, and my parents were pissed as shit that I’d embarrassed them that way. The preacher’s kids were supposed to be models of good behavior and upright moral standing.”

He could still remember the looks on his parents’ faces when he’d got home. His mother had worn that combination worried/disappointed look he knew so well. His father, however, was royally pissed. And he definitely believed in not sparing the rod. Hadn’t mattered that Nick was seventeen and too big to get beat. His dad had been so angry he’d hit him again and again across the butt and back with a belt while Nick stood there and took it, his insides churning with fury and hurt.

That’s when he’d vowed to get the fuck out just as soon as he could. The minute he turned eighteen, he’d gone down to the recruiter’s office and signed up. He’d had to sign up for the Delayed Enlistment Program since he’d still been a senior in high school, but as soon as school ended, he was on his way.

His parents had been furious about that too.

“That must have made it even tougher for you.”

“Didn’t make it easy.”

Shelly was gone by then, and he’d been the only one left. He’d already been angry with his parents over their continued refusal to accept Shelly unless she changed to suit them, and the knifing hadn’t exactly made them confident in his ability to do the right thing. He could still remember how shocked he’d been that his father was more furious that Nick had disobeyed a rule than the fact he’d been hurt and could have died if the attacker had jabbed him a little differently.

That’s when he’d realized that his parents considered appearances more important than anything else. Not only had they chosen to cut his sister from their lives, but he knew they’d also do it to him in a flash. It was a sobering realization as a seventeen-year-old that your parents cared more for their ideals than they did for you.

“Did you have nightmares?”

“For a while. Eventually they went away.”

She seemed to hesitate. “About earlier. I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“I threw myself at you. It’s embarrassing.”

He didn’t quite know what to say. “You didn’t throw yourself at me, Victoria. And even if you did, I was a dumb ass not to take you up on it. Been kicking myself all night.”


He could see her shaking her head in the darkness. “You’re too nice to me. I was all over you.”

“I’m not at all fucking nice, sweetheart. In fact, if you’d like to kiss me again, I definitely won’t be nice. I’ll take everything you have and ask for more. Your choice, but believe me, I’m more than ready.”

*     *     *

Victoria couldn’t breathe for a second. He had no idea how much she wanted to do just that.

She could still feel his tongue against hers, still feel the hard knot of desire low in her belly now that her terror from the dream had dissipated.

But she was embarrassed by how she’d acted earlier—by her lack of control, by how inexperienced she was, by his rejection, even if it had been for noble reasons. She felt like he must have certainly known she had no idea what she was doing, and he’d been trying to let her down easily.

But this statement, that he was ready if she wanted to try again, knocked her for an emotional loop. Worse, now that he’d tossed the ball back into her court, she had no idea how to hit it out again.

“I don’t know what to do.”

“Just kiss me, Vic. The rest will happen.”

She swallowed. Her heart was thrumming fast, and she felt a little dizzy with it. “No, I mean I don’t know what to do. I… I’ve never done anything like that before, and I just…”

She felt like an idiot. Why was she admitting such a thing? Why was she even talking about this? She should tell him no thanks, she’d changed her mind, please go away.

But some little part of her—the small, girlish part that wanted to be loved—refused to let her do it. Instead, it made her embarrass herself further by admitting she was a clueless virgin.

She was glad it was dark and she couldn’t see his expression as well as she would during the day. He stood there, not speaking, and she imagined he was trying to think of how to extract himself from this situation.

“I… Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” His voice was tightly controlled, and her heart sank a little more. He must think her a freak.

Goddammit, she was tired of this shit. Tired of pretending to be something she wasn’t, tired of hiding the truth because it made her feel stupid and unattractive. And abnormal. Never forget abnormal.

“Yes, Nick, I’m a twenty-five-year-old virgin. I’ve never had sex before. I know how it works, for fuck’s sake, but I’ve never done it. I don’t quite know why, except I just haven’t found anyone I wanted to do it with before. I’ve been too busy taking care of my sister—worrying about my sister—to spend a lot of time dating or screwing random men.”

“Damn, Vic,” he said softly. “You sure know how to make a speech.”

Humiliation was her old friend by now. “Screw you, Nick Brandon. Screw you and get the fuck out.”

He moved toward her then. “Hey, sweetheart,” he said, stopping in front of her, taking her by the shoulders and then tilting her chin up and forcing her to look at him. “That wasn’t an insult. Honestly, I haven’t a fucking clue what to say to you right now, other than I think you’re probably the toughest, most single-minded person I’ve ever known. You had a goal, and you didn’t let a damn thing get in your way.”

“I let Zaran bin Yusuf get in my way.”

He tugged her against him, pressing her cheek to his chest. His fingers stroked her hair and little tingles of sensation began to drip through her system.

“You were trying to make a better life for you and Emily. You did the best you could. The fact she fell for an asshole like bin Yusuf isn’t your fault.”

“Maybe it is,” she said, her throat clogging with old regrets. “Maybe I should have stayed home and tried harder.”

He pushed her away, holding her by the shoulders again. Then he bent until his face was level with hers. “You aren’t at fault for another person’s actions. Your sister made choices, and while those choices worry you and you’re here trying to find her again, frankly I’d be more than a little pissed off that she’s put you through hell like this. In fact, I am pissed off, and I don’t even know her. But I’ll do everything in my power to help you find her. And when you get her home again, I hope you realize you aren’t responsible for her entire fucking life. She’s an adult, Victoria. Like you, like me. She might have made a bad choice, but once you have her back again, you’d better realize she’s capable of making more of them. And they won’t be your fault either.”

His words made her uncomfortable in a way, and yet she knew he was right. “I am pissed at her,” she said softly. “I’ve been pissed for a very long time—but I also think she wants to come home and that he’s keeping her locked up against her will. I can’t abandon her. No man or woman left behind. Gramps said we had to look out for each other because no one else would. He was right, and I can’t do anything less than what I’m doing right now.”

“I know you can’t.”

He ran his hands down her arms and let them drop away. She wanted to ask him to hold her again, but she was too shy to do it. Which was ridiculous considering she wasn’t precisely timid about a lot of things. But this—him—she was out of her element.

It had come on fast. Too fast.

This crazy pull between them was disconcerting and exciting all at once. She’d known it was there before, in sniper training, but she’d been unable to give in to it. Not to mention she’d thought he was unaffected and it was all her. Silly her, mooning over some guy because he was handsome and made her tingle.

Now she wanted more—and she wanted nothing because she was afraid of how it would change her life if she got it. They were mostly strangers to each other, and just because he was basically a decent guy didn’t mean there was a future beyond however long they had to work together.

Not that she expected there to be. It was certainly premature for that. But she liked him, and she wanted to know if she would still like him in a month. Two months. A year.

“For the record,” he said, “I think you’re pretty amazing. Gorgeous, sexy, determined, talented. Amazing.”

She could feel the heat creeping beneath her skin. It made her glow warmly when he said it, and yet it embarrassed her too. “If you’re trying to get in my pants, you’re doing it wrong.”

He snorted. “So prickly. I like that about you.” He let out a long sigh. “I want in your pants, Victoria. Desperately. But in light of what you just told me, I can’t help but feel you deserve better than to lose your virginity while staking out a Russian consulate. You should be wined and dined and made love to on a bed with satin sheets. It ought to be a memorable experience.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re kidding, right? Satin sheets are such a cliché. Besides, how many women lose their virginity staking out Russian consulates? I’d venture to say precisely none. Why can’t I be the first?”

“Goddamn, you tempt me,” he said, his voice a low growl that made a shiver roll over her. “But I feel like I’d be taking advantage of the situation. Of you.”

She folded her arms over her chest, hugging herself. “I’m a twenty-five-year-old virgin, Nick. If I’ve never done it before now, do you really think I don’t know my own mind? That I’m weak willed enough for you to take advantage of just because we’re out here alone together and I find you sexy? Do you really think you’re just too irresistible to me and I don’t know what I’m doing or saying?”

He reached out and caressed her cheek. “You’re incredible. Seems to me if you’ve waited this long, you might want it to be special. With a man who loves you. You…” He sucked in a breath. “You have to know that I don’t. That I’m a horny bastard who desperately craves you. It’ll be special for me because I’ll be your first, but not the way it’ll be special for you.”

His words made her shiver deep inside, but they also made her angry too.

“For fuck’s sake, Brandon, do you honestly think every girl’s first time is with a guy who loves her? That that makes it special? I’d think the most important quality is a guy who knows his way around the female anatomy. Can you make me come? Can you make me cry out and beg for more? That’s what I want, not some declaration of love and devotion.”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Could he make her come? Holy hell, was this some kind of torturous payback for all the things he’d done wrong in his life?

Victoria Royal was just about the sexiest woman he’d ever known. She was strong, determined, loyal, had a deadly accurate eye and nerves of steel—and she’d never had sex before.

Twenty-five, with a body like that and a mouth made for kissing, and she’d never had sex.

It was more than a little bit tempting to be her first. And yet it was a huge responsibility too. He knew he could make her come. Hell, he could make her first time good—but he couldn’t fight the idea that she should be with someone who cared.

He knew he didn’t care.

Well, fuck, maybe he cared a little bit—but that’s because she was sweet beneath the sass, innocent in this one thing, and he couldn’t help but care about that.

And maybe he even cared about her as a person because he certainly couldn’t seem to stop thinking about her well-being lately. But that wasn’t good enough. It wasn’t the kind of all-encompassing caring he should have for a woman who wanted to give herself to him for her first time.

He was a dog. He loved sex, like most men, and he loved the release it gave him for a little while. He could lose himself in her—but it wasn’t the same as when he’d thought she was experienced. Everything they did would be her first time, while for him it would be numberless.

He didn’t have mindless sex, but he didn’t stick with any one woman for long either. He did quick relationships, if you could call them that, where he was faithful to one woman for a few weeks or so. Then he just got tired of dealing with the questions and the demands for more emotional commitment, and he moved on.

He didn’t do long-term. He knew that long-term didn’t last. If your own parents couldn’t commit to you for a lifetime, why on earth would anyone else?

“You didn’t answer the question, Nick. Can you make me come?”

Her voice was soft and sultry, but there was an underlying current of uncertainty as well. It was the uncertainty that undid him. If he told her no, if he turned and walked away now, he’d leave her feeling as if she weren’t good enough for him. As if she weren’t sexy or desirable.

How could he do that? This beautiful, innocent woman was asking him to be her first, and though it scared the shit out of him in some ways, it also thrilled him in a deep, primal way that shocked him.

“Yeah, I can.”

“I’m scared as hell, I should admit that to you… but I want to do it. I want you to be first.”

He reached for her, pulled her against his chest, and tilted her head back with both his hands on her face. He was a fucking goner. He was like an addict being offered a fix, and he couldn’t say no.

He told himself it was just sex, but he knew there was something else driving him too. Something he didn’t know how to quantify.

“If you change your mind at any point, tell me to stop. Don’t endure because you think you have to. Don’t let it go too far if it feels wrong.”

“Okay.” Her voice was soft and breathy, so different from when she was giving him hell. It was such a turn-on.

“And if you don’t like the way I’m touching you, for God’s sake tell me. I’m not a mind-reader, and everyone is different.”

“All right.”

He could feel her trembling, and a wave of answering tenderness washed over him. He didn’t think Victoria was scared of anything, yet she was clearly nervous about this.

“Sweetheart, we don’t have to do this. You don’t have to prove anything to anyone.”

“You’re going to give me a complex if you keep trying to back out.”


“You’re shaking.”

“Anticipation.”

He laughed. “More like adrenaline.”

“That too.” She ran her hands up the front of his chest and put them around his neck. “Just kiss me. Let’s see what happens from there.”

He tossed up a silent prayer, asking for the patience he’d need to do this right—and then he lowered his head and claimed her mouth with his own.

*     *     *

There was something about kissing him once she’d decided to go all in that was different. Oh, it was every bit as exciting and arousing as it had been before. But knowing she’d given herself permission to let anything and everything happen, she felt a certain wild joy that she’d never experienced before.

Flame roared through her veins, ignited in her belly, made her tremble even more than she already had been. Her pussy throbbed with need, the walls growing slick with moisture.

She was the sort of person that when she made up her mind to do a thing, she wanted to do it immediately. She tugged his shirt from his pants and slid her hands beneath the fabric, her palms against his warm skin. She could feel his scar, that indentation that ran in an arc beneath his breastbone, and it made her heart squeeze to think of him on a Chicago street as a teen, getting knifed and then going home to censure from his parents rather than love and gratitude he was alive.

She didn’t know his parents, but she took a rather dim view of them, considering how they’d treated him and his sister. Since she’d lost her parents so young, she’d never thought it possible they might not love her enough to accept her no matter what she did. It was a shocking truth to find out that some parents were capable of such a thing. Though logically she knew it happened, she’d never known a soul who had experienced it.

Nick’s mouth was another world, a revelation to her senses. She’d been kissed, but not quite like this. Not with this kind of all-encompassing attention to detail. His tongue stroked against hers one moment, delicately explored her mouth the next, and then strongly demanded a response from her.

She was helpless to do anything but kiss him back exactly as he taught her. He dropped his hands lower on her body, took her by the hips, and pulled her into him. The hardness against her belly made her stomach flip. He was big and ready, and she was afraid she’d be a disappointment to him.

What if she sucked at this? What if she did everything wrong and he thought she was a lousy lay? He wouldn’t tell her. She knew that as sure as she knew her name. He was too gentlemanly to tell her she sucked.

She pushed him back suddenly, breaking the kiss, and he immediately lifted his head and relaxed his hold on her.

“Change your mind? It’s okay if you did. Just let me know.”

She swallowed. God, she was already so bad that he’d just walk away if she gave the word. In the next heartbeat, she told herself that was ridiculous, that he was being kind and making sure she hadn’t decided against doing this.

“No. I… I just wanted to say that you have to let me know if I’m doing something wrong. If I’m horrible in bed, you owe me the truth. Don’t sugarcoat it.”

He snorted. “That isn’t going to be a problem, honey. Trust me.”

Funny, but he still had the ability to irritate her. She was trying to be honest, and he was dismissing her fears as if they were silly. “How do you know? I might be terrible. And you’re going to lie about it if so. Just don’t; that’s all I ask.”

He gathered the bottom of her T-shirt and started to push it up and over her head. She let him remove it, her skin prickling with goose bumps that had nothing to do with the coolness of the AC.

He dropped it on the floor and went for the button of her pants. “Victoria, I’m not going to let you be terrible. Trust me. And stop thinking so hard. Just feel.”

He slid her zipper down and pushed the pants over her hips until they fell on the floor and she stood there in her bra and panties.

Then he dropped to his knees, pressed his open mouth to her belly, and her goose bumps intensified. Her fingers slid into his hair automatically, clutching him to her as his tongue danced and teased its way over her skin. He cupped her breasts in his hands and then took the edges of the cups and pulled them away until her nipples were bared and her breasts sat high and firm.

Victoria didn’t think it was possible for her to get any wetter than she already was, but when Nick licked a stiff nipple, she gasped at the sensation rolling through her. She grew so slick and swollen that she thought she might die if he didn’t touch her there soon.

Her fingers tightened in his hair as he sucked her nipple into his mouth, rolling it between his teeth and flicking it with his tongue. Every sweet pull on her breast sent sensation streaking down into her pussy, making her ache and throb with need.

As if sensing that she needed more, he slid his fingers beneath her panties, down into the seam of her body and the hot slickness of her desire. He rolled a finger over her clit, and she let her head fall back, a moan escaping her. She spread her legs to give him better access, and he made a noise against her skin that might have been a laugh or a groan.

But he dragged his fingers through her wetness, then inserted one inside her. The walls of her pussy gripped him tightly, craving the invasion. His thumb circled her clit while he slowly moved a finger in and out of her slick core. It wasn’t a completely new sensation, but it was different because it was someone else doing it.

“Nick,” she gasped as her body wound itself tighter and tighter. She could come this way, standing here with his fingers on her body and his mouth sucking her nipples. She clutched at his shoulders, giving herself over to the decadence of his touch.

And then he stopped and she cried out. But he simply pulled her panties down her hips and she stepped out of them. Then he pushed her back onto the bed and pulled her to the edge, her legs spread wide.


“I have to taste you,” he said, his voice a low growl that sent a shiver of need rolling through her.

He put her knees over his shoulders and licked into the heart of her as she gasped.

“You’re so wet for me,” he said. “Fuck, what a turn-on.”

“Don’t stop this time. Please don’t stop.”

“I’m not stopping until you scream my name, baby.”

She didn’t think that was possible, really, but then he started licking her again, his tongue swirling around her clit, his fingers sliding in and out of her body, and every nerve ending she had lit up like a flame. He played her body with an expertness that stunned her. Oh, she’d expected him to know what he was doing—but to know her body so well, as if they’d had sex a hundred times already, wasn’t something she’d anticipated.

He knew just when to increase the pressure and just when to ease off to stop the wave building inside her from breaking. She could see her release hovering so close, could taste it, and yet he kept her from throwing herself into it.

She wasn’t sure whether she was grateful or frustrated that he kept the tension building. But oh, his tongue. It did magical things to her, swirling and licking and tasting until she was panting from the overwhelming sensations churning inside her.

She’d imagined this, of course. Imagined what it would feel like to have a man give her pleasure this way. But imagining and experiencing were two entirely different things. It made her wonder how she’d resisted sex for so long if it was always this way.

She threw her hands over her head, grasping handfuls of the sheets, and arched her hips, seeking release from the torturous cycle of pleasure kept on the edge for too long.

And Nick let her go this time. Victoria heard her voice, heard his name breaking in her throat, but she had no time to marvel at the fact he’d done what he’d said he would do.

No, she was overwhelmed with a bright, hot euphoria that exploded inside her and raced through her veins like a brush fire. Everything centered on that one spot of pleasure—and then it didn’t. It flowed over her and through her while she broke apart, clutching the sheets and gasping for breath as her body disintegrated.

When she came back to herself, Nick was still there, stroking her sides with his hands—roughened hands, but soft and tender too—and a wave of embarrassment flooded her suddenly.

He’d just witnessed her losing control, and she wasn’t sure how that made her feel. Plus she was naked, disheveled, and he was still dressed.

“You okay?” he asked, and fresh heat flared inside her.

“Yes.” She sounded hoarse. Probably from all that moaning and screaming she’d done.

“You’re beautiful, Victoria. Amazing. If you still want more, I want to be the one to give it to you.”

She blinked. He was asking her if she wanted to continue? After what he’d just done to her? He must be aching with his own need for release, but he’d still asked her if she wanted to continue.

“I do,” she said, and she meant it. Yes, she was embarrassed by what had just happened—but she was amazed too, and she couldn’t imagine stopping now. “All in, Brandon. I told you that.”

He got to his feet slowly. She thought about getting up and helping him undress, but then he dragged his shirt up and over his head and her breath caught at the bulge and ripple of his muscles. He was in phenomenal shape, of course, and it was utterly breathtaking.

“Wait,” she said when he reached for the button of his cammies after setting his gun on her night table.

He stopped, his fingers hovering just over the fly, and her heart thumped. He would stop, right now, if she asked him to. She knew it, and it made feelings swell inside her that she didn’t quite understand.

“Take them off slowly.”

Nick grinned. He flicked open the first button and then reached for the next. “You like a little show, Vic?”

She raised herself up on her elbows. She was self-conscious about being naked in front of him, but the room was shadowed and she told herself it was okay. “I do want a little show. I want to remember this.”

He undid his pants and pushed them down his hips. He must have taken his boots off earlier because the pants disappeared, and then he was standing there in his briefs. Tight, white, bulging briefs that made her heart skip. Her gaze roamed over him, taking in every delicious inch.

With abs and thighs like that, he could be an underwear model instead of an elite sniper.

He hooked his thumbs in the wide band of the briefs. And then he stood there for a long minute, watching her.

“You really want to do this? We’re in the middle of a fucking war zone, we’ve got an unknown target, a terrorist who might be coming for you even now, and it’s very likely your adrenaline is kicked up so high it’s making you do things you wouldn’t otherwise do—”

She got to her feet and pressed her hand over his mouth before he could continue.

“I want you, Nick Brandon. I don’t know why, but I do. Badly. You’ve been under my skin since the first moment I saw you back in training, and while I have no fucking clue what I’m doing, I think I’d regret it for the rest of my life if I didn’t do this with you. I want you inside me, taking me over the edge. I want your tongue in my mouth, your hands on my body, and your cock inside me. I need it, and I feel like I’ll die if you don’t give it to me.”

He let out a breath when she slowly lifted her hand away. “Fuck, you sure do know the right things to say to a man.”

He took her hand and pressed a kiss into her palm. It was a tender move when they were both aching so badly for something far more raw and primal.

“You’re special, Victoria. Incredibly special.”

Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes at his sweet words. She couldn’t remember the last time anyone had told her she was special and meant it.

But she wasn’t about to cry. She knew if she did, it was over. He would think she was too emotional, not thinking straight, and he would end this. And then she’d never know what it felt like to be with him. Sure, her body was sated after the way he’d just taken her over the edge with his mouth, but it wasn’t quite enough.

She wanted more. Much more. And so she slipped her fingers into his briefs and pushed them down because she needed something to do.

His cock sprang free, big and full and ready, and she dropped to her knees in front of him. Her nipples were tight, aching buds, and her belly flipped even as her core throbbed with need.

“You don’t have to—” he began. But he didn’t get to finish because she took him in both hands and sucked the tip of him into her mouth.

Another first.

She closed her eyes, enjoying the foreign feel of him on her tongue. He was firm but soft, and he tasted salty. Not unpleasant, but not quite expected either. Victoria opened her mouth a little wider, took him deeper, just to the edge of where she would gag if he went farther.

She swirled her tongue around him, learning the texture of all that velvety skin.

“God, Victoria.”

She opened her eyes and looked up at him. His eyes were shadowed, but she could see the intensity on his face.

“I used to dream of this,” he said, his voice rough. “Your mouth on my cock. Made the nights in training so fucking miserable, I have to tell you.”

She removed him from her mouth, ran her tongue up the underside of his penis. “Tell me what to do. Tell me how to make this good for you.”

His laugh was broken. “It’s already fucking fantastic.” He reached down and tipped her chin up gently. “You’ve never done this before either?”

She shook her head. She supposed it was something she could have done, but she’d honestly never been motivated to try it before.

He showed her where to grasp him. “Stroke while you suck. But not too much because I’ve got to tell you I’m pretty much on edge. Too much and this is over too soon.”

Victoria’s pulse hammered in her veins, her throat. But she loved the intensity in his gaze and the way he swallowed hard when she took him into her mouth again. She pumped him the way he’d showed her, swirling her tongue around the head of his cock as she did so. She moved her mouth up and down on him, taking him as far as she could before she had to back off again.

It was exciting in a way she hadn’t considered it could be. It was all about him and his pleasure, but feeling the twitches and jerks of his body, hearing the sharp breaths and harsh groans he couldn’t contain, she felt a power she hadn’t known existed. She was pleasuring him, and it made her feel powerful and beautiful.

And excited. If she weren’t using both hands on him, she’d use one on herself.

Suddenly Nick swore. And then he reached down and pulled her to her feet. His eyes were bright as he searched her gaze.

And then he crushed her to him and kissed her.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


The kiss liquefied her bones. Nick’s tongue swept into her mouth, his lips firm and demanding against hers as he walked her backward. Her knees hit the side of the bed and she stopped, clinging to his shoulders before she fell.

But that’s what he wanted, because he gripped her hips and lifted her onto the bed before coming down on top of her. Automatically her legs went around his waist. His cock slid firmly against her clit and she moaned into his mouth.

“Condom,” he said, breaking the kiss. “Need a condom.”

“I’m on birth control. An implant under the skin.”

He blinked and she felt herself reddening.

“It was in case… I’m a woman in a war zone. I had to protect myself.”

His grip on her tightened, and she felt the tremor of anger roll through him. “In case of rape, you mean.”

She swallowed. “Right.”

It hadn’t been something she’d wanted to take a chance with, though God knew she would have fought tooth and nail if any man had tried to force her against her will. But she knew she was a woman in a man’s world out here, and in a man’s profession, and the possibility existed. She’d decided to protect herself.

“Obviously, I’m healthy,” she added, though it was unnecessary.

“We get tested regularly in the Army. You know that.”

“Yes.”

He lowered his forehead to hers. His skin was hot. “You’re turning me inside out, Vic. Every time I think I know which way is up, you flip it on me.”

“I’m sorry.”

He ran a hand down the side of her body, under her ass, cupping her. “You’re fucking beautiful, you know that?”

She felt suddenly shy. Here they were, skin to skin, his cock poised to enter her body, and she was shy whenever he complimented her. Sassiness was her default setting when she was embarrassed.

“Are you going to fuck me or talk to me all night?”

He dropped his head and sucked one of her nipples into his mouth. His tongue rolled around the tight peak and she arched her back, amazed at how she always seemed to want more.

And then he moved his hips and she felt him, right there at her entrance, hard and relentless, and her pulse shot into the hot zone.

“Relax, sweetheart,” he crooned. “It might hurt at first, but it gets better. I promise it does.”

He began to move, the head of his cock slipping into her wetness, spreading her wide. It was a foreign feeling—and an amazing feeling.

He sank deeper, slowly deeper, and she moved her hips to try to accommodate him.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes.” She didn’t have a hymen after a couple of pelvic exams at the doctor’s office, but she still expected it to hurt. Nick wasn’t a rubber vibrator, after all.

And it did hurt, but not badly. It was the stretching of tissues that were unaccustomed to such an invasion, the foreignness of a large male entering her for the first time. Maybe she should have used a bigger vibrator…

“You’re so tight,” he said after a few moments of not moving at all.

“No miles on this thing, remember?”

He busted out laughing, and she felt it reverberate through her. What a sensation to be joined so intimately and feel your partner laugh.

“Jesus, how can you make me laugh when this is serious? And why are you cracking jokes anyway? You’re supposed to be incoherent with passion right now. Not doing my fucking job right if you aren’t.”

A wave of emotion washed over her. He made her happy. He made her feel as if she were important. And he made her forget, for the time being, everything but what it was like to be with him.

“Maybe you aren’t as good at this as you thought.” She loved teasing him, even when her nerve endings were raw and her body was on fire.

He lifted her to him with that one broad hand on her ass and slid the rest of the way home. Victoria gasped and Nick made a sound that was half growl, half groan.

“Not good at this?” he said tightly. “You’ll pay for that, Vic. With a lot of begging, I might add.”

She was still panting at the invasion, at how full and stretched she felt. It hurt, but in a good way.

He dipped his head and kissed her softly. “I’m sorry if I hurt you.”

She put her hand on his cheek, then slid her fingers into his hair. “It’s a good kind of hurt. Now please make it better. I want to get to the good part.”

He shifted his hips, moving gently, and the nerve endings in her entire body sat up and took notice. It was as if Nick were an electric storm, and she were a conduit for his energy. Her skin lit up with pings and sizzles in places she hadn’t realized could be so sensitive.

Nick slid almost all the way out and then pushed deep inside her again. Victoria gasped his name as she clutched his shoulders, seeking an anchor in the storm. He didn’t give her any mercy after that, moving inside her faster and faster, his body demanding everything she could give in return.

She lifted herself to him, opened herself, took him as deeply as he could go, her body melting and reshaping itself to accommodate his. The tension she’d felt earlier began to spin up again, coiling tighter and tighter inside her until she thought if she didn’t get some relief, she would scream.

Victoria closed her eyes and arched upward, wanting more. She wanted to remember everything, experience everything, but she knew it wasn’t going to last. Her orgasm was a wave just out of reach, a wave that would annihilate her when it arrived.

She wanted to come, but she also wanted to control her reaction.

Except she knew there would be no control. When she shattered, she would lose herself in the bliss of the moment. Nick owned her body right now and he would accept nothing less.

He drove into her with more force than before, their bodies slapping together, their sweat mingling. And it didn’t hurt anymore. It felt astonishingly wonderful.

Why had she waited so long? Why?

And then her heart whispered to her. He was why. Nick Brandon. The thought disconcerted her. She couldn’t let herself get emotional over this man. Emotion was vulnerability, and she had no room for vulnerability. Not out here. Not now.

“Come for me, Victoria,” he rasped in her ear. “Let yourself go.”

It was as if he’d given her the key, because her breath caught and her body flew over the edge as the tension inside her exploded in a single blinding flash. She heard herself cry out his name, her voice broken and breathless.

She’d had orgasms before, but never like this. Never with a man inside her, driving her over the edge. It was different; it was a revelation. There was something about experiencing such a supremely intimate moment with another person that was both frightening and comforting.

Victoria closed her eyes and gave herself up to the sensations vibrating through her. Nick followed her over the edge, shooting warm jets inside her. That was also a revelation, to know she could feel the moment when he came.

He didn’t collapse on top of her but held himself up on his elbows. He was still inside her, still hard, and she pressed her forehead to his shoulder and concentrated on breathing.

“Hey,” he said softly, and she looked up to find him watching her with a look of concern on his handsome face.

She didn’t know why until he reached out and smoothed his fingers over her cheeks. Her skin was wet.

“Did I hurt you?”

She gulped, suddenly uncertain she could maintain her composure. Her emotions were a whirlwind and she wasn’t quite sure why. “No. I… I’m fine.”

He pushed her hair from her face. “You don’t look fine.”

“It’s just a bit overwhelming.”

He gave her a smile. “Yeah, it can be.”

“Is that a commentary on your awesomeness or just a general statement?”

He snorted. “Whatever you want it to be.”

His hips flexed, and she gasped, both at how sensitive she was and at how eager her body was for more. She dropped her gaze to his chest, unable to look at him for more than a few seconds. Her heart still pounded, and little aftershocks of nerves zipped through her body. Her brain raced with conflicting thoughts.

What had she done? Why had she chosen a man who got beneath her skin to be the one to initiate her? Was it a mistake? How would she ever regain her balance? How would she ever look him in the eye again?

He tipped her chin up and forced her to look at him, putting an end to that question. His hazel eyes searched hers. “Regrets?”

It was strange to be asked such a thing when he was still buried inside her, when her body hadn’t quite pieced itself back together again.

She swallowed. Her throat hurt. “I don’t know.”

She felt him stiffen slightly, but then he sighed. “Believe it or not, I understand.”

A tiny sliver of pain lanced into her. Because if he understood, he must be feeling some regret of his own. And that was a thought she couldn’t stand. It might be hypocritical, but it hurt. She pushed at his shoulders, but it was like trying to move a brick wall. He wouldn’t budge.

“Get off,” she said as the hurt threatened to turn into a deluge.

“You aren’t pushing me away, Victoria. Not like this.”

Fresh tears trickled down her cheeks. Crying was an unbelievable breach of her usual control, but then nothing about tonight had been normal.

He swore. She thought he would get up and stalk out of the room, but he took her hands in his and pushed them above her head. His mouth captured hers almost savagely. She had a brief moment of shock—and then her belly clenched and a hard wave of desire rolled through her.

His body bore hers down into the mattress, his cock swelling inside her.

“Do you still want me to go?” he demanded, his mouth at her ear.

She heard herself moan—and then she wrapped her legs around his waist and he started to move. It was faster this time, more frantic. They moved as one, rocking the bed hard against the wall—and then she came, biting down on his shoulder as she did so. She was still coming when he stiffened and groaned his release.

This time he rolled away when it was over. The cool air on her body was a shock after being beneath him for so long. She pushed onto her elbows and looked at him. He’d flung an arm over his face and his chest rose and fell more rapidly than before.

“I shouldn’t have done that,” he said after a long moment.

“Which part?” Because she had to know what he meant.

He moved his arm and turned his head toward her. “Just now. You thought I regretted having sex with you. The only way I knew to prove differently was to do it again.”

She lowered her gaze even as she felt her face flushing. Her damn coloring showed everything. “I did think that.”

He reached out and tangled his fingers with hers. “The only thing I regret is that I was too weak to tell you no.”

She didn’t know what to say to that. She wanted to curl against him and go to sleep, but she felt awkward and uncertain. When would she stop feeling this way?

“I didn’t want you to tell me no. I think I made that clear.”

He snorted softly. “Yeah, you did.”

He reached for the nightstand, checked his phone and his gun. She thought he would get up and go now, but he didn’t. He lay back and then dragged her down and wrapped an arm around her. She put her head on his chest, her cheek against his warm skin. He smelled like soap and sex and she closed her eyes, sighing.

“I have a feeling tomorrow’s going to bring news, one way or the other. For now, we’re safe, so let’s sleep while we can.”

She wanted to stay right here with him—and yet she needed to stay in control of the job as much as possible. She pushed herself up. He let her go.

“I know your guys are watching, but maybe one of us should stay on alert. I’ll take this shift.”

He sighed. “It’s not necessary, Victoria.”


“I think it is.”

“You just have to argue with me, don’t you?”

“I’m not arguing. I’m following procedure.”

She knew it sounded hollow when she said it, but she had to wrest back some of the control of this operation—of herself—where she could.

Nick turned onto his side and punched the pillow. “When you get tired of sitting up alone, come back to bed.”

She fumbled for her clothes in the darkness, cursing herself the entire time she got dressed. Was she insane? She could have stayed right there, curled up in his warmth, but she’d had to be stubborn.

And now she would pay the price, sitting in the dark until dawn and wishing like hell she could explore his body one more time.

*     *     *

Nick slept soundly, only waking when the sun sent a shaft of light streaming into the room. It fell across his face, warming him. For a moment, he was disoriented. But only for a moment. The night before came back to him with blinding clarity.

Skin to skin, breaths mingling, bodies straining, soft limbs tangling with his own. He’d been so lost in her. So overwhelmed by the sweetness of her body. He’d thought he would wake up this morning and feel pleasantly sated.

Instead, a hot, hard hunger swept through him. His cock swelled, remembering. He wanted her again, and just as badly as he had last night.

He turned his head, intent on waking her and indulging this need, but Victoria wasn’t there. She’d stayed away all night.

He bolted upright, uncaring that he was naked, and grabbed his phone. Though it was late morning, there were no messages, no missed calls.

He tracked toward the open door.

He could hear Victoria’s voice. He stopped in the doorway and watched her. Her back was to him, her red hair flowing over her shoulders and almost to her waist. She was wearing the same clothes she’d worn last night. He remembered peeling those clothes off her, tasting and touching her before burying himself inside her.

He wanted to do it again. And again. His dick ached with the need to do so. He could go over, nibble the skin on her neck, strip her slowly before spreading her out for his pleasure…

She raked a hand through her hair, but she didn’t turn.

“Everything’s fine, Ian. It’d be better if you’d give me the target. … No, I’m not having fun. … I don’t give a fuck about Nick Brandon! He’s just a guy I once knew. … Yes, fine. … Roger.”

She dropped the phone to her side but still didn’t turn. Nick walked out into the living room, naked as fuck, and she turned when she heard the movement. Her eyes widened. And then she reddened and turned her head as if she were embarrassed.

What a fucking turn-on. She was hot and sassy, bolder than hell—and still virginally embarrassed.

“Don’t give a fuck, huh?” he said, his pride stinging just a little bit more than he would like. “I’m afraid you had me fooled last night, sugar.”

“You were listening to my call?”

“It’s a small apartment. Couldn’t help but hear it.” He walked over to the fridge and opened it. Taking out a bottle of water, he twisted the cap off and took a long swallow.

“Maybe you should put some clothes on.”

He leaned against the bar and grinned. His dick stood up like a flagpole. “Why? You saw it all last night. Licked quite a bit of it too, if I remember right. Would have sworn you gave a fuck then.”

“It’s none of Ian’s business, all right? I don’t want him knowing… uh…”

“That we’ve fucked? Yeah, probably not a good idea. He might get jealous over that one.”

The thought of her and Ian Black definitely made him feel a twinge of something that pissed him off.

She sucked in a breath. “He’s not getting jealous. Why would he? But he might just think there was something more to the story about how you came to be in the right place at the right time if he knew we were, uh, having sex.”

“Do you have any idea how red you get when you try to say what we did together? Yet you asked me if I was going to fuck you or talk all night. How did you manage that?”

She lifted her chin. “It was dark.” She waved a hand and then turned away. “Jesus, can you just put some clothes on?”

He sauntered toward her, stopping when he could feel the heat of her reaching out and burning him up. His hands itched to grab her, to turn her toward him and make her his again.

But there were other considerations, and he was decent enough to remember them.

“I’ll put on some clothes, but only because last night was your first time. But tell me you aren’t sore, even a little bit, and I’ll have you naked in about ten seconds.”

Her throat moved as she swallowed. “It’s not too bad, but yeah, I’m sore.”

“Figured that, unfortunately. I think we got a bit carried away. Or I did.”

She met his gaze again. Her cheeks were so delightfully red. He loved that about her.

“I wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.”

He grinned. “Guess I should get dressed. We have work to do.”

“Yes.”

He went back into the bedroom and dragged on his pants and T-shirt. When he returned, Victoria was standing with binoculars and looking across to the consulate. The guns were in position on the floor below the window. All they needed was to know who they were here for and why, and they’d be in business. He prayed it wasn’t something he couldn’t do, like let a Freedom Force terrorist walk when he had one in the scope.

Then again, that’s why he wasn’t the one taking the shot. He cast a glance at Victoria, wondering again how she could so easily take orders from Ian Black. The man was dirty through and through.

But Nick knew why she did—or why she said she did. Emily.

If HOT found Emily for her, then she wouldn’t have to take orders from Black ever again. She could go back to the States and start a new life. A life that didn’t involve Qu’rim, Ian Black… or him.

That thought sent a sharp feeling slicing into him, though he wasn’t sure what it was or why. She was just a woman he’d had sex with—a hot, amazing woman—and not anyone he needed in his life. Though he’d like to keep her for a while and have a lot of sex with her, no doubt.

He was thinking about when he might possibly be able to get her beneath him again when Victoria’s phone buzzed. She glanced at it tiredly—and then she made a little sound of shock as she swiped the screen and pressed it to her ear.

“Emily! My God, where have you been?”




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Victoria’s hands shook and her heart had shot into the danger zone the second she’d looked at her phone and seen Emily’s name. For months, Emily’s phone had simply rang and rang whenever she dialed the number, but now she was taking a call and praying it was really Emily on the other end.

The silence dragged on for long moments, but then there was a voice, very quiet and still.


“Victoria?”

“Yes, Em, it’s me! Where are you, sweetie? Where have you been? I’ve been so worried!”

“I’m fine. I just… I wanted to talk to you. It’s been so long, and I’ve been scared. Zaran…”

Victoria’s heart thumped. She glanced at Nick. He looked stony-faced. So different from the sensually teasing man who’d stood there a few seconds ago. “What about Zaran, Em?”

“He’s… different these days.” Her voice broke off in a sudden sob. “I want to leave, Victoria. But I can’t get away. He took my phone, but I found it this morning, and I had to call you.”

“Where are you?”

“I don’t know. We’ve been traveling. We reached a city, but I don’t know where it is.” Emily sniffled. “I just want to go home. I want to go back to New Orleans and start again.”

Victoria gripped the phone tightly. “We’re going to do that, baby. I swear we are. I’m going to get you away from him.”

“I don’t know how you can.” Her voice sank to a whisper. “He hates you, Victoria. He keeps telling me he’ll kill you if I don’t stay with him. So I stay—but I want to go.”

Victoria closed her eyes. She felt a tear slide down her cheek. Nick’s arms snaked around her from behind. He held her close, his solid body pressed against hers, and she felt his strength seep into her. It was just what she needed right now. She always handled everything alone, but it was nice to have someone hold her. Be there for her.

“Don’t worry about me, Em. Just walk away whenever you can. He won’t hurt me.”

“You don’t know him. He’ll kill you if I leave. And then he’ll kill me.”

Victoria’s throat ached. “Not if I kill him first. Just hang on, Emily. I’m going to find you, I swear.”

“I wish you could, but—Shit, I have to go!”

The line went dead and Victoria’s blood turned to ice. “Emily? Emily!”

She knew her sister was gone, but the adrenaline rush made her furious and jumpy. Her eyes blurred with tears—there was no holding them back now. They welled and spilled over, and she turned in Nick’s arms to bury her head against his chest. All the tears and frustration she’d felt for so long came rushing out. She fisted her hands in Nick’s T-shirt and cried while he rubbed her back and didn’t say anything.

She didn’t know how long they stood like that before she lifted her head and gazed up into his eyes. His brows were drawn low, and his expression was thunderous. It made her heart catch and then speed up again.

“I’m sorry, Victoria.”

She pushed herself away from him and swiped beneath her eyes. Fresh embarrassment set in, heating her skin and making her wish she could go hide in the other room for a few hours. But hiding from Nick was impossible. She’d learned that last night.

“It’s okay. She’s alive, and that’s a good thing.” She pulled in a deep breath and let it out again in a rush. She had to get her equilibrium back. “We have to find her, Nick. She’s in danger—and your colonel promised he’d get her out of here.”

He looked torn, and her belly began to ache. Nothing had changed after last night. She’d known it was the truth, but to see it so blatantly after all they’d done together in the darkness of the night—after all they’d shared—made her feel more alone than ever.

“Victoria—”

“No!” Because she couldn’t stand it. She couldn’t stand here and listen to him tell her that until they knew what Ian was doing and who he was working for they wouldn’t do a thing for Emily. She knew what the bargain was, but dammit, they could alter it. She’d do anything they wanted if they just got Emily away from Zaran bin Yusuf. “She’s scared and she wants to leave, but he’s threatened to kill me if she does—and her.”

“Did she tell you where she’s being held?”

“She doesn’t know. She’s with him, though. Traveling with him. They could be anywhere…” Her gut churned as sudden understanding rocked through her. “They could be here, Nick! Right here in Ras al-Dura! You said he was coming this way.”

It wasn’t impossible. If Zaran were coming to meet with someone, then why not? Emily could even now be nearby. It made her frantic, but there was nothing she could do. She didn’t have the technology to find Emily.

But Nick did. His people did.

Nick took his phone from his pocket and dialed. She had no idea what he planned to say to his people, but her pulse skipped and fresh adrenaline swirled through her, making her tremble with the desire to act now.

His eyes didn’t leave hers as he started to speak. “Got a situation here, Richie. Emily Royal just called—and she’s in danger.”

Victoria waited while he filled in the guy on the other end of the phone. She didn’t know what she expected, but for him to say “Copy” and hang up a few minutes later wasn’t quite it.

She balled her hands into fists at her side. “That’s all?”

Nick’s hazel eyes were somber. “There’ve been no new reports on bin Yusuf’s whereabouts. We’re keeping an eye out for him, but he’s not surfaced yet.”

Victoria wanted to scream. “So basically it’s business as usual and never mind that my sister is scared and wants to go home.”

Nick blew out an explosive breath. “It’s the best I can do! The team knows Emily’s with him instead of in a camp somewhere, and that’s a good thing. But we don’t know what he’s planning, so there’s nowhere to look for him. We just have to wait for him to reveal himself. When he does, they’ll move.”

Bitterness swelled in her throat. “Will they? Or is that just what you’ve been told to say in order to keep me compliant?”

He took a step toward her, his expression angry. And then he grabbed her arms and yanked her toward him. She should fight him, but a part of her didn’t want to. A part of her wanted him to touch her, no matter what.

“Goddammit, I’m on your side, Victoria. I’m trying to help you. I’ve been trying to help you since the moment you dropped your ass into the middle of my op and shot it all to hell.”

She searched his gaze, her breath hitching. He’d been so furious with her that day. But he’d helped her get out, and she’d been wondering why ever since.


“Why? Why would you do that?”

*     *     *

He’d been asking himself the same question for the past couple of weeks. He’d been pissed as shit with her and ready to haul her back to Mendez and HOT HQ when she’d fucked up his mission, but somewhere along the way he’d lost his conviction. Instead of wanting to punish her, he’d wanted to know what the hell was going on with her.

If he thought about it, he knew the moment it had happened. When they thought the roof was coming down on their heads and he’d rolled her beneath him to protect her. She’d been so tough and hard up until then, but in that moment she’d been small, soft, and she’d trembled as he’d held her. She’d tucked her face against his chest, and every last protective instinct he’d had—as well as every last ounce of testosterone—had roared to life inside him.

He’d wanted to spank her ass for what she’d done—and then he’d wanted to kiss her senseless and hold her close. When she’d pulled a gun on him and Dex, a tiny part of him had silently cheered her fighting spirit. He’d known it even if he hadn’t wanted to admit it then. He could have tried harder to disarm her without getting himself or Dex killed, but he’d walked away and given her the chance she needed.

He still didn’t know why he’d done it. But he had, and now they were here, together, and this need he had for her hadn’t abated one bit. If anything, it was growing worse.

Which made absolutely no fucking sense.

“Why?” she repeated.

“Because I think you need help. Because I think no one has been on your side for a very long time.”

Her rain-gray eyes glittered, but he wasn’t certain if it was anger or hurt or even sadness he saw reflected there.

“I’m a traitor, Nick. I shot the wrong guy, remember? And I don’t regret it, just so you know. If I’d killed bin Yusuf—or if you had—Emily might be dead too.”

His gut clenched. He’d called her a traitor. He’d even believed it at the time. He didn’t anymore. “I know.”

Her phone buzzed again and she gasped. But then her expression fell and he knew it wasn’t her sister calling back. This time, she punched the Speaker button and Ian Black’s voice filled the silence as he spoke to someone in the background.

“Hello, Ian.”

The conversation abruptly stopped. “Victoria… Am I on speaker?”

“Yes. Do you want me to take you off?” Her eyes met Nick’s. She looked determined, angry, and even a little bit lost.


“No, it’s fine. How’s it going out there, Brandon?”

“Boring,” Nick said in his best Ozarks drawl.

“Aren’t snipers used to that?”

“Yeah, but it doesn’t mean we have to like it.”

“Tonight there’s a garden party at the consulate,” Ian said, launching into the briefing. “There’s a scientist supposed to be there. Igor Chernovsky. He works at VECTOR. Or did work.”

The hair on Nick’s arms prickled. VECTOR was the Russian laboratory in Koltsovo that housed some of the few remaining stocks of smallpox. The only other place the virus existed was at the CDC in Atlanta, Georgia.

Victoria seemed to know what that meant as well because her eyes widened. She mouthed the word fuck.

“Chernovsky is reputed to be trying to negotiate a deal to sell smallpox to the Qu’rimi Opposition. He has to be stopped. I’m sending over photos—”

“Wait a minute,” Nick said. “How do we know he doesn’t have any vials with him? If he does, and we kill him, we’re leaving those vials in the open.”

“Don’t worry yourself about that part, Brandon,” Black said coolly. “Your job is to kill Chernovsky before the deal is made. Understood?”

Nick clenched his fingers into fists. “Copy that.”

“Good. Victoria, I don’t have to tell you how critical this is. Take Chernovsky down and get out immediately. Return to Baq as quickly as you can.”

“Ian…”

“Yes?”

Victoria shot Nick a look. “Emily called. She’s with bin Yusuf. Is he in Ras al-Dura?”

Ian huffed a breath. “I don’t have that information, Victoria.”

“Would you tell me if you did?”

There was silence for a long moment. “If it didn’t compromise a mission, yes. But I don’t know. I honestly don’t. Now get the job done and get back here.”

“And what happens if I don’t?”

There was a stunned silence on the other end. Nick’s chest swelled with pride at the militant look on Victoria’s face. She had power, and she wasn’t afraid to use it.

“If you don’t, you don’t get paid. Not to mention the Qu’rimis get smallpox, and that’s not a good plan for anyone, believe me. What the fuck is this?”

Her eyes flashed. “I’m sick of being used, Ian. For two years, you’ve promised me you’d find my sister. And then you sent me to protect the man who turned her against her family and her country. If you’re working for those terrorists, then I’m not working for you. I quit.”

Nick knew he should be pissed—and he should be giving her the signal to stop, because if she quit and they didn’t do this, then HOT wasn’t getting answers to who Black was working for and where the intelligence leak was coming from. But the truth was that he was elated she was telling this asshole off. Elated she was standing up for herself.

“Goddammit, Victoria, we don’t have time for this shit. I’m not fucking working for terrorists. There’s a bigger picture at stake here, but trust me when I tell you I’m on the right side of this thing.”

“Why should I trust you? How do I know you aren’t lying to me?”

He was silent for a moment. “You don’t. But if you let Chernovsky get away with this, then ask yourself if you can live with a smallpox outbreak. Because that’s what will happen. The Qu’rimis will weaponize it—or the Freedom Force will. Do you want to be responsible for that?”


Victoria’s brows arrowed down. “No, I don’t. But Ian, if I find out you’ve lied to me and dragged me into something my gramps would be ashamed of me for, I’ll hunt you down like a rabid dog and kill you. You got that?”

“Get the job done. I’ll be waiting for you when it’s over.”

The line went silent and Victoria gripped her phone with a growl. “Son of a bitch.”

Nick pulled her into his arms. She came willingly, her small frame shaking with anger—and maybe a touch of fear too, though she’d never admit it. He stroked her hair.

“I’m glad you did that.”

“Are you? It’s not what your colonel wanted.”

Nick shook his head. “Can you believe that right now I don’t give a shit what my colonel wants?”

She pushed away from him, her hands on his arms, and searched his gaze. “Don’t get in trouble for me, Nick.”

It touched him that she cared. “Hey, what happened to the woman who thought I wasn’t doing enough to find her sister? I thought you were pissed at me too.”

“You said you were on my side. I’m choosing to believe you. I know you want to help me find Emily.” She took a deep breath. “After what you’ve done for your own sister, I don’t think you’d let mine suffer if you could help it. It’s not just that blood is thicker than water with you. You’re wired to take care of people—and you can’t ignore the fact Emily is being held against her will.”

He blinked. She’d pretty much gotten it right. He did want to find Emily. But he was afraid he wanted to do it for Victoria more than he wanted to do it for Emily. He didn’t quite know why that was, but he thought that right now he’d do nearly anything for her.

Before he could speak, she pulled his head down and kissed him. It was a sweet kiss, a hot kiss, their tongues tangling urgently. His dick went from zero to sixty in half a second. He wanted her badly, but now wasn’t the time. Carefully, he ended the kiss and set her away from him.

Her skin was flushed, her eyes filled with passion, and it took everything he had to push her away.

“I have to call my guys,” he said, his voice hoarse. “They have to know what’s happening.”

“I know.” She stepped back and went over to check the equipment.

Nick walked over to the window. The consulate hummed with activity, cars coming and going, guards checking identification carefully before letting delivery trucks inside. Outside in the gardens, there was a tent being set up. It was far too hot to do anything out there now, but when the sun went down, it would be perfect.

Both for a party and for an assassination.

Nick took his phone out and texted Matt Girard. He had to let them know about Chernovsky. If it blew his cover when HOT landed in the middle of Ian Black’s mission, then so be it. But a rogue scientist with access to smallpox was not something to take lightly.

As expected, his phone lit up a second later.

“Brandon.”

“Tell me everything.”

But it wasn’t Matt. It was Colonel Mendez, and he didn’t sound in the least bit happy.

Nick gave Mendez all he knew—Chernovsky, smallpox, the party at the consulate, and the kill order.

Mendez swore long and low, and Nick knew this was news to the colonel. Which definitely didn’t make the man happy, considering Ian Black was disavowed and shouldn’t have access to such sensitive information. But he clearly did.

And HOT clearly didn’t.

“Don’t do a damn thing until I get some answers, Brandy. You got me?”

“Yes, sir,” he said, though one look at Victoria told him that wasn’t going to be easy. She was scanning the consulate through her scope, and she wore a look of determination. He didn’t know what she was thinking, but he was pretty sure it didn’t involve standing down at the moment. She’d been given her orders, and she was going to complete them like the professional she was.

And then she was going to rip Ian Black limb from limb, at least metaphorically. He almost felt sorry for the guy. Except, of course, he’d really like to rip the man apart himself—and not metaphorically.


He finished the call and walked over to where Victoria was peering through the scope. She glanced up at him, her lips set in a hard line.

“We’ve got a few hours until dark,” he said softly. “We’ve been over this again and again. There are no more calculations to take.”

Her fingers tightened on the grip. And then she sighed and lowered the scope.

“I don’t want to just sit here and do nothing when Emily’s out there,” she said. “I feel like I need to be looking for her, not waiting here for some asshole Russian.”

“I know. But there’s nowhere to look. We don’t know where she is.”

“Can’t your people trace the call? Something? I thought you were super soldiers.”

“They’re working on it. These things take time, especially since we’re dealing with a country in the midst of a civil war. The Qu’rimi networks aren’t precisely stable right now. Our phones are sat phones. Hers isn’t.”

She bowed her head. “I know. Shit, I just feel so helpless!”

“Let’s power up the computer and see what Black’s sent us. We need to know who this guy is.”




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


John Mendez was not a happy camper, as the saying went. All these years in the Army, busting his ass and putting his country first, and some disavowed CIA asshole had information he didn’t. It was enough to send his blood pressure into the danger zone.

He was on a secure sat link back to DC, waiting for his contact to come back on the line. A Russian scientist with fucking smallpox. How had they let this get out? And what the fuck was Ian Black doing, sending his mercenary snipers after this man? Did he even fucking know if Chernovsky had the virus with him?

If he did and Brandy and Victoria Royal took him out, that would leave the virus vulnerable.

Though maybe that was the plan. Kill Chernovsky and get the virus without paying for it. It was just the sort of deal the Freedom Force would make.

Echo Squad was in place in Ras al-Dura, but until he had more, he couldn’t send an American special ops team into a Russian facility to kidnap—or kill—a Russian citizen. Did the Russians even know what Chernovsky was doing? It didn’t strike him as the kind of thing they’d care for.

Since the end of the Cold War, the Americans and Russians had done a diplomatic dance based on mutual mistrust and suspicion. Russia had smallpox stocks because America had them and vice versa. Even if it was best for the planet to destroy them—and he in no way knew whether it was or not—it wasn’t likely that either side ever would.

Smallpox was here—in the lab, anyway—to stay. And sensible people really wanted to keep the virus confined to a lab, whether they were Russian or American.

But take a scientist who was disgruntled or in need of money, some lax security, and it all fell apart. Hell, not that long ago, there were vials of the virus found in a lab in Maryland. Fucking Maryland when they were supposed to be in the CDC in Atlanta.

Not that it surprised him, really. If DARPA wasn’t up to something, then someone else was. Someone always was.

“Thanks for waiting, John.”

“So what have you got for me?”

“Not much. Our guys know who Chernovsky is, but we’ve got nothing on him trying to sell the virus. Of course, it would take days to sift the intel.”

“That’s not good news, Bill. If Ian Black is to be believed, Chernovsky’s in Qu’rim trying to make a deal.”

“I’ve got people on it, but I don’t know where Black’s getting his intel…”

Mendez snorted. “If we knew that, we’d know a lot more about the man, wouldn’t we?”

“He was always a quiet sort. Intense. I didn’t dislike him… but then I didn’t like him either. No idea what he did to get on the wrong side of the agency. The record is carefully blank on that score.”

Mendez raked a hand through his hair. His eyes were gritty, and he was pushing about forty-eight hours without sleep. “Take it as far as you can go. But be careful. Whoever’s feeding him information knows a lot more than we do. I don’t think it’d be a good idea to get their attention.”

“I hear you, man.” Bill sighed. “You be careful out there too, Johnny. Qu’rim’s a bad place to be these days. You’re getting too close to retirement for this shit.”

Mendez snorted. “I’m forty-nine, old man. Younger than you. And I’m not ready for retirement yet. I’d still like a star one of these days.”

“Hell, you already run the most elite unit the military has. Why do you need a star? There are generals with less power than you have.”

“Yeah, but I’m never satisfied with where I am. There’s always a new mountain to climb.”

“I’ll call if I hear anything.”

“No matter the hour. I’m here.”

“I know it.”

Mendez ended the call and sat with his eyes focused on the far wall. What the fuck now? Let Brandy take out this scientist? Send in Echo Squad? Storm Ian Black’s headquarters and take him into custody?

Fuck, so many options. And none of them good. He picked up the phone and made another call. He needed transport—and he needed it fast.

*     *     *

The party was in full swing across the street and had been for over an hour. There was no sign of the target, and no word from Mendez or HOT. Nick watched the crowd with mounting frustration. It had been about four hours since Mendez told him not to act, but there’d been nothing since. He’d sent a text message. All he’d received in return was a simple acknowledgement.

Victoria was on edge. He’d watched her prowl the apartment for hours now, her slim body encased in black, her hair swept back in a ruthless ponytail. He’d wanted to strip her naked and make love to her more than once, wanted to calm her with his mouth and body, but every moment was crucial and there was no time to take away from the task at hand.

They’d gotten the dossier on Igor Chernovsky from Black. The most current photo of the scientist was only a week old. He was tall and lean, with the gaunt look of a man who lived off caffeine and cigarettes and probably forgot to eat half the time. Chernovsky didn’t look like a well man, that’s for certain, though there was nothing about him being ill in the dossier.

Nick scanned the crowd again, but there was still no sign of Chernovsky. If the man was here, he wasn’t coming outside. Nor was he walking in front of any of the many illuminated windows of the consulate.

Nick scrubbed a hand through his hair and growled in frustration. Beside him, Victoria looked up from the weapon she’d been cradling against her cheek. The long rifle was sleek and beautiful, ready to kill with a single squeeze of the trigger.

Victoria was much the same, he thought, without a trace of irony. He’d worked with other snipers before, but none had been quite so intense as she was. Then again, none of them were dealing with the emotional turmoil of a sister being held by a terrorist. Victoria had been quiet since the call from Emily. It killed him that he had no information for her, but the best he could do was hope that HOT figured out where her sister was before it was too late.

He didn’t know what to say to her other than to tell her that he believed in the colonel’s ability to deliver. And that he usually did.

But he wasn’t as certain this time. And there wasn’t a fucking thing he could do about it, though he kept trying to imagine how he could create the outcome Victoria wanted. He had no answers, and it pissed him off.

“You okay?” she asked, her voice a little rusty.

“Yeah. You?”

She shrugged and turned back to her weapon and the scope mounted on top of it. “I’m all right. I just want to get the fuck out of here.”

“I know.” They’d argued about who was going to take the shot. He’d said she was too upset and angry. She’d said he was too arrogant and too used to getting his way. In the end, he’d suggested they flip for it.

She’d told him to fuck off and stationed herself at the weapon. He’d finally decided, after fighting the urge to drag her up bodily and prove to her that there was at least one area of life in which she obeyed him without question, that fighting about it would serve no purpose other than to piss them both off. And cancel out any chance he stood of getting in her panties once this was over.

He scanned the crowd again, almost bored with the routine—but this time a chill shot through him as the binocs landed on a new arrival. A tall, gaunt man in a tuxedo emerged from a car that had just pulled up in front of the consulate. The man held a lit cigarette in one hand and a briefcase in another. He turned and looked toward the road, almost as if he were looking at the apartment where they were hidden, and then flicked the cigarette from his fingers before ducking into the building.

Fuck. The fact the man had a briefcase did not bode well for the idea that Chernovsky didn’t have vials with him. Maybe it was papers, but maybe it wasn’t.

“Chernovsky’s arrived,” he said, and he felt Victoria tense beside him for a split second. “He’s carrying a briefcase.”

“Shit… I should call Ian.”

Nick started to tell her not to do it just yet when the next car disgorged its passenger. Nick was still watching, out of habit, when Ian Black stepped out into the open. Nick’s eyes bulged as Black moved away from the car. His face was wreathed in smiles as he greeted someone who hurried over and shook his hand.

“I don’t think you should call Ian.”

“Holy shit,” Victoria said, and he knew she’d seen Black. “Why didn’t he fucking tell us he’d be here?”

“I don’t know. But I don’t like it.” Nick whipped out his phone and pressed the button to speed-dial HQ. Mendez answered on the first ring.

“Chernovsky’s arrived and he’s got a briefcase. Ian Black is here too.”

Mendez swore. Nick held the phone away from his ear for a long minute while the colonel turned the air blue.

“That wily son of a bitch,” Mendez said when he could form a complete sentence. “He’s the fucking buyer, and he needs you to kill Chernovsky so he either doesn’t have to pay or the scientist doesn’t make another deal. Goddammit!”

That’s pretty much what Nick was thinking too. Why else would Black send them on this secretive goose chase and not tell them he was also going to be in Ras al-Dura at the appointed time?

“Do we take the shot or not?”

Mendez didn’t answer for a moment, though Nick could hear the man swearing under his breath. “Take the shot. Let Black win this round, but only because we’re fucking going after him next.”

“Copy, sir.”

“And Brandy?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Your team is there along with Echo Squad, but there’s no time to get you wired in. You’ll have to go this alone, son.”

“Not a problem, sir. It’s what I do.”

“Good luck.”

*     *     *

Victoria couldn’t believe what her scope was showing her. Ian Black chatted with another man, smiling and laughing as he held a drink in his hand. Periodically, he seemed to look toward the apartment building. He knew they were there, of course. And he knew they were watching.

She kept expecting him to take his phone out and text her or something, but her phone remained silent. She’d threatened to quit earlier. For all he knew, she had. Was he here to do the job himself? Or was he here because he was the buyer?

If so, why the fuck did he need her to kill Chernovsky?

Colonel Mendez had told Nick to go through with the job, so that’s what they were doing. If Ian was the buyer, then they had to stay on target and eliminate Chernovsky. And if Ian wasn’t the buyer, they still had to stop the scientist. Maybe Ian was there to prevent the vials from falling into rogue hands. That’s what she hoped, anyway.

Because no matter how pissed she was at Ian for various reasons, she’d always thought he was honorable. She’d never wanted to believe he’d set her up, and when he insisted he hadn’t, she’d been relieved.

But what if she was a fool? What if she was a poor judge of character and Ian was as dirty as seven-day-old socks?


She told herself that she’d pegged Jonah right, and Rascal—and hell, even Zaran bin Yusuf since she’d never liked him. But what if she’d gotten Ian wrong?

“No sign of Chernovsky,” Nick said from his position beside her. “One mil right.”

She dialed as he said, but she searched Ian out again. Still talking, still laughing and acting like he was right at home. Disavowed CIA. Russian spy? Double agent?

God, Gramps had to be spinning in his grave at the idea she’d worked for this man for two years.

Victoria chewed the inside of her lip. She was hurt and angry, and she wanted to call Ian and ask him what the fuck. But she wouldn’t. She’d do this damn job, and she’d walk right back into his compound and pretend she was a happy little soldier.

Because, more than anything, she wanted answers. If she had to help Nick break into Ian’s server room herself, she’d do it.

“Chernovsky. Twelve o’clock.”

Victoria’s breathing slowed as she found her target and concentrated on him. Once she pulled this trigger, the party would descend into chaos. She and Nick would have seconds to get out before the apartment was swarmed by Russians or Qu’rimi authorities—or both. They’d planned their escape route to the second. All she had to do was pull the trigger to set it into motion.

Chernovsky didn’t have the briefcase this time. Not that she’d expected him to. Her finger rested over the trigger, but she couldn’t shoot just yet. Chernovsky was standing too near a group of innocent bystanders.

“Black’s on the move,” Nick said, and Victoria’s heart squeezed tight. She couldn’t follow Ian when she had to follow Chernovsky.

But Ian passed into her field of view. He didn’t speak to Chernovsky. He simply walked by the man.

Chernovsky bent to pick something up off the ground. The crowd slid in front of him and Victoria made a sound of frustration. But then his tall head rose above the rest and he turned and walked toward the edge of the gathering, moving in the same direction Ian had gone.

“This is it, Victoria.”

“I know.”

She followed him away from the crowd. He didn’t go far, but he moved into a place where no one else was around. She thought Ian might appear, but he didn’t.

“Now. It has to be now.”

She heard the urgency in Nick’s voice, but she had her own rhythm of doing things. She pulled in a breath—and exhaled slowly, her finger squeezing the tight trigger back toward her body. She said a prayer for Igor Chernovsky’s soul as she took the shot that would end his life.

She always said a prayer. She didn’t doubt that the killings were necessary—kill one, save thousands—but they were still husbands, fathers, sons, and brothers to someone. Someone, somewhere, must have loved them at one time even if others feared the destruction they could cause.

The shot hit its target. Igor Chernovsky dropped to the ground, and the crowd erupted in screams.

Nick bolted to his feet and began breaking down his equipment. Victoria disassembled the sniper rifle and stowed it quickly. They’d wiped the apartment for prints earlier, packed everything they didn’t need, and set the bags near the door. All they had to do was grab their gear and go.

Across the street, the consulate erupted in pandemonium. Somewhere a siren blared into the night. Victoria slung her pack over her shoulder, grabbed her case, and shot for the door behind Nick.

They shouldered the rest of what they needed and then burst out the door and down the hall. Alarms were sounding in the night as they raced into a utility stairwell and started pounding down the stairs. If they encountered anyone, they’d have to determine quickly if it was friend or foe and act.

But no one got in their way as they ran into the parking garage and raced for the Land Rover. Nick had moved the vehicle earlier, putting it near the exit. There were other cars in the garage, but no one else was there. People were home, for the most part, and settling in for the night. Except now their night was interrupted by the sounds of sirens and screaming.

Nick threw their gear in the car and covered it with blankets; then he got into the driver’s seat while she took the passenger’s after whipping a burka over her head and settling it over her clothing. They’d determined he’d be the driver earlier, and she was actually glad of it, considering how drained she felt.

The street in front of the consulate was blocked off as the Russians quickly took charge of the situation. Nick turned the opposite direction from the consulate and started down the street. If they could just reach the end, they’d slide into the city traffic and become anonymous.

But an armored car shot across the intersection and blocked the road.

“Fuck,” Nick muttered as he slammed on the brake. There were other cars caught in the jam besides them, so it wasn’t immediately dangerous.

But it was dangerous. If the Russians insisted on searching their car—and they likely would since neither one of them was Qu’rimi—they’d be discovered.

Victoria reached inside her burka and put her hand on her Sig. Her heart thumped, and sweat rolled between her breasts. If the Russians took them into custody, she didn’t have high hopes for their fate once the guns were found.

A helicopter suddenly appeared overhead, its rotors whipping frantically. For a scant moment, Victoria thought it might be Nick’s people coming to help them—

But a searchlight flicked on and began sweeping over the traffic as if searching for something.

When it stopped on their car and lingered, Victoria had to shield her eyes from the glare. She prayed it would go away again, that it was temporary.

But the glare stayed—and a voice boomed from a loudspeaker.




CHAPTER NINETEEN


“Fucking hell, this is going to shit fast.” It was Big Mac who’d spoken.

No one disagreed with him.

“We’ve got to get them out of there,” Garrett said. “If the Russians get them…”

He didn’t need to say what would happen then. If the Russians got Brandy and Victoria, it was over. Because HOT wasn’t going to be allowed to charge in and take their teammate from the Russians. The Cold War was a long time ago, but even though missiles weren’t pointed at each other’s cities anymore, it still wasn’t a good idea to piss off the guys who maintained an entire nuclear arsenal they could aim at you if they wanted. The Russians might have destroyed a lot of weapons under the various treaties in place since the Berlin Wall fell, but that didn’t mean they had nothing left.

They had plenty, and everyone in this organization knew it.

“If we get caught interfering in a Russian operation,” Richie Rich growled over his comm link, “there will be diplomatic hell to pay.”

“We won’t get caught.” It was Hawk who’d spoken that time. “Dex and I can disable the helicopter, and then we’ll fire on the armored car. They’ll think they’re under attack from outside, and they’ll shift focus. If we can get them to move, Brandy’ll know what to do.”

“Do it,” Richie said.

“Copy.”

Garrett waited in an alley with Sam “Knight Rider” McKnight. Their eyes met in the darkness and they nodded. Garrett gripped his assault rifle tighter, ready to go on the attack if it was necessary.

They’d been tasked with getting into position and helping Brandy escape if it became necessary. Echo Squad was also working the scene, preventing anyone from leaving the consulate grounds without being searched. Since there were NATO troops deployed to Ras al-Dura to help the Qu’rimi government maintain the peace, Echo Squad was acting in that capacity, blending into the background and acting as peacekeepers would. They were tasked with not allowing the virus to get out of the consulate. It wasn’t an easy job, and Garrett hoped like hell they succeeded.

If they were lucky, Chernovsky hadn’t had the virus with him in the first place. But there was no way of knowing that for certain.

The helicopter hovering over the traffic seemed to have targeted one car in particular, but then the spotlight moved on and the voice over the loudspeaker kept issuing orders to the street in general. The Russians were searching for something, but they didn’t quite know what. Still, as quickly as they’d mobilized, it wasn’t a good sign they were planning to give up the search anytime soon.

Suddenly there was a metallic pop and twang—and the whine of the helo’s rotors grew high-pitched as smoke poured from the tail. The pilot only had seconds to act before the fuel caught fire. The craft suddenly banked to the left, and the helo went down on the massive grounds of the consulate. Men poured from the interior before the vehicle caught fire, and Garrett turned his attention toward the intersection where the armored car still blocked the street.

The night air exploded with the sound of rapid gunfire. Hawk and Double Dee were firing on the car—and the occupants were firing back. A good sign, he hoped.


The armored car roared forward and then back again—and then it turned, facing the direction of the gunfire. Garrett hoped it was just the opening Brandy needed to get free.

“Come on, Brandy, step on the fucking gas,” Garrett muttered. A second later, a Land Rover bounced up onto the sidewalk and shot alongside the traffic. Gunfire blazed from the passenger side as it careened into the intersection on two wheels. The armored car couldn’t turn fast enough to stop the Land Rover from shooting into the gap.

Metal scraped against metal as the vehicle forced its way between cars that were sitting too close for it to pass smoothly. Tires squealed and engines whined as the intersection turned into a bumper-car derby—but then Brandy sped out the other side and gunned the engine. Horns blared and drivers yelled, but the Land Rover disappeared behind some buildings.

“Fuck, that was close,” Sam said.

“Amen, brother. Keep going, Brandy. Drive the fuck out of that bitch and get away safe.”

*     *     *

“We have no choice, Nick,” Victoria said as they sped through the city streets. “We have to use Ian’s contacts as planned.”

Nick gripped the wheel hard. “He’s fucking dirty, Victoria. How do we know he won’t turn us over now that he has what he wants? Jesus, that helicopter arrived damn fast considering it was mere minutes since we’d fired. How did the Russians mobilize so quickly?”

She’d been asking herself the same thing. But why would Ian tell the Russians they were there when it would reveal he had knowledge about the situation?

“You may be right. But how else are we getting across the desert without his help? Unless your guys have set up an escape route for us?”

Nick growled. “This mission is under the radar, so no.”

“Under the radar? You didn’t tell me that before.”

He threw a hard glance at her. “No.”

Frustration was a solid lump in her throat. If this was under the radar, then maybe they’d promised her the moon without ever intending to deliver.

No. She wasn’t going to think like that. Not yet.

“And you still aren’t going to tell me a damn thing, I take it?”

“I can’t. Just trust me.”

“I do trust you.” It was true. And not just because he’d been inside her, making love to her so sweetly she’d cried with the joy of it. She trusted him because he was too damn decent not to. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t want to know the details anyway.”

“I can’t tell you.”

“I think you fucking can. We’re running for our lives, and I’ve risked everything by getting you into Ian’s organization. The least you can do is be straight with me in return.”

“Jesus, you never give up.”

“No.”

He shot her a look. “This could mean my ass, you realize.” Then he sighed. “There’s nothing much to tell. This isn’t a sanctioned op, and we’re all taking a risk trying to expose Black. But he’s getting his information from somewhere, quite possibly the CIA, and Mendez wants to know where the leak is. There’s more to it, including an operation that nearly cost one of our teammates his life, and that of his wife and son too. We almost didn’t get there in time. And we still don’t know who suppressed the information, but there could be a link to Black. Expose him, find the bastard.”

Goose bumps rose on her skin at the thought. “Your teammate and his family are fine?”

“They are. He’s the one who just shot us out of there, by the way.”

“Then I’ll have to thank him some day. Assuming we make it.”

He reached over and took her hand, dragging it to his lips. When they touched her skin, her entire body quivered with heat and need.

“I won’t let anything happen to you, baby.”

Warmth filled her. “I won’t let anything happen to you either. But consider that if it was Ian who turned us in, there won’t be anyone waiting to help us.”

He squeezed her hand before letting it go. “We’ll try it your way, then. If we get to the checkpoint and no one is there, we’ll know, right?

“That’s what I think. If he meant to betray us back there, he’d have no reason to set up an escape route.”

Nick sighed. “So where’s this mysterious checkpoint we need to hit?”

She took her phone out and called up the plan Ian had sent earlier. She knew it could be a dummy plan, but she had to try. He always sent an escape plan when the environment was urban, so if he hadn’t sent one this time, she’d have been suspicious. Maybe this plan was simply meant to make her believe all was normal. But maybe it was real.

It was a chance they had to take.

“The old quarter. The gray building on Sultan bin Mohammed Street, behind the McDonald’s and across from the vegetable market.”

“God, I hate Qu’rimi addresses. Why can’t they number anything?”

“They’re working on it.”

“Not fast enough for us.”

“We’ll get there, Nick.”

After that crazy escape from the blocked street and the intersection, when the helicopter had suddenly banked and crashed and Nick had pointed their car between other cars set too close together and just blasted his way through, she had to believe they would make it.

The streets were normal here as they rolled through the city. Not deserted, but not packed either. It was late, and many of the residents were at home. The drama at the consulate did not translate to the city as a whole. She knew their car bore obvious damage, but it wasn’t the kind of thing most Qu’rimis would pay attention to. The streets here were usually jammed with any combination of rusted-out vehicles, donkey carts, motor scooters, and pedestrians. A scraped-up SUV was nothing in a city that constantly worried if it would have enough to eat this week or if the opposition forces would cut off the supplies to the city.

But the sooner they got another car, the better she’d feel.

Nick’s phone rang and he slid the bar before putting it to his ear. “Brandon. … What? Seriously? … You guys fucking rock, you know that? … Yeah, love you too.” He laughed and she realized it was the first time she’d heard him laugh without any kind of restraint. “See you in Baq. … Fuck yeah, you can count on it.”

He dropped the phone into the cup holder. “Echo Squad has Ian Black in custody. They’ll question him closely, relieve him of the virus if he has it, and let him go. But not before we can get back and search that server room.”

Victoria blinked. “Wow, they have Ian? I didn’t think he’d get caught.”

“He’s surrounded by the best of the best. How could he not get caught?”


“He won’t tell them anything, you know.”

“No, but if he has the vials, they’ll at least be safe.”

Victoria leaned her head against the seat and watched the city lights slide by overhead. She was more tired than she thought she’d be. The adrenaline rush from earlier was seeping away and leaving her boneless. She’d barely slept at all last night, and while she’d snatched naps today, it hadn’t been quite enough. She’d been far more keyed up before an op than usual.

But that was because of Emily.

She’d kept thinking about Emily sounding so frantic on the phone, which had messed with her ability to rest. She’d had to shove all that emotional turmoil down deep to get the job done, but now it was out again and swirling inside her belly and brain. She was tired, but terrified for Emily.


It wasn’t a good combination.

They eventually found the building they needed. Victoria dialed the number Ian had given her. If no one came, they’d know the entire mission had been a setup. But if someone did…?

It didn’t mean Ian wasn’t dirty, but it at least would help her feel less heartsick.

When a Qu’rimi man met them, she was still wary. Nick looked ready to shoot the man if he so much as looked at them cross-eyed, but the guy didn’t show any signs of deception. He brought them a different car, wished them well and Godspeed, and took the one they had. He also gave them a key, but he told them he didn’t know what the key went to.

Victoria dialed the next number in the plan, her heart thumping as she waited for everything to go to hell. But the next contact gave them the landmarks they needed and yet another contact gave them the street and building description. When they finally reached the safe haven for the night, she was beginning to believe it was real. The house was small and nondescript and had gates that opened and let them drive into a courtyard.

No one came out to greet them as they pushed open the doors to the Jeep the first man had given them and stepped out into the silent night. This house was on the edge of the city in a quiet quarter, and nothing stirred other than the occasional cat on the prowl.

“I think we’re alone,” she said.

“I’ll search the house.”

He took the key and disappeared into the night. She let him go, leaning against the side of the Jeep and yawning. He returned a few minutes later, materializing out of the darkness and nearly scaring her silly.

“It’s empty. I need to turn the Jeep, in case we need to leave fast, but take your pack and go inside. I’ll be there in a minute.”

She did as he said, too tired to argue as she trudged toward the darkened house. When she stepped inside, she realized he’d turned on a small battery-powered lantern for her. The house probably had electricity, but it wasn’t a good idea to use it and become a beacon.

Victoria yawned again as she dropped her pack on a table. The house was small and made of mud brick, but its interior was cool and bare.

There was a bed in the main room and a crude shower with what turned out to be cold water. Victoria turned the tap off and dried her hand before returning to the bed and sinking down on it.

Nick came into the room and dropped his burden in the corner. The room grew smaller with him in it. The air thickened until breathing was almost impossible. She couldn’t think of a single thing to say.

Nick came over and lifted her to her feet, dragging the burka over her head. She’d forgotten she was wearing it until that moment. She was cooler suddenly, lighter. She took a deep breath and let it out again.

Nick’s hand ghosted over her cheek. “You’re exhausted. You need to sleep.”

“It’s been a long day.”

“A long few days.”

“That too.”

He tugged her T-shirt from her pants and lifted it over her head. She didn’t protest as the cool air slid across her heated skin. Next he pushed her pants down, bending to untie her boots and slip them from her feet. When she was standing there in her underwear, he dragged the covers back and urged her into the bed.

“Where will you be?”

“I’ll be watching for a while. If it stays quiet, I’ll get some sleep too.”

“Sleep with me.”

It was a command and not a request. He chuckled softly.

“Nowhere else I’d rather be, sunshine.”

Victoria turned onto her side as he pulled the covers back up. He bent and kissed her on the cheek. “Sleep, sweetheart. I’ll keep you safe.”

*     *     *

Nick prowled the small house and grounds for the first hour, listening for signs of anyone coming for them. But it was quiet and still, nothing but a dog barking here and there and a couple of cats yowling as they fought over territory. He cradled his MK 16 and patrolled the perimeter for another hour, checking and rechecking entry points and listening for traffic.

After the third hour, he decided they were safe for the night. Whatever Ian Black’s reasons for being at the consulate tonight, he’d intended them to finish this job and get out safely. Nick went inside and propped the gun near the bed before stripping out of his T-shirt and lying down beside Victoria.

As much as he wanted to be naked with her, it was best if he keep his boots and pants on, just in case. He stayed on top of the covers, his dick hardening painfully as he listened to her breathing.

He dozed a bit, always waking every few minutes and listening to the night sounds. When Victoria turned in her sleep and threw a leg over him, his heart beat harder at the realization she’d pushed the covers down and her body was now bared to him. Her hand came to rest on his naked chest and she snuggled in closer. He put an arm around her and lay there with his cock throbbing and his blood humming.

“Nick,” she sighed… and then her mouth opened over his skin, her tongue swirling along the ridge of his pectoral. When she found his nipple and tongued it, need arrowed through him, centering in his cock and making it impossibly hard.

“Victoria… honey, don’t do that. Jesus, don’t do that.”

Her hand snaked down his body, beneath the waistband of his pants, and cupped the hard length of him.

Nick groaned. “Fuck.”

“Yes,” she said, though he’d meant it as a curse and not a suggestion.

Though it was a hell of a suggestion. He was wound tight after the events of the day, and coming would be the perfect way to relieve some of the tension. Apparently, she felt the same way.

With a growl, he pushed her onto her back, ripping the covers out of the way and snapping her bra open in quick succession. He lifted it off her arms and dropped it. Then he proceeded to attack her breasts, licking and sucking her nipples while she fisted her hands in his hair and moaned.

He slid down her torso, licking a path to the sweetness he craved. He could smell her desire, feel her heat as he pushed her panties down her legs and stripped them off.

“That’s not what I was asking for,” she gasped as he pushed her legs wide. “I wanted to please you.”

He took that moment to slide his tongue into her wetness and lick his way up to her clitoris in one long swipe. “This does please me,” he said as she moaned.

He pushed her folds open and fastened his mouth on her clitoris, licking, sucking, nibbling softly as her hips writhed and her body jerked. She arched her back, the peaks of her nipples the highest point on her body as her head rolled on the pillow.

“Nick, God… I want to come…”

He lifted her to him as if she were a buffet, eating her pussy like a man starved. She turned her head into the pillow and screamed as she came, and a wave of satisfaction rolled through him.

He got to his knees and started unbuckling his belt. He took his time freeing his cock, because she was still panting and gasping for breath. Then she looked right at him, her eyes gleaming in the meager light coming in from outside. He could see the hunger building again as she let her gaze sweep over him.

“Do you want more, Victoria?”

“Yes. Hell, yes.”

He wrapped a fist around his aching cock and stroked it. Victoria scrambled up and pushed his pants down his hips. Then she bent and took him in her mouth, her sweet tongue curling and stroking the sensitive skin as she sucked him.

He was tempted to let her do it, let her finish him this way. But he wanted to be inside her. Needed to be.

As if she sensed his need, she lifted her head and looked up at him. Their eyes locked for a long while, and then he reached down and cupped the back of her head, lifting her to him and crushing her mouth to his.

They knelt together on the bed, arms wrapped around each other, mouths fused and hungrily demanding more, bodies slick with sweat and need.

His blood pounded in his veins, urging him to impale her and thrust hard, but last night was her first time and she wasn’t quite ready for that. He had to take it easy with her. Treat her as delicately as she deserved.

What he hadn’t counted on was her pushing him down to the bed, straddling him. She reached for his cock and guided it to her entrance. And then she sank down on him with a hiss and soft moan.

“You don’t have to if it hurts,” he whispered in her ear.

She pushed herself upright, sinking lower on his cock. “It hurts not to, Nick.”




CHAPTER TWENTY


Victoria sat very still, not moving. She was full, so full, her body stretched wide by his invasion. Yes, she was still sore, but she actually relished it. It wasn’t bad, but all day long she’d been reminded of what she’d been doing to create that delicious ache between her thighs.

Skin against skin, breaths mingling, bodies joined deeply, the world slipping away for a few hours as they lost themselves in each other.

She wanted that again and again.

The night was quiet, the air charged as he lay beneath her, his hands on her hips, holding her still. She felt safe with him. Protected. A wave of warmth flowed through her, over her. She shuddered with everything she was feeling. His fingers tightened, digging into her skin.

“It’s amazing being with you,” she said, the darkness giving her courage.

His fingers tightened again, but he didn’t say anything. A tiny shard of sadness pricked her, but she refused to let it take hold. Instead, she lifted herself slowly, deliberately, his cock sliding to her entrance, before sinking down again, taking him all in.

He let out an explosive breath when she did it again.

“You like that?” she asked, emboldened.

“Like it? That’s a pretty mild word for how good it feels.”

Victoria bent and kissed him, and he lifted his head to capture her mouth with a growl. As she grew accustomed to the feel of him, she moved faster, her body rising and sinking, taking him deeper, her clit grinding against his pubic bone whenever she lowered herself.

The pressure inside her built until she was moving frantically, trying to reach that peak once more. Nick held her hips hard, thrusting up inside her again and again. Her pussy tightened, the walls growing slicker than before, the tension spiraling to almost painful heights.

Victoria wrenched her mouth from his and lifted herself, throwing her head back as she rode him. He followed her up, his mouth fastening on one of her nipples, sucking hard. His fingers slipped between them, worked her deliberately, pushing her toward the edge.

This time when she came, there was no pillow to stuff in her mouth to mute the sound. She exploded with a sharp cry, her body milking his as tender walls clamped down and wrung every last ounce of pleasure from him that she could take.

“Fuck, you’re tight,” he groaned—and then he flipped her over while she was still shuddering and pounded into her, his cock taking her higher once more when she would have thought it was impossible.

She came again, even though she wasn’t finished with her last orgasm. The power of this one caught her by surprise as it rippled over her, joining the first and expanding it beyond anything she’d yet experienced.

Victoria saw spots. Her vision blackened and her lungs refused to work for long seconds. Later, she would swear she passed out for those few seconds. When she came back to herself, Nick stiffened, his body jerking as he poured himself into her with a harsh groan.

When he was finished coming, he propped himself on his elbows, taking her mouth in a hot, thorough kiss that still managed to leave her panting in spite of everything they’d just done.

“I’ll be your spotter for the rest of my career if every mission can end like this,” he said with a soft laugh.

His voice warmed her. She was never quite certain how to act when they finished—what… fucking? Making love? Having sex?—but he made her feel at ease. Special. Beautiful.

She lifted her legs, sliding her knees along his sides before he caught them and pushed her open wider. His cock was still hard, and a shiver ran over her.

“Let’s just skip the missions and do this,” she said, shocked at the sensual purr in her voice.

“Sold,” he whispered. “Let’s get out of this one alive and then find an island somewhere. I’ll make you come as often as you want. I’ll be your sex slave to command.”

She laughed. “Do you think you can make me come again, slave?”

He shifted his hips, his cock swelling inside her tender sex. “I know I can, sweetheart.”

He wasn’t lying.

*     *     *

They were on the desert highway early the next morning. Getting out of Ras al-Dura hadn’t been difficult since the NATO peacekeepers controlled access. An assassination at the Russian consulate wasn’t as important as keeping things running smoothly in the city and keeping the Qu’rimi opposition from invading.

Victoria was quiet as she stared straight ahead. She kept checking her phone, and Nick knew she was hoping for a message from Emily. But since that call early yesterday, there’d been nothing.

There’d been nothing from Mendez, either. He didn’t question it too closely. The colonel had told him he was on his own from the moment he’d sent him on this mission.

Nick had known what he was getting himself into. What he hadn’t known was how much he’d start to worry about Victoria and what happened to her while they played the part of mercenaries for Ian Black.

Or how much her quest for her sister would affect him. He didn’t begin to know where to look for Zaran bin Yusuf, but for all he knew HOT was already doing so on this trip to Ras al-Dura.

He hoped like hell they were because he wanted Victoria to be happy. He wanted it with a strength that surprised him, in fact. More than that, he wanted her. Naked and leaning over him, her face contorted with pleasure as he stroked hard into her. God, he loved the way she looked when he took her.

Like she’d found heaven on earth. Like she was continually surprised at what her body could do when he made love to her.

She laid her head back on the seat and rolled her gaze toward him. When he looked at her, she smiled, and his heart gave a hard thump in his chest.

What the fuck was that?

“Whatever happens now, I want you to know how perfect you made my first time. And my second, third, fourth…” She laughed. “All my times, really. What a stud you are, Nick Brandon.”

He laughed, though he was still trying to puzzle out what this sharpness in his chest was. “Yeah, if only you’d realized it back in sniper training.”

“Yep, you could have tortured me with pleasure instead of harassing me with words. What a beautiful way to go that would have been.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. Now that he knew her better, he knew she’d taken his trash-talking more seriously than she should have.

“I’m sorry for that. I told you why I did it.”

She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “I know. Competition, blah blah blah. Over and done.”

She sat back again. Her brows drew down as she watched the scenery pass them by.

“Leaving is the right thing to do,” he told her, knowing what she was thinking. “Mendez will find Emily.”

“I feel like she’s there, waking up in Ras al-Dura right now, and I’m doing nothing but putting miles between us. It feels wrong, Nick.”

He gripped the wheel harder. “It’s not wrong. HOT will find her.”

Victoria’s head whipped around. “Did you just say HOT? My God, I thought that was a myth. A shadowy special-ops team more secretive than Delta Force—and with more money and less restrictions on how they operate.”

He almost groaned. Shit, she was affecting his ability to compartmentalize the job. Not a good thing.

“I can neither confirm nor deny,” he said, and even he knew it sounded like a load of bullshit when he said it. Busted.

She whistled softly. “I’m impressed. It was always a rumor, but no one ever had proof. If you’re a sniper for them… wow. I’d have loved to get recruited for HOT.” She frowned. “Do they even take women?”

He thought of Lucky MacDonald. “It’s beginning to happen, yeah.”

“Awesome.”

She didn’t say anything for a couple of miles, and he wondered if he should ask what she was thinking.

“One of the things I hated about the Army,” she said, “was how hard it was to get to do what I was good at. On the one hand, the Army is awesome for making changes and being blind once they’ve done so—gays in the service, for instance—but let a woman into a Special Forces group? Hell, no.”

“Change takes time.”

“Ian didn’t give a fuck that I didn’t have a dick. To him, the ability was all that mattered.”

Nick ground his teeth together. Sometimes he hated the way she said that man’s name. “I don’t think Ian Black had the leisure to be picky.”

Wrong thing to say, dude.

He could feel Victoria bristling like a porcupine.

“So if he could be picky, then he wouldn’t choose a mere woman like me to do the job, is that it?”

“That’s not what I meant.”

She huffed out a breath. “Believe it or not, I know. But it still pisses me off. If you were a woman, you’d know exactly what I’m talking about.”

“If I were a woman, you wouldn’t have screamed my name six times last night.”

She was silent for a long moment. And then she laughed. “Touché, asshole.”

Warmth spread through his bones, his blood. Goddamn, he really liked this woman. She never backed down. She gave as good as she got, but she had that aura of sweetness and vulnerability to her that he couldn’t help but be drawn to. She brought out his protective instincts, even though he was pretty certain she was more than capable of taking care of herself.

He liked her. Really liked her.

But once this mission was over, he’d probably never see her again. They’d go their separate ways. Him to HOT, her back to the States and her sister if everything went as she hoped.

This time together, this mission, was all they had. For some reason, that bothered him more than it should.

*     *     *

After sharing driving duties, they reached the last checkpoint at nine o’clock that night. It had been a long day filled with tension and urgency, but at last it was time to pull over and get a few hours’ rest before continuing. The desert was dark and cold, a change from the blazing heat of the day. Several cars were clustered on the side of the road, the occupants resting before continuing toward their destinations across the vast emptiness of Qu’rim.

Victoria checked her phone for messages. She’d shut it off while they were driving, but periodically she would turn it on and check. There’d been nothing for hours. Now, however, there was a text from Ian.

Good job at the consulate. I wasn’t certain you’d do it.

Her fingers flew over the keypad even while her heart throbbed with anger. Why were you there?

“Who is it?” Nick asked, glancing over at her.

“Ian.”

“Fuck, he must be out of custody.”

She waited for an answer to her question, but there wasn’t one. “Your people didn’t hold him for long.” She didn’t know why she felt a twinge of relief, but she did. “He didn’t have the virus on him, obviously.”

Nick found a spot and pulled the parking brake. “What the fuck did he do with it?”

“Maybe he never had it. Maybe Chernovsky didn’t bring it.”

“It’s possible. But Ian was there for a reason. You saw him drop something, Victoria. Chernovsky picked it up and followed him, which indicated he’d been waiting for that meeting.”

“That’s also what gave us a clear shot.” She closed her eyes. “I hate everything about this. I hate that you and your colonel bribed me into working for your organization, I hate that Ian showed up in Ras al-Dura and made you both seem rational, I hate that I doubt him and second-guess everything he tells me now. I hate that I keep looking for a connection to the Freedom Force and that I’m afraid he kept me from Emily on purpose in order to make me do his bidding.”

He reached for her, unclipping her seat belt and dragging her into his arms. She stiffened at first, but then she went willingly. A wave of emotion engulfed her as he held her close, as if she were something precious to him. Why did she feel such passion and belonging when he held her?

It was needy, and she wasn’t accustomed to being needy. That was Emily’s modus operandi, not hers. She didn’t need a man. The only thing she needed was to protect her sister, and she would sacrifice a lot to do that.

He laid his cheek against her head. “I’m sorry I ever told the colonel it was you who ruined the mission. If I hadn’t done that, you wouldn’t be here.”

She smoothed her hand over his chest, his arm. It was such a sweet thing for him to say because she knew how pissed he’d been that day. “I’m not sorry. Who would have shot those men in Akhira if you hadn’t been under orders to find me?”

“Fuck,” he breathed, squeezing her close. “If I’d lost you that day…”

Her heart jumped, pounding suddenly in her chest. If he’d lost her? She wrapped her arms around his neck and held him tight. Maybe he was as overwhelmed by this thing between them as she was.

“Nick,” she said, because she couldn’t say anything else.

His mouth sought hers and found it, his tongue stroking hers so expertly that she could have cried. Oh God, how she loved his tongue. Loved his body.

Loved him.

No. The minute she thought it, she immediately told herself it wasn’t true. She didn’t love Nick Brandon. She didn’t know Nick Brandon.

He was a man she was attracted to, a man she’d given her virginity to, but that didn’t have a goddamn thing to do with love. She wasn’t Emily, searching for love and desperately clinging to the first man who made her feel wanted and alive. She wouldn’t make Emily’s mistakes, defining herself by a man, losing herself to a man.

God, no. Hell, no.

She stiffened in his embrace and he sensed it immediately, easing his hold on her until she could push herself away and retreat to her own space.

She could feel his eyes on her, questioning her. But he didn’t say anything. The silence grew thick, hard.

She glanced at him, but she couldn’t keep her eyes on his.

“We should sleep,” she said, her voice rusty. “It’s a long drive tomorrow.”

“Yeah.” He cleared his throat. “We’ll take shifts.”

“You sleep first.”

He was looking straight ahead. “No, you go. I can’t sleep right now.”

Her heart hurt. She wanted to reach for him. Tell him she was sorry for pushing him away but that the things swirling inside her were too strong, too frightening, and she wasn’t sure how to deal with them just yet.

“Wake me in a couple of hours.”

It was dark, but she could see the hard set of his jaw. It made her ache.

“I’ll wake you. Now go.”

She crawled over the seats and into the back. They’d put the seat down before they’d started this journey, arranging the packs closest to the front and leaving the space behind empty. It wasn’t as roomy as the Land Rover, but it was enough for her to curl into. She lay on her side, her heart aching with regret and anger.

She wanted his body wrapped around hers like it had been last night, his warmth cocooning her, his presence making her feel safe and loved.

Loved? She blinked back hot tears.

There was no love here. Only heat and passion—and a need that would burn out given time. Except they were running out of time. Once they reached Baq and his people got what they wanted from Ian, this was over.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Ian Black was fucking pissed. He hadn’t intended to go to Ras al-Dura, but when Victoria had threatened to quit, he hadn’t trusted that she’d go through with the job. And the job was much too important to leave it to chance.

Hell, right up until the minute she’d fired, he still hadn’t been sure. It’s why he’d had to be there. If she hadn’t killed Chernovsky, then he would have. Maybe he should have just done the job himself in the first place, but he had too many irons in the fire and not enough time to be everywhere he needed to be.

This is why he hired people, goddammit.

Victoria had been reliable for two years. She was a professional who did the work and left emotion out of the equation. God knows he’d admired that about her. He’d thought they were alike. He’d thought there was quite possibly something there between them that would still be there when things were different.

He’d been wrong.

He didn’t have to ask himself what had changed to know why she’d suddenly turned confrontational with him.

Nick Brandon was what had changed. Since the moment that cocky asshole had swaggered into the cafe, Ian had known he was trouble.

Ian stuffed his tie in his pocket and undid the buttons on his tuxedo shirt. The soldier across from him didn’t look happy. And he wouldn’t be, since he’d just had to hand Ian back his phone and wallet. Ian had promptly texted Victoria, partly as a “fuck you” to this guy and also because he wanted to know if she’d made it out. Relief had flooded him at the evidence she had.

It was all he needed to know.

The man across from him watched with interest. He wanted to know what Ian was doing here, no doubt about it, but there were reasons Ian was able to operate the way he did.

Powerful reasons.

It had taken these guys a few more hours than Ian would have liked to learn they’d have to let him go, but now he was free. He stood and gave the soldier a look. He knew the man was special operations. He could always spot a highly trained and disciplined warrior when he saw one—perhaps because he was one too.

Except that he operated alone. Even with a team around him, he was alone. Victoria was certainly proof of that since she’d abandoned him too. Or worse.

It was most interesting that a spec-ops team had descended on the consulate after the hit. He didn’t think it was a coincidence they’d been waiting. And they’d been looking for him, which most definitely wasn’t a coincidence. Since no one had known he would be in Ras al-Dura until the last possible minute, he was intrigued that they’d seemed to expect him.

Ian got to his feet slowly and stretched as if he had all the leisure in the world. The other man stood too.

“Thanks for the hospitality,” he said. And then he headed for the door.

Another soldier opened it for him and Ian walked through, whistling as he went.

He kept whistling until he reached the darkened street. And then he took his phone out and sent another text. Within moments, his phone would be wiped remotely. Another few minutes, and it would all be restored but without whatever extra software his captors had installed. He knew they hadn’t opened the phone because it would have destructed had they done so.

Amateurs, he thought, strolling down the sidewalk. When he reached an open cafe, he ducked inside and waited. Once his phone was restored, he made two calls—one to the airport and the plane he had waiting, and another to Washington.

“This had better be good, Black,” a voice growled on the other end.

“Trust me, Congressman, it is.”

*     *     *

Victoria was jolted awake by shouting. She shot upright, reaching for her guns. Nick was already cranking the motor into life.

“What’s happening?”

“The opposition seems to have cut off the road.”

Victoria climbed into the front seat, her heart pounding as she cradled her assault rifle in her lap. The lights of many cars started snapping on, and people scrambled to get moving before they were caught in the opposition army’s trap.

Nick didn’t bother following the pack. Instead, he took the Jeep wide, driving into the desert and away from the road. Suddenly they were rolling down a sharp incline, and Victoria snapped a hand up to press against the roof while propping her foot on the dash.

They’d gone over a dune, which wasn’t necessarily a problem if you knew to expect it, but she wasn’t sure that Nick had known. Still, he rolled the wheel back and forth, keeping the Jeep as straight as possible as they rocketed down the side of the massive ridge.

When they hit the bottom, the Jeep bounced hard. Victoria thought her teeth would come out of her head as her jaws cracked together.

Nick whipped the wheel left and pressed the accelerator. They bounced along, parallel to the dune, the lights shining on nothing but sand and more sand up ahead.

Victoria gripped the rifle tighter, ready to blast anyone who got in their way.

“How did you know it was the opposition?” she asked.

“Lucky MacDonald.”

“What?”

“A teammate who’s fluent in several dialects. She taught me some useful words and phrases. Not to mention the way everyone panicked—that was a dead giveaway we shouldn’t stick around.”


“Do you have any idea where we’re going?” The desert was rolling by fast, but there were no landmarks, no indication they were even going the right way.

“North. If we outflank the opposition army, we can rejoin the highway a few miles up the road. If we’re lucky.”

She wasn’t sure they would be, but she’d have done the same thing in his place. It was best to get away from the crowd and not get funneled into a trap somewhere they couldn’t escape because of all the traffic. “We need a backup plan.”

He shot her a glance. “I’m listening.”

“I’m thinking.”

They seemed to be the only ones taking this route. For all they knew, this trench between dunes was taking them east or west, not north—but it was a chance they had to take.

Victoria gripped the dash and prayed they’d get out of this alive. Something flashed in the distance. She fixed her gaze on the spot and tried to determine if there was something out there or if it was her imagination.

But then it flashed again and she knew it wasn’t her imagination.

Nick had seen it too because he turned the Jeep and started toward the opposite dune. They were nearly there when gunfire sounded—and the Jeep careened out of control before coming to a bone-jarring stop in the sand.

“Nick!” She unclipped her seat belt and scrambled toward him, afraid he’d been hit. He turned his head, his gleaming eyes meeting hers.

There was a trickle of blood running down his cheek.

“Are you hit? Talk to me!”

“Shoulder,” he said.

She turned him as much as she could. The blood on his cheek was spatter. The blood oozing from his shoulder was much worse.

Victoria turned and scrambled for the packs. They had first aid, and she found it quickly. She couldn’t search the wound for the bullet now. All she could do was staunch the flow. She ripped open the field dressing.

“Go,” he said. “Run.”

“Fuck no,” she growled, applying the field dressing to the wound and securing it. She didn’t have time to inspect it or rip his T-shirt first. This would have to do until they could get somewhere safe.

“Victoria, get the fuck out.”

“Only if you come with me.”

He studied her in silence.

“Nick, for fuck’s sake, let’s go.”

“Copy,” he said.

She reached over and opened his door. Then she opened hers and ran around to help him out of the Jeep. He had one foot on the sand when she got there.

In the distance, she could hear the roar of an engine and voices shouting in Arabic. But she didn’t see anything yet. They’d hit the dune face-first, burying the front of the Jeep into it. The battery had been disconnected in the impact, most likely, because there were no lights to illuminate the interior. Thank God for modern safety features.

Nick climbed the rest of the way out and stood there tall and strong. “We have to take as much of this as we can.”

“I know.”

She got busy shoving the seat forward and throwing the packs onto the sand. Nick grabbed two and put them on his right shoulder. His left would be out of commission, of course.

Victoria lifted everything she could and slung it over her shoulders.

“Leave the rifle,” Nick said when she hefted it.

She shook her head. “If we get a chance, we can use it to pick them off. No way am I leaving it here.”

“We won’t get that far, Vic. They’re coming too quickly.”

“Just go! Let me worry about the damn gun.”

“Jesus H. Christ,” he muttered. But he turned and started trudging up the side of the dune, tracking away from the Jeep and the rapidly approaching enemy forces.

Sweat streamed down her face as she climbed the sand behind him. Her heart felt like it would burst from her chest as her lungs dragged in air and her muscles burned. If she felt like this, what must he be feeling with a gunshot wound added to the burden?

He reached the top of the dune—and stopped so quickly she plowed into him from behind.

“Get down,” he ordered as he dropped and dragged her down with him.

Victoria lay against the sand, panting, her eyes stinging with sweat. “What is it?”

“A patrol.”

“On the other side of the dune?”

“Yeah. Not leaving anything to chance, I guess.”

“Shit.”

“Exactly.”

She reached for the rifle case and started to unzip it.

“Assemble it but don’t fire. It’s possible they may not spot us up here.”

“For God’s sake, I know that as well as you do. Stop giving me orders.”

She put the rifle together quickly and aimed the night-vision scope. She had to belly crawl up the dune a little ways to do it, but what she saw made her pulse kick up. Three big trucks, filled with fighters, rolling south. Maybe they were headed to Ras al-Dura. Maybe they were just trying to cut off the road and stop the flow of supplies into the southern quadrant.

Or maybe they were after the uranium mine. It was well guarded, but it was certainly a target in this war.

The trucks were going slow, but they didn’t show any signs of stopping. Victoria’s blood pounded in her ears, her throat.

They might just make it. If they lay here quiet and still and waited, they might be okay.

She turned to say something to that effect to Nick. But before she could get the words out, a spotlight shined on their position, illuminating them for the soldiers below.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Victoria tried to turn and aim the rifle, but it was too late. The men fired in the air and someone shouted something in Arabic.

“He said get up,” Nick told her. “And drop the gun.”

“I’d rather shoot him.”

“I know, baby. But even if we could see them, I’m no help right now.”

She knew what he meant. Without the two of them firing, the chances they’d be killed were even greater if she started to shoot. Though she hated to do so, Victoria flung the gun away and stood slowly. She was still armed—Nick was armed too—but she put her hands in the air and waited for the men to approach. A glance at Nick told her he was feeling the effects of his wound pretty badly. He grimaced as he tried to hold his left arm up.

A surge of emotion flowed through her. She wanted to stand in front of him and fire on all these bastards, but the light was too bright and she couldn’t see them approaching. She had no idea how many there were or where they were. Firing would be suicide. Nick knew it as well as she did.

So they stood and waited while the men approached.

“Drop your weapons,” a heavily accented voice said.

Victoria glanced at Nick. The light was still in their faces and she could tell they had no chance. She was squinting as she reached behind her back and pulled out her pistol. Nick removed two pistols and dropped them.

“And the legs,” the man said.

Victoria bent and slipped her weapon from her leg holster. Beside her, Nick was fumbling for his. But he got it and dropped it.

“Kick them away.”

They both did as told, then the light dropped and someone ran forward to collect the weapons. Other men strode forward and grabbed the two of them. Victoria winced as her arms were jerked behind her back and tied with cord. If they were treating her so roughly, she feared for how Nick was handling this with his wound.

She managed a glance at him. His face was agony, sweat pouring down and soaking his T-shirt. Or maybe that was blood. Victoria shuddered.

The man holding her thrust her forward. She would have fallen if he hadn’t jerked her back. He rushed her down the dune, then picked her up and tossed her into the back of a truck.

Before she could get up and look for Nick, he clambered into the truck and sank down beside her. Her heart hammered and her mouth felt gritty and dry. Swallowing hurt.

“Are you okay?” she asked as several men climbed in the back of the truck with them.

A door slammed and the vehicle lurched into gear. The men seemed uninterested in them now that they had them captured and tied. One of them took out a pack of cigarettes and passed it around.

“Yeah,” Nick said, his voice hoarse.

She couldn’t really see his face in the darkness, but she could tell by his voice that he was in a lot of pain. She couldn’t reach for him to find out if his shirt was soaked with blood or sweat, and worry tightened her chest.

Victoria couldn’t reach for his hand, but she managed to shift herself until she could press her thigh against his. She shivered and he moved his leg just slightly in what she thought was meant to be a caress.

She closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the truck’s panels. “We had a good time, didn’t we, PB?”

“The best, honey.”

“It’s not over,” she said on a fierce whisper. “I refuse to let it be over.”

*     *     *

“What time did the SOS come in?” Mendez demanded over the speakerphone.

Billy Blake answered. “Midnight, sir.”

Everyone looked at each other, their expressions grim. They’d just spent one long-ass night and an even longer day in this shit-hole of a place, holding Ian Black and getting fucking nowhere while they waited for permission to haul him back to base. Echo Squad had carefully checked everyone leaving the consulate grounds. There’d been no vials of smallpox on any of them, including Ian Black.

Either Chernovsky hadn’t brought it with him, or it was still inside the consulate. One diplomatic phone call to the Russians, and it was their responsibility now. Not that Garrett had much faith in their ability to secure it after they’d let it get out of a top-security lab in the first place.

He was on edge and fucking ready to punch something or kill something, he didn’t much care which.

They were at the airport, ready to climb on their transport, when Brandy’s locater signal popped up on the secure link. They’d quickly gotten on board but delayed taking off while Billy Blake did his magic with the trace and Richie called Mendez.

“Fucking hell,” Mendez breathed. “Where is he?”

“Two hours north by air, sir. And moving south.”

Moving this way if Brandy was still in possession of his equipment. Or dead somewhere and someone else was moving this way. They all knew what the possibilities were, though none of them would say it.

“Find him, boys. Bring him and Miss Royal back.”

Richie shot a look toward the cockpit of the C-130. “This pilot has a hard-on to return to Baq. We’ll need you to run interference, sir, if we’re changing the plan.”

“Goddamn Air Force,” Mendez grumbled. “Don’t worry, I’ll fix it.”

The line went dead. Richie looked determined as he studied their faces. “You heard the man. Let’s figure out where our teammate is and bring him home.”

*     *     *

Victoria didn’t know how many hours they were in the truck or how far they traveled, but they eventually came to a halt near a cluster of mud-brick buildings. They’d reached a road a while back, for which she was thankful since it meant Nick wouldn’t be jostled so much.

At one point he’d stopped answering her questions when she spoke to him, and she’d nearly panicked. But then he’d snored, and relief melted through her that he wasn’t dead. Now the tailgate of the truck fell open and men jumped down, talking loudly. It sounded like a reunion out there.

Nick stirred, and she leaned into him carefully so he’d know she was still with him.

“We’ve stopped.” He sounded groggy.

“A village of some sort. I think…”

One of the men still in the truck jabbed her with a rifle. She took it as a sign to stand. Her legs were numb after so much sitting and the vibrations of the truck, but she managed to get to her feet with only a little swaying.

Nick had to be jerked to his feet, and her heart hammered at the rough way their captors treated him. Soon they were both on the ground and being hustled into one of the mud-brick buildings.

They passed through the front rooms of the building and got shoved into a smaller room before a door slammed and a lock twisted. It was completely dark in the room. There was a window set high up in the wall, but it was very small and didn’t let in much light.

Victoria tested the strength of the cords tying her wrists. They were tight, but if she worked her way down into a crouch, she could get her hands in front of her by sliding them under her butt and stepping through her arms. It wasn’t easy, but she was flexible and she’d done it before. It was a good skill to have in her line of work.

“Are you okay?” she asked Nick as she carefully worked her way down, stretching her arms to go beneath her.

“Been better.”

Her arms ached with the effort, and the cords cut into her skin—but then her butt popped into the circle of her arms and she was able to slide them down until she could step through.

“I’ve got my hands in front of me,” she said.

He made a noise that might have been a laugh or a snort. “Don’t need to think about how flexible you are right now, Vic.”

“I don’t know, babe, maybe you do.” She walked over to where he’d leaned against the wall and groped for the knots at his wrists. “It’ll take your mind off things.”

She felt the knots. Carefully, she followed the ends of the cords, traced the knots, and tried to figure out how they were tied.

These men weren’t Boy Scouts, thankfully, and she eventually worked it out. Nooses secured by slipknots and secured again by simple overhand knots. It took a bit of tugging, but she worked them free and the tension in Nick’s arms eased.

“Goddamn,” he swore when the cords slid free. “That fucking hurts.”

“I know. I’m sorry.” It had been about four hours since he’d been shot, she reckoned. Fear tasted bitter in her throat as she prayed the wound wouldn’t get infected before they could get help.

Before they could get help, not if. She wasn’t thinking in terms of ifs.

“Can you get me free?”

“Yeah.”

She stood in front of him while he worked the knots on her wrists. It took him longer, and he fumbled and cursed a bit, but she knew that every movement of his arm had to be agony.

Finally, the knots eased and she worked the cords open just enough to slip her wrists free. Then she reached up and touched his face. He turned his cheek into her palm, and she felt her heart clench. She had to get him out of here.

She made a circuit of the room, finding a mattress on the floor. There was nothing else, not even a chair.

“There’s a mattress to sit on.”

She helped him over to it, and he lowered himself. Then she knelt beside him, wrapping her arms around his head and pulling him to her chest, just relieved for the moment that they were both here and both alive.

He wrapped one arm around her and held her tight. She stroked his damp hair, twisting her fingers into it and remembering how it had felt when she’d dug her hands into it while he’d been making love to her.

God, she wanted that again. She wanted that and more. So much more. But right now she wanted to keep him talking. If he was talking, then she knew he was okay, at least for the moment.

“These men are opposition, aren’t they?”

“I think so. The Qu’rimi Army isn’t much more disciplined than this, but they have better structure. Usually.”

He would know better than she would because his job often involved other nations’ militaries. Hers didn’t. “If they were going to kill us, they’d have done it. Ransom?”

She eased away from him and started to feel carefully along his shirt. The field dressing was still in place, but he needed a sling. His T-shirt was damp, but she couldn’t tell if it was blood or sweat.

“Ransom is a good possibility,” he said. “They always need money to fuel the cause, and taking Westerners is often profitable for them.”

“That’s the best-case scenario.” She stood and removed her T-shirt. Then she tore it so she could fashion a sling to help support his arm.

“Stripping, Vic?”

“Just for you, sexy man.”

He laughed, though it didn’t sound particularly happy. “Wish I could take advantage of it. Would love to lick that sweet pussy of yours until you screamed for me.”

Her body tightened at the image that put into her brain. “And you will, I promise. Just not right now.”

She put the sling on him while he winced and groaned. But then it was done, and he let out a long sigh.

“Is that better?”

“Yeah, thanks.”

She took his good hand and squeezed. “I know it hurts, but maybe taking the weight off will help.”

He pulled her hand up to his mouth and kissed it. “It does, baby. Thanks.”

His skin was hot where it touched hers, but that wasn’t necessarily anything to worry about. Yet.

If he didn’t get medical attention soon, however, she was afraid he’d deteriorate fast. And she didn’t know what she would do when he did.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Victoria was dozing when a crash woke her. Belatedly, she realized someone had flung the door open and it had hit the wall. For a moment, her heart soared as she hoped that somehow they’d been rescued.

But that hope was proven futile when a light shined on her and Nick and a man laughed. She’d spent time prowling the room, looking for anything she could use as a weapon, but all she had were the clothes on her body and the cords they’d been tied with. It wasn’t much, but if someone got close enough, at least she could attempt to strangle them. She sat up and felt for the cords in her pocket.

Suddenly, an electric lantern lit the room and she could see three men. It was the one who was laughing that made her blood chill.

Beside her, Nick had grown very still. He was lying down, and while she’d felt him jerk with the crash of the door, he wasn’t moving now. His eyes were closed and her stomach fell. But he was still breathing, and that made relief flow through her. She could see now that the darkness on his T-shirt was blood, not sweat as she’d hoped.

She got to her feet, sick inside. Whether it was to shield Nick or confront the man laughing at them, she didn’t know. Anger and terror swirled in her belly.

Zaran bin Yusuf had changed since Emily had sent smiling selfies of her and him a few years ago when they’d first started dating in New Orleans. He now sported a black beard, cropped to nearly a point, and he wore Qu’rimi dress—a thobe and keffiyeh with black cords holding the headdress in place. He also wore a curved dagger at his waist, and a gun holstered near that. He looked absolutely formidable—and pleased beyond belief.

“When they told me they’d taken an American man and woman with enough guns to start their own army, I admit I’d hoped. There’s only one American woman I could think of who would be wandering the Qu’rimi desert with an arsenal at her disposal. Greetings, sister-in-law.”

Victoria’s skin crawled at the way his gaze raked over her bra-clad torso. Her stomach churned. She hadn’t wanted to believe that Emily had married this man, but it must be true. “Where is my sister?”

“Safe. For now.”

She didn’t want to know what that meant—and yet she did. She had to. “I want to see her.”

Zaran sat in a chair that someone had brought into the room for him. He stroked his beard as he studied her. “So you keep saying. Yet you are a bad influence on my wife. You make her remember her life before.”

“I’m her family.”

His expression clouded. “No, I am,” he shouted as he leaned forward to glare at her. “I am her family. I saved her, Victoria. I got her off drugs and alcohol when you could not. When you didn’t care.”

Victoria shivered as guilt slid through her. She knew it wasn’t her fault that Emily had spiraled into addiction, but she always wondered what she could have done differently. How she could have helped by staying instead of leaving Emily in treatment and going into the Army. She’d been trying to build a better life, but it had all imploded on her.

And led her to this moment, apparently, where she was at the mercy of a man who’d already tried to kill her once before. If only he would come closer. She thought about how she might take the gun from him if he did.

A sharp step to the instep, a blow to the kidney…

“I do care. I’ve always cared.” She wanted to ask him why Emily was calling her and saying she wanted to go home, but she knew that wouldn’t be a good idea. If he’d exploded over her saying she was Emily’s family, what would he do when she suggested Emily preferred her to him?

“If you cared, you would stop trying to be a part of her life. She is confused when you speak with her. This is her life now, yet she feels nostalgia for her old life when you interfere.”

She clasped her hands together and decided to try to pacify this man. If she could just get him closer. It would be a risk, but if he was off his guard, she could take the gun. She was small and agile, and she had training he couldn’t imagine.

“Then I’m sorry. But you didn’t have to try to kill me for it.”

He snorted. “You are a hard woman to kill, it would seem. My men were never heard from again, yet here you are.”

“They were probably terrified that I got away from them. I imagine they’re on a beach in Thailand or something.”

His eyes narrowed. “Yes, perhaps.” His gaze slid to Nick and then back to her, one eyebrow arching. “And perhaps you had help escaping and disposing of the bodies.”

Victoria swallowed. “I guess we’ll never know.” She lifted her chin. “It’s good you failed, Zaran. Think how horrible it would be to have your wife’s only sister’s death on your hands.”

“It would not have been on my hands. It still will not. I am not the one who will do it.”

“But you will order it done. You can’t escape culpability with semantics.”

“This is a choice I can live with, Victoria. It must be done for Emily’s well-being.”

She couldn’t fathom the sickness of his logic. And she knew she couldn’t argue with him, either.

“The least you can do is allow me to see her one last time.”

“The least I can do is make sure you do not suffer when the time comes.”

Victoria pulled in a deep breath, though her insides were churning and her anger was so palpable she thought Zaran could probably see it pulsing in the air between them. She threw a look at Nick. He hadn’t moved.

“Let him go,” she said. “It’s me you want. He’s got nothing to do with this.”

“It looks to me like the choice has already been made for him.”

“Send a doctor then. Clean the wound, remove any fragments, and give him painkillers. He’s worth something to you. To the Americans. They’ll pay to get him back.”

He cocked his head. “Not to Ian Black? Most interesting.”

Her heart thumped. So he did know Ian. Of course he did. “Did Ian know you intended to kill me that day?”

“I don’t have to clear my plans with Ian Black. He’s a tool, the same as you are. He is useful to the Freedom Force, though not as useful as he could be.”

Though she was furious with Ian for working for this asshole in the first place, she was thankful that her instincts about his involvement in the attempt on her life hadn’t been wrong. It wasn’t much, but it was something.

Zaran sat back and folded his arms. “You shot the Russian.”

She had no idea whose agenda she’d been carrying out last night, but at this evidence that Zaran bin Yusuf knew about Chernovsky and the smallpox, her anger spiked anew.

“Isn’t that what you wanted?”

“I did. Thank you.”

God, she hated this man. She wished she could rewind a few weeks and take a different shot. Or that she’d been a split second too late with her shot, because Nick would have made his.

Maybe she’d had it all wrong. Maybe it would have given Emily the opening she needed to escape this man instead of endangering her.

“Be careful what you unleash into the world, Zaran. You can’t control who it sickens or how far it spreads. It could be you… or Emily.”

He got to his feet in a swirl of robes. “These are the chances we take in war.”

Then he turned and strode from the room. The two men who’d stood silently also went with him and the door shut with a thunk.

Victoria swore. If she hadn’t pissed him off so quickly, she might have gotten her chance. Though it was lucky the two men hadn’t been ordered to kill her when Zaran walked out.

But the men were gone, she was alone with Nick, and they now had a chair and a battery-powered lantern.

She bent over the mattress and smoothed her hand over Nick’s hair. His eyes shot open, their hazel depths angry.

“Oh my God, I thought you were leaving me,” she cried before she sank down and took his head in her lap.

“Not planning on it.” His voice was hoarse and she realized his skin was hotter than before.

“Good, because I’m not ready for this to end. I want more time with you. I want more time.”

He squeezed her arm with his good hand. “Hang in there, babe. Might… work out.” He sucked in a deep breath, let it out with a groan. “You did… good. Brave girl.”

She decided not to tell him she’d have done better if Zaran had gotten closer. In his condition, he didn’t need to worry about her more than he already was. “You heard him?”

“Yeah. Thought it… best if… didn’t look lively.”

“Good idea. He’s demented.” She lifted his hand to her lips and pressed her mouth to his skin. Definitely hotter than he should be. “We’ll probably need a miracle to get out of here.”

His eyes glinted. “Could happen.”

She searched his gaze—and then it dawned on her that he expected his guys—the Hostile Operations Team—to rescue them. He fully expected them to ride in like knights on white stallions and extract them from the craziness that was Zaran bin Yusuf’s world.

And for the first time, hope blossomed in her soul.

“How…? They took our phones.”

“Backup plan. Tracking device… sewn in pants pocket.”

“I think I love these guys you work for.”

He gave her a grin before taking a deep breath and closing his eyes again. His breathing was even, but she still feared for him. But now she hoped too. Hoped like hell that the reputation of HOT was well deserved and not just myth. She’d do what she had to do to protect them both, but it would be so much easier if the white knights would show up.

“I’ll love them forever if they pull this off,” she said softly. “But I think I’ll love you more.”

*     *     *

Victoria sat on the chair where she’d pulled it over next to the mattress. She watched the door, and she watched Nick, reaching out to push his damp hair off his face when he moved. She didn’t know how long she’d been sitting there before she thought she heard a woman’s voice. She stood and went over to the door, listening hard, her hands on the cords. A key turned in the lock and the door pushed inward.

Victoria waited, ready to spring as soon as someone walked in. But it wasn’t a man.

A woman in a full burka stepped through the entry, and Victoria took a step back. The woman turned toward her, pushing her veil aside.

“Emily!”

They rushed into each other’s arms. Victoria squeezed her baby sister tight. Emily squeezed back just as hard.

“When I heard there was an American woman who’d been captured with a big rifle, I knew I had to try to see her. And it’s you! I knew it would be!”

Victoria wiped her sister’s tears from her face with her thumbs. “Sweetie, I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you, Victoria.”

Victoria glanced at the door and realized a man stood there silently. Her heart dropped, but it wasn’t bin Yusuf. “How did you get Zaran to let you come?”

Emily snorted. “He didn’t. I lied to Ahmed. Don’t worry, he doesn’t understand English.” She bit her lip. “I feel bad. He’s a good bodyguard, and Zaran will be furious. But I had to see you.”

Victoria hugged her again. “Oh, Emily, it’s good to see you.”

Emily’s eyes roved over her. “What happened to your shirt? Did someone hurt you?”

“No. I needed it for my partner.”

Emily hugged her again, and that’s when she realized there was something hard lying against Emily’s belly. Victoria started.

But Em held her tight and whispered in her ear. “I’ve brought you a pistol. It’s the best I could do. I know what he intends to do, and I’m not going to let him do it. Reach inside while my back is turned and take it. Ahmed won’t know.”

Victoria did as her sister told her, shoving the pistol into the back of her pants once she’d retrieved it. It all happened fast, and then Emily stepped away and they stood looking at each other for a long moment. Ahmed looked bored.

“Who’s he?” Em said, tipping her chin at Nick.

His eyes were open this time, and he was watching them. Once again, Victoria’s heart thumped at this sign he was still alive. Who was he? So much she could say to that, but she could hardly voice it. So she told the simple truth.

“His name is Nick. He’s my partner. Em, he’s hurt. Can you get a doctor? Or get some first-aid supplies for me—bandages, alcohol, painkillers?”


Emily frowned. “I’ll try.”

She turned to Ahmed and spoke in fluent Arabic. The man shook his head sharply. Emily spoke again, and Victoria recognized the wheedling tone her sister had often used with her. Ahmed’s expression grew stony, and then it grew soft. Finally, he ducked his head out the door and called to someone.

A few minutes later, a man brought a first-aid kit and some water. And a button-down shirt that had probably once been white. Ahmed handed everything to Emily, who promptly handed it to Victoria. Gratefulness rushed through her as she slipped on the shirt. It was dusty and smelled a bit like a camel, but it was something. Not only was she no longer naked, but she was also able to cover the gun at the back of her waistband.

“Thank you, Em.”

“It’s the least I could do.” She huffed in a breath. “My God, the shit you’ve had to put up with because of me. I’m so sorry. I should have listened to you.”

“We all make mistakes, Em. I still love you, no matter what.”

Victoria hurried over to Nick’s side. She used the scissors in the kit to cut Nick’s T-shirt open. The blood on the shirt was sticky, but it pulled away easily enough. She gave him two ibuprofens and a sip of water, then she removed the field dressing and cleaned the wound with alcohol while Nick grimaced. He was definitely feverish, but he was holding on to consciousness.

“I’m sorry, Preacher Boy,” she whispered.

He nodded.

She tended the wound as tenderly as she could. He’d lost blood and she had no idea if there were fragments in the wound, but she couldn’t take the risk of probing around in there right now and making him bleed anew. She had to hope his guys got here soon and could take care of him properly.

“Is he going to be all right?” Emily asked, her voice small.

“Yes,” Victoria said, because she couldn’t contemplate otherwise.

“Zaran should have given you these things. It was cruel of him not to.”

Victoria didn’t want to comment on that statement. “Are you okay, Em? Has he ever hurt you?”

“Sometimes,” she said softly. “But we’re going to get away from him, Victoria. You and me. Somehow.”

Victoria turned to look at her. “Oh, honey. I hope we do get out of here. But I can’t guarantee anything.”

Ahmed said something to Emily. Her expression fell. Victoria hated that look on her sister’s face. It was the look of a girl who’d been searching for something her entire life and had never yet found it. A girl who trusted too easily and fell too far when that trust was broken.

“I have to go.”

Victoria stood and hugged her again. Her sister was so small and frail that it broke her heart.

“This isn’t the end, Victoria. I swear it’s not.”

Victoria felt the solid weight of the gun at her back and hoped her sister was right.

“No, I don’t think it is either.” She kissed Emily’s cheek, unable to contemplate that she might never see her sister again. She refused to contemplate that this was good-bye.

HOT was coming, and they would get out of here. She had to believe it.

Emily walked out the door and Ahmed started to swing it shut. But raised voices sounded nearby and the door swung back open. Zaran bin Yusuf strode into the room, Emily tugging his arm and pleading with him both in Arabic and English.

He stood silently and bore it while he glared at the scene—and then he backhanded her and she fell to the floor.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


It was a HALO jump into nowhere and then an ass-busting hump across the desert before they crested a dune and saw the cluster of buildings down below. There were five trucks pulled up near the compound and a group of men milling around a fire. Occasionally, someone popped off a few shots on a Russian-made rifle, and laughter burst into the night.

Drinking, probably, though alcohol was forbidden in Qu’rim. Never stopped anyone before. Garrett’s great-granddaddy had been a moonshine runner back in the day, and his family had proudly provided liquor to anyone with the money and guts to purchase it during Prohibition.

Not that you’d better say that to his mama, because Mary Beth Wright-Spencer made her living teaching the children of Paris, Georgia, how to be proper young gentlemen and young ladies. The suggestion that her family had ever been anything less than proper was not one she appreciated.

Garrett’s comm link crackled. “Brandy’s still in the third building, west corner, at the back.”

It was Billy the Kid talking.

“Copy,” came Big Mac’s answer.

Richie spoke next. “Dex and Hawk will provide cover fire. Ice and Knight Rider, go get our boy. The rest of us will take care of business on the exterior. If Victoria Royal isn’t with him, we’ll do a search of the other buildings. Copy?”

“Copy.”

“Let’s roll. No one left behind.”

“Fucking A,” someone said.

They flew down the dune like an approaching storm and broke over the compound with all the firepower and fury they were capable of—which was a fucking lot.

Brandy was coming home alive.

*     *     *

“Don’t,” Nick said softly, forcing the word from his dry throat as Victoria started to reach behind her for the gun her sister had given her.

He’d been saving his strength as much as possible for the moment when HOT would arrive. But now Victoria’s sister was begging for their lives, Zaran bin Yusuf was furious, and Victoria wanted to kill him for hitting Emily.

He understood it. He wanted to kill the asshole too. But they didn’t have the advantage. Even if she got off a shot, there were too many men in this compound. They’d burst into this room and kill the two of them—maybe the three of them, since Nick was certain Victoria would take out bin Yusuf at the minimum and no one else would give a shit about Emily’s life if that happened.

Maybe it was worth it to Victoria. It wasn’t to him. Any scenario in which she didn’t live was not a scenario he cared to contemplate. No, it fucking terrified him to think of her dying out here.

She stilled, facing bin Yusuf with her fists clenched at her side. Emily pushed herself up, clutching her cheek with both hands. Her eyes were filled with hatred when she looked at her husband.

“I told you to stay in our room,” he bit out. “To wait for me to return.”

“You tried to keep my sister from me,” she cried. “How could you do that? I hate you!”

Jesus, that was not what they needed right now. A fucking domestic. Bin Yusuf looked utterly furious.

“She is a bad influence on you, habibti. She does not care about you the way I do.”

Emily’s face was red and tears streamed down her cheeks. “You lie, Zaran! You always lie. I want to go home. I want to have a normal life again.”

“Normal? What is normal? Where you lie in a gutter and shoot poison into your veins? Where you drink so much you pass out and don’t know your own name? Who saved you from that, Emily? Who cared enough to lift you up and make you whole again?”

The whole time he spoke, he walked toward her until he could pull her against his side and press her head to his chest. She fought, but he was stronger—and determined to win this battle. The man had a savior complex. No doubt he’d helped Emily get clean, but hitting her and manipulating her were not in the least bit loving or caring. He wanted to control Emily, nothing more. Nick recognized the signs because it was exactly the way his father behaved.

But Emily did not want to be controlled. She screamed and cried and tried to shove him away, but his grip on her tightened.

Victoria’s knuckles were white as she struggled not to act.

“I will put an end to this,” bin Yusuf muttered. Then he reached for his gun.

But Victoria was faster. She had her gun pointed at him before he’d finished raising his. Still, her sister was plastered to his side and she hesitated, which gave him the second he needed.

An evil smile curled bin Yusuf’s lips as he slewed his own weapon toward Nick.

“Drop it or I will kill him.”

“Not if I kill you first.”

He pulled Emily in front of his body. “Go ahead. Will you risk your sister’s life?”

Emily was sobbing and squirming, which meant she was in danger if Victoria fired. And Victoria knew it.

Still, she didn’t lower the gun. A surge of emotion flowed through Nick at her determination to protect him. He should be the one protecting her, for fuck’s sake, not the other way around.

But he knew she didn’t need him to do so. She was a beautiful, lethal killer in her own right. She’d survived out here for two years, working for Black and methodically taking out the targets he gave her. Victoria was a force to be reckoned with.

And still he feared for her in this situation. Because her emotions were engaged, at least where her sister was involved.

“We’re at a stalemate,” she said, her voice cool. “I’ll lower the weapon if you will.”

Bin Yusuf’s laugh was sudden and sharp. “You don’t give me terms, woman. I’m the one in charge here, not you. And if you think—”

An explosion rocked the building and then another followed on its heels. They all jumped.

Zaran bin Yusuf was choking suddenly, and Nick wondered if he’d been hit by shrapnel. But the walls were intact and everyone else was remarkably untouched.

That’s when Nick realized what was happening. Emily Royal stood beside her husband with her fist wrapped around the dagger he’d been wearing at his waist. She’d shoved it in deep, somehow missing bone and cartilage and driving it into his torso.

He staggered backward, finding enough breath to curse in Arabic. Emily let go of the dagger as he stumbled. Her face was white. Ahmed, her bodyguard, had wide eyes and seemed immobilized. But it didn’t last as he began fumbling for his weapon. Bin Yusuf still had the gun he’d been holding when Emily stabbed him. As he fell against the wall, he raised it in a shaking hand, aiming for Emily.

There was no way Victoria could shoot two men at once, which is what she needed to do to save both herself and her sister. Bin Yusuf targeted Emily while Ahmed targeted Victoria. And Nick knew, without a doubt, she was going to fire on bin Yusuf and save her sister. He understood her compulsion to do so, but he couldn’t lie here and let her sacrifice herself for Emily.

Because the world would be a darker place without her in it.

Time slowed until it seemed he could see the scene in slow motion, the men aiming weapons, the women in their sights. Outside, the explosions and gunfire grew as HOT—it had to be HOT—infiltrated the compound.

But inside, all he cared about were the next few seconds and stopping Ahmed from killing Victoria. Because HOT was here, but they wouldn’t reach this room soon enough to prevent Victoria’s death if she was determined to save her sister first.

And she was. He could see it in her eyes.

With every last ounce of strength he had, he launched himself from the bed just as the crack of a gun sounded.

*     *     *

Victoria dropped to the floor with a cry. Her thigh burned as if someone had jabbed her with a hot poker. But she had no time to worry about herself. She’d fired at Zaran bin Yusuf, and Ahmed had fired at her—but not before Nick launched himself at the man. She scrambled to right herself and bring the gun up.

Zaran lay still, and she knew her shot had gone true. Right between the eyes. She’d killed him, and she’d saved Emily. If she gave herself time to think about it, she would probably start to shake with the enormity of what had happened. Not killing a man, because she’d done that before, but finally killing the one man who’d hurt her sister for so long.

Though Emily had already done that, because Zaran wouldn’t have survived the stab wound. Victoria had only finished the job.

But she had no time to dwell on it because now she had to kill Ahmed. Nick had taken Ahmed down by launching himself at the other man’s legs. Ahmed had shot wide, thanks to Nick, but he’d still hit her.

Victoria rolled forward, gripping the gun, and aimed for the tangle of men on the floor. But Ahmed’s robes made it difficult to tell where he ended and Nick began. They moved too fast for her to get a clear shot. If she timed it wrong, she’d hit Nick when she aimed at Ahmed.

The men continued to struggle—and then Nick’s arm wrapped around Ahmed’s neck. Nick flipped until he was behind Ahmed, squeezing the man’s windpipe with all the strength he had left.

It was a surprising amount for a man who’d been prone on the bed until just a few moments ago. Victoria struggled to her feet. Her leg nearly buckled from beneath her and she cried out in pain. But she had to get to Nick’s side, had to press the gun against Ahmed’s temple and make him stop struggling.

She was certain that if he fought hard enough and long enough, Nick’s strength would give way. And she had to stop Ahmed before it did.

Outside, there was gunfire and an explosion, closer to the building this time. The walls shook and chunks of mud-brick dropped from the ceiling.

A quick glance told her that Emily was alive. She was leaning against the wall, her hand to her throat and her eyes averted from the scene. Her shoulders shook, and Victoria knew her sister was crying.

She wanted to comfort her, but first she had to help Nick. She hobbled toward him, each step agony. Blood seeped from her wound and stained her torn pants. For all she knew, Ahmed had hit her femoral artery and she’d be done for soon—but she didn’t feel light-headed so much as sick from the agony of moving across the room.

Ahmed’s legs kicked out and Nick’s arm tightened. Ahmed’s face was turning purple—then he went limp, sliding to the side as Nick finished the job and shoved him away. Nick looked up at her, his hazel eyes feverish in the flashes of light that made the room so much brighter than the lantern alone did. Ahmed’s body was still partially covering him, but he dragged himself from beneath the dead weight of it and staggered to his feet.

Victoria didn’t know how she did it, but she closed the distance and threw herself into his arms. He squeezed her tight, his head bowing to her neck. His skin was hot, and fresh fear ricocheted through her.

“You scared the hell out of me,” he said.

She pushed away and cupped his face in both her hands. God, he was burning up. “You scared me too.”

He was still scaring her.

“Victoria?”

It was Emily calling to her. She turned to see her sister staggering toward them, her hands outstretched, staring at the blood on them like a demented Lady Macbeth. Emily’s gaze bounced to Zaran, where he lay in a pool of blood with part of his head blown away.

That’s when she started to shake.

“Go to her,” Nick said. “She needs you more.”

For the first time in her life, Victoria was torn. Instinct told her to go to Emily, to comfort her sister and take care of her as she always had.

But a different emotion told her to stay with Nick, to never let him go. If she let him go, she had the irrational fear she would never see him again. That things would change so irrevocably she would never get back the man she’d spent the past few days with. The man she’d grown to love, as impossible as that seemed.

How did you fall for someone so quickly? How did they become the guiding star in your heavens practically overnight? It shouldn’t be possible, and yet…

“Victoria,” Emily cried again.

Victoria closed her eyes. If ever she needed to be reminded of what falling too quickly for a man could do to you, she only needed to look at her sister. Emily had followed that urge that told her Zaran was her guiding star, and look what had happened.

Victoria shuddered. And then she stepped away from Nick and held her arms open. Emily closed the distance between them and wrapped her arms around Victoria’s waist just as two spec-ops warriors burst into the room.

They were big and lethal-looking, and she’d never been so glad to see anyone in her life. Once more, she’d been saved by the Army. Odd, considering the Army hadn’t shown her much sympathy in the first place.

“About fucking time,” Nick grumbled.

“Got here soon as we could, Brandy.” The man who’d spoken was tall and broad. His greasepainted face looked menacing. “See you got yourself shot.”

“Fuck you, Iceman.”

The other man laughed. “You’ll live. Thank God.”

A second later, Nick crumpled to the floor.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


HOT stole one of the opposition’s trucks in order to race to their extraction point. They’d done a lot of damage at the military outpost, killing or wounding scores of men. No one challenged them when they climbed into the truck and tore into the desert.

The one called Iceman tended to Nick, injecting him with something and inserting an IV drip. He couldn’t do much in the truck other than stabilize his teammate. Another soldier tended to her. He grinned and told jokes while he worked. It didn’t stop the pain, but it kept her distracted until the painkillers kicked in.

Emily stayed as close to her side as possible. She’d retreated into herself, rocking back and forth and shaking her head as if trying to shake out the memories of what had just happened.

She kept repeating “Oh God, oh God, oh God…” as if it would somehow make it better. Her hands had been cleaned, but she still had blood on her burka. There was nothing to be done about it just yet.

Victoria reached for her hand, and Emily clung to it like a lifeline. It broke Victoria’s heart. No matter what she thought of Zaran bin Yusuf, he’d once been good for Emily. That he’d changed and become controlling and abusive didn’t mean that Emily would have an easy time with all that had happened tonight.

She’d stabbed the man who was her husband with his own dagger. And then she’d watched helplessly as he tried to shoot her with his dying breath. How long would it take her to make peace with all that had happened?

For all Victoria knew, she never would. Because Victoria didn’t know what Zaran had done to her over the past three and a half years. He might have started out being good for her, but he certainly hadn’t ended that way.

The ride across the desert was tense, but they soon were racing across a broad expanse of flatland. It took Victoria a few minutes to realize that a plane was waiting for them in the darkness, its lights turned off and engines on low.

The man who’d been tending to her picked her up and carried her onto the plane, running up the ramp as if he were carrying a child instead of a full-grown woman. He settled her on a gurney strapped to the wall, buckled her in, and disappeared. Another man deposited Emily nearby. She’d started crying again.

Victoria twisted her neck, looking for Nick. It took two guys to place him on a bed and strap him down. The plane was already taxiing into the night. Another minute and they’d lifted off the desert floor, the engines whining as they climbed into the dark sky.

She held her breath for long seconds, praying there was no opposition force out there with a rocket launcher just waiting to take down a plane. But they kept climbing, and she finally let out a shaky breath, a little more certain they were going to make it than she had been just a few moments ago.

Whatever she’d been injected with must have made her sleep, because when next she woke, the plane was on the ground and the smiling soldier who’d given her drugs was standing over her and unbuckling the straps that had held her in bed for the trip.

“Where are we?”

“Baq.”

“Baq? We made it?”

“Yeah, we made it.” He winked. “Told you we would, though I don’t think you remember that part.”

She put a hand to her head. “I don’t remember much of anything. What the hell was in that shot anyway?”

“Something to make you relax. Worked, didn’t it?”

She turned her head. “How’s Nick?”

His smile slipped a fraction, but she didn’t think she was meant to see it. “He’s been better. But we’ll fix him up, don’t worry.”

She did worry, but before she could ask more questions, she was lifted, placed on another gurney, and rolled off the plane. They put her in an ambulance and drove her the short distance to the base hospital. It wasn’t a big structure, more of a field hospital really, but they were equipped to deal with gunshot wounds.

A doctor in surgical scrubs appeared, and then another joined him. She realized it was a surgical team, not just a doctor, when someone came over and spoke softly to her while someone else inserted a needle and set up an IV.

“Wait… what’s happening…?”

Victoria never knew if she completed that sentence. The next thing she knew, she woke up in a white room. She was lying in a bed, and machines beeped nearby. There was an IV and an oxygen tube.

Her leg was suspended in a sling and covered in thick white padding. She groped for a call button, finally finding it threaded through the bedside rail, and pushed it repeatedly.

An Army nurse appeared, her face both serious and warm at the same time.

“Welcome back, Miss Royal,” she said briskly. “Are you in pain? Do you need anything?”

“I… Where’s my sister? Where’s Nick?”

The nurse fiddled with the tubes and dials on the IV. “Your sister is in the next room. We’ve given her something to help her sleep. She’s under psychiatric care, never fear, so we’ll be monitoring her closely. Sergeant Brandon is out of surgery. He hasn’t awakened yet, but the doctor says he’ll be fine.”

Relief flooded her even as fresh anxiety took up residence in her belly over her sister’s condition.

The nurse smiled. Then she picked up a tube and put it in Victoria’s hand. That’s when she realized there was a button on it.

“Morphine,” the nurse said. “When you need it, press the button. It will only give you so much per hour, but it will help. Don’t wait until it hurts too much.”

*     *     *

Nick felt like he was fighting his way out of a forest. He kept tilting headlong into trees. His head hurt. His body hurt. He was hot, and then he was cold. He was also alone. No one was in the forest with him. He searched for faces—Shelly, his mom and dad. Victoria.

They weren’t with him.

He didn’t know how long he fought, how long he searched, but suddenly he broke free. Everything was white and bright…

He blinked, confused. A white ceiling. The beeping of machines. The odor of alcohol and antiseptic.

Images dripped into his head one by one. He’d been shot, and he’d been captured—

And Victoria had been captured with him. He tried to shove himself up as panic took root in his soul.

A hand smoothed over his forehead, and a voice whispered to him. He stilled, searching for the source of the voice. It kept speaking, soothing him, and he realized who it belonged to.

“Victoria?”

His own voice was a croak. She appeared in his vision then, leaning over him, her hair dropping over her shoulder and tickling his face before she pushed it behind an ear. It smelled good.

“It’s me. Nice of you to decide to come back to us.”

“Thirsty.”

She lifted a cup and put the straw to his mouth. He took a long drink.

“How long have I been out?”

“A couple of days.”

He processed that information. And then he let his gaze slip over her. She looked good, her red hair long and full, her gray eyes filled with concern. But she was sitting in a wheelchair, and that’s when he remembered she’d been shot too.

“How’s the leg?” he asked.

She smiled softly. “Hurts, but it’s getting better. You?”

“Fuck,” he said, closing his eyes for a second. “I think I got run over by a truck.”

“I know the feeling.”

“Where’s your sister?”

Her smile slipped. “She couldn’t stay in the hospital, but thanks to your colonel, she has a room at the Visiting Officers’ Quarters. She’s not hurt, but she’s still a bit in shock, I think.”

“She stabbed bin Yusuf.”

Victoria’s lips pressed together. “Yep, she did. I’m not sure she’ll ever recover from it, quite honestly. But the psychiatrist seems to think she will.”

Nick reached for her hand. Squeezed. “Takes time, Vic. You know that.”

She nodded. “Yeah.”

But she didn’t say anything else, and he wondered what she was thinking. He remembered those few terrifying minutes with Zaran bin Yusuf, Emily, Victoria, and Ahmed. He hadn’t been certain any of them would survive it.

“You were going to sacrifice yourself,” he said, remembering, and her eyes widened just a fraction. But then they were solemn again.

“I couldn’t let him kill her.”

“And I couldn’t let the bodyguard kill you.”

The silence was heavy. And then she lifted his hand to her mouth and pressed her lips to his skin.

“I don’t know how you did it, but you saved me.” Her laugh had an edge of hysteria. “Again, I should say. You saved me again.”

“Had to.”

She licked her lips. “Why, Nick? Why did you have to?”

He felt his brows drawing together. Why? He still wasn’t sure how he’d found the strength to launch himself at Ahmed, or why he’d done so other than he would have done it for anyone.

“It’s what I’m trained to do. No choice.”

But that wasn’t the whole answer and he knew it.

Her expression clouded for a second. Then she smiled. “Of course you are.” She let his hand go and sat back in the chair.

He wanted to call her back, wanted to reach through the bars and take her hand in his. But she was sitting with her head bowed and not looking at him.

Then she lifted her head and folded her arms over her middle, her eyes bright and her smile firmly in place.

He didn’t know what to say to her. He didn’t know what the hell was going on, or why his heart thumped so hard he thought it might pound out of his chest, or why his eyes felt so gritty. She was here and he wanted to hold her tight, but that wasn’t the right answer either.

He wanted her, but Emily needed her. Emily had been her entire focus for years. Now that she had her sister back, she didn’t need anything distracting her from the life she wanted to have.

Except he wanted to distract her. Badly. “I’m fucking this up.”

“It’s fine. You don’t owe me anything. We’ve had sex a couple of times. No big deal.”

No big deal?

“Victoria.”

She huffed and turned her head to look toward the door. There were people moving around out there, nurses and staff, but he wanted her to look at him. She wouldn’t.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“For what?” She waved a hand. “Already told you it’s no big deal.”

“I care about you,” he began, and she whipped her head around to look at him. That got her attention. He swallowed. “I care. We’ve had, uh, some fun… and not so fun.”

When he’d thought he might lose her out there… God, it had killed him. It was better if she went home with Emily. That way she’d be safe. Always.

She shook her head, laughing. “Yes, we’ve had fun. Great fun. And not so fun. You, my friend, are a wizard with the words.”

A body appeared in the door, blocking the light, and Nick looked over to see that it wasn’t just one body, but several.

“Not interrupting anything, are we?” Richie said.

Victoria motioned them in. “You aren’t interrupting a thing. Come on in.”

Flash walked over and gave Victoria a peck on the cheek. “How you doing, angel?”

Nick would’ve asked when the two of them had managed to get so friendly, but he was too stunned to speak when Victoria gave Flash a dazzling—and real—smile. His heart felt like someone had stomped on it.

Mine. The word echoed in his brain over and over. Mine, mine, mine.

“Doing just great, Ryan. Thanks for taking care of me.”

“Anytime, angel. Anytime.”

Victoria pulled the wheels of the chair backward, rolling away from the bed. “I should go.”

“No, sweetheart,” someone else said. “Stick around for a while.”

“You don’t have to leave because of us.”

“Plenty of room for all of us here.”

Victoria laughed. “No, really, it’s fine. We were done anyway.”

He wanted to say there was no fucking way they were done, but how the hell was he going to do that with all these guys here and him as weak as a newborn kitten?

Flash rolled Victoria to the door. Then he bent and said something that made her giggle right before she disappeared around the corner.

Nick saw red as Flash came back over. The rest of the guys shuffled their feet or stared at the monitors. Someone turned on the television.

Nick sucked in a breath. If anyone said anything to him about how hot she was, Nick was going to pull himself out of this bed and clock them.

But then Iceman whistled. “What the fuck did you do to her, dude?”

*     *     *

Two days after Victoria left Nick’s hospital room, there was a knock on her door. She’d moved to the VOQ to be near Emily since she wasn’t in need of hourly monitoring anymore. Her leg hurt like a son of a bitch, but it was healing. She’d been lucky that it was a clean shot through the outer fleshy part.

The bullet hadn’t hit bone or major blood vessels, so while it hurt and she had to take it easy—and use crutches now—she’d be good as new in a few weeks.

Thank God.

Her heart, however, wouldn’t fare as well. Stupid her wanting to know if Nick had launched himself at Ahmed for a different reason than just because he’d been trained to do it. Stupid her for pushing him for an answer when he clearly didn’t have one she’d want to hear.

“Come in,” she called, figuring her visitor was Emily. Her sister was quiet and intense lately, but she was doing remarkably well considering the circumstances. There was still a lot that Emily wasn’t telling her, but she thought with time it would come out.

Time and distance. She needed to get Emily away from Qu’rim for her healing to continue, but she didn’t know when that was going to happen.


The door opened, but it wasn’t Emily. It was Nick.

Her heart thumped at the sight of him looking so big and well. She wanted to get up and fling her arms around him, but what good would that do? It would only embarrass her further. Pitiful little virgin girl, falling for the first man to show her how good sex could be. It was like a silly romance novel or something. Since when did that happen in real life?

Nick frowned. “You didn’t come back.”

She told herself to stay calm. “No, I didn’t.”

He walked inside and shut the door. His arm was in a sling, but he didn’t have to hobble the way she did. He looked remarkably fit for a man who’d seemed to be at death’s door only a few days ago.

“Why not?”

“I, uh, wasn’t sure I should.”

He walked over and stood above her, looking formidable and irritated. “I thought we were friends, Victoria.”

Oh God, could he torture her any worse? She clasped her hands in her lap and looked away. “We are friends.”

He reached down and gripped her chin, forcing her to look at him. “You’re pissed at me.”

She worked to keep her expression blank. “Why do you say that? I’m not pissed. I’m fine.”

“Fine? Yeah, you act fucking fine—why won’t you talk to me? Tell me the truth?”

Anger built inside her, billowing and rolling until it had to break free. She slapped his hand away.

“You’re a complete dickhead, Nick Brandon, and you don’t even fucking know why!” She pushed herself upright, grabbed her crutches, fumbling with them and nearly falling in the process, then put some distance between them. Then she turned and shot him a glare.

He was looking at her like she’d grown an extra head. “Why is it I never understand what the hell is going on with you? You’re the one person I can’t figure out no matter how much I try.”

Oh, that did it. “My God, you must be one of the densest men on the planet! And I am most certainly one of the stupidest women. You swagger into my life with your badass attitude, your”—she waved her hands around—“ridiculously muscular body, and your complete and total decency as a human being, and then you talk and talk, and I fall for all your bullshit charm. Next thing I know, I’m all over you, wanting you like I’ve never wanted any man before, and you’re rocking my world and making me feel amazing—”

He was looking at her with big eyes, and she suddenly felt so stupid and so defeated, like she was utterly pitiful and he was just now learning it. No, she wasn’t cool. She wasn’t in control, and she damn sure wasn’t getting out of this with her heart intact.

She sighed and plopped down on the bed. “The problem, Preacher Boy, is that I like you. Really like you. As in I want more of you, and I want it pretty much all the time. When I thought you might die out there, I prayed that you wouldn’t. I told God I’d rather he take me than you because at least I wouldn’t have to know what it was like to live in a world without you in it.”

She looked up, found him watching her intently. She laughed. “How fucked up is that, right?”

He looked shell-shocked. “Jesus, Victoria.”

“I know. It’s absolutely crazy, but I fell for you. And maybe it’s good you don’t feel that way about me, because look at what happened to Emily when she went chasing after a man. I can’t—I won’t—be that incomplete without you. I’ll figure it out, so you just turn around and walk out that door and congratulate yourself on a lucky escape.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Nick’s heart was pounding out a crazy rhythm. She was sitting there on that bed, looking so beautiful it hurt, and telling him she loved him. At least that’s what he thought she was saying, because she hadn’t actually said it.

He’d heard it before, usually from women he’d dated for a few weeks, or sometimes from a woman he’d just fucked. Those women were usually tipsy and a little too effusive with their praise.

Once those words were said, he was gone. It was better that way.

But now it was odd because Victoria hadn’t said the words, but he wanted her to. Wanted to hear them damn bad, in fact.

“I didn’t want you to die out there either.”

He hadn’t made any bargains with God, but he’d made them with himself. Get her out of danger, no matter the cost. Take the bullet meant for her if it came down to it. Because he had to. Because he couldn’t contemplate doing any differently.

And it wasn’t just the job. It was her. He wanted her to stay with him—and he needed her to go so he could breathe again.

“That’s sweet, Nick. I appreciate your saying that, but it’s not quite the same, is it?” She sighed. “I wasn’t very specific with God, I’m afraid. I said I’d rather not live in a world without you in it. I didn’t say I wanted to live with you if you survived, and I guess I should have. God has a sense of humor.”

“Go out with me,” he said and then felt ridiculous for saying it. How the hell was that supposed to work? But he had this idea that she’d go back home and he’d see her in the States. Somehow, they’d work it out.

She blinked at him. And then she laughed. It felt like she’d dug a rusty knife into his heart and twisted.

“Date you? How am I supposed to do that? You’re in Qu’rim at the moment, and I’m about to head back to the States with my sister. And even then, you live in DC and we’ll be in New Orleans.” She shook her head. “No, we can’t date. It’s impossible.”

Sudden anger swirled in his gut. How could she just blow him off when she claimed she loved him, even if she hadn’t said the words?

“What do you want me to do? Propose? Is that what it takes to get you to be with me? Goddammit, fine.” He dropped to his knees while she looked at him as if he’d lost his mind. Hell, maybe he had, because what the fuck was he doing? He’d just asked her to date him and now he was fucking proposing? How insane did that make him, especially since he was trying to be noble and let her be with Emily?

“Nick—”

Someone rapped on the door, startling them both. He got up and went over to yank it open.

“Interrupting something, soldier?” Colonel Mendez stood there with an arched eyebrow and a knowing look on his face.

“No, sir,” Nick said, pulling the door open wider. His heart was pounding, and he felt like an asshole. A confused, contradictory asshole. “I was just leaving.”

Mendez’s eyebrow lifted a fraction higher. “Why don’t you stay? You’ll want to hear this too.”

He strode inside, and Nick closed the door. Victoria was flushed, but she did her best to look cool and calm.

Mendez pulled out a chair and sat. Then he looked at Nick until he sat too.

“Glad I’ve got you both here,” he said. “Thought you should know that Ian Black is gone.”

Victoria gasped.

Fury rolled deep in Nick’s gut. After all they’d fucking gone through?

“He abandoned his compound a few days ago. We sent a team in. There was a server room, but the server was gone. Bastard had a Faraday cage to prevent electronic eavesdropping. This wasn’t just chicken wire wrapped around supports either. Not a surprise, really, but he’s certainly well funded.”

“Ian’s gone,” Victoria said numbly. Then she laughed. “I guess even if he’d tried to call me first, I wouldn’t know it.”

They’d both lost their phones in the desert. He’d been issued a new one, but it was a little different for her. Still, she looked like she’d been abandoned by a friend. He hated that she felt that way about Ian Black, but there was nothing he could do about it. At least he knew it had never been more than that.

“Any idea who he was working for?” Nick asked.

Mendez leaned forward. “No, but I’m not done trying to figure it out.” He looked pensive for a moment. And then he shook his head. “He left something.”

Mendez took his phone from his pocket and pressed a couple of buttons. Then he held it out to Nick.

Nick took it—and his jaw nearly hit the floor. Inside the abandoned Faraday cage was a table that held three vials sitting on top of a small case.

“The smallpox?” It was unbelievable. Unimaginable.

“Yes. And there was a note.” Mendez took his phone back and showed Victoria the picture. Then he called up the note and read it. “See this is disposed of, will you? Thanks, Colonel.”

“I told you he wasn’t dirty,” Victoria said.

Mendez’s gaze slewed over to her. “Not sure I believe that, Miss Royal. But he’s smart. Letting this into the world isn’t wise, even for someone who only cares about profiting from others’ misfortune.”

But Nick was focused on something else. “How did he know about us?”

He didn’t think for one minute that Victoria had told Black. Nor did the colonel, apparently.

“Good question.” Mendez sat back, tucking his phone into his pocket. “And I plan to get an answer, though it may take some time.” He shot an intense look at Victoria. “You want to help?”

Nick blinked. Victoria looked taken aback.

“I… What do you want me to do?”

“Work for us.”

“My record…”

“Fixed.”

She looked puzzled. And then she looked angry. “Is that only if I work for you? Or is it fixed now and there’s no obligation?”

He huffed out a breath. “It’s fixed. There’s no obligation.”

He stood and looked down at her like a stern father. It was the softest look Nick had ever seen him give to anyone. Even Lucky MacDonald hadn’t gotten that soft of a look, and God knew she’d gone through some hell for HOT.

“You got a raw deal, Victoria. But you’re a helluva shot and we could use you—and yeah, your knowledge of Ian Black. You’d be doing your nation a great service.”

She lifted her chin. “I’m a traitor, or didn’t you know?”

He laughed. Nick nearly fell out. He wasn’t sure he’d ever heard the colonel laugh before.

“You’re as much of a traitor as Brandy here.” He shook his head. “No, you’re a rebel, Miss Royal, not a traitor. There’s a difference. I think you know what it is.”

She lifted her chin. “And my sister? What’s she?”

“She’s a woman who’s been through hell. I can’t promise she’s going to have it easy from here on out, but I’ll do my best for her.”

“And will you do that regardless of my decision?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

He barked a laugh. “You don’t give up, do you? This is why I want you on my team, Victoria. You don’t fucking give up.”

The colonel turned to Nick. “Solve your differences with this woman, Brandy. We need her.”

“Sir?”

He stood and walked over to where Nick sat. “I’m fucking serious. Tell her you’re sorry and beg her to stay. It’s the only sensible course of action.”

Nick waited until the colonel was gone. Then he looked at Victoria. “Why the fuck does everyone always blame me?”

*     *     *

He looked adorably confused. She wanted to laugh, but that was rather difficult when your heart was breaking. She got her crutches and stood. She could see him blinking, maybe working up to doing what his colonel had said.

But there was no way she was going to let him sit here and beg her to stay when he was only doing it because he’d been ordered to do so.

She wasn’t that pitiful, for God’s sake, though a part of her wanted very much to hear him ask her to stay and mean it.

“I think you should go,” she said.

He got to his feet slowly, as if he ached in a thousand places. His expression was intense—confused, pissed, determined.

“The colonel’s right. We need you. You could work for HOT, do what you’re best at… but I don’t want you to.”

She closed her eyes. She could almost picture herself there, being one of the best of the best. An elite operator, working at the side of the man she loved. The man who did not love her and didn’t want her there.

“Emily needs you,” he said. “You should be with her.”

Victoria opened her eyes, shuttering the pain in her gaze. “I know.”

His jaw flexed. “I want it to be different, but there’s nothing I can say that would make it worth your while to stay.”

“No,” she said, her throat aching, “I suppose there’s nothing.”

Because if it didn’t come from his heart and soul, then it wasn’t enough. Yes, he’d dropped to his knees earlier, and God knows what he would have said if Mendez hadn’t arrived, but it hadn’t been real. It was done out of anger and a need to win, not out of any true feeling. If he felt it, she would know.

He would know.

But he didn’t, and that wasn’t good enough for her.

“You’re a good partner,” he said, “a good shooter.”

“Thanks.”

He blew out a harsh breath. “Fuck, Victoria, at least consider seeing me when we’re Stateside. I want to see you. We’ll figure it out.”

Her heart squeezed. She hopped over to him and steadied herself. Then she laid a hand against his cheek. She hadn’t touched him since that day at the hospital when she’d held his hand. It was like touching a match to dry tinder, because her skin sparked and caught, and her nerve endings sizzled with heat and need.

His eyes dilated as if he felt the fire too.

“You’re a good man, Nick. A decent man. I love that you have such strength and passion and that you do the right thing no matter the cost to yourself. But I can’t be with you anymore. It’s not good for me, and it’s probably not good for you either.”

He caught her to him and kissed her. It was a hot, tender kiss, tongues stroking, teeth clashing, mouths feeding off each other. And it was also a good-bye kiss. She could tell that it was by the way he kept her at a distance, not melding her body to his, not melting into her.

He ended it and stepped back abruptly. “You’re the most amazing woman I know, Victoria. I want you to live, and I want you to be happy. Go back to the States. Take care of Emily. Find happiness.”

He backed up, his eyes on hers while she stood with her heart hammering in her throat—and then he turned and walked out the door, taking her happiness with him.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Maryland

Two months later…

Victoria walked into the gun range with her new rifle and a couple of pistols. She’d started working part-time at the range because it gave her something to do while she figured out what she was going to do with the rest of her life.

Besides, working here came with bonuses. First, she got a discount on weapons and ammo. Though she had plenty of money set aside after working for Ian for two years, it wouldn’t last forever and she had to be careful. Second, she got to use the range for free when it wasn’t busy, like now. It was nearly nine o’clock at night, and the only shooter was a fat man at the end who stopped and leered when she walked by.

She ignored him, same as she ignored every guy who’d tried to ask her out over the past couple of months. She wasn’t ready, and that was fine with her. One day, sure. But not now.

Victoria set up her equipment in the middle stall and lifted the rifle to her shoulder. It wasn’t the long-range shooting she needed, but she had to drive farther out into Maryland for that particular sort of range. The next time she had a full day to spare, she would do that.

Which would probably be soon since Emily was getting tired of her hovering.

The rifle was smooth and solid in her grip, the stock almost soft against her cheek. She sighted downrange and then squeezed the trigger on the exhale. The gunfire from the fat man stopped abruptly, as if he was suddenly interested in what she was doing. She fired again and again, making a tight grouping in the bull’s-eye. She didn’t have to see it to know that’s what she was doing.

She lowered the rifle and huffed out a breath. It felt good to shoot something. Good to work out some anger and aggression.

“You fired wide on that last one.”

Victoria gasped and spun around. Nick stood there behind her, dressed in faded jeans and a black T-shirt that showed his muscled arms. Her heart thumped and her throat felt suddenly tight.

Two months since she’d seen him. Two months since she’d spoken to him. She’d thought her stupid heart was getting better by now because she could go entire hours without thinking about him.

Without thinking about lying in bed with him, his body a part of hers, making her dissolve into a pleasure so deep she lost herself inside it for the hours they were together.

“I did not,” she said, remembering his statement. She heard the door to the range close, and she knew the fat man was gone.

He shrugged. “No, probably not. I couldn’t think of anything else to say.”

“How about hello?”

He grinned. “Hello.”

She gripped the rifle where it lay on the shelf, needing something to hold on to. “What are you doing here?”

“It’s a shooting range, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe I came to shoot.”

Her throat tightened. “Fine, go shoot. Leave me alone.”

He didn’t move. “How are you, Victoria?”

“I’m fine, thanks. You?”

“I’ve been better.”

Fear worked its way into her belly. “Are you sick? Did something happen?”

He laughed. “Yeah, something happened. But no, I’m not sick. I’m not in imminent danger of dying, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

“That’s good.”

“Yeah, I suppose so.” He raked a hand through his hair. “Jesus, I suck at this.”

“It’s been two months, Nick. I’m not sure there’s anything you can say that would make this less awkward than it already is.”

“I love you.”

His eyes burned hot as he stared at her, and her heart began to pound. Then angry tears sprang up, and she dashed them away before they could make a fool out of her.

“You come here two months after you pushed me away in the desert—pushed away my feelings for you—and expect that will make it all better?”

“It’s all I got. The most powerful weapon in my arsenal. And I’m not afraid to use it.”

“I don’t understand you.”

He snorted. “And I don’t understand you. But I need you. I can’t live without you.”

“What’s changed?” Her throat was tight and the words hurt.

His eyes were intense. “Everything. Nothing.”


“It took you two months to figure that out?”

“No, it took me a week. I admit I’m a dumb ass.”

“A week? It’s been two fucking months, Nick.”

He spread his hands. “I’ve been on a mission. I almost called at one point, but I thought this was the kind of thing a man should say in person. I’ve spent two months trying to figure out how to do it.” He took a step toward her, stopped as if he were unsure. “We just got back this morning or I’d have been here sooner. Had to be debriefed first. And then I had to figure out where to find you. You aren’t in New Orleans.”

She shook her head. Her pulse was skipping and jumping, and she wasn’t sure if she was crazy or he was. Or maybe they both were.

“No. The government wants Emily in DC, so here we are. Your colonel arranged for her to get counseling and a job. He kept his word.”

“He’s the one who told me where to find you. How is she?”

Victoria swallowed. “Getting better. She’s tougher than I thought. I still don’t know what she went through with Zaran, but she’s not lingering over his death. She’s not blaming herself either.”

“That’s good. Real good.”

“Yes. She’s working as a barista and seems to like it. She’s even talking about college.”


“And what about you? How are you, Victoria?”

“You asked that already.”

He moved toward her, closing the distance this time until he was right in front of her and she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. His heat reached out and enveloped her, made her remember what it was like when there’d been nothing between them but that heat and a passion so strong it had made her tremble and gasp and feel whole in a way she never had before.

“But I don’t think you told me the truth.”

Her heart thumped. “What do you want me to say? That I’ve been lonely and miserable without you? That I go to bed every night and wish you were there? That I’ve had to invest in a bigger vibrator just so I can pretend it’s you?”

His eyes widened at that last, and she tilted her chin up, daring him to say anything. Asshole. Adorable asshole.

He reached out and put a hand on her cheek. Her body sang in instant recognition. Her brain said she was letting him off too easily, but her body told her brain to fuck off.

“Oh honey, the naughty images in my head right now. I’m getting hard just thinking of it. And jealous. Fucking jealous that anything besides me is getting you off.”

She tried not to respond, but of course that was impossible. Her pussy grew wet, the tissues swelling and aching for his touch.

She pushed away from him, putting distance between them. He dropped his hand and looked at her sadly.

“This is crazy. You show up out of nowhere and say you love me. And you just expect me to believe it.” She folded her arms over her middle as if to protect herself. But there was no protecting herself from him. “You had your chance in Qu’rim, Nick. But you sent me away. You told me to take care of Emily. And that’s what I’m doing.”

“I thought that’s what you wanted. Hell, I wanted it for you. But I’m selfish, and I need you too—maybe more than she does, because without you I’m not whole. I’m not me anymore without you.”

She bowed her head. It was everything she wanted, and yet it terrified her too.

“I know why you’re scared, Victoria. Hell, I’m scared too. I think we’re both used to the people we love leaving us or disappointing us. But we don’t have to do that to each other. We don’t have to watch over our shoulders and constantly wait for something bad to happen.”

She wanted to believe him. So much. For the first time in her life, with him, she’d felt like she had someone she could trust to be there for her no matter what. But then he hadn’t been. He’d walked away.

She lifted her head and fixed him with a glare. Or she hoped it was a glare, anyway.

“You still haven’t told me what made you realize you love me. Loneliness and longing aren’t love, Nick. And if all you’ve missed is fucking, then that’s not nearly enough, is it?”

His eyes widened. And then he looked angry. “Fucking? You think that’s all I care about? Pussy is pussy, sweetheart. If that’s all I needed, I know where to get it. But it’s the whole package I want—the gorgeous woman with the heart and guts to do whatever needs done, the woman with the sweetness to care about people like Ian Black even when all evidence says she’d be better off not caring at all, the woman who fights for those she loves and never gives up, the woman who had the balls to tell my colonel—the scariest man I know, by the way—to fuck off, and who somehow got him to give her everything she wanted and more. I want that woman, and yeah, I definitely want to make love to her as often as possible—but that’s not all it is. Not by a long shot.”

Victoria blinked. She was… stunned. That was the word. Stunned.

But he wasn’t finished.

“When did I realize it? That’s what you asked, right? I think I knew when I walked out of your room that day in Baq, but I thought I was doing the right thing by sending you home where you’d be safe. But no, I didn’t admit it to myself then. I…” Here his voice choked off, and she was stunned to see that he had to get control of himself. Of his emotions.

“I got a picture from Shelly. An ultrasound. I’ve never felt so proud or so alone in my life as I did that day. And the one person I wanted to share it with wasn’t there. You weren’t there, Victoria. That’s when I knew how stupid I’d been. I should have been happy, but I was alone and miserable. I love you, and I’ve been an asshole, and I’m sorry. I let you go, and I let you think it was because I didn’t love you. There’s nothing I regret more than that.”

She didn’t realize she was actually crying until he moved toward her and lifted his hands to her cheeks. She felt the moisture when he rubbed it dry with his thumbs.

“Please don’t cry, honey. I hate it when you cry. And I hate that I’m the one who made you do it.”

She bowed her head, and he pulled her forward until she touched his chest. She could feel his heart beating hard and fast, and her own leapt in response.

Slowly, she put her arms around his waist. When she did, he shuddered and hugged her tight. Joy unfurled in her soul then. She believed him. She really believed him.

She tilted her head back to gaze up at him with shining eyes. “You’re a dickhead, Nick Brandon, but I love you anyway.”

“Thank God,” he said.

And then he kissed her.

*     *     *

“Hey, Brandy, did you know you’ve got a goofy look on your face?” It was Iceman who’d sidled up to him at the outdoor bar.

“Yep.”

Nick took a sip of his beer and continued to watch Victoria laughing with Hawk’s wife, Gina; Richie Rich’s fiancée, Evie; and Lucky MacDonald. Knight Rider’s Georgie and Billy Blake’s Olivia were playing a game of cards with Emily, who looked happy and healthy these days.

Flash took her a drink and she looked up at him with a smile. He lingered for a minute, but then Dex and Chase “Fiddler” Daniels came over and dragged him away.

“So you fell to cupid’s arrow. Damn shame.” Iceman took a swig of his own beer. “Thought you’d hold out longer.”

“Shut up, Ice. And hey, you could be next, so don’t gloat too much.”

Ice snorted. “Me? Fuck no. Not happening. Not a woman alive has a pussy golden enough I need to keep going back to the same one.”

Nick laughed. “That’s what we all said. And then you find out pussy hasn’t got a damn thing to do with it.”

Ice looked as if Nick were speaking a foreign language. “Dude, that’s insane talk.”

“Yeah, whatever.” He started to stand up and go over to Victoria, yank her away from the ladies, and see if she wanted to go join him in their room for a few minutes.

Hawk and Gina had a house on the Eastern Shore, and they liked to have everyone over to share it with them. The house was big enough so they all had their own rooms if they wanted to stay for the weekend, and everyone had a good time. It was a place to decompress and just be with a bunch of people who understood you better than anyone else.

He was halfway to Victoria when someone new arrived. Colonel Mendez always looked a touch strange in jeans and a button-down instead of a uniform, but the colonel still managed to wear civvies with as much authority as if he had his birds on his shoulder boards instead.

The men all snapped to something resembling attention. Even Lucky perked up.

“For fuck’s sake, as you were,” the colonel grumbled.

Everyone relaxed. He went over to Gina and gave her a hug and a peck on the cheek, then he shook Jack’s hand. After that, he grabbed a beer and went to sit on his own at one of the tables. Victoria ambled over and sat down with him. Nick thought about joining them, but the colonel looked serious and Victoria was nodding.

He wanted to protect her, but she didn’t need protecting. And she wouldn’t appreciate it if he tried. She’d tell him what it was about when she got a chance.

She swiveled her head until their gazes met. That was his signal. He walked over and put his hand on her shoulder. Mendez’s eyes were filled with good humor.

“You too, eh, Brandy? Fucking knew it the second you walked into my office in Baq with this girl.”

Nick wanted to protest that he hadn’t known it then, so how could the colonel, but what was the point?

“Yes, sir, me too.” He squeezed Victoria’s shoulder. “Best decision of my life.”

“Good deal, son. Good deal.”

Victoria looked up at him and his heart hitched. He still wasn’t used to that sensation, but he liked it even while it scared the shit out of him. He was so deep in love he’d never find his way out again. Nor did he want to.

“The colonel repeated his offer for me to join HOT. What do you think?”

What did he think? He thought he didn’t want her in the line of fire ever again. But then he thought that there was no better partner on earth in a firefight than her.

“I think you should do what your gut tells you to do.”

She smiled and his world lit up. “You are one smart man.”

“When I’m not being a dickhead, right?”

She laughed. “Right.” Then she looked at Mendez again. “I accept your offer, Colonel. I think my sister is ready to have me out of her hair, and I’m ready to get back to doing the work I know best.”

Mendez’s grin reminded Nick of a wolf just before it ate you. “Excellent news, Miss Royal. I’ll start the wheels in motion. You’ll be onboard within days. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I should mingle.”

Mendez got up and went over to talk to some of the other guys. Nick pulled Victoria to her feet. She looked a little worried and a little excited at the same time.

“You sure about this?” he said.

“Yes. Very sure.”

“Then that’s all I need to know.” He lifted an eyebrow. “Want to take a stroll with me? Maybe check out the firmness of our mattress?”

She laughed. “Didn’t we just do that this morning?”

“And your point?”

“Yeah, you’re right, I don’t have one.”

Nick pulled her toward the house. Within minutes, he had her naked and pinned beneath him. He tasted her while she shuddered and begged him for more, his tongue sliding around her swollen clit, into her wet pussy, then back up again and again.

“Love doing this to you,” he said against her wet flesh, and her thighs trembled.

“You’ll pay for this, Preacher Boy. Just as soon as I… ah… oh God…”

He licked her ferociously then, taking her mercilessly over the edge. When she was still quivering, he flipped her over and pulled her up until she got on her knees. She gripped the headboard when he entered her, and he bent over and bit her shoulder as he slid all the way home.

“Love you,” he growled. “So much.”

“I love you too. Now shut up and fuck me.”

He pulled out and rocked into her, watching as his cock disappeared into her slick passage. He did it again and again, watching, holding himself back while she writhed and moaned.

He loved the sheen of her skin, the dip of her back, the way her hair slid against her skin as he slammed into her. He loved the way she gripped the headboard and pushed herself back against him. He loved the sounds she made—her moans, her keening cries—and the sounds they made together, as well as the wet slide of his dick into her pussy, the slap of flesh against flesh.

He loved it all, and he was so grateful he’d found the courage to tell her how he felt. He told her every day now. Every way he could think of. Victoria would always know, so long as he lived, that he loved her.

“More,” she said, and he pulled out of her. She looked over her shoulder at him.

“You on top,” he told her, and she climbed on and slid down his cock, her eyes closing in ecstasy.

He loved the view from the rear, but this view was even better. Because he could see what he did to her, see the love and pleasure on her face as she came.

They rocked together, faster and faster, her breasts bouncing, her hips thrusting. His orgasm hit him like a freight train, bowing his back and making him gasp her name as he lost himself inside her.

She came with him, shuddering, her mouth opening in a scream. They collapsed together, sweating and breathing hard.

He was boneless and broken, but as soon as he could move, he reached over to where she’d rolled onto her back and traced a lazy finger around her nipple. He hadn’t sucked those beauties this time, but he would soon.

“Luckiest day of my life was when you walked into it. Too bad it took more than three years to figure that out.”

She rolled back on top of him, clearly possessed of more energy than he had at the moment. “What you lack in brightness, you more than make up for in beauty and brawn.”

He snorted a laugh. “Trash talk, babe?”

“I learned from the best.”

He pushed her hair behind her ears and cupped her beautiful face. Yeah, he said this a lot, but he couldn’t stop. He didn’t want to stop. “I love you so much, Victoria.”

“I love you too. More than anything.”

He pulled her down and wrapped his arms around her. She lay against his heart and he sighed happily.

Sex was terrific, but this was better on so many levels. It was belonging, friendship, and perfection, all wrapped up in one person. There was nothing like it on earth.

Yeah, he’d fallen. And it was a damn good place to be.

The End
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WYATT’S STAND


Kaylea Cross




Dedication


To all military working dogs and their handlers.

And to PJ, my bestest little fur buddy who is always at my side while I tap away on my laptop. Love you bunches.




Guardians Of The Night


Trust in me my friend, for I am your comrade. I will protect you with my last breath. When all others have left you and the loneliness of the night closes in, I will be at your side.

Together we will conquer all obstacles, and search out those who might wish harm to others. All I ask of you is compassion, the caring touch of your hands. It is for you that I will unselfishly give my life and spend my nights unrested. Although our days together may be marked by the passing of the seasons, know that each day at your side is my reward.

My days are measured by the coming and going of your footsteps. I anticipate them at every opening of the door. You are the voice of caring when I am ill. The voice of authority when I’ve done wrong.

Do not chastise me unduly for I am your right arm, the sword at your side. I attempt to do only what you bid of me. I seek only to please you and remain in your favor.

Together you and I shall experience a bond only others like us will understand. When outsiders see us together, their envy will be measured by their disdain.

I will quietly listen to you and pass no judgment, nor will your spoken words be repeated. I will remain ever silent, ever vigilant, ever loyal. And when our time together is done and you move on in the world, remember me with kind thoughts and tales. For a time we were unbeatable; nothing passed among us undetected.

If we should meet again on another street, I will gladly take up your fight. I am a Military Working Dog and together we are guardians of the night.

Author – Unknown




Author’s Note


Dear readers,

Wyatt’s story was very important to me. I’ve wanted to write about a MWD handler for a long time and finally got my chance with his book. Military and law enforcement dogs are amazing animals, and the bonds with their handlers are incredibly strong.

And, of course, my loyal puppy dog PJ is insanely excited that he made it not only into the pages of this series, but that he made the cover of this book. There will be no living with him from now on!

Hope you enjoy this one.

Happy reading!

Kaylea Cross




CHAPTER ONE


Wyatt Colebrook got out of his truck and strode for the front door of his cabin like the hounds of hell were chasing him.

Because they were.

Last night’s events, still fresh in his mind, had stirred up the ghosts he’d been battling so hard to exorcise for the past three years. He could run from them, but he couldn’t hide. Tonight, there was no escaping them.

He pushed open his front door, the familiar scents of home washing over him. This had been his sanctuary since moving in after being released from the rehabilitation facility in D.C., but even this place couldn’t ease his inner turmoil.

The one-bedroom cabin was set back from the main house on his family’s property, what was left of a huge parcel of land that had been in the family since before the Civil War. It was pretty spartan compared to the main house, but Wyatt liked it that way. No frills, no clutter, everything he needed and nothing more inside six hundred square feet.

At the sound of toenails clicking on the old plank floor he looked back as Grits trotted toward him. The brown and white two-year-old Cavalier King Charles Spaniel had been dumped on him by a longtime friend a few weeks ago, much to Wyatt’s consternation. He was in no position to own another dog at the moment, but he hadn’t been able to say no.

Poor little guy had been rescued from a puppy mill where he’d been kept caged for most of his short life, and he’d been skittish of everything at first, especially strangers. Wyatt had spent the past three weeks doing basic training and gaining the dog’s trust, so Grits would be well-adjusted and have good manners when he went to his forever family. Something Wyatt just couldn’t provide for him.

Apparently sensing Wyatt’s mood, Grits paused a few cautious steps away, ears down, the end of his feathery-white tail swishing hesitantly. Unsure whether he was welcome to approach Wyatt or not.

Wyatt sighed and pulled off his cowboy hat, dumped it on the kitchen table. None of this was the dog’s fault. “Come on,” he said to Grits, who trotted over, head lowered in submission, rear end wiggling and those big brown eyes staring up at him worshipfully.

Wyatt knew for certain he didn’t deserve that look.

He bent to scratch the dog’s soft, floppy brown ears in reassurance anyway. Grits didn’t retreat, and Wyatt received enthusiastic kisses for his efforts. Taking on a dog was an additional burden he wasn’t sure he could handle right now.

He had no steady job, just helped his dad with the farm, took care of the horses and property, working from project to project when a build or reno opportunity came up. He hated the instability, the feeling of uselessness he’d been battling ever since being wounded. Try as he might, he simply didn’t feel like he fit into society anymore. He was too different. Too jaded.

Too…broken. Inside and out.

“You’ve gotta be starving,” he said to Grits. Given what had happened with his brother Brody last night, they hadn’t made it back in time for Grits’s breakfast and Wyatt felt bad for making him go hungry.

He poured out the measured amount of food into the dog’s dish and was straightening when shuffling footsteps came from out on the front porch. He closed his eyes and bit back a groan, suddenly bone weary.

God, he really didn’t want to have this conversation right now. His leg ached from the additional workout at his VA appointment yesterday and the stump of what had once been his right calf was sore from rubbing in the socket of his prosthesis.

As per usual, and much to his irritation, his father tramped inside without knocking, his cane thudding heavily on the floor. Though the right side of his face drooped from the stroke he’d suffered two years ago—soon after Wyatt had been discharged from the hospital after his amputation—his old man’s role as a USMC gunnery sergeant for more than two decades was still evident in his rigid posture and that laser-like stare focused on Wyatt. The one that used to send a shiver up his backbone as a kid.

“Brody called me,” his father said, his speech slurred. Sarge, his retired narcotics dog, was at his heels. Grits scampered over to greet the old basset hound, who basically ignored him.

Not surprising about Brody, and Wyatt was relieved he wouldn’t have to go over everything in detail with his old man. Seeing it firsthand had been more than enough and he didn’t feel like rehashing it. At the moment all he wanted was some peace and quiet, although having company might help keep the ghosts at bay for a little while. “He tell you what happened?”

“Most of it, I think. He sounds okay, said the NSA is handling everything for him and the girl.”

Trinity Durant. Or whatever the hell her name really was. She was some sort of government-sanctioned female assassin Brody had met a few days ago, when she’d broken into his commander’s house near Quantico, looking for help. Last night she’d almost gotten Brody killed in a gun battle with two mobsters.

Every time Wyatt thought about it his insides clenched. His family had been through too much already. He’d be damned if he’d allow anything more to happen to any of them.

“It was a helluva night,” was all he said.

His father eyed him for a long moment. “You all right?”

Wyatt turned away, toward the fridge. “Yeah.” He’d be a lot better if he had a few shots of whiskey to dull the edge though. His PTSD had mostly been under control lately—or so he’d thought. But seeing his brother in mortal danger last night had shaken him up pretty bad, dredging up things he’d rather stay buried.

A chair scraped over the planks as his dad seated himself, apparently aiming to make himself comfortable and stay awhile. It didn’t escape Wyatt’s notice that he’d chosen to sit off to the left side of the table, where Wyatt could see him with his one eye. He appreciated the gesture, but in his current mood it just reminded him of how damaged he truly was. “What do you think of her?” his dad asked.

“I don’t know what to think.” He wanted to hate Trinity’s guts for the danger she’d placed Brody in, on principle. “Brody’s pretty into her, given everything he risked for her last night. And she has powerful friends. As soon as I started driving her away from the scene she was already calling people to make sure Brody was cleared of any wrongdoing. If that didn’t work, she was ready to expose the dirty CIA officer behind the leak on her own.”

She would have been blacklisted for it, or worse. Maybe even killed. Wyatt respected her for being willing to do that. “So that has to mean she cares about Brody a lot too, to be ready to take a risk like that.” Plus, Brody had told him she was worth it, so that was all Wyatt needed to know. If she was what Brody wanted, then Wyatt would have his back.

His father nodded and eyed the coffee maker. “Put on a fresh pot?”

Resigned to a long visit and fielding more questions, Wyatt dutifully turned and started pulling items from the cupboard. He could already envision how this was going to go. I’m fine, Dad, I swear. No, I haven’t been drinking. No, I’m not on any meds. The headaches don’t happen that often anymore.

With his back to his father, he said, “Brody told you to check on me, didn’t he?”

“He might have.”

Yeah, no might have about it. “I’m okay. Now that I know Brody’s fine and everything’s being taken care of, I’m good.” Whatever he had to say to get his dad to let him be for a while.

“He said you looked pretty shaken up last night.”

Wyatt swiveled to look at him with an incredulous snort. “Yeah? Well excuse me for losing my shit when I hear my brother being shot at on the other end of the phone, then track him via his phone to a deserted road in the middle of nowhere and find him and his new girlfriend crawling out of a cornfield, leaving two dead bodies behind.” His pulse picked up just from saying the words.

His father didn’t answer, merely watched him with that annoying calm that made Wyatt want to grind his teeth. His father had seen combat in three different wars, and knew a thing or two about post-traumatic stress. If he was haunted by his own demons, he hid it well. A trait he apparently hadn’t passed onto his eldest son.

“It was good, what you did,” his father said. “Family’s the most important thing and we always look after our own.”

Wyatt nodded once in acknowledgment and went back to making the coffee. He knew that. It had been ingrained in all of them, even before his mom got sick and died. No matter what they did or what was going on in their lives, the Colebrooks stuck together. Period.

When he’d filled two mugs he turned around to find that Grits had given up on Sarge and jumped up into his father’s lap. His dad scratched the Cavalier’s ears with his good hand and the dog’s eyes were half-closed in bliss as Grits leaned into him.

“You’re pathetic,” Wyatt told Grits, who ignored him.

“Pretty cute little guy,” his father commented, taking the mug Wyatt offered. “You decided yet whether you’re gonna keep him?”

“No.” Seemed he went back and forth about it a few times every day.

“Piper thinks he’s perfect for you.”

Wyatt stopped and shot him a get real look at the mention of his ex-high school sweetheart. “Dad.” Even though they’d only dated for a few weeks and there was nothing remotely romantic between them anymore, Piper had stayed close with him and his family over the years. As far as they were all concerned, she was an honorary Colebrook.

“Well you can’t just give him back now.”

“Yeah, I can.” He’d told Piper when she’d brought Grits over that he wasn’t ready to take on a new dog—that he might never be ready again. She’d steamrolled right over all his protests in that sweet yet steel-laden way Piper had, pulling out the sympathy card by telling him Grits was a rescue dog and needed a good home.

“Who knows what kind of person he’d wind up with if you let him go?”

Wyatt had only kept Grits up to this point because he didn’t have the heart to dump the dog somewhere after all the little guy had been through. “I haven’t decided what to do with him yet,” he said, watching Grits.

True, he was a sucker for animals, especially dogs, but he’d always owned or worked with German shepherds or Belgian Malinois. Big, strong working dogs that he trained to do important jobs like protect Marines and sniff out different kinds of explosives. Not fluffy little lapdogs that had once been bred as companions for royalty. That had all been before he’d lost Raider.

Now, everything was different. He didn’t want to get attached to another dog again. It was too damn hard when they died.

“What’s his story, anyway?” his dad asked, now scratching the dog’s chest. Grits was licking deliriously at his father’s scruffy chin, totally oblivious to how he was embarrassing himself.

“Piper said his previous owners had used him as a stud dog and kept him caged for pretty much his entire existence before he was rescued a couple months ago.” God, people were such—

“Assholes,” his father muttered, and Wyatt nodded in agreement.

The musical notes of Piper’s special ringtone pierced the air. “Speak of the devil,” Wyatt murmured, digging out his phone. “Hey,” he answered. “Dad and I were just talking about you.”

“Were you? All good things, I’m sure.”

“Always,” he deadpanned, fairly sure she was either calling to check on Grits or ask him about his VA appointment yesterday. She did it all the time, checking up on him. He didn’t mind it, even liked it to a point, but she tended to mother him.

Since no one would ever replace his mother, he’d made it clear he was okay with her being his honorary sister instead. Besides, she and his sister, Charlie, loved each other. And God knew, Charlie could use the female backup in this family, having been raised with three older brothers by a former USMC gunny sergeant.

“How are things with Grits? Are you falling in love with him yet?”

“Shockingly, no.”

She made a disparaging noise. “Whatever, you will. I know you too well. There’s no way you can turn your back on that sweet little guy now that you’ve spent time with him and you know he needs you.”

Wyatt scowled even though she couldn’t see him. “I hate it when you say stuff like that.” Damn guilt trips, tugging at the few heartstrings he had left and didn’t like anyone to know about.

“It’s because I know how to work you.”

Yeah, she did. And knowing Piper, she was betting on him caving and keeping Grits if they spent more time together. “That why you’re calling?”

“Actually, no.”

Something about her tone put him on edge. “Then why, what’s wrong?”

His father looked at him sharply, his coffee mug poised halfway to his lips.

“Is there a reason you ignored all my calls last night?”

“Yeah.” And he didn’t want to elaborate over the phone right now. He needed a few hours to decompress, then some sleep and maybe a trail ride before he felt like talking to anyone else about last night.

“Well, this was important.”

He’d been a little bit busy trying to keep his brother from being killed. “Stuff came up. I’ll fill you in later. So what did you keep calling me about?”

“Okay, I don’t really know how to say this, so I’m just gonna say it.”

Wyatt waited, tension creeping into his gut. “What?”

“The Miller house just sold this morning.”

The bottom of his stomach dropped out. “What?” His dad was staring at him in concern now, but Wyatt didn’t look at him, too blindsided by this bombshell. “What the hell do you mean, it’s sold? It wasn’t even up for sale yet.” It couldn’t have sold. Everyone in town knew he’d set his sights on the place years ago, that he’d been waiting impatiently for the widow Miller’s estate to put it up for sale.

“The beneficiaries of Mrs. Miller’s estate suddenly decided to list it and someone jumped on it before the news went public. The deal went through this morning. A real estate friend of mine called to tell me. That’s why I’d been trying to reach you last night. I got wind that someone was interested and maybe making an offer, so I wanted to see if you could maybe make a counteroffer or something to prevent the private sale from going through. I never dreamed the deal would go through this fast, and all behind the scenes.”

Wyatt dragged a hand over his face, hit with twin arrows of despair and disbelief. “Are you sure it’s a done deal?”

“Yes. I’m so sorry—”

“Who’s the buyer?”

A tense beat passed. “Wyatt, you can’t—”

No. “Who is it, Piper?” His heart pounded, his fingers clenched around the phone. Panic clawed at him with icy talons. This couldn’t happen. He had to stop it. Undo it somehow.

She sighed. “The name is Austen Sloan and they’re over there now with the real estate agent—”

Wyatt hung up and snatched his keys from the counter.

“What’s going on?” his father asked, pushing to his feet.

“Someone just bought the Miller house out from under me,” he snapped, and stormed out of the cabin, ignoring Grits’s pleading barks as he rushed toward his truck.

Fuck this day. Fuck everything.

No matter what it took, he had to get that house back. It was the only way he had left to redeem himself.




CHAPTER TWO


Austen couldn’t stop smiling as she turned in a circle to take in the “front parlor” in her new house. Her old new house that needed a hell of a lot of work before it was in any kind of condition to live in.

But still. Hers, and it felt so damn good.

This was the first thing she’d had to be excited about since John died two years ago. He would want this for her, a home of her own and a fresh start. It was high time she got on with the rest of her life, and after months of searching, Sugar Hollow seemed the perfect place to do it.

Her real estate agent had just left, leaving Austen to savor the peace and satisfaction of finally having taken this huge, scary step. This day was years in the making, and now that she’d accomplished it, her emotions were mixed. Excitement, a little bit of anxiety, and of course some sadness.

Leaving her friends, her old life and all the memories that came with it had been the second hardest thing she’d ever done, but having found this grand old beauty of a house, she knew it was worth it. The house was a diamond in the rough and she intended to make it sparkle again.

Above her in the center of the eight-foot high ceiling, an antique plaster medallion framed an old light fixture that looked certain to start a fire if any electrical current flowed through its wires. Those were the least of her worries at the moment though, as outlined in detail in the inspector’s report she’d received before closing the deal.

The front parlor was actually in the best shape of any room in the house. All the intricate oak woodwork alone had made her heart beat faster when she’d first come to see the place. Elaborate filigree fretwork ran the length of the arched doorway separating the living room from the entry hall, and the jambs had scrollwork carved into them. She couldn’t wait to work on it.

Sure, there was a lot to be done, even in here. Apart from restoring all the woodwork, she’d have to rip out the old carpets to see if she could salvage the wood floors underneath—why did people always cover up wood floors in grand old houses like this?—and she’d need to repair some of the plaster on the walls and ceiling before she painted them. Still, this room was a fairly simple, manageable project to take on.

The rest of the house…not so much.

And lord, she didn’t even want to think about what she was going to have to do in the basement/cellar. It was definitely the kind of place where slasher movies were filmed, all dark and damp, filled with cobwebs and who knew what else. A part of her was terrified that she might have bitten off more than she could chew with this house, but she pushed it aside. The deal was done, no sense second-guessing herself at this point. She’d just have to tackle the project one room at a time, not get overwhelmed.

Go big or go home, John had always told her.

Well, she’d definitely gone big here, and this was home now, for better or worse. She would never go back to Pennsylvania. There were too many memories there, too many daily reminders of what she’d lost. It wasn’t healthy for her.

The old floorboards creaked under her feet as she walked through to the kitchen, where a mishmash of styles had all been slapped together over the decades. Thin beams of light filtered in between the boards covering the tall windows that overlooked the private backyard, illuminating the dust motes floating through the air.

Every visible surface was caked with a decade worth of dust, the paint was peeling and the electrical and plumbing systems would have to be gutted and redone from scratch. Not to mention she’d also need to put in a brand new HVAC system and new insulation in all the walls.

This grand old lady was in sad shape, and she was just the person to give it the TLC it deserved. She would restore it to its former beauty and then some—while updating it with all the modern conveniences it was lacking now. Underneath all the neglect and grime, this place had good bones. Beautiful ones.

Just standing in it filled her with excitement. She’d been lucky to come across it when she had. Apparently the family estate holding the property had been unwilling to sell it since the previous owner had died. The moment Austen had seen the place she’d fallen in love with it, and had called the agent she’d been in contact with about another property in the Sugar Hollow area.

The woman had called the lawyers responsible for the estate to inquire about its status and found out the estate was willing to sell. When they’d given a number, Austen had offered the full amount right away in cash, wanting to avoid a potential bidding war once word got out that it was for sale. An impulsive move totally unlike her, but as scary as it had been, she knew she’d made the right call. A few days later, the place was hers.

She completed her tour on the upper floor, stopping in each room to make notes of her general plan for it. Seriously, the current state of a few of the rooms scared her. What had the previous owners been thinking, decorating them like that?

The house was literally a time capsule, every decade since the 1880s represented somewhere in the decor. The 1950s-style kitchen was particularly heinous, with its peeling, checkered vinyl floors and mint green cabinets made with some kind of laminate and Formica countertops. The upstairs washroom was straight out of the 60s with a matching pink tub and sink—and not in a good way. It seemed any previous renovations to the house had been cobbled together in a half-assed way that made her inner carpenter shudder in horror.

“Don’t you worry,” she murmured to the house, feeling sorry for the state it was now in. “I’ll fix you up and make you better than new, and I promise to keep all the pretty details that make you so special.” Oh, it would be beautiful when she was done with it.

If her budget and stamina held out long enough to see it through.

At the foot of the grand wooden staircase that led from the foyer to the second floor, she paused to run a hand over the newel post. Hand carved out of oak, its fancy flourishes and scrollwork just begged to be cleaned up and refinished. Painting it white would make the whole space brighter, but she wasn’t sure if she could stomach covering up such lovely grained wood.

Once the boards were removed from the windows, this entire part of the house would be flooded with natural light that would make the woodwork glow. The stained glass details in the transoms and panels on either side of the front door would glow like jewels, throwing shards of colored light onto the hardwood floor she would stain and polish to a high gloss.

Stepping out onto the front porch, which was sagging a little in the center, she pried a board off one of the windows next to the door to get a better look at the glass. Not surprisingly, several panes were cracked and the casements would need to be replaced, plus the stained glass needed to be repaired and re-leaded. The plain windows she could fix herself but the stained glass bits would have to be outsourced.

She added more notes to her list and did a quick estimate. If everything came together in terms of scheduling and she could find good, reliable tradespeople to help her, she might be able to finish everything on budget in six to nine months.

Maybe. Because she was experienced enough to realize that building projects pretty much never ran according to schedule. Or on budget, for that matter. And she had only a tiny amount of wiggle room in her budget.

She turned at the sound of a vehicle coming up her driveway. A white pickup came barreling down the long, tree-bordered drive, its tires kicking up a cloud of dust behind it. A jolt of alarm shot through her when the driver screeched to a stop beside her truck, sending up more dust.

The door flew open and a man jumped out, slamming his door and storming toward her. He was big and around her age, with short dark hair and a beard. What she could see of the right side of his face was scarred pretty badly, and she recognized the swirling pattern mixed with pockmarks as the hallmarks of a blast injury.

She’d never laid eyes on the man before but it was clear he was pissed. Austen almost backed up a step at the look on his face as he stalked toward her, a twinge of fear twisting up her spine. Except she wasn’t the backing down sort.

She stepped to the front of the porch and crossed her arms over her chest, effectively barring his way to the front door as he reached the bottom of the stairs. “Can I help you?” she asked evenly.

He paused there, his jaw working for a moment. A shaft of sunlight bathed the scarred half of his face, illuminating his thick espresso-colored hair and hazel-brown eyes. “You the real estate agent?”

“No. The owner.”

Shock flickered over his face for a moment. “You’re Austen Sloan?”

“That’s right. Is there a problem?” Because he sure as hell looked like he had one.

He crossed his arms over his chest—his very broad chest—mimicking her pose, his feet braced apart. “Yeah, there is.”

She raised her eyebrows and waited, not about to be intimidated by some local asshole. Nine years as a firefighter had taught her many things, one of the most important being not to take men’s shit just because she was a woman. This guy was big and built, but she wasn’t exactly petite and had long ago stopped letting men use their size and attitudes to intimidate her. “And what’s that?”

“There’s been some kind of mistake. I’ve been waiting to buy this place since the former owner passed away. I was supposed to be informed by the estate’s lawyers the moment this house was listed for sale, and I wasn’t.”

She’d been prepared for this, for someone to want to battle her for the house, because according to her agent, people had been asking the estate to sell the house for years. She just hadn’t expected a confrontation so soon. “I don’t know anything about that, but I assure you I bought it fair and square.”

His jaw flexed and she could see the resentment burning in his eyes. “What did you pay for it?”

“None of your business.”

A pause. “I’ll pay you ten percent over the purchase price to sell it to me.”

“No.”

More jaw flexing. “Fifteen.”

“No.” She’d fallen in love with this house, with its charm and character and this wasn’t about money. It was about restoring and building a place for her to love and make a home in. “Listen, Mr…”

“Colebrook,” he answered, an impatient edge to his voice. Tension rolled off his big frame, burned in his eyes. He would have been attractive without that scowl, even with the scars.

“Colebrook,” she acknowledged. “I’m sorry you didn’t get a chance to bid on the house, but it’s mine now. I bought it legally and I’m not interested in selling to you or anyone else. Now have a nice day.” With that she spun around and headed for the front door.

“You don’t understand.”

She almost kept walking. She wanted to, but something about his tone stopped her. Pain.

Reaching for patience, she made herself turn around to face him. “What don’t I understand? My name is on the title and the seller has my money in their bank account. Pretty sure it’s my house.” And it was going to cost her more than twice as much to fix it as it had to buy it.

“This house, this property, has signifi­cant…senti­mental value for me.”

The way he phrased it, and the way his already deep voice dropped lower when he said it, told her it cost him a lot to admit that. “It does for me too.” John would have loved this place. They’d always wanted to renovate a Victorian house together. This was her chance to live her dream and honor his memory.

Those hazel eyes pinned her in place, burning with frustration and…something that tugged at her. A bleakness she recognized that came from profound loss. “I used to stay here. Have Sunday night suppers in that dining room,” he said, nodding in the direction of the where the room was located. “The family who owned this place meant a lot to me. I’ve had my eye on it since the day Mrs. Miller died, and I’ve been waiting ever since for it to go up for sale.”

Did he think she would change her mind because of that?

He paused, drew a deep breath and seemed to struggle to rein himself in before asking, “How much will it take to buy it off you?”

She got the sense it hadn’t been easy for him to ask that. Her mind was made up though. “It’s not for sale. I’m sorry.” She hadn’t even turned back around yet before he stopped her again.

“What are you intending to do with it?”

Again, his phrasing struck her as odd. He sounded protective of the house, as if he didn’t trust her with it. Maybe he was worried she planned to bulldoze it. “I’m going to fix it up.”

“And then what?”

She was losing patience now. “And then I’m going to live in it.” For starters, anyway.

“You’re going to stay.” His tone dripped with skepticism.

Unless this town is full of assholes like you. “Yes.”

He stood there for a long moment, staring at her. She held that hard gaze, refused to look away or even blink. Then he lowered his arms to his sides and his entire posture seemed etched with defeat. The desperate, almost haunted light in his eyes tugged at her, made her want to make it better somehow.

He pulled out his wallet, took out a business card and held it up. “If you ever decide to sell, will you promise to call me first? It would mean a lot,” he added after a moment.

Dammit, he was making her feel freaking guilty for owning the place, when just five minutes ago she’d been basking in all her excited glory of starting this new chapter of her life. “Fine.” She reached out a hand and stayed where she was, forcing him to climb the stairs to give it to her. His stride had a slight hitch to it.

When he reached the top step she caught another flash of surprise in his eyes as he realized how tall she was. A hair over six feet, putting her at about three inches shorter than him. He was a big man. Sexy, in spite of the scarring and the pissy attitude. Too bad.

He recovered quickly, stopping an arm’s length away. Up close she could see the flecks of amber and green amongst the chocolate-brown in his eyes, and there was something different about his right one. It was subtle, but when she looked closely she could see it wasn’t exactly the same as his left. Given the scarring on the right side of his face, maybe the right eye was a prosthetic.

He held the card out between two long fingers, and raised his eyebrows. “Promise?”

Promise what? Oh, to call him if she ever decided to sell. “I promise,” she told him and took the card, careful not to touch his fingers. Dammit, he smelled good, too. Something clean and masculine, slightly citrusy.

“Thanks.” He took a step back and looked past her through the front door, gazing almost longingly at the interior beyond before meeting her stare once more. “Take good care of her.”

The way he said it, as if he was talking about a lover he’d just lost, made her want to hug him. She knew too well what loss felt like, and was sorry she was responsible for his. “I will.”

The moment he started down the steps she went inside and closed the front door, letting out a deep breath of relief as she rested her back against it. As the sound of his truck’s engine fired to life out in the driveway she read his card.

Wyatt Colebrook, contractor. Military contractor? Construction contractor?

He hadn’t made the most favorable first impression, that was for sure, but she’d damn sure never forget him. Outside, his truck pulled away from the house, the sound of the engine growing fainter as he drove down the driveway.

He might be gone for now, but her gut said this situation with the house was far from over between them.




CHAPTER THREE


A sour sensation churned in Wyatt’s stomach as he drove back home. It felt like he was in a daze. Or a bad dream. “Dammit.”

He couldn’t believe this had happened. How had it happened? Piper was a real estate agent and had promised to let him know the instant she got wind of the Miller place going up for sale. He’d been poised to pounce on it when it did.

Whatever Austen Sloan’s reasons for wanting to keep the house so badly, they couldn’t touch his. That house was the only remaining tangible link to a family he owed an insurmountable debt to. Wyatt had spent a lot of time there over the years, enjoying whatever Mrs. Miller had churned out of her kitchen. She’d been a fantastic cook, and a loving, doting grandmother to her only grandchild.

Taylor.

Just thinking about him made Wyatt’s throat thicken and his heart pound. He’d grown up with Taylor, gone to school with him, played varsity football with him in high school. They’d enlisted together, gone to boot camp at Parris Island together. Then they were deployed together on that last tour in Afghanistan.

Taylor wasn’t blood but Wyatt had considered him a brother nonetheless, every bit as much a brother to him as Brody and Easton were. And Wyatt had gotten him killed.

He swallowed hard, clenched his fingers around the steering wheel. The worst part was knowing he’d screwed up. Out on patrol during that early morning op, he’d missed the signals of a buried IED that had taken out the entire squad, including Wyatt’s beloved and brave military dog, Raider.

His gaze strayed to the camo-patterned training collar hanging from the rearview mirror. God, he missed his canine partner and fellow Marines. He pulled in a deep breath, tried to shake the memories away, but couldn’t. It was his fault. He’d screwed up, and everyone had died but him.

Surviving was his punishment. And every goddamn day, he had to deal with that.

When old Mrs. Miller had passed away over a year ago, he’d vowed to himself he would buy the house and fix it up, do something to honor her and Taylor’s memory. Maybe turn it into a home for disabled veterans.

Now that chance was gone.

Stopping for a red light in the middle of Sugar Hollow’s “downtown”, he saw Piper’s red car on the right at the intersection. She stuck her hand out her window and waved him down frantically.

The light turned green. He raised a hand in acknowledgment and kept driving. She swung her car around and he knew she was going to follow him all the way back to his place.

He wasn’t in the mood for company at the moment, but he did want to know what the hell had happened so maybe it was best they talked now. He didn’t want an audience for what would likely be a heated conversation, so if she wanted to talk, they’d have to do it at his place.

He drove down Main Street, past tidy and brightly-painted Victorian shops, restaurants and B&Bs, the architecture so like the Miller place that the sight twisted the knife currently buried under his ribs. Two miles outside of town he turned left and headed out toward the fertile farmland in the heart of the Shenandoah Valley. Normally the rolling green hills and pastureland and the sight of his family home coming into view filled him with peace.

Today, it made him feel like a five-hundred-pound boulder was sitting on his chest.

Initially, after the amputation and being released from the long term rehab facility, he’d moved back here and into the cabin to get himself back on his feet—har har—and then stayed on after his father had suffered the stroke.

As the eldest, he saw it as his job to help his dad out, lend a hand to maintain the large property and take care of the horses along with their hired help. He’d told his siblings from day one that he wanted that responsibility, and he didn’t regret it.

All four of them were involved with their father’s care to some extent, but Wyatt bore the brunt of it and he wanted to shoulder that weight. It had given him a purpose while he struggled to adapt to his new reality as an amputee, and his siblings were all able-bodied and busy with their own careers. His father had raised horses and built homes since Wyatt was in his teens. The stroke had left him unable to work, so Wyatt had stepped in to keep the contracting business running, although on a smaller scale on the side.

While juggling all of that, he’d been saving up to buy the Miller place, taking on reno jobs with the crew of fellow wounded vets he’d put together from here in the Valley and surrounding area. He’d promised them full time work for at least six months when he finally bought the Miller place. Now he’d let them all down too.

The two-story, pale yellow farmhouse glowed in the morning sunlight as he pulled up in front of it. His dad was sitting on the front of the wrap-around porch with Grits and Sarge.

Wyatt loved this house, this land, yet part of him felt suffocated here. Every day he spent here, living in the cabin, reminded him that he was a wounded combat vet, still dependent on his father’s charity. It shamed him.

Using his cane, his father pushed slowly to his feet. “Everything okay?”

“No,” Wyatt answered, a lump in his throat and a hot coal burning beneath his sternum. “It’s a done deal. The Miller house is sold.” And God, he was completely shredded inside.

He’d pinned so much on getting that house when it came up for sale, had refused offers of loans from friends and relatives who knew he wanted it. Ever since the house had become vacant he’d put away whatever money he could so he’d have the down payment ready when the estate decided to sell. All for nothing.

“Ah, damn, I’m sorry to hear that.”

He nodded, pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “Piper’s a minute or so behind me, so I’m sure we’ll get the full story from her. I’d rather talk to her alone for a while, if you don’t mind.” It wasn’t a request, even though he phrased it as one.

“Of course. Come on, boys,” he told the dogs. Sarge waddled after him, but Grits stood there watching Wyatt, the end of his tail wagging.

“Go on,” Wyatt said in a firm voice, pointing toward the house.

Grits lowered his head and his tail drooped, but he turned and followed Wyatt’s dad. It made Wyatt feel like a dick but he just couldn’t afford to let the dog into his heart.

Once in the solitude of his cabin Wyatt went directly to the cabinet to pull out the bottle of whiskey he hadn’t touched in months, and a shot glass.

Two seconds later Piper’s little red car parked in front of his porch. She walked up to his screen door wearing a worried expression and her workout clothes, her dark blond hair pulled back into a ponytail. “Hey,” she said, her tone hesitant as she let herself inside.

“Hey.”

“So, did you meet the owner?”

“Yep.” And she had most definitely not been what he’d expected. At all. He’d had trouble keeping his eyes on her face during that whole exchange.

“And?”

“She’s tall.” Damn near as tall as him, not to mention strong and determined. And her long, toned body had been impossible to ignore, even for him and his black mood.

“That’s it?” Piper asked in exasperation. “She’s tall?”

He shrugged, keeping the rest of his observations to himself. Austen Sloan had smooth, creamy-brown skin, long, dark, spiral-curled hair, and eyes a surprising shade of light gray, almost silver. It annoyed the hell out of him that he’d even noticed how hot her body was. Not that Piper needed to know any of that.

“And, she won’t sell. She says she’s going to fix it up and stay there.” It felt wrong to him on every level, a violation. That place should have been his.

“Well, at least we know she’s not planning to rip it down.”

“So she says. Once she realizes the amount of work and the costs involved, she might change her mind.” His only hope now was that she might either change her mind partway through and sell it to him, or once she was done with it. It made his inner control freak cringe to think about what she might do to the place while she renovated it.

He’d had big plans, specific and respectful plans of how he’d renovate it, to preserve the character and charm, keep the heart of the home beating amongst all the updates. God, he hated the thought of anyone else touching it, let alone someone from outside the area who had no personal attachment to it.

“I heard she’s a firefighter from out of state,” Piper said.

He paused a second. “Really?” She had the build for it, and the thought of what she’d look like wearing her turnout gear was surprisingly hot.

She nodded. “Apparently she’s been looking for a property in the area for a couple weeks now. Just shit luck that her agent called the estate lawyers at the right time.” Piper plopped down in one of the kitchen chairs, rested her folded arms on the table and set her chin on top of them, looking as dejected as he felt. “I’m so sorry,” she said, watching him with sad hazel-green eyes.

He knew she was, and that this wasn’t her fault. If she could have gotten him the house somehow, she would have. “How the hell did this even happen?”

“I guess the other agent was in talks with the estate’s lawyers over the past week or so. They never officially put in on the market so no one knew about it. Several of the beneficiaries had a meeting and convinced everyone to sell. Ms. Sloan’s agent called them to inquire if they’d be interested in selling, saying she had a buyer who was willing to pay in cash.”

“Cash? She paid for it outright?” It had to have set her back a pretty penny. The land itself was worth a lot because of the size and location, even without the house.

“Yes. They did the whole deal behind the scenes and I only found out about it yesterday.”

This sucked so hard. “I would have paid them more.” But not in cash. Banks liked cash, and no doubt so did the beneficiaries of the estate. “Why didn’t they at least announce it was for sale and then wait to see if more offers came in?”

“Cash, and timing. I’m guessing the beneficiaries just wanted to liquidate the assets to cash them out. They’ve been sitting on the property for several years, I guess they got itchy and finally decided to pull the trigger when a cash sale offer fell in their lap.” She paused, eyeing him with a hard look. “You weren’t an asshole to her, were you?”

“I wasn’t at my most charming,” he admitted.

“Oh, God.”

He rolled his eyes. “It wasn’t that bad.” He picked up the whiskey and poured a shot. The first of several he planned to knock back.

“Don’t.”

At the sharply spoken word he stopped and looked back at Piper. She was rigid in her seat, freckles standing out on her pale face, her expression pinched as she stared at him. “Getting drunk isn’t going to solve anything.”

Silently cursing himself, he sighed and set the bottle down. Damn. “I was just gonna have a shot or two, not drink the rest of the damn bottle,” he said, turning away from it and folding his arms over his chest. It was no secret he’d drowned his problems with alcohol for the first couple months he’d moved home. Since then, he’d barely had anything to drink.

“Just…don’t,” she said, her voice rough, eyes filled with pain.

Hell, he hadn’t even thought about what seeing him pouring shots would trigger for her, due to her piece of shit soon-to-be-ex-husband. He expelled a breath. “Sorry, I didn’t think.” Wyatt wished he’d punched the fucker’s lying, manipulative face when he’d had the chance.

She flushed and glanced away, looking uncomfortable. “It’s okay.”

No, it wasn’t, and he was a jerk for not remembering. He put the bottle and shot glass away. If he still felt the need for a drink later on, he could do it after she left.

An awkward silence settled between them in the still kitchen, but was thankfully filled by the sound of paws scrambling on the front porch. Grits jumped up to put his front paws on the screen door, tongue lolling, tail going like crazy as he stared at Wyatt.

“Hey, little man,” Piper cried, getting out of her chair to open the door and scoop him up. She grinned when he immediately started licking her face. “Such a lover, even after all you’ve been through. How come none of my boyfriends were ever as good a kisser as you, huh?” She shot a teasing glance at Wyatt and he couldn’t help but smirk. He’d been eighteen the last time he’d kissed her, and he was a hell of a lot better at it now than he’d been back then.


Not that he’d kissed or done anything else with a woman since being wounded. Women seemed to fall into two categories now, either pitying him or wanting to mother him. Both were major turnoffs.

He also didn’t relish the thought of a woman seeing his amputation for the first time. No doubt a major turnoff for whoever his prospective bed partner was.

Piper sighed, buried her face in the dog’s soft fur. “As crappy as things get in life, dogs always have a way of making it better, don’t they? They’re the masters of unconditional love.”

They were. Wyatt didn’t answer though, because he knew the question was rhetorical.

Shuffling footsteps crunching over gravel reached him a moment before his father came into view through the screen door. “Knock, knock.”

Piper swung around with a big smile on her face. “Hey, Mr. C.”

“Good to see you,” his dad replied, his gaze cutting back and forth between them. “Tried to keep Grits with me, but he wasn’t having it. He’s pretty attached to you already,” he told Wyatt, and there was a note of reproach there.

“I think he just wanted to see Piper,” Wyatt muttered.

She shot him a glare. “He came here because you’re here, because for whatever reason, he already loves your grumpy ass. I’m just a bonus.” She held the dog out in front of her and gave him a big, open-mouth grin, her voice turning babyish. “Aren’t I, Gritsy? A big, happy bonus.” Grits answered with a series of licks as he wiggled in her hold, his tongue meeting nothing but air as he tried frantically to kiss Piper’s face again.

His father’s gaze shifted to him, unreadable. “Want me to take him back to the house?”

“Nah, it’s fine.” He could use a friend right now, and though Piper was great, he didn’t want human company at the moment. Grits didn’t expect him to talk, didn’t ask questions or judge him. Even if he still hadn’t decided if he would keep the little guy or not, the dog was sweet and easy to have around.

After raising one eyebrow at him in a you’re-not-fooling-anyone gesture, his dad switched his attention to Piper. “So, it’s been a shit day around here so far. How’s yours going?”

Piper set Grits down, her brightness fading. “Okay.”

Wyatt exchanged a loaded look with him, because they both knew damn well her life at the moment was anything but okay, no matter how much she tried to act like it was.

His old man gave Piper a smile, and even lopsided due to the stroke it was still loaded with Colebrook charm. “I was just about to risk lighting the house on fire while I made myself a late breakfast. You care to join me? Give an old cripple a hand?”

Her gaze turned fond. It was no secret she loved his father to pieces, and vice versa. “You’re far from a cripple, but I’d love that, thank you.” She glanced at Wyatt. “You coming?”

“In a bit. Have to take care of my leg first.” With all the chaos he hadn’t had time to check and clean his stump and prosthesis since he got home this morning, and he needed to do it ASAP.

Being an amputee sucked, but being able to wear an artificial was a hell of a lot better than having to use crutches. Inspecting the stump and making sure the skin stayed clean and dry every day was essential to avoid infection that would prohibit him from using his prosthesis.

“Okay, but don’t be too long,” she said over her shoulder as she walked through his front door. “I want to hear more about Austen Sloan and what you plan to do about this.”

What he planned to do about it? What could he do, when she’d already told him flat out she wouldn’t be selling? He remained leaning against the counter, lost in his thoughts as his dad and Piper headed for the main house, arm-in-arm.

Was there a way to fix this? There had to be. Getting that house had been his dream for so long, now that it had been taken away from him he felt…empty. Lost, even.

No, worse than that. He felt like an utter failure at life.

Grits wandered over and sat in front of him, gazing up at him with those huge brown eyes. His gaze wasn’t sharp and intelligent as Raider’s had been, but rather soft and adoring. “What?” Wyatt asked him gruffly.

Unfazed by the tone, Grits swished his feathery white tail back and forth over the planks and tilted his head to one side, ears lifting.

Wyatt frowned at him. The adorably cute routine wasn’t going to work on him. He didn’t want to get attached to another dog. It was too soon, would feel too much like he was dishonoring Raider’s memory. And for damn sure, he never wanted to feel the pain of losing his best friend ever again.

That’s what Raider had been to him, and he didn’t care if people didn’t understand that. He’d been a dog person ever since he could remember, but once he’d joined the Marines and begun working with his own military working dog, that bond had been on a totally different level to anything he’d ever known.

Raider had slept beside him every night for over two years, had lain across Wyatt’s body to stand guard while Wyatt slept when they were outside the wire, staying on alert for any sign of danger. He’d trusted that dog with his life, and with the lives of his fellow Marines, and Raider had depended on him to protect her. So when Raider had died that day because of Wyatt’s mistake, it had shattered him. He’d never get over it, no matter how long he lived.

Against his will, his gaze strayed to the mantel, where the urn holding Raider’s ashes sat in the center, next to a framed picture of them together and the collar Raider had been wearing that fateful day.

Guilt slashed at him as he looked back down at Grits, who sat watching him with a heartbreakingly hopeful expression. Staring into those warm brown eyes, Wyatt felt his resolve to stay detached soften a fraction.

The dog was too damn adorable. Poor little guy hadn’t deserved the shit life he’d had up until he was rescued. What Wyatt wouldn’t give for five minutes alone with the asshole that had kept him caged and made him skittish of people.

“I’m no good for you. Not right now, anyway,” he told Grits, trying to hold firm.

Grits swished his tail even harder and Wyatt swore he could hear the dog’s thoughts. Please just give me a chance. I want to be your friend.

He couldn’t stand it.

Despite himself, Wyatt bent to scoop him up and held the dog against his chest. Grits’s fur was so damn soft, his solid little body warm, and all he wanted was to be loved.

As if he knew he’d just put a major crack in Wyatt’s defenses, Grits beat his tail in a joyful rhythm against Wyatt’s belt buckle as his little pink tongue licked at the scruff on Wyatt’s face that was well on its way to forming a short beard. Unconditional love, even after the way he’d been treated by humans for the first two years of his life.

Without a doubt, the best antidepressants in the world had four legs and a wagging tail. Even Wyatt and his demons didn’t stand a fucking chance against that kind of medicine.

Holding the dog to him, he sighed, his voice rough as he spoke to the empty room. “So now what the hell am I gonna do with myself?”




CHAPTER FOUR


His personal monsters were out in full force tonight. Even worse than usual, and at this stage he’d assumed that wasn’t possible.

Times like this made him wish he had the guts to kill himself and get it the hell over with. Anything to stop the memories and the cycle of self-destruction that had led him to this point.

Shutting his truck door behind him he headed through the garage into the house. The piece of shit house he was forced to rent because he’d lost pretty much everything.

In the kitchen he went straight for the bottle of Jack sitting on the counter. This time he didn’t even bother pouring it into a glass, he just drank straight from the bottle, the burn igniting a mellow heat that spread out from the pit of his stomach.

After a few swallows he set it down and reached with a shaking hand for one of the prescriptions sitting next to the sink. The instructions warned not to consume alcohol with them, but fuck it. Mixing them hadn’t killed him yet, and it was a risk he was more than willing to take. He craved the oblivion that only getting wasted could bring.

The nights were always the hardest, with mornings a close second, when everything hit him all over again. Now that he was alone there was nothing to quiet the static in his head. At this point he wasn’t sure if the pain he felt was all in his head or not. The alcohol helped numb him for a little while, but tonight he planned to get good and shitfaced.

Glancing around the empty kitchen, the walls began to close in around him. Desperate to escape the loneliness and the memories that ate him alive, he shoved his way through the screen door and onto the back porch that looked out onto the tiny patch of grass he called a yard.

Above him the night sky stretched out in a blanket of black. Crickets sang in the distance as he watched the clouds pass over the face of the moon. A few months ago he’d lived in a four-thousand-square-foot home set on two acres of land. He’d had a wife, a beautiful wife—

No. He didn’t want to think about that heartless bitch. She’d kicked him out of her life and moved on, telling him she was done with him and his addictions. She’d vowed to stand with him through sickness and health, but she hadn’t meant it. Not really.

A wave of self-loathing and pity washed over him as he stood there surveying the state he now found himself in. His life was as fucked-up as he was, but nobody cared. Not his ex or his family. Not even his friends. Oh, they had sympathized at first, but now they all said this was his fault. That he’d brought all this on himself with the booze and drugs.

They didn’t get it. Just because his wounds weren’t visible didn’t mean they weren’t there.

It enraged him that people blamed him for the way his life had turned out. If he’d been like that damn Wyatt, with the marks of his personal demons right out there in the open for everyone to see, things would have been way different.

People in this town might pity Wyatt for what had happened to him, but at least they still respected him. But Wyatt was a Colebrook. A family that had been in the Valley forever and damn near revered by the people here. They had money, they had connections, things that made their lives so much easier than his.

He was sick to fucking death of hearing about them all, of having the wounded paragon that was Wyatt rubbed in his face every damn day.

The more he thought about it, the more bitter he became. Unlike Wyatt, no one respected him anymore. No one cared that his entire life was falling apart all around him. Here he was, stuck in this dump and scraping by from month to month, while Wyatt lived for free on his family’s land.

And Piper always there to check on him.

Thinking of her made the knife of jealousy twist harder. She was beautiful, and always seemed to wind up coming out on top no matter what life threw at her, while he sank lower and lower.

He scowled up at the moon as the resentment grew. Why the hell did she still care about Wyatt so much? What power did he hold over her? Even after all this time she was always there for him, always calling or popping by with cookies and pie or whatever.

She went to Wyatt, while he suffered alone. It wasn’t fair.

Rage built inside him, growing hotter with each passing minute. It was all Wyatt’s fault. All of it. When he thought of that arrogant bastard he wanted to punch him in his scarred fucking face. He wanted to see the high-and-mighty Wyatt Colebrook hurt as much as he was hurting.

The tantalizing thought took root in his brain and wouldn’t let go. It had been forming in there for a while but now it was irresistible. He could even the score. Make Wyatt suffer for everything he’d caused.

His steps were uneven as he staggered back into the house and down the peeling linoleum hallway to the room he slept in. A box and mattress sat on the stained carpet next to the footlocker he’d kept.

Kneeling in front of it, he undid the lock and opened the lid. With a shaking hand he reached in for the pistol sitting on top. He cleaned it every day and took it to the range at least four times a week, always made sure it was fully loaded and ready to go.

And he had other weapons too. Rifles and knives and various tools of the trade he kept for protection.

Now they could serve another purpose.

Sooner than later, he was going to die. Either by drinking himself to death, or from overdose. Maybe one day he’d eat a bullet, either by his hand or someone else’s. Whatever form it took, his death was unavoidable and he knew it would happen soon.


But in the meantime, he didn’t have to be the only one hurting.

A burst of excitement burned through his veins. He could make Wyatt suffer as much as he was. The bastard deserved it after what he’d done.

Gently he placed the pistol back on top of the articles packed into his footlocker, a plan slowly taking shape in his mind. Killing him was too easy. He wanted to show Wyatt what true pain felt like.

All he needed was to figure out Wyatt’s greatest weakness. Then he’d know how to hurt Wyatt the most and make him pay for all the lives he’d ruined.

*     *     *

Austen lugged the last of the supplies she’d need for the day up to the counter of the hardware store and dug out her credit card as the man behind the counter rang everything up. The owner, a man in his early fifties she’d gotten to know a little bit over the past week.

“You sure got your hands full with that house.”

“Don’t I know it,” she said with a wry smile. Every muscle in her body ached from all the work she’d put in already, toiling from morning until well past dark just to put a dent in it. In the end all her effort was going to be worth it though.

“Find a contractor yet?” he asked with a friendly smile.


“No, everyone I’ve called is booked up for months.”

“Busy time of year for them.”

Yeah, her timing kind of sucked. Of course there was one name that kept coming up over and over, although she had no interest in calling him.

Wyatt Colebrook.

Since their inauspicious introduction on her front porch last week she’d learned quite a bit more about his background from the locals who’d mentioned him to her. He’d been in the Marines and had lost his lower leg and an eye in an IED explosion in Afghanistan.

After coming home to Sugar Hollow he’d been helping his disabled father out on their family horse farm, and taking on contracting or renovation jobs here and there. At first it had surprised her that people had talked so openly about such personal details with an outsider, but she was getting used to it. Gotta love small towns.

According to the locals she’d talked with, Wyatt was one of the best builders around, though he didn’t take on a lot of projects because of other things he had to juggle. His family was well-respected here in the Valley, had been here for generations, and he seemed to be well-liked.

That last part surprised her too, but it sounded like she’d gotten a bad impression of him and she supposed he had a right to be annoyed with her since she’d bought the house he’d wanted for so long. She wouldn’t hold it against him.

Two of the guys working in the shop helped her cart everything out to her truck. So far she’d managed to do a chunk of the demo work on the main floor but the progress was painfully slow with just her doing the labor. Her hands were already blistered and her whole body hurt from wielding the sledgehammer for the better part of two days.

With her skills she could handle the bulk of the carpentry work on her own. She even knew the basics of electrical and some plumbing. But she needed a crew and licensed tradespeople to do the things she wasn’t qualified to tackle. Trouble was, she had limited funds—she was using all her savings and John’s life insurance settlement to do this—and everyone was booked.

Well, almost everyone.

Slamming the tailgate closed, her stomach rumbled and she stifled a yawn. The motel she was staying at was right on the freeway and not exactly soundproof. She knew far too much about the young couple in the room beside her, since they’d been up most of the night screaming at each other.


By three in the morning the epic fight had worried her enough that she’d almost called down to the front desk to have management intervene, but then things had quieted down. Immediately followed by the rhythmic thump of the headboard against the wall between their rooms.

Annoyed and embarrassed for them, Austen had rolled over and stuffed two pillows over her head to try and block out the sound, but it hadn’t helped. This morning she hadn’t been able to look either of them in the eye when she’d bumped into them as they left their room.

Stretching her stiff neck, she glanced down Main Street toward the Garden of Eatin’ Café. This area of downtown was super cute with its pretty row of shops and restaurants, all the Victorian-style buildings restored to their original glory in a rainbow of colors, all decorated with gingerbread trim and covered porches. In the few days she’d been in town she’d already taken dozens of pictures of it to send to her friends back home.

No, that wasn’t home, she reminded herself. This was home now.

And while she might be lonely, she liked it here and she knew she’d make friends soon enough. The people were friendly and the town was so quiet and peaceful, like something out of a painting. Once the house was completed she’d decide whether she wanted to go back to firefighting or maybe flip a few houses to make some money.

She waited for a truck to pass before crossing the street. From what she’d seen, the Garden of Eatin’ did a steady stream of business all day long, seven days a week. She’d become a regular here already, stopping at least once a day for a snack or a coffee. Right now she was starving and needed something to fill her up so she could get some serious work done at the house.

The lineup was five people deep when she stepped inside, and the scents of freshly brewed coffee and homemade cinnamon cake made her mouth water. She perused the glass case at the front while she waited in line, then ordered a big slice of quiche along with a vanilla latte and a freshly made yogurt parfait to go.

Giving her order to the girl behind the counter, Austen thanked her with a smile and started to turn away.

“Austen.”

She glanced to her right, spotted Piper, a real estate agent she’d met here at the café a few days ago. “Hey.”

“Got enough to fuel you up for the day?” The end of her dark blond ponytail swished against the tops of her shoulders when she nodded at Austen’s bag.

Austen smiled. “For a few hours, anyway.” She was tall and had a solid build. It took a lot of fuel to keep her going.

“How’s it going over there?” Piper asked, adding a sugar to her drink before eyeing Austen as she put the lid on.

“Slow. It’s just me so far.”

Piper took a sip of her coffee, raised her eyebrows. “Still no luck finding anyone?”

“No.”

She frowned. “Did you talk to Wyatt about it yet?”

Piper had been one of the first to recommend him. “No, I only talked to him on the day I bought the house. He showed up to let me know he wasn’t happy about it, and that he wanted to buy it back. I told him I wasn’t interested.”

Piper winced, her eyes full of sympathy. “Yeah, I heard.”

Small towns. She had to remember that word traveled fast here. “So no, I haven’t called him.”

Piper motioned toward the front door and Austen followed her out onto the sidewalk into the cool May morning air. Warm golds and rosy pinks painted the eastern horizon where the sun was still hidden by the Blue Ridge Mountains, promising a gorgeous day.

“I think you should call him,” Piper said. “I can imagine what you thought of him after the first impression you got, but he really is a good guy and he’s awesome at what he does. His bark is way worse than his bite, trust me, and even though he doesn’t take on a lot of contracting jobs, he might do this one.”

“It sounds like you know him pretty well.”

“We go way back,” she replied with a dismissive wave of her hand. “He’s gruff and intimidating at first, but once you get to know him a little you’ll see right through all that. The man’s got a big, marshmallowy heart underneath that crusty, alpha male exterior that he doesn’t like anyone to know about, and he loves animals, especially dogs. So he’s not all bad,” she added with a grin.

Austen wasn’t sure why Piper was telling her all this. “I think I’d feel too awkward having him work on the house. I can tell the place means a lot to him. The last thing I need is a bitter contractor to deal with.” Asking him to do it would be like rubbing salt in his wound, and she wasn’t that kind of person.

Piper nodded. “It does mean a lot to him. And that’s a good thing, because if he agreed to take on the project, he’d make sure everything was done right. Believe me, he’d do a fantastic job. He’s a perfectionist.” Her phone rang and she pulled it out of her purse to check it.

Whatever showed on the screen made her face tighten and her shoulders tense. She flashed Austen a slight smile that didn’t take the weariness from her eyes. “Sorry, I’ve gotta take this. Just think about what I said, okay? And call me if you have any more questions. Have a good one.”

“You too.”

“I’ve asked you not to call me,” Piper said in a hushed tone as she walked away, clearly not wanting anyone else to overhear the conversation. “If you can’t respect me even that much, then I’ll have to…” Her voice trailed off as she rounded the corner. But from what Austen had heard, yikes, it didn’t sound good.

As she drove to the house, Austen weighed Piper’s words about Wyatt and enjoyed the picturesque scenery she passed. The south side of town was filled with residential lots, most of the houses from the mid-to-late nineteenth century. People here took pride in their homes and their town, and it showed in the well-maintained lots, the pretty gardens bursting with colorful roses and clematis, the lawns neatly trimmed.

Here the tidy, quiet streets were lined with oaks, cherry trees and the sugar maples the town had been named after. She’d missed out on seeing the cherry blossoms this year, but the summer foliage was going to be gorgeous and she couldn’t wait to see the explosion of color that would happen in the fall.

As she turned up her driveway and drove along the row of sugar maples lining either side, her heart filled with warmth at the sight of the grand old lady ahead of her. She was so in love with the property and wanted the house to reflect her vision once it was done. This was definitely a home to sink her heart into, and a place to put down roots in. To do that, she needed to hire some help.

Her first meeting with Wyatt hadn’t been the friendliest, but this house wasn’t fixing itself and she couldn’t do it alone. If he really was as good as people said, then maybe it was worth at least calling him to see if he was interested. And, if he took the job, maybe getting to work on it would give him some sense of peace, once he saw that she intended to take good care of it.

Or not.

Parked in front of the sagging front porch, she sat there for a long moment, gazing up at the house. It really was a crime, the way this place had been let go. Its faded, peeling and frankly ugly mud-green paint cried out for help.

Well, the truth was they both needed help. A simple phone call wouldn’t kill her.

Mind made up, she pulled out the business card he’d handed her and dialed Wyatt’s number, trying to ignore the nervous flutter in the pit of her belly as she waited for him to answer. As far as conversations went, this was going to rate up there with the most awkward she’d ever had, but she was at the end of her rope and finding good help for this project took precedence over her pride.




CHAPTER FIVE


Wyatt didn’t recognize the out-of-state number calling his cell phone. For a second he thought about ignoring it, then changed his mind. His youngest brother, Easton, was due in today. Maybe he was calling from a new cell phone or something. “Hello?”

“Mr. Colebrook?”

He paused in the act of pulling the fixings for a sandwich out of the fridge, that husky feminine voice somehow familiar. “Yes.”

“This is Austen Sloan.”

He set the mayo jar down before he dropped it. “Hi.” For some reason, his heart skipped a beat at the sound of her voice. Why was she calling him? Had she changed her mind about the house?

“I just want to say up front that I still haven’t changed my mind about selling, so don’t get your hopes up.”

Damn. At least she was candid about it. “Okay, fair enough.” He was still hoping she’d change her mind in the end though.

“I need a contractor. You’ve been recommended to me repeatedly as one of the best around. I’m hoping me owning the house won’t stop you from considering working with me on it.”

Yeah, good call on putting the mayo jar down. “You want to hire me as your general contractor?” After the way things had gone between them, she had to be pretty desperate to reach out to him on this. She had balls to call him, he’d give her that.

“I might. I’d like to set up a meeting with you about it. If you’re interested. I’d understand if it would be too uncomfortable for you, but I’m anxious to get going on this and I want it done right. From what I’ve heard, you’re a perfectionist and you won’t rip me off. Those are both pluses in my book.”

He didn’t know who she’d been talking to, but then a lot of people in the area knew him, or at least knew his family. “I’d be open to a meeting,” he said cautiously. “When did you have in mind?”

She let out a soft laugh that did something to his insides. A stirring. “How about now?”

He thought about it for a moment, even looked down at Grits, who was of course at his feet, on the off chance that Wyatt dropped something in the middle of making his lunch. Could he stomach working on the house, knowing he didn’t have a chance at owning it? And what if she wanted to do something he didn’t agree with, like rip something down he thought should stay?

“I could meet you in a couple hours.” He didn’t want to seem too eager. He had a sandwich to eat, and then he needed to get cleaned up. “One o’clock?”

“Sure, I’ll be here at the house. Does that work?”

“Yes. I’ll see you then.” He ended the call and slipped his phone back into his jeans pocket. “Have to be one hell of an offer, to get me to bite,” he said to Grits, who wagged his tail and gazed up at him adoringly.

Now he was curious as to what her plans were, and whether she could afford him and his crew. Because that project wasn’t going to be cheap, or fast. Wyatt got to work making his BLT, and “accidentally” dropped a few crumbles of bacon that Grits sucked up almost before they hit the floor.

After showering and taking care of his stump and prosthesis, he grabbed his laptop and a pad of paper before getting Grits’s harness and leash out of the closet. “Wanna go in the truck?”

Ears perking up at the word truck, the dog raced over, ears flying, and stood wriggling in place while Wyatt slipped on the harness. He was a sweet little fella, but had absolutely no recall and a strong hunting instinct. Wyatt had already seen the dog had a tendency to chase things. A barn cat, a bird, and even a fly that had gotten trapped in the house the other day. Grits had chased it down for the better part of thirty minutes before giving up. No way Wyatt was letting him off leash in an unfenced area.

Outside he spotted Scott, one of the wounded vets he and his dad hired to help them around the property, heading out of the barn. “Possible job offer?” Scott asked him, indicating the notepad Wyatt held as he headed over.

“Maybe.”

“In town?” He pushed his sandy brown hair out of his face.

“The old Miller place.”

He stopped. “It sold?”

“Last week.”

Scott winced. “Oh, man, I’m sorry.”

Wyatt nodded. “Big job. Would keep us all busy for a few solid months at least.”

“Well let’s hope you get it then,” he said with a grin and Wyatt was glad to see that spark of life in him. Lately Scott had seemed to be sliding back into depression, just one of the demons he wrestled with from a combination of PTSD and the brain injury he’d suffered in Afghanistan. His recent divorce hadn’t helped matters any either.

Scott had missed work a few times over the past month, something that had cost him a few jobs before Wyatt had hired him. Since Wyatt had talked to him about it he’d been steady ever since and Wyatt and his dad were glad for the help around the farm.

In the Army Scott’s MOS had been as an interior electrician, and he was damn good at electrical work, which was why Wyatt liked to hire him on building jobs. Steady work for a few months would give him and the other guys a purpose, a reason to get up each morning, and give them the satisfaction that came with putting in a solid day’s work. He owed it to them to try and get this bid.

“I’ll let you and the others know if anything comes of it,” Wyatt said, and headed for his truck with Grits trotting beside him.

It took fifteen minutes to drive to the Miller place. As he turned up the driveway, he braced himself for the inevitable wave of heartache that hit him when the house came into view.

Grabbing his stuff, he lifted Grits down from the passenger seat and walked him up to the front porch. A little cute, furry backup was a welcome icebreaker right now.

Austen appeared in the front doorway as they reached the top step, and without the anger and fear tearing at him this time, her welcoming smile hit him right in the solar plexus.

Standing there before him, she seemed to glow from some inner light source. She had on a snug T-shirt that outlined the pert curve of her breasts, and faded jeans that hugged her long, strong-looking legs, her curly hair tied back into a ponytail.

“Hi there. Who’s this?” That smile grew even wider as she crouched and reached a hand toward the dog, who stretched his head forward but didn’t go toward her, tail down, just the end of it wagging. Unsure, but craving the affection she offered.

“Grits.”

She looked up at him, those gorgeous silver eyes sending another jolt through him. He’d been so caught up in his own emotional reaction before, he hadn’t realized just how pretty she was. “Grits?”

“I know. I didn’t name him. He’s a rescue.”

Her expression melted as she looked back at the dog. “Hey, cutie. I won’t hurt you. C’mere.” She stayed absolutely still, hand held outward, palm up, her posture nonthreatening, and she didn’t stare into Grits’s eyes. Wyatt could tell a lot about a person by the way they acted around a dog, and so far, he liked what he was seeing in Austen.

He stood there watching her as she waited, and Grits took a cautious step forward, his tail rising slightly and gaining speed. The dog clearly wanted to meet her, but was still a little unsure. Her actions told Wyatt she was no stranger to dogs, and she obviously seemed to like them. More points in her favor.

“He’s still a little unsure around strangers,” Wyatt explained.

“It’s okay.” She stayed still, crooning softly to Grits for a few moments, the soothing sound of her voice stroking over Wyatt like a caress.

Grits stretched his neck out to sniff her upturned palm, then began licking it. Austen gently scratched the underside of his chin, knowing enough to not raise her hand to try and pet him on the top of the head, which would have frightened him. Three seconds after that, Grits practically climbed into her lap, his entire body wriggling, his tongue flicking like a lizard’s at any part of her he could reach.

“Oh, he’s so soft and sweet.” Austen laughed and ruffled the white fur on Grits’s chest. “So, does this mean we’re friends now?”

“Think so.” Wyatt couldn’t help but smile. In his experience, dog lovers were good people. One more mark in Austen’s favor, even if she had bought the house out from under him. Though to be fair, it wasn’t like she’d known he’d wanted it.

She raised her eyes to his, gaze warm, and stood before holding out her right hand. He noticed there was a diamond ring on her finger, but her left hand was bare. “How about we start over? I’m Austen.”

He accepted the handshake, unprepared for the shot of electricity that raced through him at the contact. “Hi. Nice to meet you again.” He’d come here with the intent of being professional, nothing more, but she was being so nice he couldn’t help wanting to be nice.

“You too.” She withdrew her hand, glanced down at Grits. “Think he’d let me hold him now? I don’t want him to step on any nails or anything sharp I’ve pulled out.”

“I’m sure he would.”

“C’mere, sweet baby,” she crooned, bending to scoop him up. Grits all but melted into her hold, and Wyatt couldn’t blame him. He felt like a jerk for the way he’d acted earlier, when she seemed like such a nice person. It wasn’t like she’d connived to steal the house from him.

He cleared his throat, feeling stiff and awkward. Apologies had never been easy for him. “Listen, I’m sorry about how I was the other day.”

She waved a hand. “I’m over it, so apology accepted.”

He blinked, somewhat surprised she hadn’t chastised him for his behavior or made him grovel a little more.

“Ready to see what I’ve got in mind?” she asked him.

“Sure.” He followed her inside, a flood of bittersweet memories hitting him at the familiar smells of the old wood and the sights around him. It made him sad to see how bad the place had gotten.

“I’d like to start with the kitchen, then do the bathrooms. That way I can at least live here while the rest is being worked on.”

He nodded, looking around. She’d taken the boards off all the windows, flooding the entry and kitchen with natural light. Judging from the pile of rubble already on the kitchen floor, she’d been busy.

Bits of mint green cabinets and speckled Formica countertop lay in heaps on the tarps she’d laid out. They’d been pretty much bombproof, so he knew what kind of muscle and time it would have taken to dismantle them. In addition to being a dog person, Austen Sloan also seemed to be a hard worker.

“I like the bones in here, so I’m not going to change anything structurally. I want to put in a small island along with the cabinets, and have a gasfitter install a line for the stove. I’m going to be doing the carpentry work myself,” she told him, stopping in the center of the half-demolished kitchen.

Light filtering through the tall windows at the back of the kitchen brought out warm brown highlights in her dark hair. Her skin looked smooth and soft. So touchable. It had been forever since Wyatt had touched a woman that way, and this one was off limits.

“Okay,” he answered, surprised and impressed that she could handle that herself. “You a carpenter?”

“Sort of. I did it on the side for years, but I was a firefighter for the past nine years.”

“I heard.”

She appeared surprised for a second, then she smiled. “Gotta love small towns. I’m still getting used to how things operate here. Way different than back in Philly.”

“Yeah.” Philly, huh? “You planning to work as a firefighter here?”

“Not sure yet. I want to get my feet under me for a while.”

He wanted to know why she’d come here in the first place but held off on asking. That was too personal and he was here to do a job, not get to know her, even if his social graces weren’t rusty. Which they definitely were. “Want to show me what else you have in mind?”

“Sure.” Carrying Grits, she took him through the entire house, giving Wyatt a general idea of her vision.

The tight band that had been squeezing his ribcage eased a little more with each room they toured, because it was obvious she cared a great deal about restoring the house and doing a good job of it. He asked dozens of questions about the materials she had in mind, what kind of finishing.

Halfway through the upstairs tour, he got a text. Reading it, he frowned, and for a moment wondered if maybe Easton was playing some kind of twisted joke on him.

I’m watching you. How does it feel to be hunted?

What the hell? Someone either had the wrong number or was playing a prank on him, and he didn’t have time for either. He was about to ignore it and put the phone back into his pocket when another message came in.

I’m going to make you pay for all the lives you’ve ruined.

At that he went dead still. Definitely not Easton. And the wording sent a chill down his spine.

His first impulse was to ignore it, but he couldn’t. It hit too close to home, made him wonder if someone was referring to his past. And he didn’t have the first clue who would send him anything like that. Who the hell is this? he fired back.

A reply came in a few seconds later. By the time you find out, it will be too late.

Fuck this.

He blocked the number and put the phone away, oddly shaken by the blatant threat and telling himself he’d look into this more later. When he looked back up, Austen was watching him with those startling silver eyes.

“Everything okay?” she asked.

“Yeah, I’ll get back to them later.” The words were already burned into his brain. If he found out who it was, he’d make them sorry they’d ever decided to mess with him. “Keep going.”

“Like I was saying, I’d like to have the master bathroom attached, and add another full bath down the hall, which will mean losing one of the guest rooms.”

Wyatt followed her down the narrow hall they’d have to widen, making note of the things she listed. It was hard not to stare at the shapely curve of her ass and her long legs, but he made sure she couldn’t see him doing it and it helped distract him from those texts, at least for the moment. From what he could tell she didn’t plan to change the overall structure except to take down a few partition walls to open up a couple of the rooms.

“Everything’s going to need to be gutted and taken right down to the studs,” she said as they stepped out of the upstairs bathroom. “The electrical and plumbing are ancient, and even though I’ve had everything inspected, we’ll need to check the structure for stability as we go.”

Nodding, he jotted down more notes on his pad. “What’s your budget like?” Because all this was going to be expensive, and budgets tended to balloon with something this big.

At that she tensed, and the inner glow he’d noticed in her seemed to dim a bit. “It’s tight. I can afford the materials, but I might not be able to cover all the labor. Whatever I can’t pay to have done, I’ll have to finish myself. That’s another reason I called you. I heard you have a good reputation in terms of being fair, and not ripping people off. I’m hoping me owning the house won’t affect your quote.”

He shook his head. “I wouldn’t do that. I’m honest.”

Her lips curved into a slight smile. “That’s pretty rare, in my experience.” She scratched Grits’s chest with her free hand. “So, what do you think? I know it’s a lot to take on. Will you consider it and give me a quote?”

He wasn’t going to walk away now that he understood what she wanted to do with the place. He could still put his stamp on the house, metaphorically rebuild some of what he’d destroyed. It was better than nothing and would have to be enough. “I’ll take this home and work on it today. As soon as I have an estimate I’ll call you, and I’ll be sure to work with your budget as much as I can.”


“Great.” Relief flooded her face.

“And you should also know, I hire veterans pretty much exclusively.”

“Sure, that’s fine. I heard you were in the Marine Corps.”

“Thirteen years.” He’d intended to be a lifer like his dad…right up until the day he’d been wounded.

Wyatt waited, expecting her to ask about his scars now, but she didn’t. That surprised him, but then maybe someone in town had already told her what had happened to him.

“My guys are all either wounded or disabled to some degree,” he added. Some people weren’t comfortable with that, and that was their prerogative, but if she was one of them, he wouldn’t take the job.

“As long as you can vouch for them and their work, that’s fine by me.” No hesitation, no hint of concern about having potentially traumatized military-trained men showing in her expression, the way a lot of other people did. She was making it damn hard for him not to want this job.

He had no further questions and had hours of work ahead of him to put together the quote. “Great. So, can I have my dog back now?” Well, his dog for now, anyway.

Chuckling, she hugged Grits to her, kissed the top of his soft little head. “I dunno, he’s so adorable, I just might steal him from you.”

Maybe once this job was done, if he thought it would be a good fit, Wyatt might consider letting Austen adopt Grits. Right now, the dog was his to look after. Wyatt took him when she handed him over, got some sloppy kisses on the chin by way of greeting. “He’s a licker.” Nothing he’d said or done so far had broken the dog of the habit.

“Yes, I see that,” she said on a laugh, and followed him out to the front porch. “Thanks for coming out on such short notice. I’m sure it wasn’t easy for you, but I appreciate you taking the time to hear me out and consider the job.”

Her words seemed genuine, and he appreciated the way she’d acknowledged his predicament without making a big deal of it. “You’re welcome. I’ll be in touch soon.”

“Okay. Bye, Grits,” she called out as Wyatt reached the gravel of the driveway.

Once in the cab of his truck, his cell buzzed with another text. Steeling himself, he pulled it out and read the message.

You can’t get rid of me by blocking a number. You can’t escape. I’m coming for you.

A twinge of unease hit him. Whoever this asshole was, he was persistent. Wyatt would call his sister, Charlie, to see if she or any of her tech buddies could find out who the caller was.

Though he doubted anyone would be dumb enough to threaten him and not take precautions to cover their tracks. As a former Marine, with one brother the team leader of one of the FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team sniper units, and another on the DEA FAST team, a potential stalker would be nuts to target him.

Then again, whoever was behind this likely wasn’t playing with a full deck to begin with. Keeping that thought firmly in mind, he put his phone away and started his truck.

As he drove away from the house with Grits perched beside him on the front passenger seat, he glanced up into the rearview mirror. Austen stood on the porch, watching him. If he was honest, she looked good there. The place suited her. And he was glad she cared about the property so much.

He pushed out a long breath and considered his next move. The house and the Miller family meant enough for him to take on this project. That way he could ensure he did everything possible to restore the house and preserve at least some part of the family’s memory.

Of course, the prospect of getting to see its intriguing, sexy owner on a daily basis wasn’t too much of a hardship, either.


Grinning to himself, he reached over and rubbed the top of Grits’s head. “Things might be looking up after all, buddy.” Those creepy-ass texts aside, his second meeting with Austen had gone way better than the first.

He was already looking forward to seeing her again next time.




CHAPTER SIX


Austen hefted another armful of debris into the Dumpster next to the front porch and paused to wipe the back of her wrist across her sweaty face. Her T-shirt was stuck to her back and chest, beads of sweat trickling down her forehead and it wasn’t even noon yet.

The humidity here was surprisingly bad for May. She had no AC in the house yet, since they were still in the process of stripping out all the old electrical system, so the only ventilation was provided by the open windows and doors.

In short, this was gonna be a hell of a long day for all of them. But hey, at least she had help. Wyatt had called with a quote four days ago. She’d looked the numbers over, decided they were fair, and accepted. He and his crew had started the next day.

She trudged back up the steps on the front porch, past one of the guys who was prepping the exterior for paint, scraping off the old layers and giving everything a good sanding. Inside, two guys from Wyatt’s crew were helping her gut what was left of the kitchen.

Scott and Eddie were both combat-wounded vets, but their injuries weren’t visible like Wyatt’s and the others’ were. Everyone had been polite and respectful so far but the intent way Eddie watched her sometimes gave her the creeps.

Aside from that he seemed to be a hard worker and Wyatt had vouched for each guy on the crew he’d brought with him, so that made her feel better. She just made sure she was never alone in a room with Eddie, and gave him a wide berth whenever she could.

Scott and Eddie both stopped their demo of one of the kitchen walls when she came in, their arms and faces glistening with sweat and coated with powdery drywall dust. “Man, it’s so humid today,” Scott groaned, mopping at his face with the hem of his shirt.

“I know,” she said, dreading what the humidity would be like in July and August. “Wyatt went to get us another generator so we could hook up a few room fans. He should be back soon.”

“Not soon enough,” another guy said as he hit the bottom of the main staircase. “It’s gotta be over a hundred degrees up in that attic.”

Austen winced in sympathy. At this rate, her crew would be completely melted and useless by lunchtime. “I’m gonna make a drink run to the café,” she announced. The guys brought their own drinks and she had cases of water and Gatorade for everybody on site but the ice in the cooler was already melted and she wanted to get them something cold. “What do you guys want?”

She took everyone’s order—seven in all—and jumped in her truck, feeling only slightly guilty as the AC blasted out of the vents all over her hot face and neck. At the Garden of Eatin’ she placed the orders and picked up fruit salad and other refreshing snacks for the guys. Piper was just pulling into a parking spot out front when Austen came out.

“Feeding a crowd?” Piper asked her, smoothing her hands over the charcoal-gray pencil skirt that hugged her hips and thighs. Her makeup was light and tasteful but there were shadows beneath her eyes that even makeup couldn’t conceal. Was everything okay?

“I’m worried the guys at the house are gonna melt on me. Melted crews aren’t productive.”

Piper’s hazel eyes brightened, making the shadows less noticeable. “Oh, you found someone?”

“Wyatt. It’s his crew.”

A bright smile lit up her face. “That’s great news. You won’t regret it.”

“Drop on by whenever you like. And when it’s all done, I’d love to have you over to see the finished product.”

“I’d love that, thanks.”

Austen drove back to the house, making the most of the remaining minutes of air conditioning. When she turned down the driveway her heart gave a quick little leap at the sight of Wyatt climbing out of his truck, his broad shoulders outlined by the snug fit of his light gray T-shirt, and a pair of well-worn jeans hugging his sexy butt.

The man certainly revved her dormant libido. It took her off guard since she hadn’t been attracted to anyone since John died, and because Wyatt didn’t exactly seem overly fond of her. He was quiet and serious, had a gruff way about him, was all business around her.

She parked beside him just as he hefted the generator out of the bed of his truck, giving her an eyeful of the way the muscles in his arms and chest bulged. She’d worked around fit men most of her life, but something about Wyatt made her belly flutter in the most delicious way. All this time she’d thought that part of her had died along with John, but maybe not.

Climbing out with the trays of food and drinks, she smiled when she saw Grits sitting in the driver’s seat of Wyatt’s truck, watching her. “Brought your furry copilot with you, huh?” she said to Wyatt.

“Cavaliers are really prone to separation anxiety, and he’s already had a rough start so I figure it’s best that I just bring him with me.”

“Uh huh,” she said in a dry voice. After what Piper had told her, she wasn’t buying the detached, analytical act. Not when it came to Grits, anyhow. “And it’s got nothing to do with him being an adorable little sweetheart who thinks the earth revolves around you.”

The hint of a grin twitched at the corners of his mouth, the closest thing he ever gave to a smile. That intrigued her too, made her wonder what it would take to make him laugh. She had no doubt that seeing a real smile from him would take her breath away. “Nope.”

“Course not,” she murmured. “I just did a drink run and I wasn’t sure what you’d want so I picked you up a sweet tea at the café. I noticed you drinking one the other day.”

“I appreciate it, thanks.” He nodded toward the house, the muscles in his arms bulging as he held the generator with apparent ease. It had been forever since a man had held her, and the thought of those strong arms wrapped around her filled her with a deep longing that surprised her. “Just gonna get this set up so we can get the fans going.”

“Perfect.” She let him go first, stood there a moment to admire the flex of the muscles in his back and ass as he hauled the piece of equipment into the house. Didn’t it figure that her libido would suddenly come back to life for a man who wanted nothing to do with her outside of a paycheck?

Watching him, it was hard to tell he’d lost his foot and lower leg. He never hinted that it was bothering him, never let it stop him or even slow him down, at least as far as she could tell. He oversaw everything in a quiet, methodical way, yet the biggest thing she noticed about how he worked was his calmness.

Maybe it came from his time in the Marines or from being in combat, she wasn’t sure, but he had an innate confidence that drew people to him. Without a doubt he was a natural leader. He didn’t expect anything of his guys that he wouldn’t do himself, and it was obvious that they all looked up to him.

She’d worked with people like him before as a firefighter, but in her experience, leaders like that were rare. Seemed like Piper was right. Hiring Wyatt and his crew was the best thing she could have done for herself since moving to Sugar Hollow.

After dropping off drinks and food to all the guys, she headed outside to carry in one of the fans while Wyatt took the other and Grits pranced at his feet. “You okay carrying that?” Wyatt asked her. “It’s heavy.”

“I’m good,” was all she said, shouldering the industrial-sized fan and hauling it inside. If she hadn’t been so used to questions like that from guys, it might have annoyed her. Even men she’d worked with at the fire hall had questioned her ability to handle the physical demands of the job at first, but she’d quickly proved them wrong.

Wyatt’s phone rang and she noticed the tight look on his face when he spoke to whoever it was. He even stepped out onto the porch to talk to the person, and his expression made it clear he didn’t like what he was hearing.

“Everything okay?” she asked when he came back inside a minute later.

He nodded and got to work setting up the other fan without looking at her. “Just some news I was waiting on.”

Not happy news, that much was obvious.

He didn’t elaborate and she didn’t press, although she wanted to. Wyatt was tough to read. He’d softened toward her somewhat since starting the job, at least compared to the first time they’d met, and she didn’t want to lose any of the ground she’d gained with him by sticking her nose where it didn’t belong.

“How are the guys doing? You feeling good about their work so far?” he asked as he connected some extension cords.

She reached down to pat Grits, who had run over to insert himself between her open knees as she set up one of the fans. “So far, so good,” she answered, declining to mention that Eddie made her uncomfortable sometimes. If it got too bad she’d tell him. “Everything lining up okay with the tradespeople?”

“Mostly. Still a few gaps here and there. Did you go over that list I gave you?”

The list containing options for various materials he’d given her yesterday. Mostly she was concerned with cost and wanted to opt for the least expensive materials, but in some cases that could turn around and bite her in the ass later. Cheaper wasn’t always better in the long run. “Almost done. Just a couple more things for me to look into.”

“I’d like to talk about them as soon as possible, so I can order everything and have it here in plenty of time.”

She nodded. “This afternoon?”

He shook his head. “I’ve gotta take my dad to an appointment.”

“Oh. Maybe over dinner?”

At that he stiffened and his face went rigid, almost as if she’d hit a sore spot. “I don’t really like eating out.”

“Oh,” she said again. Why not? “I’d offer to cook but my kitchen’s not all that functional right now.” As she said it, Eddie and Scott started back up with their sledgehammers.

One side of Wyatt’s mouth pulled up in a sexy grin and his eyes met hers, sending a shock of awareness through her. “Yeah, I guess not. I could… You could come over to my place if you want. I’m not a good cook, but I can pick us up something.”


“No need, I’ll grab us dinner and bring it over.”

Wyatt stood, shaking his head. “No, I’ll do it. What do you like?”

She shrugged. “I’m easy. Whatever you like is fine by me. What time?” She pushed a sweaty strand of hair out of her face, could just imagine how she must look—the texture of her hair gave it a mind of its own and right now it had to be all frizzy, like she’d stuck her finger in a light socket.

“Seven.”

“Okay. Where do you live?”

“I’ll text you the address.” He flipped the switch on the fan she’d just put up. Immediately a rush of cool air washed over her.

She closed her eyes and let out a heartfelt sigh of appreciation. “God, that feels good.” When she opened her eyes her pulse tripped when she saw him watching her, an expression of pure masculine hunger on his face that disappeared so fast she wasn’t sure if she’d imagined it.

He cleared his throat, looked away. “I’ll go set this one up in the attic for Barry,” he said, grabbing the other fan. “Come on, Grits.”

Kneeling there on the floor she watched him go, and told herself it was the cool rush of the fan that made her break out in goose bumps and pebbled her nipples against the cups of her bra, not that look she’d just seen from the hard, sexy man walking away from her.

*     *     *

At six she called it a day and packed up her tools. Her back ached and she no doubt stank of sweat but it had been a good day.

The crew had left thirty minutes ago and between all of them they’d managed to do most of the demo on the main floor in just three days. The electrician Wyatt had hired was due in tomorrow to get things started, and the plumber a few days from now, along with the HVAC people.

Back at her motel room she stepped under the spray of a lukewarm shower that felt like heaven against her sweaty skin and scrubbed herself clean. Shaved, shampooed and moisturized, she put on a sleeveless, pale yellow sundress and open-toed sandals that showed off her pedicured toes.

It’s not a date, she told herself as she applied light eye makeup in the bathroom mirror. Still, she wanted to look her best. And if tingles raced through her belly every time she thought about that hungry look on Wyatt’s face, she couldn’t help it. The man was sexy despite his gruff exterior and she was insanely curious about him.

To the west, the setting sun painted the sky in bold strokes of ruby and pink as she drove down the country road to the address Wyatt had texted her. The countryside out here was nothing short of spectacular, all rolling green fields nestled against the mountains.

Turning right at the driveway marked by the mailbox reading The Colebrooks, she caught her breath when the main house came into view. The rosy light from the sunset made the yellow two-story farmhouse glow. Its grounds were immaculate, the garden beds out front tidy and the grass cut.

Beyond the house, pastures bordered either side of the property, and a paddock sat out front of a wide red barn. To the right of it sat the cabin Wyatt lived in, a miniature version of the main house, complete with a wraparound porch enclosed by a white-painted railing.

Snagging the bottle of white wine from the passenger seat, she smoothed down the skirt of her dress and tried to ignore the nervous flutter in the pit of her stomach. The moment she stepped onto the front porch she heard Grits barking, then his little face appeared on the other side of the screen door. His ears lowered in recognition, his body swaying with the force of his wagging tail.

“Hey, little man. Is your human home?”

“Right here.” Wyatt appeared in the opening, dressed in a dark-button down shirt and a pair of dark jeans. A surge of arousal hit her as she took in the sight of him, those big shoulders practically filling the doorframe. “Come on in.”

She swept past him, getting a whiff of his clean, masculine scent that made her pulse beat faster. The entryway led directly into a kitchen that was small but clean, and being alone with him here felt intimate.

She held out the bottle, put on a smile. “I’m not sure if you drink it, but I brought us some wine.”

“Oh. Thanks.” He took it from her and went to a cabinet next to the fridge. “You want some?”

“Love a glass, thanks.” She glanced around the space, taking in the layout. “It’s so cozy and bright in here.” Off the kitchen sat a living room with a rock fireplace, and beyond that, a porch that overlooked the fields beyond.

“Best part is the view off the back porch. We can sit out there after we eat.”

“Sounds good. What are we having?”

His lips twitched again. “Italian takeout.”

“Yum. My favorite.” She accepted the wineglass with a murmur of thanks. “Can I help with anything?” She got the feeling he didn’t often invite people over for dinner.

“No, just make yourself at home while I get everything set out.”

Austen sipped at the crisp, cold wine as she wandered through into the living room. She loved the feel of the cabin, masculine without being unwelcoming, and snug. Her gaze caught on some pictures set on the mantel above the fireplace. An urn sat in the center of it, a dog collar wrapped around it.

Stepping closer, her heart lurched when she saw the framed photo of Wyatt before he’d been wounded. He was dressed in his combat utilities, on one knee beside a shepherd-breed military dog. God, just look at him. A true all-American hero. He was wearing sunglasses, a wide, proud smile stretching across his smooth, clean-shaven face.

Seeing him like that, prior to the hell he must have endured after being wounded, sent a sharp pain through her chest. Realizing what the urn held put an unexpected lump in her throat.

His quiet footfalls sounded behind her. She glanced over her shoulder to see him paused in the doorway, his expression unreadable. “Was this Raider?” she asked of the picture, using the name etched into the urn.

Wyatt nodded. “Lost her in Afghanistan. The day this happened.” He gestured to the scarred side of his face.

“I’m sorry. What kind of dog was she, a shepherd?”

“No. Belgian Malinois.”

She didn’t know much about the breed, except that they were used a lot by military and law enforcement. “I’m sorry,” she repeated softly, wishing she knew what else to say. “That must have been hard.” As soon as she said it she mentally cringed. Seriously? That sounded so stupid, even though it had been sincere.

A muscle flexed in his jaw, then he nodded. “Yeah.” He straightened, his posture and expression making it clear the topic was closed. “You hungry?”

Wishing she could somehow undo the last two minutes, she nodded and followed him into the kitchen, determined to try and salvage the rest of the evening.




CHAPTER SEVEN


Throughout dinner Wyatt tried not to stare at Austen but he couldn’t help being distracted every time her lush lips closed around a forkful of food. Damn she was sexy, even more so because she seemed unaware of it.

Seeing her on his front porch earlier in that pretty yellow dress that showed off her toned arms and legs had kindled the hunger inside him. She’d left her hair down, all those springy dark curls bouncing around her shoulders and making him wonder if they’d wrap around his fingers if he ran his hand through them. In the overhead light above the kitchen table her creamy brown skin seemed to glow, her dark lashes making the silver-gray color of her eyes even more vivid.

She twirled pasta around her fork and slid it between her lips, her eyes meeting his. They crinkled slightly at the corners as she smiled and he was glad there was no lingering awkwardness after the abrupt end to their brief conversation about Raider. He didn’t like talking to people about his military working dog, or that day, because experience had shown that civilians didn’t understand, and they said stupid things in an attempt to make him feel better, when in reality it just pissed him off.

“This is really good, thanks,” Austen murmured when she’d swallowed the mouthful. Her tongue darted out to lick some sauce from her lower lip and all he could think about was reaching across the table to slide his fingers into her hair and do the licking for her.

That was never going to happen, since she was technically his boss and that would spell disaster. Besides, he wasn’t relationship material. He’d closed himself off from everyone but family, and didn’t know if he’d ever be ready to open himself up again.

“You’re welcome. It’s a lot better than what I’m capable of in this kitchen, that’s for sure.” He could boil pasta and heat up jarred sauce, but he’d wanted to feed her better food than that.

She raised her wineglass to her mouth with her right hand and again his gaze caught on the ring on her third finger. It looked like an engagement ring but he wasn’t sure what it signified that she didn’t wear it on her left hand.

“What brought you to Sugar Hollow, anyway?” he asked.

She shrugged, drawing his attention to the way the top of her dress pulled taut over her breasts. “I was looking for some place small and quaint to settle down in.” Twirling up more pasta, she added, “I’m here to start over.”

Running from a bad relationship? The thought ignited a spark of anger in his gut. If some asshole had hurt her or scared her so much that she’d left Philadelphia and come here to start over, then—

“I lost my fiancé a couple years ago. I’d planned to stay in Philly, but as the months went by I felt the need to go someplace new, away from everything.”

Oh. Hell. “I’m sorry.”

She nodded, forced a smile. “Thanks.” She glanced at the ring on her finger, frowned a little as her thumb toyed with it. “He was a firefighter too, but we were on different crews. I got a call on my first night off after finishing a rotation, saying that his crew had been responding to a fire when part of the ceiling had collapsed on them.” She drew a breath, let it out slowly. “He held on for a couple of days, then…”

Unable to keep from touching her, he reached across the table to grip her hand, gave it a squeeze. “I’m sorry. You don’t have to talk about it.”

“No, it’s okay.” She met his eyes, her fingers curling around his in a warm grip. “Losing him was the hardest thing I’ve ever gone through, but thankfully it doesn’t hurt as much as it used to. I’ve mostly learned to live with his memory, instead of letting it tear me apart. And it’s easier for me to talk to you about it because you didn’t know him.”

Yeah, and he also knew what loss felt like. First his mom, then his Marine brothers and Raider. It sucked each and every time, plain and simple.

Nodding, he squeezed her hand gently before releasing it, a part of him wishing he had a reason to hold on instead. “It fades, but it never goes away.”

She blew out a breath. “Exactly.” She took another sip of wine. “Anyway, that’s how I ended up here. John and I used to flip houses on the side. Smaller projects, nothing like the one you and I are working on now. We’d always dreamed of renovating a Victorian. So when I saw the Miller place and found out the owners were willing to sell, I used the money from John’s life insurance policy and most of our savings to buy it.” She gave him a rueful smile. “Yep, I’m all in, for better or worse. But I never meant to buy it out from under you.”

He’d never expected this, hadn’t even considered she’d been through something like that. God, now he felt like a total jerkwad for the way he’d acted the first time he’d met her. “Honestly? If anyone besides me was going to end up with it, I’m glad it’s you. You deserve it and it suits you. We’re gonna restore it exactly the way you want.” He wouldn’t settle for anything less, out of professional pride, but especially now that he knew her story.

The corners of her mouth lifted in the hint of a smile. “That’s really big of you, Wyatt. I appreciate that.”

He shrugged, uncomfortable with the praise, and decided this was the perfect opportunity to change the subject. “You bring that list with you?”

“Right here,” she answered, pulling the papers out of her purse.

They were well into the second page when headlights flashed across the front window and the sound of a speeding vehicle broke the quiet. Frowning, Wyatt stood just as the driver plunged to a rocking stop out front.

As the driver flew out of the vehicle, Wyatt caught a glimpse of the man’s face in the glare of the headlights and a hard ball of dread clenched in the pit of his stomach.

“Stay here,” he told Austen, and immediately moved to intercept his unwelcome guest.

She turned in her seat but did as he said as he stalked to the front door. Greg was already on his way up the steps, but stopped when Wyatt came through the door. “What the hell are you doing here?” Wyatt demanded.

Greg had paused on the lower step but now he advanced, not stopping until he was face-to-face with Wyatt, only a few feet separating them. The former sheriff’s body was as tight as his expression, blue eyes narrowed in a menacing glare as he thrust an accusatory finger at Wyatt. “You stay the hell away from my wife.”

Huh? “She’s not your wife anymore,” he said quietly, barring Greg’s way to the door. This confrontation was a long time coming and Wyatt wasn’t about to back down from this pathetic asshole, even if he was sorry Austen had to witness it.

Greg paled at the verbal punch, then a flush of anger suffused his cheeks. Guy looked like shit, all rumpled and bleary-eyed, and Wyatt could smell the booze on him. “Yes, she is, and if you would stay the fuck out of it, she’d come back to me.”

Aware that Austen was inside and could hear every word, Wyatt held back what he really wanted to say. “You’re drunk, Greg, and probably high. There’s nothing going on between Piper and me. You shouldn’t be driving, but just go home.”

“Fuck you,” Greg spat, his face contorting with rage. “Fuck you and your high-and-mighty, holier-than-thou Colebrook attitude. It’s your fault this happened. She never would have left me if it wasn’t for you.” His lips twisted into a sneer that only made him uglier. “Every damn time something went wrong, I had to hear about how I didn’t measure up, how I would never compare to you. I’ve spent my entire life living in your shadow, and I’ll be damned if I’ll lose my wife over you.”

Wyatt barely resisted the urge to scrub a hand over his face. Whatever the drugs and alcohol had done to Greg were the least of his worries. The dude had serious mental issues that went way beyond addiction. Piper hadn’t left him because of Wyatt, she’d left him because he treated her like shit and couldn’t stay clean. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, but you’ve got five seconds before I make you get back in your car and leave. Go home and sleep it off.”

Greg’s fuse snapped. The man’s dark blue eyes burned with a sudden fury. His face contorted and he reared one arm back. Wyatt shot out a hand to block the punch, catching Greg’s fist and pushing him sideways.

Greg lost his balance, stumbled and caught himself against the railing. “Fuck you!” he snarled, and charged.

Wyatt braced himself, caught Greg’s wrist when he got close enough, and whipped his arm up and behind his back. Grits barked hysterically behind him at the screen door. If it had been Raider, she would have torn through the screen door to get to him, and then torn into Greg.

Greg snarled and tried to whirl but Wyatt had already used the man’s momentum against him, spinning him around and grabbing his other arm, pinning both behind him.

Enraged, Greg thrashed in his hold. “Let me go, you asshole! Let me go and fight me like a man, goddamn it!”

Wyatt was aware of Austen pushing her way through the screen door. “No,” he told her sharply, struggling to hold Greg in place. He didn’t want her getting hurt because of this drunken prick.

He was saved from asking her to call the cops by running footsteps coming across the gravel driveway. His brother Easton materialized out of the darkness, his expression livid as he ran for Greg.

“What the hell’s going on?” Easton demanded, grabbing Greg’s shoulders and muscling him to the porch floor with Wyatt.

“He’s drunk and came here looking to pick a fight,” Wyatt said, leaning over to hold onto Greg’s wrists in a crushing grip. Not for the first time, he felt awful that Piper had to deal with this sorry son of a bitch on an almost daily basis until the divorce went through.

Greg tried to rear his head back, still struggling against their holds. Easton slammed him harder against the porch, leaned down to snarl at him. “Enough.”

Breathing hard, Greg stilled, his face dark red, pale green eyes shooting sparks.

“You stay down and cool off,” Easton snapped, one knee digging into the middle of Greg’s spine, “or we’re calling the cops.”

After a few seconds the man relented and went limp beneath them. Wyatt allowed Easton to take Greg’s wrists and slowly eased away. His pulse raced, all his muscles locked and ready for more as he stood. Easton followed suit, watching Greg carefully as the man got to his hands and knees, then climbed to his feet.

Giving Wyatt a death glare, he jerked on the hem of his button down, jaw tight, eyes burning with the promise of retribution. “This isn’t over,” he rasped out, and started for the stairs. Easton automatically reached out a hand to stop him but Greg knocked it away and rushed for his car.

Easton cursed and started after him but Wyatt grabbed Easton’s arm as the engine started up. The last thing they needed was for Greg to make this uglier and pull a weapon. “Let him go. I’ll call the cops. He’s wasted and I don’t want him going after Piper.”

“The cops won’t get him in time,” Easton said, his voice full of frustration. “I’ll follow him, make sure he leaves her alone.”

Wyatt handed him the keys, called out to him as Easton ran for Wyatt’s truck. “Good to see you, little brother.”

“Yeah, you too,” Easton called back, raising a hand in acknowledgment as he jumped into the truck and chased after Greg.

Watching as Easton left, Wyatt called the cops and told them what was going on. The truck’s taillights disappeared out of sight up the road as he ended the call and took a deep breath, letting it out slowly.

The screen door creaked open and he turned to see Austen there, holding Grits to her chest. She set the dog down and came up beside Wyatt, reaching out to wrap her fingers around his hand.

“You all right?” she asked softly. In the quiet he could hear the crickets singing in the grass. He took a deep breath and relaxed his muscles, let the peacefulness wash over him.

It was strange to be able to look her in the eye without bending his neck. Strange, but nice. She smelled damn good, a light mix of vanilla and something exotic that made him want to bury his face against her throat and breathe her in. “Yeah. Sorry you had to see that.”

“Who was that?”

“Piper’s ex.”

“Piper?” she echoed in a shocked voice.

He nodded, still having a hard time believing Piper had ever seen anything good in that piece of shit. “The other guy was my youngest brother, Easton. He’s going to make sure Greg stays away from her, and the cops will handle everything else.”

“He’s…unstable.”

“Yeah, and out of his damn mind. I keep telling her to get a restraining order against him but she’s been trying to avoid things getting uglier by keeping everything quiet.” He met her gaze. “You’ve only been here a couple weeks, but surely you can see how fast word spreads around here.”


She nodded.

“Well, gossip spreads even faster. The former sheriff and decorated Army vet coming here to start a drunken fight over her is just the kind of shit she doesn’t want circulating around when she’s trying to rebuild her life and repair the damage he did to her reputation.”

“Are you and her…?” She let the question trail off but as her meaning sank in, he shook his head, adamant, not wanting her to get the wrong idea about him and Piper.

“No. Not at all, we’re just friends, but he won’t believe that. Simple truth is, he just can’t face that this is all his doing. Always plays the victim, has to blame someone else.”

She nodded, but he could tell from her expression that she didn’t quite believe him and Wyatt felt strangely helpless when she released his hand. Then she raised a hand to gently brush her fingers over the left side of his face, her touch against his beard waking thousands of nerve endings as she looked at him with such concern that his hardened heart squeezed.

“You sure you’re okay?” she asked softly.

“Yeah,” he murmured, trying to remember why he shouldn’t cup her face in his hands and taste that delectable mouth that had been tormenting him all night.


It had been so damn long since anyone had touched him this way, too long since he’d savored the feel of a woman’s body beneath his, and the thought of feeling Austen’s long limbs twine around him while he explored all that soft skin and found out what kinds of sounds she’d make while he pleasured her…

He shoved the tantalizing thought aside. “Much better now.”

She gave him a soft smile that warmed him from the inside out, her fingertips lingering against his scruffy cheek. So gentle. So kind. “I’m glad.” Humor sparkled in her silvery eyes. “Because you don’t know how bad I wanted to pounce on him and beat the shit out of him for trying to hurt you.”

Wyatt barked out a laugh, surprised and touched at the same time. “You know, I can totally see you doing it, too.”

Her smile widened. “Dress, heels and all, I still pack quite a punch.”

The humor faded. “I’m glad you didn’t, though, since I would have felt compelled to stop you. Because I couldn’t stand seeing you get hurt.” Unable to resist the pull between them, he held her gaze as he turned his face and pressed his lips to her open palm.

She froze, her soft intake of breath sending a bolt of lust through him as her pupils expanded there in the glow of the porch light. Then she lowered her hand and the spell was broken, the singing of crickets filling the vacuum of silence.

“Well,” she began, taking a step back and lowering her gaze. “It’s getting late and we’ve both got an early start in the morning. I should probably go.” She cocked her head. “Unless you want me to stick around to see if the cops want to question me as a witness?”

Hiding his disappointment, Wyatt shook his head. “It’s okay.” Probably for the best that she leave, considering how much he wanted her and how much he shouldn’t touch her again.

It didn’t matter that he liked and respected her. They’d almost crossed a line tonight and he couldn’t risk it with them working together on this job for at least the next six months. It wasn’t just him involved; his guys depended on the steady income this project would bring them. Signed contract with her or not, he couldn’t risk screwing that up by sleeping with her and things turning awkward afterward.

Reminding himself of all that, he held the door for her while she went in to grab her purse, her scent wrapping around him as she walked past.

“I’ll leave the list here for you,” she said over her shoulder.

“Sure.”

Holding Grits, wishing he was holding Austen instead, Wyatt mentally cursed as he watched her walk to her truck. Now he was even more pissed off at Greg. For the first time in forever he was actually interested in someone and now she thought there might be something going on between him and Piper, despite what he’d said.

God, he wished he’d punched that asshole in the face while he’d had the chance.




CHAPTER EIGHT


This wasn’t even remotely the homecoming Easton had expected.

His first night home after another six-month stint in Afghanistan, he’d expected to hang out with his dad and Wyatt over some grilled steaks and cold beers. Instead he’d shown up to find his big brother wrestling with Greg on the cabin’s front porch.

Greg’s car was ahead of him now in the distance and it pissed Easton off that the guy was driving drunk. Easton had smelled the booze leaking out of his pores, and wasn’t letting Greg out of his sight.

Especially not when Piper might be his next target.

He turned the corner sharply and hit the gas, racing to catch up with Greg’s car so he wouldn’t lose him. By now Wyatt would have called the cops, who were well acquainted with Greg Rutland and his bullshit. If he blew over the legal limit once they caught him, Greg would go to jail, and not even his former service as sheriff would make anyone down at the station or courthouse lift a finger to help him.

Up ahead, Greg turned a corner and disappeared from view into a subdivision just outside of town. Easton cursed and sped toward the intersection, his tires squealing as he made the turn thirty seconds later.

There were no taillights ahead of him on the darkened street.

Not about to give up, Easton turned onto each and every road in the residential area just south of downtown Sugar Hollow, searching for Greg’s car. He found it a few minutes later, parked in the driveway of an unfamiliar one-story rancher.

Then he saw Greg standing on the front porch of the little bungalow arguing with someone, and Easton’s stomach grabbed when he recognized the woman standing there in her robe.

Piper.

His hackles went up instantly, anger and protectiveness punching through him. “Oh, hell no.” He’d always had a natural protective streak, but with Piper it was ten times as strong, because what he felt for her went way beyond friendship.

He roared up to the house and threw the truck into park at the curb, bursting out of it before it had stopped rocking. In three strides he was around the hood and heading for Greg, who’d half-turned to face him.

“Leave her alone,” Easton warned, his eyes on Greg as he approached, ready for anything. Piper was standing there in front of her door, one hand clutching the lapels of her robe closed. The familiar weight of his pistol pressed against the small of his back but Easton wouldn’t need it. If he had to take Greg down, he would do it with his bare hands.

Greg jutted his jaw out, his expression defiant. “We’re not on your land anymore,” he sneered, “and this is none of your business. Get back in your truck and get the hell out of here.”

“Not a chance.” He stormed up the front steps and stepped in front of Piper, reaching behind him with one hand to urge her back inside, his gaze locked on Greg. “Leave, now, before the cops get here and arrest your drunken ass. They’re looking for you right now.”

“You’re just like your fucking arrogant brother,” Greg snarled.

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“You would,” he spat, pure hatred radiating from him.

“Greg,” Piper said from behind him, sounding weary. “Just go. I’ve got nothing more to say to you.”

Easton stood his ground, every cell in his body humming with the need to smash Greg’s perfect teeth down his throat. If Greg wanted Piper, the asshole was going to have to go through him first. And Easton fought dirty. He’d served years in the Corps before joining the DEA and making it as a FAST operator.

Greg knew it, and the resignation in those deep blue eyes as they faced off told Easton he’d won for now. “The hell with both of you,” Greg spat, and spun around to stalk to his car. A moment later the tires squealed as he peeled out of the driveway and took off, heading south.

Immediately Easton turned around to face Piper, seeming so small and fragile standing in her robe. She gasped when he took her by the shoulders and searched her face, her golden shoulder-length hair gleaming under the porch light. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” she said quietly, tugging the edges of her robe tighter around her body as she lowered her gaze.

“Did he threaten you?” If so, Easton would hunt him down and give him the beating he deserved.

Her shoulders moved in a tight shrug. “He’s drunk.”

“I don’t fucking care, and don’t make excuses for him. Did he threaten you?”

At the steel in his voice she met his gaze, and the pain and humiliation etched there hit him like a body blow. “I just want him to leave me alone,” she whispered, her voice cracking.

Ah, hell. “I know, sweetheart.” He pulled her into his arms, swallowing a groan at the feel of her as he pressed his nose to the top of her head, breathing in her shampoo and perfume.

He’d wanted to hold her like this for so damn long. More than a freaking decade, if he was honest. He’d hugged her plenty of times, but never held her this way. Offering comfort and solace and protection, the way a man held the woman he loved. It felt so damn good, even though he wished it wasn’t happening because she was scared and embarrassed.

Piper sniffed and hitched in a choppy breath, on the verge of tears. “God, this is such a nightmare.” She pushed at his chest and tipped her head back to meet his gaze, a frown pulling at her eyebrows. “How did you know he was coming here?”

“I followed him from Wyatt’s place.”

At that she blanched, her face losing all color. “What did he do now?” she demanded.

“Went over there looking for a fight. Something about how he can never measure up to Wyatt, and how he blames Wyatt for you leaving him.”

She made a disgusted sound, her pretty hazel eyes narrowing to slits. “He’s lost his mind.”

Yeah, well, drugs did that to a person.

“Did he hurt Wyatt?”

“No, and by the time I jumped in, Wyatt already had him facedown on the porch.”

She groaned, closed her eyes a second then opened them again. “Anyone else see?”

“Just me and Wyatt’s date.”

She stilled, her eyes widening. “His date? He had a date over?”

“Think so. Didn’t recognize her.”

“What did she look like?”

“Tall. Light brown skin, dark curly hair.”

Another groan. “Austen.”

“Who?”

“The woman who bought the Miller place. Wyatt’s helping her fix it up.”

Wait, the Miller place had sold? Damn…

“I’ll call them both and apologize.”

“No you won’t. It’s not your fault, it’s his.” She was putting on a brave front, but he could see she was trembling slightly. He rubbed his hands over her upper arms, trying to reassure and warm her, hating that her ex had the power to scare her so much. “Let’s go inside. I think your neighbors have enough to gossip about already.”

She allowed him to usher her inside and shut the door, then headed straight for the kitchen, where something delicious was baking. The house smelled like heaven, the scent of something sweet and tangy filling the air.

He glanced around the space, noting the stark contrast between the life of luxury she’d lived for the past six years as a Rutland, and the humble surroundings she found herself in now that she was back to being Piper Greenlee. Following her to the kitchen, he stood in the entryway and watched while she filled a kettle with water and set it on the stove.

“Smells good in here,” he commented.

“Lemon bars, just out of the oven. Want one?”

“If you’ll have one with me.”

“Just one?” she said with a bitter laugh that set off warning bells. “Right. Because clearly I don’t have self-control issues where fattening foods are concerned,” she said, patting her hips.

Easton’s gaze zeroed in on that area of her body, though the robe didn’t exactly give him a good view. Yeah, she’d put on a little weight since he’d last seen her, but he thought it looked damn good on her. What would it feel like to wrap his hands around those lush hips, dig his fingers in to hold her still while he rode her? “Don’t talk like that about yourself. You look great.” Lush and womanly and edible in a way no man could fail to notice.


That was clearly the most inappropriate thing to be thinking about right now.

Frowning, he crossed his arms and leaned a shoulder against the wall. He’d had no idea things had gotten so bad between her and Greg. So he had to ask. “What the hell’s happened around here in the six months I’ve been gone?”

Another laugh, the harsh edge to it making the back of his neck tingle. “Shit happened, Easton. And more of it keeps raining down on me every day.” Her back was rigid as she moved around the kitchen, slicing the lemon bars and pulling out a teapot with her usual efficient manner. She was a one-woman powerhouse, always had been.

“You guys are separated, right?” That was the last he’d heard, from Wyatt, prior to his last deployment.

A stiff nod. “We’re done. I’m just waiting for the one-year-mark to hit so I can file for divorce.”

“He looks like he’s really gone downhill lately.” Greg had always had a substance abuse problem, but he’d been careful to hide it before. Easton hated the manipulative prick. It made him furious that the man had subjected Piper to that kind of life during their marriage. She deserved so much better. If she were Easton’s, he would treat her like the goddess she was.

“Yeah, well, being an alcoholic and a drug addict on top of a manipulative liar will do that to a man. Eventually it catches up to you.”

Easton was too stunned to reply. He’d known her marriage had been on the rocks before he’d left for Afghanistan last time, but no one had filled him in on the rest of it, or told him how bad things were. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” Why hadn’t his family said anything to him?

Piper sighed, her shoulders sagging in the act of plating up a lemon square. “I asked your dad and Wyatt not to say anything. I didn’t want anyone else to know how bad things had gotten.”

That hurt. “Even me?”

Her eyes flashed up to his, full of sadness he would give anything to wipe away. “It wasn’t personal. You know how it is around here. People were already whispering about it behind my back and I didn’t want to add fuel to the gossip fires. I’ve been trying so hard to keep everything quiet, but when he goes out and does dickhead things like tonight, there’s nothing I can do to limit the damage.”

Easton crossed to the island in the center of the room and lowered himself onto one of the barstools across from where she stood. “Who cares what other people think of you? If they’re stupid enough to lump you into the same category as him because of what he does, then that’s their problem.”

She gave him a wry look before reaching for a little sieve filled with powdered sugar. “You don’t know me very well, do you?”

“I know you better than you think.” And he so hated seeing her this way, sad, embarrassed, and hurting inside. He’d wanted her for so long, had been here all along and she’d never once seen him as anything but Wyatt’s little brother. It was hard to take. He’d give anything to make her see him as a man, and the person who’d worshipped her for almost half his life.

“Here,” she said, pushing a plate holding a powdered sugar-dusted lemon square and fork across the island.

He waited until she’d served herself one before taking a bite, and let out a groan at the perfect blend of sweet-tart that hit his tongue, the bright lemon flavor bursting on his taste buds. “Oh God, I fantasized about these while I was away.”

Her lips quirked as she chewed. “Liar.”

“No, I did. And your brownies and peach shortcake.” And a lot of other things about her that he wouldn’t mention. Most of them involving her being naked and under him.

“Well, in the last few months I’ve taken the baking thing to a whole new level.” She stuffed another bite of lemon square into her mouth, and all he could do was stare at her lips as she chewed and imagine what they would feel like on his naked body.

He’d been carrying a torch for her since he was a teenager. It hadn’t been a phase or just a crush. He’d hated that Wyatt had taken her to prom and dated her for a few weeks afterward. When they’d broken up it had been bittersweet because Easton no longer had to be jealous of his brother, but then the next day Wyatt had gone off to boot camp at Parris Island and nothing had been the same since.

Not that anyone knew about Easton’s feelings for her. He had been careful to hide them from everyone, especially Piper. She’d been married, off limits.

She’s not married anymore.

“I’m still really embarrassed that this happened, and that you felt the need to follow him tonight, but…” Her eyes flicked up to meet his. “I’m really glad you’re here.”

It took an act of will to stay where he was instead of rounding the island and pulling her into his arms so he could kiss her the way he’d been dying to all these years. But she was nowhere near ready for that, had no clue about his feelings for her, and he had to be patient. Break down her walls brick by brick, make her see that he was the one. The only one for her.

“Me too.” His phone buzzed. He pulled it out to find a text from Wyatt.

You find him?

Yes, he answered. I’m at Piper’s place. He’s gone now. And he could well imagine the look on his brother’s face when he read that news.

Asshole!!! Wyatt responded.

Major understatement.

Cops are out looking for him.

Keep me posted, Easton typed, then put his phone away. “That was Wyatt,” he told Piper, answering the silent question in her eyes. “The cops are searching for Greg.”

Her expression hardened and she looked down at her plate. “You probably wonder what I ever saw in him in the first place,” she said softly.

“No. You saw what everyone else did at first, the image he wanted everyone to see.” The decorated combat vet who’d been elected sheriff by his supporters, the son of a wealthy Virginia family that was willing to do anything and throw any amount of money out there to cover up whatever scandal Greg had created for himself. While dragging Piper along for the hellish ride on the downward spiral with him. “I just hate that you had to find out the truth about him the hard way.”

She pressed her lips together. “Yeah. Me too. God, I feel like such an idiot. Everyone saw it but me. I’ve been holding off on serving him with a no-contact order, just to try and keep things quiet, but now I don’t have a choice. Most of the time he’s still coherent enough that I can talk him down, but tonight he was beyond that. He’s been getting more and more unstable and I just can’t risk it anymore.”

Good girl. Except a no-contact order likely wasn’t going to protect her if Greg decided to come after her again. He kept that to himself though. “I’m guessing this means his family’s cut him off now? No more covering up his messes?” For people like the Rutlands, image was everything. Until even they had no choice but to recognize that the destructive path Greg had chosen had no end, and make the decision to cut him out of their lives.

She nodded. “They’ve cut him off completely, a couple months after I left him. That’s when the real tailspin began.”

There were so many things he wanted to ask her but he stayed silent, afraid he’d make her retreat when all he wanted her to do was lean on him more. Piper was proud and independent, and so damn sweet… She hadn’t deserved any of this. “For the record? He didn’t deserve you. Never did.” Sweetness, if you were mine…

Before she could respond his phone buzzed again.

Cops arrested him for DUI. They’re booking him right now.

Good, Easton replied. “They got him,” he told Piper. “He’ll be spending at least one night in jail.”

At that a look of pure relief crossed her face and she let out a deep breath. “Thanks.”

Had she been worried Greg might come back later, after Easton left? Had she been afraid he would hurt her? The questions made him crazy but he held them back, just wanting to give her what reassurance he could, make her feel safe.

“These lemon squares really are the best,” he mumbled around another bite, his heart squeezing when a grateful smile broke across her face.

“I’m glad. It’s nice to have someone to share them with for a change.”

God, he couldn’t stand the thought of her being lonely. He’d give his left arm to be able to pick her up and carry her back to her bedroom right now, strip that robe off her and worship her from head to toe. He’d pour his heart into making love to her, finally unveiling his feelings for her.

That’s why he had to go. As much as he wanted to stay, he knew it was asking for trouble. She didn’t realize what she meant to him and even if by some miracle she was lonely enough to turn to him right now in the moment, he wouldn’t settle for a fling with her. Not ever.

He put their dishes in the dishwasher and crossed to her. Setting his hands on her shoulders, he looked down into her eyes. “Call me if you need anything, okay?” She had his number.

Another smile. “Thanks. I will.”

After climbing behind the wheel of Wyatt’s truck he waited until she turned out all the lights and sat there a moment. She was safe now. Greg would have to sleep it off overnight and would face charges in the morning. Hopefully, something would stick enough to land him some kind of punishment this time. Too often guys like him walked because of their past service and rich family.

His gaze cut to the window on the left when Piper raised the blind enough to peer out and wave at him, giving a thumbs-up and a grin that told him she’d known he would stand guard for a bit.

He waved goodnight, couldn’t help the smile on his face or the sense of anticipation stirring in his gut. While he was sorry as hell for what she was going through, he was glad he’d been there for her tonight.

He drove away, lost in his thoughts. He didn’t know if she’d ever return his feelings for her.

But at least now, for the first time ever, he finally had the chance to take a shot at making her his.




CHAPTER NINE


“All right, you stubborn bastard. It’s on.”

Shifting her stance, Austen raised the sledgehammer and slammed it into the upstairs bathroom countertop with all her might. The muscles and bones in her arms vibrated with the impact and she managed to punch a big hole in the top of the counter, but it still held firm to the wall.

She scowled and blew an errant curl away from her sweaty face. She’d only been at this for a few minutes already and she was about to melt up here. Damn vanity was freaking bombproof.

“Giving you a hard time?”

Her pulse jumped at the sound of that deep, sexy voice. She swung around to face Wyatt, standing outlined in the bathroom doorway.

Amusement danced in his eyes and he looked too delicious for words in his jeans and T-shirt that stretched across his muscular chest. It had been two days since the incident at his place with Piper’s ex. Piper had called yesterday to apologize, and Austen had been quick to tell her it had nothing to do with her and wasn’t her fault. Austen was more worried about Piper, to be honest.

“Yes, as a matter of fact.” Wyatt had popped by earlier in the day to check on things, quiet and serious as ever as he went about his business and kept his guys on track, but then he’d left to help his dad at the farm. She hadn’t expected him back so soon, but it was a nice surprise. “I don’t know what the hell they built this thing with, but trust me when I say they just don’t make ’em like this anymore.”

Apart from the kitchen, gutting and expanding this bathroom was her biggest priority. She was sick of living at the motel and wanted to be able to stay here instead. Financially it didn’t make sense for her to keep paying for a motel room when she could just as easily crash here once the plumbing and electrical systems were installed.

Wyatt eyed it, then her. “Want me to take a turn?”

Her back and arms ached and her hands were sore from wielding the sledgehammer. “Be my guest.”

She handed it over and scooted back to rest one cheek on the edge of the claw foot tub she was determined to salvage, stripped off her work gloves and picked up the bottle of water that was now warm. Still, it was wet, and felt good on her dry throat, which got even drier as she watched Wyatt raise the sledgehammer and bring it down on the vanity.

Wood cracked and splintered under the force of the blow, and the edge of the counter came away from the wall a little. Everything feminine in her sighed and tingled at the blatant display of raw male power from such a tightly controlled man. What would it take to destroy that control?

She imagined stepping up behind him and pulling that shirt over his head, then sliding her hands up his ribs, over his chest and stomach. With his back to her she had no qualms about staring at the way the muscles in his arms and back flexed with each movement, or the way his jeans hugged his fine ass.

Over the past couple days, she’d thought a lot about that moment on his front porch after Piper’s ex had driven off. It might have been a long time since she’d been interested in a man, but she recognized the signs when one was attracted to her and Wyatt definitely was.


Or at least, he had been.

Since the other night he’d kept a careful, professional distance from her. But she knew she hadn’t imagined that leap of heat in his eyes when he’d stared down at her on his front porch. Watching him now, she was tempted to find out what would happen if she pushed him, stoked that hunger inside him.

Probably best if she avoided temptation, however, she thought as he continued dismantling the vanity blow by blow. They worked together and she depended on him and his crew to help her get this done. Despite his distant exterior he was solid and reliable and kept everyone on task, even her. If they hooked up and things went bad, it would be awkward. Maybe even awkward enough that they couldn’t work together anymore.

She was curious about him though, wanted to know more about him and why he tended to avoid society. She liked him and could use a friend here…except she wanted to be more than his friend.

Part of her felt guilty for even thinking it, but John had been gone a long time and he wasn’t coming back. He’d want her to move forward and get on with her life. He’d want her to be happy.

If Wyatt was to ask her out, she’d say yes without hesitation. She’d ask him out herself if she wasn’t so afraid he’d turn her down flat. Would be nice if he did the pursuing though. Not that she’d hold her breath on that one.

Eight more blows from the sledgehammer and the countertop came away from the wall. “Think that did it,” Wyatt announced, setting the hammer aside to look at her, barely breathing hard. “Gimme a hand?”

She jumped up, slipped on her gloves and grabbed the far end of the counter, the two of them yanking the framework away from the wall. One last pull and it came free, clattering to the floor…right on Wyatt’s right boot.

“Oh!” Austen scrambled to her knees and grabbed it, tried to lug it off.

“No, it’s—”

Ignoring him, she managed to pry it off his boot. When she looked up to check on him, Wyatt was grinning at her. She blinked. “Are you okay?”

He nodded. “No foot in there. Didn’t feel a thing.”

She flushed as his meaning sank in and floundered for a moment, trying to think of something to say. She couldn’t believe she’d forgotten. But with him grinning at her like that, she couldn’t help but laugh. “Okay, awkward moment over with, let’s move on.”

He held out a hand, palm up. She took it, allowed him to help pull her to her feet and the feel of that strong grip around her gloved hand sent another flutter through her. With them standing so close the bathroom suddenly seemed twice as small. And ten times as hot.

She lowered her gaze. “Thanks, I’ll take this downstairs.”

“I’ll help you.”

“No, I got it.” Grabbing the countertop, she turned it sideways and tried to step by as she hefted it off the floor, her ass and shoulder blades rubbing against him as she squeezed past him and out into the hall.

God, the man was playing hell on her libido and she was pretty sure he had no idea. By the time these renos were done she might explode from unrequited desire and sexual frustration.

Lugging the counter through the front door, she heaved one end into the Dumpster before shoving the works into it. Just as she was dusting herself off, a car turned up the driveway. When the driver pulled up behind her truck and got out, alarm leapt inside her when she recognized Greg.

Her spine stiffened. She moved to the top of the stairs to bar him from coming any closer and put her hands on her hips. She wasn’t going to let him go after Wyatt again.

Greg stopped at the bottom of the front steps and pulled off his sunglasses. “You Austen?”

She didn’t answer verbally, just nodded. Why was he even out of jail?

“Is Wyatt inside?”

“He’s busy.” No way in hell she was allowing a repeat of the other night. “What do you want?”

He broke eye contact, glanced around the cluttered yard rather than look at her. “I wanted to apologize for the other night. I…wasn’t myself.”

Oh, from what she’d been told about him from two reliable sources since then, he’d been exactly himself the other night. “Anything else?”

He stared at her a moment, then shook his head. “No. Again, I’m sorry. If there’s anything I can do, let me know.”

You can get the hell off my property before Wyatt sees you, and not come back. Clearly he had issues, but part of her still wondered if there was any truth to his accusations about Wyatt and Piper. There was no denying they were close, and real fond of each other. “I’ll tell him. Now leave.”

Surprise flared in his eyes, as though he took offense at her ordering him off her property. Well, too bad. Her property, her rules. He could fucking deal.

To her relief he turned and headed for his car without another word, then got in and drove away. When he was halfway to the road, Wyatt came outside. A dark scowl lined his face as he stared after the retreating car. “What the hell did he want?”

“To apologize. I told him I’d pass on the message. As far as I can tell, he was sober.”

Wyatt wrapped a hand around her upper arm and turned her to face him. The stark concern in his eyes sent a shiver of unease through her. “Stay away from him. I mean it. If he shows up here again, come get me and I’ll handle it. If I’m not here, then call the cops. Don’t talk to him again.”

Concern for her safety was one thing, but she bristled at the blatant command in his voice. She wasn’t one of his Marines to be ordered around. He wasn’t a captain at her fire hall who got to tell her what to do and how to do it. She’d seen how Greg had behaved the other night. Just because she was a woman didn’t mean she was weak and couldn’t defend herself.

“I can look out for myself,” she told him, a bite to her tone.

Jaw tight, he shook his head, his grip firm on her arm. “Not with him.”

She jerked her arm free of his grasp and stepped back. Didn’t matter that she knew he was worried about her. Nothing rankled her faster than someone bossing her around. “Okay, think I’m done for the day.”

Turning away from him, she dug in her hip pocket for her keys and started down the steps to her truck.

“Austen.”

Nope. She was tired and sweaty, pissed off by his heavy-handed attitude, and increasingly sexually frustrated by just being near him. She needed to get away from him for a while. A long cool shower followed by a cold drink and a nap sounded a lot more preferable to sticking around here with him.

“Text me if you need me to answer anything,” she threw over her shoulder, not even bothering to look at him as she got in her truck and drove to her motel.

*     *     *

Standing outside the second floor motel room door, Wyatt resisted the urge to fidget as he waited for Austen to answer. It had been five hours since she’d jumped in her truck and driven away from the jobsite. He’d thought about texting her rather than just showing up here but even he knew that wasn’t going to clear the air between them.

When he’d seen Greg’s car driving down her driveway he’d reacted without thinking, only worried about her safety because he knew what a piece of shit Greg was, and what he was capable of when he was wasted. He hadn’t meant to sound overbearing and domineering, but he guessed he had.

The door swung open and Austen stood there with an unreadable expression on her face and wearing a red wrap-around dress that hugged every curve of her long, lean body, the low neckline displaying the tops of her breasts.

Tearing his gaze from her cleavage, he met her cool stare. “I came to apologize,” he blurted, thrusting the bouquet of flowers he’d bought at her.

She took them, lowered her head to smell them even as she held eye contact. For some reason he found that direct gaze sexy as hell. “Wow, that’s two men who’ve apologized to me in the space of a few hours. Not sure that’s ever happened before.”

He couldn’t tell if she was still pissed at him or not. “But mine was better, right? More sincere.”

She nodded, one side of her mouth curving upward. Okay, she couldn’t be too mad if she was smiling. “And you brought flowers. So yes, yours is better.”

“So…I’m forgiven?” He wanted to make sure. Sometimes with women, he couldn’t tell.

She gave him a considering look. “Mostly.”

He frowned. “If I took you to dinner, would that do it?”

Her eyebrows went up. “It might. Couldn’t hurt to try it, anyway.”

Damn, he was torn between wanting to squirm and pulling her into his arms to kiss her until she couldn’t stand up on her own. “Can we go tonight?” It was already after six. The woman had to eat sooner or later.

“We could,” she hedged. “What did you have in mind?”

“There’s a place on the river I’d like to take you to.”

She straightened, cocked her head. “Is this a date?”

“No,” he said quickly, because that would be totally inappropriate. She was his boss. Well, technically she was, according to their contract. Didn’t matter, because right now he was all about inventing excuses to help him maintain his distance from her.

“No?” She lifted a dark eyebrow.

He could feel the heat rushing into his cheeks and was grateful that his beard would hide most of it. Wait. “Do you want it to be?”

“Do you?”

Shit, he didn’t know what to say to that. He was so far off his game it wasn’t even funny. He’d been out of the dating scene for a long time and Austen threw all the rules he’d thought he’d known completely out the window. He was off balance and flailing. “We work together.”

“We do,” she agreed, then grinned. “Doesn’t have to be a date. But I wouldn’t mind if it was.”

Damn. He hadn’t been prepared for that one, or the rush of desire her words triggered.

She let out a light laugh. “You’re so cute when you get flustered.”

Flustered? He frowned. “I’m not flustered.”

“Sure.” Her grin widened. “Are you driving?”

Sure as hell didn’t feel like it at the moment. “Uh, yeah.”

“I’ll be down in two minutes.” Shooting him a mysterious smile that made him want to follow her inside and press that luscious body against the wall so he could feel her as he kissed her breathless, she shut the door in his face.

He’d barely pivoted on his heel when his cell dinged with an incoming text from another number he didn’t recognize.

What are you most afraid of?

His pulse skipped. The asshole was back.

Another ding. I’m going to take away the thing you love.

All right, who the fuck was this? Frustration pulsed through him as he tightened his grip on the phone.

That red dress is so sexy on her. Your girl is hot. I think I’d like to feel her from the inside out.

Wyatt’s blood chilled. His head snapped up, his gaze automatically scanning the parking lot and surrounding area. Whoever sent the texts had seen them just now.

He didn’t see anyone. This being a parking lot, there were plenty of places for someone to hide. Dammit.

He scowled. Fuck you, asshole. He dialed Charlie as he stalked toward his truck, keeping an eye on Austen’s door just in case.

“Hey, you,” his sister answered. “How are things?”

“My psycho stalker just upped his game,” he answered. “He was watching me as of a few minutes ago.”

Charlie sucked in a sharp breath. “Did you see him?”

“No, but he saw me and the woman I was just talking with. He mentioned the color of her dress to let me know.” Now he was worried about her.

“What the hell? Who would be playing with you like that?”

“Not a freaking clue. Can you help?”

“Sure, send me screenshots of the texts and the number they came from. I’ll have my guys run the number when they get a chance. Might not be for a few hours.” She paused. “I hate to be a downer, but you know it’s probably another disposable phone, right?”

“Yeah,” he ground out, checking around him again. If he got lucky, the guy had paid for it by credit card and Charlie would be able to trace it. God, it pissed him off that anyone would threaten him, but even more that someone would threaten Austen. He shouldn’t have to watch his back here at home, where he was supposed to be safe again, and neither should she. “Call me if you find out anything, okay?” Austen was just coming down the stairs, looking delectable in that sexy red dress.

“I will. Be careful.”

“Roger that. Bye, Charles.” Tucking his phone away, he slid out to give Austen a smile as he opened her door for her.




CHAPTER TEN


The restaurant Wyatt chose was beautiful, in an old heritage house set right on the river. Austen eyed him over the top of her wineglass as he perused his menu. He might not want to call this a date, but it sure as hell felt like one to her. A cozy table for two at the back of the restaurant next to the window, candlelight, wine. Romantic.

He glanced up from his menu, those gorgeous hazel eyes connecting with hers. “See anything you like?”

Oh yeah, several things, only they weren’t on the menu. “Food looks great.”

He set his menu down. “We can go someplace else if you’d rather.” He glanced around once before looking back at her. “I thought you’d like it.”

She knew he was uncomfortable enough going out in public, let alone to a new place. He seemed a little stiff, even for him, and she wondered if it was because it made him uncomfortable for strangers to see his scars. It hadn’t escaped her notice that he’d seated himself with the scarred side of his face toward the window, where no one could see it.

“Would you rather go somewhere else instead?” she asked.

“No, it’s fine. But I should have warned you that by morning rumors will have spread all over town that we were here together.”

She shrugged. “I don’t care what people say. I’m done with worrying about what others think of me and my decisions.”

He looked down at the candle burning between them. “Sorry, I’m not great about being out in public. I hate the stares and the whispers. Makes me feel like a freak of nature.”

She hadn’t thought he’d be that self-conscious—he seemed so confident and alpha all the time, it hadn’t even occurred to her, and now she felt bad for putting him in this position. She glanced around them, spotted a couple people looking at him. “We could order something to go then take a drive and eat in your truck.”

“No, it’s okay.” He was clearly making an effort for her sake and while she appreciated it, she didn’t want to make him uncomfortable. “Just glad they don’t bother you.”

“Honestly I don’t even notice them anymore.”

He met her gaze, his eyes assessing, then glanced away.

She toyed with the stem of her wineglass. “How did it happen?” she asked softly.

He stilled, his jaw clenching, and just when she was sure he wouldn’t answer, he spoke. “On patrol in Afghanistan. We got into a tight spot.”

She waited, not saying anything.

“I was leading my squad and we walked into an ambush. When the shooting started, I missed an IED alert.”

“Raider.”

He nodded. “She was trained to alert me to explosives by sitting. I had her leash attached to my belt but with everything going on my attention was divided. By the time I realized what she was trying to tell me, it was too late.”

Part of her felt like she should change the subject, but another part was worried that if she tried, he’d feel like she was trivializing or brushing off what had happened. “But they got you out.”

“Yeah.” He leaned back in his chair. “I was pretty out of it. I lost consciousness on the flight back to Kandahar. My next clear memory is waking up in Germany with my brother, Brody, standing next to my bed.”

“I’m glad he was there for you.”

“They all were. My dad, Easton, and my sister, Charlie, were all waiting for me when I landed in D.C. One of them stayed with me every single day through those first three months.” A smile tugged at his mouth. “No matter how much of a pain in the ass I was or how hard I pushed them away, they always stayed.” His eyes held a faraway look. “I’ll never forget that.”

After a moment his eyes cleared and he focused on her. “That’s partly why I was such an asshole to you the day we met.”

“Oh?”

“I’d just come from a…family situation and I was still pretty upset. I’d barely walked in the door when Piper called to tell me you’d bought the house.”

She winced. “Wow. Sorry.” Though she was curious about what he meant by “family situation”, she decided it was best not to ask.

“I’m not making excuses for the way I acted. Just wanted to explain. You close to your family?”

“Just my mom, although I don’t see her as much as I’d like. My dad left us when I was just a baby and she remarried when I was in my teens. She lives in Mississippi with my stepdad, who’s not my favorite person, but at least he treats her well.” She sipped her wine. “I’m still close with John’s sister and parents. They live up in Philly and I talk to them a few times a week. They hate that I moved away, but I just really needed the space to start fresh.”

He nodded. “I can understand that.”

“What’s the deal with you and Piper, anyway?”

He blinked at her. “What do you mean?”

“I can tell you’re pretty close, and she obviously cares about you a lot. And then the other night Greg said…”

His expression hardened. “Greg is a lying, manipulative bastard, and on top of that he’s a drunk and a cokehead. Don’t listen to a thing he says.”

“So why did he think she’s still hung up on you?”

He shrugged. “He’s looking for excuses so he doesn’t have to face the guy in the mirror and admit why she walked out. Piper and I are old friends, and that’s it. We dated after senior prom for a couple weeks, and we broke up when I left for boot camp. But my family loves her, and as far as we’re concerned, she’s one of us. Anyone messes with her, they mess with all of us.”

Austen smiled, loving the show of protectiveness. “So she’s got three badass former Marine brothers to watch her back.”

“Four, including my dad,” he said with a smile. “But seriously, there’s nothing going on between us.”

Okay, that made her feel a lot better.

“Wyatt.”

They both turned in their seats as Scott wove his way between the tables toward them. A tiny prick of alarm jumped inside her. This place was a ways out of town. Had he followed them here?

“Hey.” Wyatt stood and shook his hand. “What are you doing here?”

“I was driving past and saw your truck out front. You not coming to the range tonight?”

“No, I’ve got plans.” He smiled at her.

Scott’s gaze shifted to her and something in his eyes that she couldn’t put a finger on sent a thread of unease down her spine. Then he nodded at her in polite acknowledgment before he looked back at Wyatt, and the feeling disappeared. “Oh. That’s too bad, the guys and I were looking forward to putting some rounds downrange with you.”

“Next time.”

An awkward beat of silence passed between them, then Scott put on a smile. “Okay. Well, have a good night.” His gaze slid to her for a moment before he walked away.

Austen held off on asking Wyatt about Scott’s story because the server arrived with their meals. They ate and talked some more, getting to know each other better. He liked military thrillers and country music, while she preferred romantic comedies and pop songs. He loved to ride horses and shoot, and she liked to fish and play basketball.

“You like to fish?” Wyatt asked, staring at her in astonishment.

“Love it. I’m pretty good at it too.”

He settled back into his seat. “Huh. Maybe we can go fishing together sometime.”

“Sure, if you don’t mind me coming home with all the big ones.”

He grinned, and it completely transformed the harsh planes of his face. Her heart fluttered, the slow burn of arousal firing her blood.

“Was it hard, being a firefighter?” he asked after the server cleared their plates.

“Sometimes. Any calls involving kids were the hardest. Some of the accidents we responded to really stayed with me. And when you just knew the outcome wasn’t going to be good…yeah, that was tough.”

He nodded, and she knew he understood because he’d been in combat. Not the same thing, but similar in some ways. “You want dessert?”

Oh, man, do I. In the form of a six-foot-plus, gruff and sexy man sitting across from me. “I couldn’t eat another bite.”

He paid the bill and walked her to his truck, opened and shut her door for her before climbing behind the wheel.

“What’s the deal with Scott, anyway?” she finally asked as he drove.

“He suffered a TBI in Afghanistan about eighteen months ago. Why?”

“I dunno. Sometimes he and Eddie—well, more Eddie—make me a little uncomfortable.”

Wyatt shot her a frown, a subtle tension taking root in his posture. “Why, have either of them done or said something to you?”

“No. Just a feeling I get.” She waved a hand. “Maybe I’m just being paranoid.”

“You should have told me. I’ll talk to them both.”

“No, don’t.” That wouldn’t make things better; she just wanted to let him know about her intuition. “I’ll let you know if anything bothers me going forward.”

He eyed her, raised an eyebrow. “Promise? Because I’ll handle it if it does.”

“Promise.”

Wyatt was quiet for a long moment. “They’re decent guys who’ve been through a lot. Both of them lost their battle buddies over there, along with other friends. All the guys on the crew had a tough time after coming home, can’t seem to fit back into society anymore.” He grunted. “I hire them because I know exactly what that feels like.”

She looked over at him, admiring the strong lines of his profile. “You seem to have adjusted really well, all things considered.”

He made a face. “I’m better than I was, but I’ll never be the same. That’s the hardest part, other than the people we lose when we go to war. Knowing you don’t belong anymore when you come back home.”

“Because of survivor’s guilt?”

He nodded once. “Partly. More like you don’t have anything in common with anyone all of a sudden. Like, we’ve been overseas fighting for our lives and losing people and people here are more concerned about what’s going on in reality TV.”

Now it was her turn to make a face. “Yeah, that would be hard. And insulting.”

He grunted in agreement. “I’ll keep my eye on the guys, but seriously, if anything comes up, just tell me and I’ll handle it.”

His tone made it clear he was willing to pull them off the job if she wanted. She hoped it wouldn’t come to that. “I will. Thanks.”

He cleared this throat, shifted in his seat. “There’s…something else I need to tell you.”

At his grim tone, she looked sharply at him. “What’s that?”

“I’ve been getting these weird texts over the past couple days. I don’t know who’s sending them.”

This didn’t sound promising. “What kind of texts?”

“Threats.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “For real?”

He nodded once, appearing uncomfortable. “My sister is an analyst with the DEA. She’s tracing the numbers the calls have come from, but so far she can’t find anything to ID the person. And then tonight, before we left the motel, I got another one. It mentioned you.”

Cold spread through her gut. “What did it say?”

“It mentioned your red dress. Whoever it was saw us.”

She shook her head as she leaned back against the leather seat. “You should have told me.”

“I…yeah. I should have.” He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “Sorry.”

Pulling in a slow breath, she ordered herself to stay calm. “Anything else?”

He seemed to hesitate a moment before replying, and she knew he was withholding something from her. “He just wanted me to know he saw us together.”

Yeah, and that bothered her. “What does he want?” Assuming it was a he.

“To piss me off, or maybe scare me. Not sure.”

“And you don’t have any idea who it is?”

He shook his head. “None. I don’t want you to worry, I just thought you had a right to know.”

She wished he’d done it right away, rather than wait, but decided to let it go. “Okay.”

At her motel he walked her up to her door. Touched by the show of manners, she smiled up at him. “Thanks for dinner. I enjoyed it.”

“Me too.”

She hid a smile, angled her body to face him and took a step closer, enjoying that they were eye to eye. “So, did this qualify as a date?”

“I…”

“Because if it did, then you need to kiss me goodnight.”

For a moment, Wyatt was too stunned to answer her.

A heady shot of arousal punched through him, momentarily scrambling his brain. There were so many reasons why he shouldn’t touch her, but at the moment none of them seemed important enough to keep his hands off her.

Without giving himself time to overthink it he stepped forward, erasing the distance between them, and slid one hand into those springy curls he’d been wanting to touch. She leaned toward him, eyelids falling closed and he took the invitation, settling his mouth over hers.

The moment their lips touched a rush of desire swept through him. Her hands came up to settle on his chest and she leaned closer.

Wyatt kissed the corner of her mouth, her bottom lip, then grazed his tongue along it. She made a soft sound in the back of her throat and curled her fingers into his shoulders as she opened for him.

He delved inside her, stroked her tongue with his. She moaned into his mouth and the kiss changed instantly.

Bringing his other hand up to cup the back of her neck, he pushed her backward and pressed her up against the door. Austen shivered lightly and slid her hands up to grip his head, arching to bring their bodies in contact from chest to groin.

He was already hard and aching and wanted her to feel what she did to him. He pressed his erection into the softness of her lower belly, amazed at how well they fit together. It was like she was built for him.

Rubbing against her, reveling in the tiny catch in her breathing and the light shiver that rippled through her, he flicked his tongue against hers and teased the roof of her mouth. She wrapped one long leg around his thigh and rocked into him, damn near making his eyes roll into the back of his head.

He hadn’t been with anyone since being injured. If things progressed between them—and this mind-blowing kiss suggested that they would—then she would wind up seeing all of him.

The thought sent a trickle of unease through him. She seemed strong and calm and accepting but a beautiful woman like her could do so much better than a mentally and physically scarred guy like him.

He knew what he looked like, and it wasn’t pretty. Part of him couldn’t believe she’d actually wanted him to kiss her, let alone how into it she seemed.

Wanting to stop things before they got out of hand, he drew her lower lip into his mouth and sucked lightly, flicking the tip of his tongue against it before raising his head. She made a sound of protest and tried to lean in for more but he eased back, his grip firm on her nape.

Dazed silver eyes slowly focused on his face as she blinked up at him. He couldn’t help but smile. “Wow.”

A lazy, seductive smile curved her shiny lips. “Wow is right.” Her hands gentled on his head, her fingers stroking over his scalp in a way that sent little shivers over his skin. “I haven’t kissed anyone like that since John, and I can definitely say that was worth the wait.”

Yeah? Then they had more in common than he’d realized.

Despite their poor beginning, things were good between them now. He was comfortable around her, enjoyed her company. He wished he was still kissing her, or better yet, backing her into the motel room and slowly stripping her clothes off to reveal every inch of her smooth brown skin so he could stroke and taste it.

“For me, too,” he said.

Her gaze dropped to his mouth again, then came back to his eyes. It had been a damn long time since he’d been with a woman but even he couldn’t mistake the hunger burning in her eyes. For a second he was sure she was going to invite him inside, but then she touched her lips to his in a light caress and released his head.

“Thanks for tonight, I enjoyed it. Have a good night.”

Torn between relief and disappointment, he eased his fingers from her curls and released the back of her neck. “You too.”

She shot one last seductive smile at him before slipping into the room and shutting the door.

The moment he turned around he saw the car parked at the rear of the lot. Unease filled him as soon as the driver saw him watching. Before he could move or make out who the driver was, the person turned their head to face front and hit the gas, tearing out of the lot, too fast for Wyatt to see the plate but he got the make and model.

A warning tingle in his gut told him it hadn’t been coincidence. That the driver had been watching him and Austen, had been sitting there watching them kiss. And they still hadn’t found out who had sent him those texts. Whoever it was might be following him around, maybe targeting Austen.

His mind went back to what Austen had said at dinner. It could have been Greg, but what if it was one of the guys on his crew?

His immediate reaction was to dismiss that any of the guys were behind this, because he knew them all personally and there was no reason for any of them to target him. Hell, he’d gone out of his way to provide them with enough work to support themselves.

Those texts though… They had to be from someone he knew. Or someone Austen knew.

God, he hated that she was alone at this motel. It might be nothing and he might just be acting paranoid, but what if the driver had been watching Austen and waiting for Wyatt to leave so he could make a move?

Not wanting to worry her further by telling her about the car in case he was being paranoid, he pulled out his phone to dial Easton.

“Hey,” his brother said. “You didn’t show up for dinner. Had a last minute hot date or something?”

“Something came up.”

“Wait, what? Was it a date?” A pause, and he imagined his brother’s wide-eyed expression. “Is it the girl you invited over for dinner?”

He wasn’t touching that one with a ten-foot pole because if he did, Easton would badger him forever. Literally. Forever. “I need a favor.”

“Oh. Sure, man. What’s up?”

“I need you to meet me at the motel off Main and switch vehicles with me.”

“You took your date back to a motel? Jesus, Wyatt, I know it’s been a while since you were in the saddle, but—”

“It’s not like that,” he snapped, impatient. “Look, can you come switch vehicles with me or not?”

“Yeah, sure. Be there in twenty.”

Wyatt ended the call and stood beside his truck, keeping an eye out for that gray car, but it didn’t come back. Easton pulled into the parking lot right on time and parked beside him. “Hey. Everything okay?”

He sighed. “Someone’s watching me. Or maybe Austen.”

“Austen? The girl from last night?”

He nodded. “She bought the Miller place and is fixing it up.”

“Dad told me.” He frowned. “You think someone is after her?”

“No.” Maybe. “I don’t know. She’s new in town so it’s unlikely she’s had time to make any enemies here, and I can’t see anyone not liking her anyhow.” Though he didn’t know much about her past, so he couldn’t rule out the possibility that someone was targeting her. But then why text him instead of her?

He told Easton about the texts, and of course Easton already knew about Greg. Then he explained about the car and driver, and shrugged. “Might be nothing, but I still don’t know who sent me those texts so I’d feel better if I camped outside for tonight, see if they come back.”

Easton blinked at him, then a shit-eating grin split his face. “You’re really into her. Austen.”

Wyatt didn’t answer for a moment. “I just want to make sure she’s safe.”

His brother wiped the grin off his face and nodded, but Wyatt could still see the amusement glinting in those brown eyes. “Sure, bro, you gotta do what you gotta do. Here.” He held up a set of keys and swapped with Wyatt. “I left your present on the passenger seat. Was going to give it to you last night, but you were otherwise…occupied, so…” He thumped Wyatt on the shoulder. “Happy belated birthday.”

“Thanks, man.”

“See you tomorrow? Maybe we can grab breakfast or something before you head to work.”

“Sounds good. Can you look after Grits for me?”

“I brought him in my truck. I fed and walked with him so he’s got a full belly and he’s all empty down below. Cute little guy.”

“Yeah.” He was growing on Wyatt more and more every day, making it hard to keep his emotional distance. Piper was no doubt gloating about what an awesome idea it had been to give the dog to him in the first place. “Thanks, man. Later.”

“Later.” Easton climbed into Wyatt’s truck.

Wyatt watched his brother drive away. It had been way too long since they’d all been together, with Easton being overseas for six months at a time and Brody recovering from a bullet wound that could have ended his career on the HRT. Charlie’s schedule as a DEA computer forensic examiner was erratic too. This past year they hadn’t even celebrated Christmas together. Their mother must have rolled over in her grave.

His gaze strayed to the upper floor of the motel, to Austen’s door. His mom would have loved her. What was Austen doing right now? Was she in the shower, standing under the flow of hot water as it slid over her lithe, naked body?

He caught his breath. Was she in bed, thinking of him? Better yet, was she touching herself, to ease the ache that kiss had ignited? Because he was sure as hell aching for her.

It blew him away that he wanted her this badly, more than he’d ever wanted another woman, and that she’d managed to get under his skin in such a short time, let alone after the bad start they’d had.

Pushing out a deep breath to banish the images those thoughts created, he got into Easton’s truck and greeted Grits with an ear-ruffle. A rolled-up T-shirt sat on the passenger seat. Wyatt picked it up and unrolled it.

When he read the message on the front, he couldn’t stop the crack of laughter that escaped. His little brother was awesome.

After putting it on, he drove around the block, looking for the gray car. When he didn’t see it, he parked at the far end of the parking lot and shut off the engine, leaned the seat back.

It was going to be a long and fairly uncomfortable night, but he didn’t sleep much these days anyway and he just wanted to make sure Austen was safe.




CHAPTER ELEVEN


Dressed in her workout gear of yoga pants and a sports top, Austen crossed the parking lot, headed for the sidewalk that would take her to Main Street. She stuffed her hands in her pockets to ward off the chill of the early morning air.

It was just after five, and chilly. After suffering a long night filled with sexual frustration that even her favorite battery-operated toy couldn’t completely alleviate, she was sorely in need of a serious caffeine jolt and had woken up with the worst craving for one of the Garden of Eatin’s vanilla lattes.

Nearly to the sidewalk, she did a double-take at the man asleep behind the wheel of a white pickup. Wyatt?

She started toward him, taking in the way his head lolled back against the headrest. When she drew nearer she saw that his mouth was partially open, his chest rising and falling in an even rhythm. What the hell was he doing here, asleep in a strange truck?

Standing directly beside his window, she lifted a hand and gently tapped on it. He jerked awake like she’d fired a gun, his frantic gaze calming only when he focused on her standing there.

“Hey,” he mumbled, reaching up to grimace and rub the back of his neck.

“What are you doing sleeping out here?” she asked.

He rolled down the window and Grits climbed over the top of him to stick his head through the window, trying to lick her. She patted him while she waited for Wyatt’s response.

“Long story,” he said, and frowned. “What time is it?”

“Ten after five. Wyatt.” His sleep-bleary eyes focused on her. “Why did you stay here in this truck last night?”

“I thought I saw someone watching me after you went inside. They were in a car at the back of the parking lot and took off when I saw them.” He shrugged, the motion tight, almost defensive. “After those texts, I didn’t want you to be here alone, just in case.”

She melted a little. “You could have just come up to my room.”

He snorted. “Not a good idea.”

She thought it would have been one hell of an idea.

His frown deepened. “What are you doing up and dressed already?”

“Couldn’t sleep so I thought I’d wander down to the café for the biggest latte they can make me.” Withdrawing her hand from Grits’s head, she folded her arms and gave Wyatt a stern look. “Whose truck is this?”

“My brother Easton’s. He came and traded vehicles with me.”

“And you stayed out here all night because of that car?” There had to be more to it.

He lifted a shoulder. “I learned in Afghanistan not to ignore my gut, so I couldn’t leave last night. Wanted to make sure you were safe.”

Her heart turned over. She couldn’t believe he’d spent the entire night like that, his huge frame squished into the front seat. He must be stiff and sore, sitting up like that for so long, and she doubted he’d slept even as well as she had when she’d managed to doze off. All because he’d wanted to guard her.

God, he was such a complex man. Hard in a lot of ways, and soft in so many others. She never knew what to expect from him.

She sighed. “You remember I was a firefighter, right? And I’m a pretty big girl, in case you haven’t noticed. I wouldn’t make for an easy target. I’m not helpless.”

“I know. I just…I felt like I needed to stand watch.”

Awww. She eyed him for a long moment. “Feel like an early morning walk? I owe you a coffee at the very least.”

“You don’t owe me anything. But I’ll go with you if you want the company.”

“I do.” She stepped back to let him get out, accepted Grits’s leash when Wyatt handed it to her. The little dog jumped down and scampered up to her feet, his tail going a hundred miles an hour. “You’re a morning person, huh?” she asked him, giving his head a scratch.

“You have no idea,” Wyatt muttered as he got out and stretched his arms over his head, bringing her attention to the way his muscles flexed. And when she saw what was written on the front of his T-shirt, she couldn’t help the shocked laugh that escaped her.

I had a blast in Afghanistan.

Another laugh burst out of her. Really? It seemed so unlike him. “Huh. So you do have a sense of humor after all,” she teased.

“Guess so,” he said with a grin that did funny things to her insides. “Easton gave it to me last night.”

“I like it.”

“Yeah, me too. Ready?”

For? She’d lost her train of thought completely because she’d been gazing into his eyes. “Yes.” She held Grits’s leash as they walked down Main Street toward the café. The dog trotted a little in front of her, pulling to the side whenever he smelled something interesting.

“Who’s walking who there?” Wyatt asked, amusement in his voice.

She looked over at him, surprised. “What?”

He shook his head, a grin playing around his mouth. “You gotta show him who’s boss.”

Fine. She shortened the leash and gave a sharp tug. “Grits. Heel.”

The dog glanced back at her, ears perked, then faced forward and carried on exactly as before. Austen shot him an annoyed look. Buddy, you’re making me look bad.

“So, get any sleep last night?” she asked Wyatt casually.

“Yeah, some.” He glanced at her. “You?”

“Same. Guess I was feeling…restless.”

At that his eyes heated, and the hunger there was ten times as powerful to her because he was always so contained. She’d be lying if she didn’t admit she’d wondered what he’d be like in bed, whether he’d be controlled or whether he’d let the leash slip on his need. She mentally bit her lip as something low in her abdomen fluttered.

“You know where to find me if you want to take care of that.” His voice was low, sexy as hell.

Oh, so it was going to be like that, was it? He was waiting for her to drop the hammer and make the next move?

It threw her. In the past, the men she’d dated—even John—had always been the pursuer. That was her comfort zone, to sit back and let them woo her. But she had to admit, the prospect of seducing Wyatt was surprisingly hot.

Various scenarios played in her mind as they walked to the café. Surprising him at the cabin while he was asleep seemed pretty damn sexy. She’d crawl under the sheets beside him and stop his question with a slow, deep kiss, then explore him from head to toe, learning what made him suck in his breath and what made him moan.

She’d bet he slept naked. Starkly, gloriously naked, those lucky sheets caressing his warm, bare skin.

She was prevented from making a witty comeback because her brain had suddenly ceased to function, and another couple was walking their dog toward them. Grits went all giddy, hopping on his hind legs and whimpering, tail a blur of motion.

Austen gave him more leash and let him go up to sniff the lab mix. They did the whole butt-sniffing thing and started moving in a circle, getting their leads tangled in the process.

“Aw, he’s so sweet,” the other woman said, bending to pet Grits. “How old is he?”

“Two,” Wyatt answered, standing there like a proud papa as he watched Grits interact with the other dog.

Austen couldn’t contain her snicker as they began walking away. “Nah, you’re not attached to him at all.”

He gave an easy shrug, a half-grin on his face. “What can I say, he’s growing on me.”

At the café they ordered a giant latte for her and a large black coffee for him, along with some pastries, then sat at a table out back on a pretty brick patio covered by a pergola. The wisteria growing on it was in full bloom, scenting the air with its sweet fragrance and dropping lavender petals on the rust-red bricks.

A few minutes into their breakfast he glanced up to find her watching him, and raised an eyebrow.

She shook her head once and wrapped her hands around her warm mug. “I didn’t see you coming, Wyatt. When I moved here, the last thing I expected was to become interested in someone.”

“Is that what you are? Interested?”

“Extremely interested. I’m not the only one, right?”

The look he gave her over top of the rim of his mug made her toes curl in her trainers. “You couldn’t tell while I was kissing you last night?”

Oh, his voice while he said it, all low and gravelly. It made her insides melt. “Just wanted to confirm. And now you’ve had a night to sleep on it. Still haven’t changed your mind?”

His gaze heated, and his expression turned lazy as he stared back at her. She was dying to know what it would be like with him in bed. “Nope.”

A grin tugged at her mouth. “Good.”

A few other people trickled out to join them, so they kept the conversation neutral for the rest of their visit. But all the while, tingles of excitement fizzed in her stomach like the finest champagne.

Afterward they walked back to her motel. He was vigilant, but not on guard and being next to him made her feel safe. “Any word on who might have sent you those texts?” she asked.

“None. Whoever it is must be using burner phones. He or she was in the area, but I don’t have a name.”

She stopped in front of her door. It was adorable to see such a big man walking a toy breed. Piper was right about his big heart underneath that alpha exterior.

Without giving herself time to overthink it, she cupped the side of his face with one hand and leaned in to cover his lips with hers. He made a low sound in the back of his throat that made her core clench and slipped a hand into her hair, cradling her head in his palm as he kissed and teased and stroked until her legs began to feel weak.

When he lifted his head a minute later she was breathless, one hand braced on his solid chest. She could feel his heart thudding beneath her palm, sure and steady.

She rubbed her hand over the spot, smiled up at him. “See you at work in a little while?”

Hunger burned in his eyes. “You can count on it, sweetheart.”

The endearment sent a wave of heat through her body. She locked the motel room door behind her, hoping she could count on a whole lot more from him later on tonight. Maybe even the start of something wonderful.

*     *     *

Late that afternoon Austen was busy working on the kitchen cabinets she’d built. To match the existing woodwork scattered elsewhere throughout the room, she’d decided to add embellishments like scrollwork and fleurs-de-lis on some of the trim.

She paused when she spotted Wyatt in her peripheral vision. Shutting off the sander, she pushed her goggles to the top of her head and faced him. “Hey.”

“You’re making good progress,” he said, inspecting what she’d accomplished so far.

“Sort of. Not nearly as fast as I’d like though.” She checked her watch then glanced back at him. “You taking off?”

“Yeah, have to take my dad in for another appointment. You okay here without me? A couple of the guys are still working but Eddie and Scott just left.”

“Yeah, I’m good.” The way Wyatt was willing to step up and help his father made her admire him all the more. “See you in the morning then?”

He hesitated, and she could tell he didn’t want to leave. Was he worried about her safety? She was perfectly safe here. “Want to come out to the house for dinner tonight? My brother Easton will be there, and maybe my sister, if she can make it. If you’re not comfortable with it, though, I understand.”

The offer took her by surprise. Wyatt was a private person. “No, I’d love to come. Can I bring anything?”

He shook his head. “Nah, we’ll handle it. Around seven?”

“Sure, sounds good.”

As he turned and walked away she admired the way he moved. Solid, confident, a man who knew who he was and what he wanted. So sexy.

She finished sanding everything down and was getting ready to glue the embellishments onto one of the cabinets when movement to her right caught her eye.

Pausing, she was startled to find Piper standing there. A saw whined upstairs, the smell of sawdust thick in the air. “Hey, you finally came to check the place out.”

“I couldn’t resist,” Piper said, grinning at her before gazing around the gutted kitchen. “Wow, sure looks different in here.”

“Yeah. Right now we’re in that ugly in-between phase where everything looks a whole lot worse before it’ll start looking better.”

Piper held up a familiar pink bag. “Brought you something. Can you take a break?”

“Sure can.” She eyed the bag with interest. “What’d you bring?”

“You’ll just have to wait and see.” She angled her head toward the rear doors that led from the kitchen out onto the back deck. “Care to eat outside?”

Austen led the way out onto the deck where she’d placed the plastic folding chairs she’d bought at the hardware store. “Have a seat.”

Piper sank into one of them and stretched her legs out in front of her, the frayed cuffs of her jean shorts stopping halfway up her thighs. Her toenails were a bright, shocking pink and a delicate gold chain wrapped around her ankle. Birds chirped in the trees and a hummingbird dipped down to sip out of the feeder Austen had hung. “It’s nice back here.”

“Would almost be peaceful if not for all the hammering and sawing going on inside,” Austen joked as banging and whining filtered out from inside.

“It’ll totally be worth it when it’s finished.” Piper dug into the bag and handed over something brown wrapped in plastic.

Austen took it, her stomach growling. “A brownie?”

“Yep. I meant to make you some homemade ones but I ran out of time and had to squeeze in an extra showing this morning. I promise I’ll bring some over soon though.”

“It’s okay, this is awesome. I so needed a sugar fix.” Austen bit into it, savoring the rich, chewy treat, and moaned. “Yum.”

Biting into her own, Piper smiled. “Yep, the real deal, made with lots of butter and melted chocolate.”

They ate in silence for a minute, and Austen studied the other woman. “You look good. Things going better now?”

Piper sighed and finished her mouthful before answering. “I guess. I finally broke down and had Greg served with a restraining order. So far he’s abided by it, hasn’t called or showed up or ‘accidentally’ run into me in town. I hated doing it, but he didn’t leave me with many other options.”

“I’m sorry. But I’m glad you took steps to protect yourself.” Hard to understand how Piper had gotten mixed up with someone like Greg. She was so damn nice.

“He didn’t always used to be like this,” she said softly. “Whatever happened to him on his last tour changed him forever. He came home a completely different person, with a short fuse and no patience for anything. He got help for a while but then he just started drinking to numb everything. Eventually he lost his job as sheriff and that’s when he started using drugs. Abusing prescription meds at first, then harder stuff. I tried to help him, but…”

Austen reached over and wrapped her fingers around Piper’s hand. “Addiction sucks. And no one can help him except himself.”

“I know that. It’s why I finally got up the nerve to leave and file for separation. I woke up and realized things were only going to get worse. Part of me feels guilty, like I’ve abandoned him or something, but I refused to let him drag me down into the muck with him again.” She pushed her long bangs out of her face. “It was so damn embarrassing, being tied to him when he’d show up drunk somewhere, or high, or get charged with a DUI. People lost respect not only for him, but for me, too. That was almost as hard as watching him self-destruct right in front of me and not being able to stop it.”

Austen squeezed her hand then sat back. “Sorry. I’m glad you got out.”

“Me too. It’s just been hard to reinvent myself. His family is powerful and wealthy, they have a lot of clout in this state. I’d given up my teaching career to help out with all the charities they ran, always going to functions and fundraisers. It was exhausting, and now I can admit that I didn’t love it. I got my real estate license just before we split, so I would have something to help shore up my finances and pay down the debt he put us into.”

“Are you gonna go back to teaching?”

“Yep. For now though, real estate sales have been steady and the money’s good. I’m paying off the debt slowly but surely and should be in the black by next year if all goes well. I make way more selling real estate than I would from a teacher’s salary, so for right now it’s working for me. But I’ve got big plans in the works. It’s time to shake things up and start over.” Piper waved a hand. “Anyway, enough about me.” She leaned forward, her eyes intent on Austen’s face. “Tell me about you and Wyatt.”

Austen laughed softly. “Wow, don’t beat around the bush, okay?”

Piper grinned. “Okay, I won’t. So? What’s the scoop?” She took a big bite of brownie, her hazel eyes wide and full of interest.

“The honest answer is, I don’t really know.”

Piper stopped chewing. “What do you mean, you don’t know?” she said around the mouthful of brownie, her expression disappointed.

“I don’t know where we’re at exactly. I think maybe we’re seeing each other.”

“You think?”

“He did just invite me over to dinner at his dad’s place, though. He said Easton and their sister might be there.”

“Oh, wow.” Piper lowered the brownie. “That’s huge.”

“It is?”

She gave a solemn nod. “Big time. He never asks people over for family dinners. I mean, I don’t count, because I’m kind of an honorary Colebrook, but you? Oh yeah.” A huge smile spread across her face. “This is so exciting.”

Piper’s enthusiasm was infectious, but Austen refused to get all worked up over something she wasn’t even sure meant anything. “It’s not…weird for you? I mean, given that you guys used to date and everything.”

Piper made a scoffing sound and waved the concern away. “Not even a little. He barely got to second base and it was a million years ago. Nothing going on with us since we were eighteen, trust me.”


Austen almost choked on her brownie at the second base comment.

Piper chuckled. “Did I overshare?”

“I think maybe a little.”

“Sorry.” She didn’t look the least bit apologetic. “It really is ancient history. I’m just thrilled that he’s so into you.”

“Well then I’m glad.” She was pretty thrilled herself.

“He hasn’t dated anyone since being wounded, as far as I know. It’s been hard to see him shut himself off from everything, but I have a feeling you might be the one to drag him back into the world.”

“Yeah?”

“Absolutely. And it couldn’t happen to a better guy. It’s why I brought Grits to him—I knew for a fact he had to be lonely, and as much as he insisted he didn’t want another dog, I knew he’d get attached to the little guy in five minutes flat.”

“Wyatt sure does seem to like him.”

Piper shrugged. “He just won’t admit it out loud, because of masculine pride. He’s as alpha as they come, all the Colebrook men are. It’s a miracle Charlie managed to date anyone with three older brothers and a former gunnery sergeant dad guarding her.”

“I hope I get to meet her tonight. I bet she’s got some interesting stories to tell.”

“She totally does.” Piper slanted her a sly grin. “And I’ve got a few myself that you might be interested in hearing. If you stick around, that is.”

Austen gestured to the gutted house behind her. “Well I’m not planning on leaving anytime soon.”

“Good, because Wyatt needs a keeper. You interested?” She stuffed the last of the brownie in her mouth.

Yeah, Austen thought to her surprise. She actually was.

*     *     *

He finally knew what he had to do.

The woman was the answer to everything. Austen Sloan.

At first he hadn’t been sure, but after seeing her and Wyatt making out in front of the motel last night and then overhearing him invite her to dinner tonight…

Piper had just left the Miller place, and so had the last of the crew. She’d been out back with Austen, neither one of them had noticed him eavesdropping on their highly informative conversation.

Now that he knew, all he had to do was exploit Wyatt’s weakness.

The gun in the glove compartment called to him. It would be so easy to go back to the house and take her now. There was no one around to stop him, and he’d catch her off guard. She’d be too surprised, too shocked to do anything but go with him when he held her at gunpoint.

From there he could take her to his hunting shed out in the woods. Tie her down. Maybe have a little fun with her first. She was hot, and the way she’d been so cold and haughty to him made him want to teach her a lesson too.

As soon as the thought formed, he dismissed it. Shaking his head, he blew out an unsteady breath and fought to calm his racing heart.

He couldn’t afford to act rashly. He’d never raped a woman before. Never had the urge before. He had to think this through, come up with a solid plan and make his move at just the right time. So he’d go home for the time being and cool off, come up with a solid strategy. After that, all he had to do was shadow her, and sooner or later the right opportunity would appear.

He aimed the dash vent to blow the AC at his face, but even the blast of cold air didn’t help clear his head. His damn hands were shaking and he felt queasy.

Christ, he needed a fix, and he needed it now. Even a small one. Anything to dull the pain. For the past three days he’d gone without and he was feeling more unstable than ever. The memories were trapped in his mind, the voices, and the only way to silence them was to get drunk or high. Or both.

His fingers tightened around the steering wheel and he gritted his teeth. Wyatt deserved to be punished for what he’d done. He deserved to suffer.

So he would take Austen from him. Show him what it felt like to lose everything. And part of him dearly wanted Wyatt to see him take her. Wanted to shoot Wyatt first then make him watch, bleeding, while Austen died right in front of him.

He’d take Austen’s life while Wyatt was forced to watch, without being able to do a damn thing to save her.




CHAPTER TWELVE


“Wow, you guys’ve sure got your work cut out for you with this place,” Easton said as he glanced around the front parlor, hands on hips.

“It’ll keep us busy for a few months at least, that’s for sure,” Wyatt answered, reaching out to grasp his father’s elbow so he didn’t lose his balance and stumble over the materials strewn around the room.

His dad aimed an annoyed glare at him and pulled his arm free. His pride was going to get him seriously hurt one of these days, Wyatt just knew it. “I’m good,” he grumbled. “Where’s Austen at?”

It surprised him that his dad seemed so eager to see her. She must have made quite an impression on him during last night’s dinner. “In the kitchen. Come on back.” Both he and Easton had spent time in the Miller house too, before Taylor died, and…on the day of his funeral.

The steady beat of pop music blared from the kitchen, along with the whine of a sander. His dad frowned and shuffled his way toward the sound. “For such a nice girl, she’s got shitty taste in music.”

Wyatt smirked. “I can’t argue with that.”

She’d been a good sport by letting him and the other guys listen to their country music for most of the workday during the job. But once the others cleared out for the night, she switched on her stuff and Wyatt tolerated it as best he could.

They rounded the corner of the wall separating the kitchen from the hallway, and Austen was there, her back to them as she sanded down the cabinet doors she’d been working on. Heading for the stereo, Wyatt killed the music.

She straightened and whipped around with an annoyed frown. “Hey, it’s my turn—oh!” Breaking into a big smile when she saw his dad and Easton, she pushed the goggles up onto the top of her head. “Came to check the place out, huh? Guess curiosity finally got the better of you.”

“All that talk about what you planned for the house last night made me want to see it firsthand,” his father said, the left half of his mouth pulled up in a grin. He made his way over to inspect her work, running his left hand over the surface of the cabinet door she’d been working on. “Cherry?”

“Yes. I was going to go with cream or white cabinets because I’ve always loved a white kitchen, but then I decided it would be better to match the floors. I’m going to stain the cabinets a shade or two darker, then paint the walls a vanilla ice-cream color to make it all pop, and the countertops will be a creamy quartz. With all the light that comes in from the windows, it’ll be nice and bright in here even with darker cabinets.”

His father nodded in approval as he took in the rest of her work so far. “Looks like you’re making good headway.” He shook his head, a wry twist to his mouth. “I’m impressed. And I don’t impress easy.”

“He really doesn’t,” Easton chimed in.

“You did all this by yourself?” their dad asked her.

“Yep. I love carpentry. There’s something special about creating something with my own hands that will be used by someone else for years to come.”

“How did you learn it?”

“My grandfather—my mom’s dad. My father left us when I was little and my grandpa stepped in to fill that gap. I used to hang out in his workshop with him on the weekends and he started showing me how to do things.” She smiled. “My favorite memories of him are the times we spent together working on projects out in his shop behind the house.”

“True craftsmanship like this is a dying art form,” his father said with an approving nod at her work. Wyatt hid a smile. His dad’s opinion of her meant a lot to Wyatt, and it appeared she had him securely wrapped around her finger. She was polite, down to earth and a hard worker, all the things his dad valued most aside from loyalty.

From what Wyatt had seen, she had that too. She was still close to her mom, and her friends back in Pennsylvania. It couldn’t have been easy to pick up and move down here after everything she’d been through.

Wyatt admired her courage, her dedication and her work ethic. She worked just as hard as the guys, and most days stayed a couple hours after quitting time to finish something up or tidy up the site. She was also easy to work with and for, huge pluses for him, because he knew how rare that was.

He stayed off to the side while she conversed with his dad and Easton, her easy grin and relaxed manner around his family stealing another piece of his heart. If this kept up, pretty soon she was going to own it completely. He wasn’t sure what the exact status of their relationship was, or if they even had one, but that’s what he wanted with her.

It would mean having to move outside his comfort zone. Since being wounded he’d become such a recluse and pushed everyone but his family out of his life. Now he wanted to let Austen in. In some ways that was even more terrifying than when he’d finally made the decision to have his lower leg amputated.

Austen cocked her head at his father. “Want to see upstairs? I’ll show you how the master suite is coming along.”

His dad raised both eyebrows. “Of course I want to see the upstairs.”

“Great.” Hooking her arm through his in a sneaky but endearing ploy to keep him steady on his feet, she began leading him toward the bottom of the stairs and Wyatt fell for her a little more. His father shot him a smirk but didn’t say anything as he followed.

Oh yeah, she definitely had his dad’s number. He grinned to himself and turned to Easton, who hadn’t moved. “You’re not going upstairs?”

“Nah.” He tucked his hands into his front pockets and rocked back on his heels. “I barely recognize that look on your face, but it’s damn good to see it again.”

Wyatt frowned. “What look?”

“You know what I mean.” He angled his head toward the stairs, where Austen had just disappeared with their dad. “Her. She makes you happy.”

Yeah, she really did.

“I like her,” his brother went on. “Piper adores her, and I’m pretty sure dad is smitten. You gonna ask her out officially?”

Wyatt put his hands on his hips. “I might.”

“Good.” Easton stepped forward to grasp Wyatt’s shoulder and squeezed. “Try not to be a miserable son of a bitch, and you be good to her. She’s had it rough.”

He frowned. “Who told you that?”

“Does it matter?”

“Piper.”

Easton didn’t deny it. He released Wyatt’s shoulder and grinned. “Austen’s awesome. I’m happy for you, man.”

Wyatt rubbed the back of his neck, feeling awkward. “She’s not mine.”

“Well then hurry the fuck up and do something about it, dumbass.”

Wyatt’s gaze strayed back up the stairs as he considered his brother’s words. He’d felt half-dead inside for so long and it was like Austen had revived him again.

Pursuing her was a risk, but he’d been living a half-life since being wounded. He of all people knew how short life was, and it was time to start living again to the fullest. Not only for himself, but to honor the guys he’d lost, who had paid the ultimate sacrifice that day.

A few minutes later Austen’s voice reached him as she escorted his dad back down the stairs. She tossed him a smile when she came into view, her arm still hooked securely through his father’s. “Your dad’s pretty damn nimble for someone who suffered a stroke.”

“It’s all a matter of attitude,” his father proclaimed as they neared the bottom step. “Mind over matter. Be damned if I was gonna lay down and die just because of some clot in my brain, or wind up in a wheelchair from it. No sir. Not this Marine.”

Wyatt exchanged a conspiratorial grin with Austen that warmed him right to the center of his heart. He wanted time alone with her. So when his dad and brother finally left fifteen minutes later, he didn’t wait. “Come over for dinner tonight? My place. Just the two of us.”

“And Grits.”

“And Grits,” he conceded, pulse beating faster because he was pretty sure she was going to say yes.

“I’d love that,” she murmured, and leaned in to kiss him. It was way too brief, over before he’d even gotten a taste of her and she pulled back, her silver eyes molten with desire he desperately wanted to quench. “I’ll make out with you later, once I’m all freshened up and not all sweaty and covered in sawdust.”

“I don’t care about any of that,” he said, taking her by the shoulders. He didn’t give a shit if she was sweaty. He’d happily make out with her right here and now until her knees gave out, then lay her out on the floor, strip her naked and bury his face between her long, strong thighs. God, just the thought of it made blood rush to his groin.

“Well I do.” She brushed her lips over the corner of his mouth and straightened. “I’ll bring dinner. I’m gonna make you my mama’s famous mac ’n cheese. One bite and you’ll think you’ve died and gone to heaven.”

He cupped her jaw in one hand, dropped his voice to a deep murmur as he stared into her gorgeous eyes. “I already think that, every time I kiss you.”

Her pupils dilated, expanding until only a thin rim of silver showed around the edges. “You keep sweet talking me like that, and you might get more than strawberry shortcake for dessert.”

He almost growled, had to order his hand to drop when she stepped back.

“I’ve just got a couple more things to finish up here. I’ll grab the groceries on my way to the motel, clean up and then come right over.”

He was already starving, and for way more than her mama’s mac ’n cheese. “Looking forward to it.”

The smile she tossed him was so sensual and full of promise he went rock hard in his jeans. “Me too. Be safe.”

The reminder of the stalker sobered him immediately. “You too,” he said as she walked out of the room.

*     *     *

Austen got to Wyatt’s place at a little before seven that night. She pulled the groceries out of the passenger seat and walked up to the front door of the cabin with anticipation curling in her stomach. For the last few hours all she’d thought about was Wyatt and what it would be like to feel his naked body on top of her. Inside her.

Grits was there at the door to greet her, and Wyatt a second later. He swung open the screen door with one muscular arm and gave her a smile that almost melted her panties. “Hi. You look amazing,” he said, taking the bags from her with one hand.

“Thanks.” She’d bought this dress at a boutique last summer and never had an occasion to wear it. The bright coral dress was sleeveless and came to mid-thigh, showing off her arms and legs, and the heels she’d put on accentuated the muscles she worked hard to keep in shape. She wasn’t a girly girl, but she’d wanted to look her best for him. “You shaved.” He looked so different without his dark beard. The swirls and pockmarks on the right side of his face made her want to kiss each one of them. She realized how huge it was, that he was letting her see the full extent of the scars. It touched her deeply.

He rubbed a hand over his clean-shaven jaw. “Yeah. Thought I’d better clean up for you.”

“Well, for the record I think your beard is sexy too, but damn, you sure clean up nice.”

He smiled and flushed a bit, which she found freaking adorable. “Come on in.”

“Thanks.” She stepped inside and waited while he placed the groceries on the counter.

“This is a lot of food for just us,” he said, glancing in the bags.

“Well, mama’s mac ’n cheese recipe makes a whole big casserole dish full so you’ll have leftovers tomorrow.”

“How many kinds of cheese did you buy?” he asked, sounding astonished as he began unloading everything onto the counter.

“Four. And heavy cream, then butter and breadcrumbs for the top. Not to mention the fixings for dessert later.”

At the word dessert he stopped what he was doing and met her gaze, a hungry expression on his face that made her want to skip dinner altogether. She’d worn her hair down tonight, taking extra care to tame her curls into individual spirals that bounced against the tops of her shoulders, and she’d added just enough makeup to accentuate her eyes. Judging by the heated look in Wyatt’s eyes as he raked his gaze over her, it had totally been worth the extra effort.

“We could start with dessert,” he said in that low, sexy voice that did things to her.

“We could,” she allowed, “but I’d hate for you to miss out on the mac ’n cheese.” Besides, she was enjoying this slow build way too much to rush now. She wanted to savor this, the entire experience of tonight.

He opened the fridge. “Want some wine? There’s still some left from the other night.”

“Love some. Can I just make myself at home in here and go for it?”

“Be my guest,” he said with a smile, reaching up into a cabinet for a wineglass.

She found a couple of pots, utensils and a cutting board, then got busy grating all the cheeses while the water for the macaroni heated.

Wyatt placed the wine within reach. “Need a hand?”

“No, you just relax,” she said while the butter melted in the saucepan. She added the flour and whisked it together to make the roux, then stirred it until it cooked through before adding the milk and heavy cream.

She was adding the first grated cheese when Wyatt stepped up behind her, close enough that she could feel the heat of him through her dress, and settled his big hands on her hips. He nuzzled the back of her neck, and her knees went weak.

“Looks amazing already,” he murmured, his lips brushing over her nape. He trailed kisses to the left side of it, to the sensitive spot that made her gasp and lift up on tiptoe.

It took her a moment to realize she was still holding a handful of shredded Gruyere. “You’re distracting me.”

“Am I?” His teeth raked ever-so-lightly against her skin, then the warm flick of his tongue caressed her.

Her fingers bunched around the cheese as her eyes closed. “At this rate I’m gonna burn your kitchen down.”

He chuckled, the warm gust of his breath on her skin sending an arrow of desire through her. “Can’t have that, you being a firefighter and all.” Placing one more seductive kiss on that spot that made her see stars, he straightened and slipped his arms around her waist, pressing the front of him flush along her back and hips.

“So not helping,” she said, her voice all breathy and weak. She’d sensed this in him, the latent sensuality he was showing her now, but she hadn’t anticipated how much it would affect her.

“Sorry.” His tone made it clear that he wasn’t, and he didn’t budge, apparently content to tease her with the feel of his strength and the hardness of his erection pressed against her ass. “Maybe I’m taking pointers. I’ve never made mac ’n cheese before, except from a box.”

“That’s disgusting and wrong,” she said, and finally got control back over her body long enough to add the last of the cheese into the simmering sauce. “Once you try this, you’ll never go back.”

“Hmm, can’t wait to taste it,” he murmured, and the sexual tone made her clench her upper thighs together, which only increased the throb between them.

I can’t wait either. God, she couldn’t ever remember getting this hot and bothered from some flirting. She couldn’t even call those little kisses he’d just given her foreplay, because they’d been over too quick. Anxiety danced in her belly when she thought of where things were heading between them tonight. She hadn’t been with anyone since John died and the thought of sleeping with Wyatt was both thrilling and a little terrifying. She didn’t do flings, hadn’t been interested in anyone else until now, and she was nervous.

Finally, he released her and went to feed Grits, enabling her to think again. Once she’d drained and rinsed the partially cooked pasta, she added it to the sauce, stirred it all together and sprinkled buttered breadcrumbs over the top. After tidying up a bit she threw together a quick salad, sliced some fresh, local strawberries and tossed them with sugar while the dish baked in the oven.

Checking the mac ’n cheese, her stomach growled in anticipation when she saw that it was bubbling and the breadcrumbs were a golden brown. “It’s ready.”

Wyatt had the plates and utensils out by the time she’d pulled it from the oven. “Oh, man, that smells awesome,” he groaned.

“Oh, it’s better than awesome,” she said with pride. “My mom took this to every church potluck we ever went to and people always go crazy for it. She gets requests for it all the time.” She glanced over at him. “Where do you want to eat?”

“How about out on the back porch?”

“That sounds perfect.” She carried the salad out while he took the hot casserole dish and their plates. Grits trotted outside with them. “Oh, it’s a screen porch!” she said, glancing around the cozy space.

A porch swing covered in a long cushion and throw pillows rocked in the breeze at one end, a table and chairs with ottomans sitting opposite it. “My grandmother had one of these at her old place down in Mississippi. I used to sleep out there on a day bed she always made up for me with a pretty quilt on top. It was too hot to sleep with the quilt on, but every morning I put it back on the bed and smoothed it out.”

“I love it out here,” he answered, setting the mac ’n cheese on a hunting magazine to protect the wooden table. “I’ve been known to sleep on this swing. I built it extra long and deep to fit me.”

The words long and deep made her think of the exact opposite of sleeping. “You built it?”

He flashed her an amused smile. “You’re not the only one handy with a saw and hammer.”

She sank onto one end of the swing and waited while Wyatt filled a plate for her, motioning with one hand to ask for more mac ’n cheese when he put one measly scoop next to the heap of greens. He sat next to her and she watched as he took his first bite.

He stopped chewing, looked over at her and groaned deep in his chest.

“Good, right?” she asked, that deep rumble of pleasure doing nothing to cool the arousal building inside her.

“Oh, man,” he moaned, and immediately scooped up another bite.

“It’s the smoked cheddar, I think. The combination of cheese is to die for. Now aren’t you glad I made enough for leftovers tomorrow?”

He made a sound of agreement and kept eating. It felt intimate, sitting out here alone with him in this most private spot. Wyatt didn’t let many people in, and she was honored that he trusted her enough. “So I’ve been dying to ask you.”

“Ask me what?”

“About that ‘family situation’ you mentioned at the restaurant the other night.”

“Oh.” He lowered his plate. “My brother, Brody. He’s two years younger than me.” Wyatt shook his head, his expression rueful. “It’s a hell of a story.”

She turned more toward him, curiosity piqued. “Well now I need to hear it.”

“I can’t tell you everything, but I can give you the basics.” He explained about how Brody had met a woman named Trinity, and the danger that had followed, ending up with them in a gunfight in the middle of a cornfield the night Austen had closed the deal on the house.

By the time he finished the story, her eyes were wide. “Holy…cow,” she breathed.

“Yeah,” he said. “It was intense.”

No kidding. “And are they still together?”

He nodded. “She’s gone back to London now, but he’s crazy about her and wants to make a long distance relationship with her work, even though I know he wants her to move back here with him.” He shook his head once, almost in wonder. “I’ve never seen Brody react like that to a woman before.”

Austen smiled at the bewilderment in his tone. “Love makes people do crazy things.”

“I guess it does.”

She frowned. “What, you’ve never been in love before?”

“No,” he said, lowering his gaze to his plate as he resumed eating, making it clear the change in topic made him uncomfortable.

Really? She found that interesting because she knew he cared about her. From what Piper had said, him inviting her to dinner with his family was a big deal. He’d certainly worked his way into her heart over the past week. She hoped things kept progressing between them, but wasn’t going to push, and let it go for now.

After he had seconds, he insisted on cleaning up while she finished making dessert, making the Chantilly whipped cream and spooning it over top of the macerated berries set on top of sponge cakes. He refilled her wine glass and they headed back to the porch swing.

Austen set her empty plate onto the table in front of them and closed her eyes, breathing in the serenity of the moment. The fresh scent of cut grass and the sound of crickets singing drifted on the breeze. “It’s so peaceful back here.”

“Mmhmm,” he agreed around a mouthful of shortcake.

She opened her eyes to take in more of the view. “You said this place has been in your family for generations?”

“Yeah, but this is only what’s left of the original homestead. Used to be a lot bigger. My ancestors fought the Yankees in these very fields.” He indicated the pasture in front of them with a nod.

She made a disparaging sound. “Damn Yankees.”

He grinned. “Yeah. But I like some Yankees just fine.” His eyes were warm as he nudged her shoulder.

Her lips twitched. “That’s good to hear.”

She closed her eyes once more, then opened them and looked down when a shockingly loud snore sounded from the floor. Grits was stretched out on his side at their feet, paws twitching, tail thumping on the floor even in his sleep. “Wow, he’s loud.”

Wyatt grunted. “You have no idea,” he muttered, and swallowed his mouthful. “You should hear him at night. It’s like having a friggin’ chainsaw at the foot of my bed.”

She lifted an eyebrow. “You let him sleep on your bed, huh?”

He hid a smile. “Only for a little while. He gets too hot and jumps down onto the floor. He’s like Velcro, I swear. I can’t even go to the bathroom alone.”

It was clear Wyatt loved the little guy. She adored that such a big, gruff man had so much softness inside him, even if he didn’t want to admit it. “You going to keep him?”

He sighed. “Yeah. I can’t give him up now. Piper was betting on that, no doubt.”

She already loved Piper. “No doubt. I had a long chat with her yesterday.”

He met her eyes. “Oh?”

She nodded. “About you. Said you needed a keeper.”

He snorted. “Sounds like something she’d say.”

Austen grinned. “I dunno, from what I’ve seen, I think you take pretty good care of yourself. But it’s nice to have someone to come over and make you homemade mac ’n cheese then sit out on the back porch with you, right?”

“Yeah. Real nice.” He reached one hand up to trail his fingertips down the side of her cheek, then lifted his arm in invitation.

She scooted closer, settling into his side as he curled his strong arm around her shoulders. With a long sigh she rested her head on his sturdy shoulder. It was so nice to relax out here with him, no talking, just enjoying each other’s presence.

Her stomach was full, the wine had relaxed her and Wyatt was warm and solid next to her. A languid arousal stole through her, like sun-warmed honey sliding through her veins.


She hadn’t known him long. Incredible as it seemed, she was already falling for him, and tonight was going to change things between them forever. She was more than ready to take that next step with him.

So when he cupped her jaw and turned her face toward his, it was the most natural thing in the world to lean into him and press her lips to his.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Wyatt held back a groan of raw need when Austen’s lips parted beneath his, inviting him to taste her.

He’d been biding his time throughout dinner and dessert, letting the arousal between them simmer, giving her a chance to change her mind if she had second thoughts about this. Given the way she all but melted against him, her tongue gliding sensually along his, she was totally on board with it.

Sinking his left hand into her hair, he slid his right hand between her shoulder blades to bring her closer. She tasted sweet, like the strawberries they’d just eaten, and she felt so damn good, firm yet soft in all the right places. He wanted all of her, to imprint himself on her so she’d feel him all day tomorrow.

Austen murmured in pleasure and linked her hands around the back of his neck, coming up on her knees to press her breasts to his chest. She ran her hands over his shoulders, down his chest and around to stroke his back. He was already rock hard in his jeans, the throb getting worse with each slick stroke of her tongue against his.

He let his hands wander, exploring the bare skin of her upper back revealed by the dress, down her ribs to the taut curve of her waist and back up to cup her breasts. They fit in his hands perfectly, the firm curves nestling into his palms.

With an approving sound she sucked at his tongue, gently, slowly, making him crazy to feel that mouth elsewhere. He wanted her hands on him, her luscious mouth teasing and tasting. He wanted to make her addicted to him.

The porch swing creaked as he looped an arm around her waist and hauled her up to straddle his lap. The skirt of her dress fell around her splayed thighs as his mouth found that sensitive spot at the side of her neck.

She gasped and arched, flattening her breasts to his chest, then rubbed her center against the length of his straining, confined cock. It felt so good that he shuddered, his hands locking around her hips, teeth raking over her pulse point. Damn, it had been so long for him, and he’d never felt this way before. He was so comfortable with her, he trusted her, and he cared about her. About her pleasure and protection. He wanted to make her his.

“Oh,” she whispered, one hand gripping the back of his head, the other holding his palm to her breast.

He wanted her naked, now. He wasn’t going to strip her out here in case someone decided to walk the back fields tonight. This was their first time and he wanted her as comfortable as possible. He didn’t want anyone to see her but him. She was his, and his possessive streak was off the charts with her.

Part of him was still stunned that Austen wanted him, but he wasn’t going to stop this. He couldn’t. Somehow, against all odds, she’d wormed her way into his heart, and he’d damn well be worthy of her, be the kind of man she’d be proud to have at her side.

“Come here,” he murmured against her ear, nipping the lobe lightly as he dragged her hips tighter to his. God dammit, the feel of her was driving him nuts. “Wrap your legs around me and hold on.”

She shifted up and slipped her legs around his waist, moaning when the friction rubbed his aching dick against the flesh between her thighs. The hand on the back of his head stayed put, her other creeping up to loop around his neck.

Holding her securely around the hips and waist, Wyatt pushed to his feet, pausing a moment to make sure he had his balance. Austen layered frantic kisses across his face, his jaw, teasing his mouth as he walked them to the door leading into the house.

Turning slightly, he shoved it open with one shoulder and carried her through to his bedroom, keeping pressure on her hips to ensure maximum friction along her center as he walked.

Then she locked her ankles behind him and did a swiveling motion with her hips that made him freeze and suck in a breath. It felt like every drop of blood in his body suddenly surged to his groin, and his bedroom suddenly seemed a mile away instead of mere yards.

The couch was way closer than his bed and it was deep enough to hold them both comfortably.

He snagged a blanket from the table behind it to protect her bare skin from sticking to the leather. He shook it out with one hand, then carefully sank to his knees in front of the couch, lowering her onto the center cushion. Immediately she let go of him and reached back to grasp the zipper at the back of her neck.

Wyatt caught her hands in his and brushed his mouth across hers. “Let me do it.” He’d fantasized about this for the past ten days, the chance to unwrap her like the best Christmas present in the world.

She gave a little hum of assent and went back to kissing him, her hands on either side of his face. It was damn hard to concentrate on what he was doing but he managed to find the zipper and draw it all the way down, pulling back to inspect what the dress revealed as he lowered the front of it over both firm shoulders and down her chest.

For a moment he could only stare, his heart thumping as the soft material fell away, exposing a white lace bra. Her light brown nipples peeked out at him, hard as they pressed against the lace.

Pushing the dress to her waist, he let his fingers trail reverently over the upper curves, delighting in the goose bumps that formed beneath his touch. Her breathing came faster now, her body still except for the way her breasts rose and fell with each excited breath.

Dying to put his mouth to her, he pulled the lace cups down and left the bra in place, the bunched-up material pushing the mounds higher. Her nipples beaded tighter, and he couldn’t wait a moment longer.

An instant before his tongue touched the first one, something licked his forearm. Jerking his head back, he blinked down at Grits, who had his front paws on the couch, tongue hanging out as he panted and wagged his tail.

Cock blocked by a twenty-pound lapdog, he thought in rueful dismay. Cavaliers were known as the love sponges of the dog world, but this was ridiculous.

Austen giggled. Suppressing his irritation, Wyatt snapped his fingers and pointed to the corner of the room. “Grits. Bed.”

The dog froze then lowered his head in submission.

“Bed,” he commanded, pointing again. “Now.”

Dropping his front paws to the floor, Grits slunk away to his bed in the corner and lay down, clearly not happy about it but obeying nonetheless.

“Stay,” Wyatt ordered. When he was sure the dog would obey, he turned back to Austen with an apologetic grin. “Sorry. Where was I?”

“Right here,” she murmured, her voice husky with arousal and need he was dying to satisfy as she drew his head back to her breast and arched her spine.

Wyatt couldn’t hold back a groan as he gripped her ribcage and licked at the taut nipple. Austen hissed in a breath and dug her fingers into his head, pushing her breast harder into his mouth.

He laved the tender flesh a few times then gave into the need burning inside him and drew it into his mouth. Her soft whimper of pleasure made the ache between his legs worthwhile.

She squirmed beneath him, reached for his shoulders and began drawing up his shirt. Wyatt released her nipple long enough to peel the shirt over his head and toss it aside, pleasure racing through him when her hands began roaming over his bare chest and back.

Cupping her breasts in his hands he worked his way south, kissing and nipping at the smooth skin of her stomach, her abdomen. He reached the white lace panel on the front of her panties and pressed his mouth there, inhaling the heady scent of her arousal.

“God, Wyatt…”

He pulled her panties down, stilled for a moment and swallowed a ragged groan when he saw that she was completely bare between her legs. Oh, sweet Jesus.

Dropping her panties on the floor, he put a hand on the inside of either thigh and stroked his fingertips gently up and down the center of her mound. She whimpered at the delicate touch and raised her hips, and he couldn’t take any more.

Lowering his head, he pressed his mouth to those delicate folds, let his tongue sweep over them, up to graze the taut nub of her clit. Austen sucked in a breath and grabbed his head, her long legs wrapping around his shoulders.

Oh yeah, baby, get comfortable. He planned on doing this for a good long while.

His cock was so swollen it hurt as he licked and sucked at her softest flesh, quickly learning what pressure she liked. He gave her exactly what she asked for, following the cues of her whimpers and sighs, the pressure of her hands on the back of his head. Then he pushed his tongue into her and she cried out his name, her body arching like a drawn bow.

“Get inside me,” she panted, legs quivering.

Wyatt dug his wallet out of his jeans pocket and pulled out a condom before shucking his shoes, pants and underwear. He knew how fast gossip spread in this town so rather than hit the drugstore for protection this afternoon, he’d driven to the next town over to buy condoms.

Balanced on one knee he reached for her, turning her so that she lay lengthwise on the couch. Austen dragged him forward, her strength surprising him for a moment before her hand curled around his cock. His head dropped forward on a rough groan as she pumped him in a firm grip that damn near made his eyes roll into the back of his head.

After a few strokes he grabbed her hand to stop her, rolled the condom on and settled between her thighs. She wrapped her legs around his hips and pulled him close, undulating beneath him in a sensuous wave, her eyes heavy-lidded with desire.

Through the haze of lust and desire he had a fleeting moment of self-consciousness that he still had his prosthetic on. She couldn’t see it though, and for damn sure it wouldn’t affect his performance, so he pushed it out of his mind and came down to brace his elbows on either side of her head.

The way her eyes smoldered up at him set his heart racing. God, it had never been like this for him. She made him want to devour her, even as another part of him yearned to cherish her. Holding her gaze, he reached down to align himself and pushed forward. Snug, slick heat enveloped him.

He moaned and pushed deeper, capturing her soft cry with his mouth, his tongue sliding into her as his cock sank deep. They both shuddered, Austen gripping his shoulders tight.

Sweat broke out across his back. He caressed her tongue with his, stroked the roof of her mouth as he eased his hips back and thrust forward once more. The friction felt unbelievable, every nerve ending sizzling at the contact. He built a slow rhythm, then shifted higher onto his knees to reach one hand down between them and rub her swollen clit.

“Yes, like that,” she gasped out and rocked upward, grinding her pelvis against his.

Wyatt gritted his teeth as the pressure and heat built, her sighs and whimpers driving him higher and higher. Just when he was about to pull out to keep from exploding too soon, her inner walls clenched around him and she threw her head back, crying out as she began to come.

So damn beautiful. He rode out the pulses of her release while staring down into her face, and the expression of ecstasy written there undid him.

Pressing his face into her neck, he gripped handfuls of her curls and thrust deep, shouting as his own release hit. Pleasure blasted through him, raw and powerful. It punched through his entire body, making every muscle quake, leaving him spent and shaken. When it faded he collapsed on top of her with a low groan, panting, heart thundering in his chest.

Austen made a murmuring sound and ran a hand through his hair, skimmed it down his neck, over his damp shoulders and back. Her touch was damn near drugging, her strong curves supporting his greater weight.

Summoning his strength after a few minutes he rolled them to reverse their positions, bringing her on top of him. Austen sighed and snuggled into his hold, her cheek nestled on his shoulder, the warm weight of her body draped over his. In the comfortable silence he ran his hands up and down the length of her naked back, over the firm globes of her ass. Christ, he couldn’t get over the feel of her, or how well they fit together. Her skin was like warm satin beneath his palms.

Lying here with her in his arms, he couldn’t ever remember feeling this content. A sense of masculine pride filled him in knowing that he’d satisfied her. Closing his eyes, he savored the peace inside him. For years he’d shut himself off from others but with Austen his heart was wide open. There were no words needed as he held her, basking in the quiet comfort of her presence.

Until the sound of little paws racing on the plank floor broke through his serenity. Then the racing turned into a hopping.

Austen raised her head from his chest to look for the dog. “What’s he doing?”

“Chasing a fly,” Wyatt said on a sigh without opening his eyes.

“What? Seriously?” She half pushed up to look and Wyatt cracked his left eye open in time to see Grits hop by on his hind legs, like a furry pogo stick as he tracked the fly across the living room. Austen let out a delighted laugh. “He’s so funny.”

He grunted and closed his eye. Yeah. So funny.

Then she gave a sharp gasp that had his eyes shooting open, and scrambled upright, grabbing her discarded dress from the floor to shield herself. “Wyatt.”

He was already sitting up and pushing her behind him, the urgency in her voice sending a chill down his spine as he followed her gaze toward the tall window at the far end of the room. “What?”

“I saw someone at the window. They were wearing a mask.” Her voice was edged with fear.

A fierce protectiveness roared through him. “Stay here,” he ordered, pushing her off him and dragging his clothes on. As soon as he had his jeans up his legs, he pulled out his phone and called Easton. “Someone’s prowling on the property. Austen said she just saw someone in the window, wearing a mask.”

“Shit. I’ll meet you out back right now, and Dad will stay with Austen.”

“Okay.”

Wyatt raced to his bedroom to grab a pistol and tactical flashlight from his bedside table, then hurried back to the living room to get his boots on. Whoever the fuck had been playing peeping Tom at his window, they weren’t getting far.

Austen was already dressed and without a word quickly knelt to help him tie his other boot. “What are you going to do?” she asked, shooting him an anxious look as she stood.

“Gonna go after whoever that was at the window.” God, he hadn’t even thought about shutting the blinds, he’d been too wrapped up in her, and had never thought someone would come around here.

“You think it’s the same person who sent the texts?” Her tone was tense.

“Don’t know, but maybe.” He stood, gripped her shoulder and looked into her wide silver eyes. “Stay put, no matter what. My dad will be over to stay with you in a minute, okay? Promise me you’ll wait here, and out of sight.”

She nodded once. “I promise. But just…be careful, okay?”

He gave a terse nod then kissed her once, hard. She was his and he wasn’t taking any chances with her safety.

Easton bounded up the front porch and threw the door open. “Which way?” he asked, a rifle in his hands.


“Out here,” Wyatt said, and led the way through to the screen porch and out the door to the backyard.

Immediately he went to the back window and looked at the ground. Several partial footprints indented the earth beside the cabin wall.

Using the high-powered beam of the flashlight, he aimed it at the prints and followed them. They seemed to lead east, toward one of the pastures, and the woods beyond.

“Take Sarge with you,” his dad called from inside, pushing open the door to let the basset hound out.

Wyatt didn’t have time to wait around, but he gave the dog a terse command. “Sarge. Track,” he said, pointing to the prints in the earth.

The basset trotted over and lowered its nose to the ground, started snuffling as Wyatt and Easton followed the direction of the trail of prints. Wyatt took the lead, was halfway to the pasture when he heard Sarge’s low woof behind him. Two seconds later the dog was passing him, his nose to the ground, tail high.

“He’s got the scent,” he called back to Easton, a surge of adrenaline rushing through him. This was so familiar, the chase, the hunt. And damned if it didn’t feel good to be back in action again.

The sounds and scents of the night filtered out around him as he followed Sarge at a jog, Easton right behind him. He liked knowing his brother was at his back.

Up ahead Sarge paused at the white-painted fence marking the edge of one of the grazing pastures. He sniffed around it, running back and forth.

An uneasy feeling crawled up Wyatt’s spine. If the trespasser had a weapon he could easily conceal himself in the brush at the edge of the forest. The bright beam of the flashlight would make Wyatt and Easton instant targets. He wanted to shine it toward the forest in case he caught a glimpse of their trespasser, but held off.

Sarge gave another woof and squeezed under the fence, then took off at an angle across the pasture. Wyatt vaulted the fence, making sure he landed with more pressure on his good leg. Easton was right behind him, and gave chase. At the edge of the forest Sarge paused again and sniffed around, tracking back and forth, back and forth.

Wyatt glanced around, but there wasn’t enough light to see anything beyond shadows and branches close to him. “See anything?” he whispered to Easton.

“No.”

Sarge moved into the underbrush and through the forest, sniffing here and there. Wyatt followed, and a few minutes later the dog let out a low bark. Wyatt rushed over to where the basset waited near where the forest gave way to the road, saw something on the ground. Lowering himself to one knee, not daring to use the flashlight, he picked up the item on the ground.

A rubber Halloween mask.

Cursing under his breath, he stood and showed it to Easton, then glanced over at Sarge. The basset was sniffing at the shoulder of the road just beyond the trees. He’d clearly lost the scent and was wandering around in a frustrated circle, trying to pick it up again.

Wyatt knew it was a lost cause. Without being able to use the flashlight they were blind out here, and whoever had worn the mask was long gone in whatever vehicle he’d parked here. From this side of the woods he could have taken any one of three separate roads away from here, and without a direction or clue, there was no way to follow. Why had the guy left the mask? Had to have dropped it on the run, by accident.

“Guess that’s it,” Easton said, his tone full of disappointment.

“Yeah.” Wyatt whistled softly to recall Sarge, reached down to stroke the dog’s long, velvety ears. “Good boy,” he murmured. For such an old hound, he’d done well to track the suspect this far.

“You want to head back and drive around to the road, see if we can find tracks?”

Wyatt shook his head. “It’s been so dry here I doubt there’d be any tracks even if he drove here and left his vehicle on the shoulder of the road. I’ll call the cops.”

Together they headed back to the cabin, while Wyatt called to report it. When they arrived Austen rushed out into the backyard to meet them. Her arms were wrapped around her waist, her expression anxious. He hated seeing her scared. “Anything?”

“Just this.” Wyatt held out the mask they’d found.

“Yes, that’s what I saw,” she confirmed, and when she looked back up at him he could see the fear in her eyes.

“Whoever it was is long gone now,” he said, pulling her into his arms. “The cops are gonna take a look around the property line tonight and someone will come out in the morning to gather more evidence.” She pressed close as he hugged her tight and kissed the top of her head, her springy curls tickling his nose and lips. “You okay?” he murmured, needing to make her feel safe.

“Yes. You?”

“Yeah, I’m good.” He looked over the top of her head at his dad and brother. “Thanks for your help. I’ll talk to the cops about it in the morning.”

His father shot a glance at Austen, a frown wrinkling his forehead. “Until we know what’s going on, maybe it’s best she stay here with you. I don’t want her being alone in that motel after this.”

Wyatt nodded. “I didn’t plan on letting her go.”

The ghost of a smile teased his father’s lips. “Good. Come on, Easton,” he said, waving his free hand toward the front door. “Let’s get outta here. Come on, Sarge.”

Wyatt released Austen long enough to shut and lock the screen porch door behind him, then the door leading to the interior of the house. “Let’s pull all the blinds.”

She helped him, securing all the windows and doors before meeting him in the kitchen.

“You okay with staying the night?” he asked.

She nodded. “I was hoping to anyway, just under different circumstances.”

He brushed a spiral curl away from her cheek. “Then forget what happened. I’m here and I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

A slow smile curved her mouth. “That shouldn’t be romantic, but it is.”

He held out a hand. “Come to bed.”

She slipped her hand into his, the trust and heat in her eyes making his heart turn over. And in that moment, despite the trespasser, he realized that for the first time since he’d been wounded, he was happy, and excited about his life. It was easy to envision a future with her. Crazy as it would have seemed a few weeks ago, he was falling hard and didn’t want to ever let her go.

*     *     *

Shit, that had been way too close.

His heart pounded like a jackhammer as he drove down the deserted road that took him away from the Colebrook’s property, and not simply because he was high.

He’d wanted to spy on Wyatt and Austen, see if there might be an opportunity to take her, maybe when she got into her truck as she left the cabin. But when he’d crept to the back of it and heard what was going on inside, he couldn’t resist the opportunity to watch.

Wyatt Colebrook was fucking the boss. And enjoying every moment of it, from what he’d seen tonight.

He’d never thought of himself as a voyeur, but Austen was so fucking hot that for those few minutes he’d stood watching through the window, he’d been so caught up he’d actually been able to get past the fact that she’d been screwing Wyatt.

Instead he’d imagined it was him on top of her, inside her. She’d been breathtaking in her sensuality, head flung back, and those sounds she’d made…God.

His dick throbbed in time with each heartbeat as he thought of her. He hadn’t fucked a woman since he’d hooked up with that escort after his bitch of a wife had left him. If a scarred freak like Wyatt could get laid by a woman like Austen, then why shouldn’t he?

Maybe when he took her he’d get enough time to enjoy her before Wyatt came after her. Then he’d show her what it felt like to be fucked by a real man, not some footless, scarred cripple.

He swallowed hard as the erotic image of it formed in his mind. Of Austen tied to a bedframe, naked, her beautiful mouth covered in duct tape while he satisfied himself using her body.

Headlights flashed in his rearview mirror as a car turned onto the road a quarter mile behind him. His heart stuttered, then picked up again at double time. But the car didn’t race after him, and when he turned east at the next road, it didn’t follow.

Letting out a sigh of relief, he headed for home. If Wyatt had called the cops, they wouldn’t have much evidence to find him with. He’d lost his mask during the run through the woods but that shouldn’t matter.

Even if they found fingerprints or DNA on it they wouldn’t find them in time. He’d been careful not to stash his car where it might leave tracks. No one suspected he was up to anything.

Now that he’d seen how involved Wyatt and Austen were, he could pull off the attack any time. He was ready for it. All he needed was the right opportunity. Sooner or later, Wyatt wouldn’t be around to protect her.

When that moment came, he would take his revenge.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Austen’s eyes flew open in the middle of the night when the mattress bounced. She focused on Wyatt, unsure what had woken her. He was sleeping on his side, turned away from her. He twitched and jerked but didn’t wake and his breathing was harsh.

Before she could reach out to touch his shoulder, Grits was standing beside the bed, front paws braced on the edge of it as he licked Wyatt’s face.

Wyatt grunted and opened his eyes, half pushing up onto his elbows as he looked wildly around the room. The moonlight filtering through the slats in the blinds showed the sweat glistening on his forehead.

“You okay?” she whispered when he focused on her.

Frowning, he nodded, then pushed at Grits. “Stop. No kisses,” he said, his voice rough with sleep, a little out of breath. Then he sat up and turned to swing his legs over the edge of the bed, ran a hand over his face with a hard sigh.

Austen placed a tentative hand on the middle of his broad back and rubbed gently. His muscles twitched beneath her palm but he didn’t pull away, so she took that as a good sign. She noticed he was absently petting Grits with one hand as he sat there, getting his breath back.

“Nightmare?” she asked.

He nodded.

She waited a beat, unsure whether to be quiet or try to get him to talk about it. “Do you get them often?”

“Not as often as I used to.” He sighed, let his head drop back, one hand still petting Grits.

“He sensed you were in distress even before I did,” she told him. “By the time I woke up and realized you were having a bad dream, Grits was already there trying to wake you up.”

Wyatt glanced down at the dog. “He’s done it a couple times before.” He ruffled Grits’s ears. “Good boy.” Grits cocked his head and wagged his tail harder. Then he whined and Wyatt picked the dog up to set him on his lap. Grits settled against him and started licking. “No kisses,” he said in a gruff tone, but there was no heat in it.

Yeah, good luck with that. Grits was determined to love on him.

After a minute Wyatt set him back on the floor. When he didn’t say anything else or lie back down, she pushed to her knees and crawled up behind him to press against his bare back, wrapping her arms around his chest. He put one big hand on her forearm and rubbed gently. She laid her cheek against the top of his shoulder and just held him.

After a few minutes he let out a deep breath and relaxed fully. “Sorry about that.”

“Nothing to be sorry about.” She kissed his shoulder and snuggled up close. “Can I do anything?”

“You already did. It doesn’t happen that much anymore. Maybe knowing someone was looking in the window earlier triggered it, I don’t know.”

She made a soft sound to let him know she was listening but didn’t interrupt, drawing little patterns on his chest with her fingertips. His chest hair tickled her skin.

“When I was first wounded I had the same dream—or pretty much—every damn night, for months. Now it’s down to once every couple weeks or so.”

“About Afghanistan?”

Another nod. “That mission. When the firing started, Raider was about a dozen yards away from me. I’d detached her lead and told her to go scout up ahead for our foot patrol. During the ambush I was so busy returning fire, I didn’t watch her closely enough. By the time I looked up and saw her sitting to alert me there was an IED there, it was too late. They remote detonated it.”

God, how terrifying and awful for him.

“The explosion sent me flying. I didn’t even feel the pain at first. The moment I came to I opened my eyes and looked for Raider. I couldn’t see much because of all the blood, and I didn’t realize yet that I’d lost my right eye. She was lying a few feet away from me, both front legs missing.”

Austen closed her eyes and squeezed him tighter.

“I crawled over to her,” he said, voice catching. “She was still alive, looking up at me with that glassy-eyed expression I’ll never forget. There was nothing I could do for her. By the time the corpsman got to me she was already gone, and so were the guys with me.”

He was silent a long moment, and she could feel the tension in his big body. A silent vibration of self-recrimination and grief. “They loaded her onto the Medevac helo with me. One of the guys covered her with an American flag, just like they would any other fallen Marine. Because that’s what she was, and that’s what pisses me off so much when people say dumb shit like, ‘it was only a dog’. Or that the Corps considered her to be a piece of equipment.”

He shook his head, the motion full of anger and disgust. “I trained her from the ground up. She trusted me, was the most loyal friend I’ve ever known, and she saved so many lives over there. Out in the field she slept beside me, or across my legs, and alerted us to any trouble long before we were aware of it. She wasn’t just a dog, she was a Marine. My battle buddy. And I let her down.”

Tears pricked the back of Austen’s eyes. She held him tight, aching for him and all he’d gone through. “Did she know you were there, do you think? At the end?”

“Yeah. Yeah, she knew I was there. That’s the only thing I don’t regret about that day. I was right there holding her when she died.”

While he’d been lying there with a badly lacerated face and a mangled foot and lower leg. God, she hated that he’d gone through all that. “She sounds like a very special Marine.”

“She was. At the hospital in Germany, they gave me her purple heart. I put it on her collar. It’s on the mantel.”

“I saw it.” She rubbed her cheek against him. “How long were you in the hospital?”

“Total?”

“Yes.”

“Better part of a year, on and off. I had eleven surgeries to try and save my leg before I finally made the call to have it amputated. In hindsight, I wish I’d done it right away. Would’ve saved me months of recovery.”

“Must have been a hard decision.”

“Not by that point, not really. It was more of a relief to make the pain stop. I had phantom pain and itching for a while after, but nothing close to what I had before that.”

“At dinner the other night I saw a picture of you in the hospital, with your family around you.”

“When I was first transferred home. Brody flew in to see me in Germany and stayed for a few days until I was sent back to the States. Easton was deployed overseas and Charlie and my dad were at home. But the day I landed in Virginia, they were all right there for me.”

“I think I love your family.”

“Yeah, me too.” He swiveled his head around toward her. Grasping her hand, he tugged her forward. “Come around here where I can see you.”

It was then she realized that she’d been kneeling at his right side, his blind spot. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” He drew her around to his left side and brushed the hair back from her face. “Thanks,” he said quietly. “Feels good to talk about her with you.”

She put a hand on the side of his face, ran her thumb over his cheek. “I’m glad you told me more about her.”

Scooting closer, she leaned in to brush her lips across his. His hand delved into her hair, strong fingers cradling the back of her head as he slanted his mouth over hers. She stopped, pulled back. “Where did Grits kiss you?”

Wyatt let out a low laugh. “My cheek and my ear.”

“Oh, good.” Smiling, she kissed him again. “Don’t want my lips where he’s already been. Plus, I don’t share, I’m greedy like that.” The way he held her, and the feel of his lips and tongue against hers had her melting inside.

Unsatisfied to merely lean against him, she swung a leg over his lap and balanced her weight on her knees on the edge of the mattress, straddling him. He gave an approving groan and grasped her hips, fingers squeezing in a dominant grip that fired her arousal even more.

“Grits. Bed,” she ordered, pointing at the bed in the corner. She didn’t need an audience for this, let alone one so close up. To her surprise the dog got up and padded over to the bed, then flopped down with a dejected sigh.

“Look at you, going all dog whisperer,” Wyatt murmured, a smile in his voice.

She hummed against his lips. “I was inspired.”

There was so much of him to explore and she hadn’t had her fill of him earlier. She ran her hands over his shoulders and chest, down his arms and back up, excited by the feel of those powerful muscles. “You’re just so damn sexy, it’s hard to stop touching you.”

“So then don’t,” he whispered, nipping at her chin, his deep, intimate tone making heat build between her legs.

Leaning back to watch his face, she skimmed her hands down his chest, his stomach. He got distracted by her breasts, cupping them in his big hands, squeezing gently.

She sighed and let her eyes close for just a moment to enjoy the feel of his thumbs teasing her nipples, then forced her heavy eyelids open and focused on him. He’d been more than generous with her earlier. Right now she wanted to do the same for him. Wipe away the last remnants of the nightmare, replace the painful memories with something good.

Reaching between them, she curled her fingers around the hot, hard length of his erection standing up against his belly. He groaned and pushed into her touch, leaning forward to capture a nipple in his mouth. The feel of his tongue sliding over her sensitive flesh made her moan and squirm, momentarily distracting her from the job at hand.

When he pulled back, releasing her nipple with a quiet pop, she seized her moment and scooted to her knees on the floor in front of him so he wouldn’t have to move, her hand still wrapped around his hard length. She looked up at him and gave him a slow, firm stroke, licked her lips so there was no way he could misunderstand what she wanted.

In the faint light coming through the upper windows his eyes gleamed with raw hunger, the sound of his erratic breathing in the silence increasing the erotic tension. The hand in her hair tightened a moment, then relaxed, his fingers rubbing at her curls. An electric silence built between them as she stared up into his eyes and let her free hand caress down the length of his thigh.

His right one, full of scars. Some were deep pits, others raised and bumpy, some smooth, thin lines from a surgeon’s scalpel. She ran her hand down to his knee, lower, right over the amputation site, to show him there was no part of him that bothered or disgusted her. That she thought every part of him was beautiful.

And when she bent her head at last and ran her tongue up the length of his cock, he hissed in a breath, his fingers contracting in her hair, the muscles in his chest and arms standing out in sharp relief.

Lowering her gaze, Austen took him between her lips, flicking her tongue against the sensitive underside of the head before sucking. Softly at first, then harder.

Wyatt growled and flexed his hips slightly. “God, sweetheart, that feels so good…”

Hearing that endearment in his low, impassioned voice sent a pleasurable shiver up her spine. She hummed in agreement and took him deeper, built a rhythm with her hand and mouth. He was thick and hot against her tongue, swollen to bursting. It was incredibly arousing to kneel before this strong, sexy man and reduce him to a trembling mass of pleasure with her mouth.

“It’s not gonna take me long,” he rasped out, gasping as she sucked and let her fingers trail down to caress the soft flesh between his splayed thighs.

She didn’t mind, and he was so thick her jaw was already aching. But she didn’t let up, following his cues, repeating the motion and pressure he seemed to like best. He was panting now, deep, raw groans coming from the back of his throat.

“I’m gonna come,” he warned in a low voice, his big body twitching.

Austen redoubled her efforts, stayed with him until he arched and let go, swallowing his release. After a few moments he sighed and relaxed, began petting her hair. Carefully releasing him, she went into his arms as he pulled her into his lap.

“God, I think you destroyed me,” he murmured against her hair, squeezing her tight.

She kissed his neck, his shoulder. “You taste good.”

He shuddered at her words, then eased a hand down her side to cup her breast. Her nipple was already beaded tight, and the feel of his thumb and forefinger rolling it lightly made her gasp and bite her lip. More heat rushed through her, settling between her legs where she was slick and ready.

His mouth was at her temple, her ear. “Did sucking me off turn you on, sweetheart? On your knees, taking my cock into that soft little mouth?”

Her eyes nearly crossed at those dirty words spoken in his deep voice. God, just when she thought he couldn’t be any sexier.

And he wasn’t done. “Is your pussy wet for me, Austen?”

She shivered, could only manage a nod as his mouth found that perfect spot at the juncture of her neck and shoulder and his free hand eased down her middle, his big palm cupping her sex. The warmth of his palm made her whimper, her body hungry for more.

“Mmm, all hot and wet for me,” he whispered, his tongue laving her neck while his fingers toyed with her nipple and his other hand stroked between her slick folds.

She trembled in his grasp, reached up to grab hold of his wide shoulders for support and closed her eyes, giving herself over completely to his care.

“Spread your legs for me.”

She did as he told her, perched precariously on his lap. But she knew he’d never let her fall.

His fingers caressed each sensitive fold as they stroked up, up to her swollen clit and gently circled it. Her thighs tensed and she moaned, sensation shooting out from her captive nipple and where he was rubbing her so sweetly.


Then he pushed a finger into her and her internal muscles immediately clamped down on it, greedy for more. His mouth trailed hot, wet kisses up her neck to her jaw, his voice and the raw words he used pushing her up the cliff fast.

“So hot, Austen. So fucking sexy. All mine.”

She nodded in agreement, gripping his shoulders tighter. She was his, and it floored her. Just weeks ago she’d come here seeking space, a new life. She’d never seen him—this—coming, but she wouldn’t change things now.

Over and over he stroked her clit as he thrust his finger into her, rubbing that hidden glow inside her until it felt like she would explode.

“I love stroking your sweet spots,” he murmured against her ear. “Almost as much as I loved burying my face in this sweet pussy earlier. Did you like my tongue on your clit? Inside you?”

She shuddered, cried out as she contracted around his finger, the pleasure rising sharp and clear. He didn’t stop what he was doing, didn’t speed up, seemingly content to drive her out of her mind, her mewls of need mixing with the slick sound of his fingers as they worked her most sensitive flesh.

Then the fingers squeezing her nipple tightened, adding pressure, and the increased sensation set her off. Her wild moan of sweet relief filled the room as the orgasm hit, blinding her with an explosion of pleasure.

Panting as it faded, she collapsed on his chest, her face resting against his neck. Wyatt slid one arm around her and eased his hand from between her legs, pressing tender kisses to her temple and cheek. “I’m glad you were here tonight,” he whispered in the quiet.

“Me too.” He’d let her in when he felt vulnerable, and hadn’t pushed her away. That was huge and their bond was even stronger now.

Nearly boneless with relaxation, she let out a contented sigh when he lay back down and turned them so she was nestled against his side, her head in the crook of his shoulder. She’d never thought she would find someone she’d want to share her life with again, but that’s exactly what she’d found in Wyatt.

After pulling the covers over them, he wrapped both arms around her, squeezing tight for a moment as he kissed the top of her head. “Night.”

“Night,” she whispered back.

Lying safe in his arms with his heart beating beneath her cheek in the moments before she slid into sleep, she smiled to herself. As incredible as it seemed, she’d fallen in love again.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


If she was this tired at seven in the morning, it was going to be a long day. Although considering the reason for her tiredness, she had no regrets. After last night’s scare, Wyatt had insisted that Easton follow her here and check the place out before she went inside.

Stifling a yawn, Austen smiled as she headed up the front steps of her gutted house, where Easton waited by the front door. “All good,” he told her with a smile. “I’ll hang out in my truck until the guys get here.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it.” It made her feel better to know he was looking out for her.

“No problem. Have a good one.”

“I will.” She headed inside and through to the kitchen, her mind on last night. After Wyatt’s nightmare she’d slept tucked against his chest, and woken later to the blissful feel of his hands smoothing over her naked body.

He’d caressed her everywhere, lavishing attention on her most sensitive spots until she was writhing, then turned her onto her stomach and entered her from behind, sliding one hand beneath her to cup her mound and stroke her to orgasm.

After finally crawling out of bed they’d showered together and eaten a quick breakfast out on the screen porch. Right after that he’d left to talk to the police and she’d stopped by the motel to change into her work clothes.

She hadn’t been this happy in a long time. It felt foreign, but that only made her appreciate it all the more, because she knew how precious it was. Without a doubt she loved that man, and each day it seemed she drew him more out of his shell. He’d opened up to her so much last night; she hadn’t felt this close to anyone other than John.

Although she and Wyatt hadn’t known each other long, she refused to obsess over that. They had a fundamental trust between them, a quality she considered to be the most important basis for any relationship.

There were so many things about him that she admired. She loved the way he took care of his family and the people around him, including vets like the guys on the work crew. She loved how he owned up to his responsibilities and stood by his word. She also adored how he treated and touched her.

The inside of the house was quiet and still as she entered the kitchen, the smell of sawdust reminding her of her grandfather. Getting here first at this time of day gave her a lovely respite before the rest of the crew showed up.

Opening the doors that led out to the deck off the kitchen, she stood there a moment, surveying her domain, then let out a contented sigh and closed her eyes. A smile curved her mouth as the early sunrays bathed her face and birdsong filled the air, along with the quiet rustling of leaves in the soft morning breeze.

Once she got the deck refinished and tidied up the landscaping in the yard, it was going to be paradise back here. And she definitely wanted to build a porch swing for back here, because it would remind her of Wyatt. They could have morning coffee out here, or sit together in the evenings and enjoy the tranquility of the private yard.

Back inside she hauled out the finishing supplies she’d bought for the cabinets. Brushes, cloths, stain, varnish. She wanted to get a jumpstart on them before the others arrived so there’d be less dust in the air. She’d already sanded the doors to a satin-fine finish and added the embellishments, so she was anxious to get them stained and done so she could move on to the woodwork on the main staircase.

The sound of footsteps behind made her turn around. Eddie stood framed in the doorway between the kitchen and hall. She straightened, her spine pulling tight as a ribbon of unease coiled in her stomach. “Hey,” she said, keeping her expression neutral even though her instinct was to back away.

“Morning. Easton just left.” He frowned slightly as his gaze lingered on her face. “You look tired. Long night?”

For just a second his words sent a shiver of alarm through her. Easton was gone. There’d always been something…off about Eddie, something she couldn’t quite put her finger on. And he always watched her too intently. He’d suffered a bad head injury and was a bit on the slow side, but… Could he have been the one to send those texts to Wyatt? Had he been at the window wearing that mask last night?

She made sure to keep her face impassive and not betray her suspicion. “No, I’m good. Scott here with you?” Now she wished Easton had stayed. When Wyatt got here she’d pull him aside and ask him to make sure she wasn’t left alone on site with Eddie.

“Just pulling up.”

“Okay.” That made her feel a bit better, and Wyatt would be here as soon as he could. Hopefully with a lead, or some sort of good news about the investigation.

“Where’s Wyatt?”

Her gaze moved past Eddie and through the open front door as a car parked out front. Scott. “He’ll be here soon.”

The lie rolled off her tongue without a second thought. She didn’t want him or Scott to know she was alone here with them for long, and refused to feel bad about it, because they didn’t need to know why he was down at the police station.

“You gonna start prepping the walls upstairs?” she asked, determined to keep the conversation work-oriented.

“That’s the plan.”

Her heart beat faster when he kept staring at her, then reached one arm behind him. The trickle of alarm turned into a torrent as he drew something from his back pocket, but it was only a pair of goggles, and she inwardly berated herself for being so paranoid. Last night’s situation must have rattled her more than she’d realized. “Scott and me will get started in the master bedroom,” he said. “See you in a while.”

“Yeah.”

When he turned and jogged up the stairs, she blew out a breath and shook her head at herself. Creepy though Eddie might be at times, neither he nor any of the others had been anything but polite to her from day one. Maybe he was harmless. Maybe her gut was wrong.

She took the cabinet doors outside onto the back deck to work on them. In the midst of setting them on the sawhorses, she noticed some staining on a couple of them and bent to take a closer look.

Cursing softly, she ran her fingers over the wood grain marked with some sort of liquid. Maybe one of the guys had spilled something on them yesterday and she hadn’t noticed.

Lips pursed, she let out an irritated sigh. The only way to fix it was to sand the entire front down again, and hope to hell she could salvage the doors that way. She’d put too much work into them to have to start over again now.

She wasn’t alone with Eddie anymore so she went back inside to get her sander, then put on her tunes. The pop music Wyatt seemed to hate so much flooding out the kitchen doors, as she slipped on her goggles and mask. Turning on the sander, she got busy.

A few moments after she got to work, everything else fell away as it always did when she was working on a project. The beat of the music came through the loud whine of the sander as she moved it over the wood, a fine cloud of sawdust rising into the air.

After a few passes she stopped to check her progress, almost holding her breath. Please let it work, please let it work…

Only half of the stain had come off. Her heart sank.


“Dammit,” she muttered, scowling as she turned the sander back on. She couldn’t take off much more of the wood’s surface without damaging all the detail she’d worked so hard on adding.

Carefully moving the sander over the stubborn part of the stain, all her focus was on the task at hand. When noises began penetrating her awareness, at first she thought it was just the music. But then something like a shout came from behind her.

She straightened and half-turned, and was just reaching down to shut off the sander when a flurry of movement in the house caught her attention. As she flicked the off switch, shock jolted through her when Eddie suddenly appeared at the far end of the kitchen.

His eyes were wide with panic, and blood soaked the front of his shirt as he gripped the edge of the doorframe with one blood-slicked hand.

Jesus! Had he impaled himself on something? She ripped off her goggles and mask, automatically took a step toward him, wanting to help. “Eddie, what—”

“Run,” he gasped, and sank to his knees.

She rushed toward him but he shook his head and clamped his hand to the wound in his chest, his expression terrified. And resigned. As if he knew it was too late for him, that he was going to die. “He’s…gonna kill you. Run.”

What? Had someone shot him? Austen recoiled a step, cast a frantic look around. She had to run but she couldn’t leave Eddie. “What are you talking about? Who?”

“Me.”

A scream trapped in her throat as she whirled around to face the silhouette outlined by the bright light flooding through the open doors leading to the deck. Her heart stuttered and she squinted, then the man shifted and she saw the gun in his hand.

Terror raked icy claws at her insides. Her gaze followed that gun as it pointed at her, then trailed up the man’s arm…and into a pair of icy blue eyes.

Scott.

Her face prickled as all the blood rushed out of it, and her muscles were taut as wires. “What—” she began, then stopped because her throat closed up.

“You’re coming with me,” he said in a low, deadly voice, his hand steady on the gun.

Austen stood frozen, too afraid to move, every muscle locked.

“Leave her…’lone,” Eddie wheezed behind her.

Scott ignored him, his hate-filled gaze boring into hers. “Come here, bitch,” he snarled, motioning impatiently with his free hand, “or I’ll shoot you right fucking here and now.”

She almost did as he said, almost took a step toward him, but something in her refused to obey. Spinning around, she grabbed the first weapon she could see, a nail gun, then whirled and fired it at him.

He staggered back and clapped a hand to his chest where the nail had driven into his flesh, his cry of pain and rage sent a chill down her spine.

Austen fired again and ran.

He roared in pain. “You’re dead, bitch!” He got off a wild shot that punched into the doorframe where her head had just been a split second before, sending up an explosion of splinters.

She veered left and raced for the front door, desperate to get out, to find cover. The extension cord on the nail gun was going to run out soon. She fired again and dropped it as she kept running. Her gaze locked on her truck through the open front door, parked right in front of the porch. She might be able to reach it before he shot her if she was fast enough.

Raw terror exploded through her when she heard his running footsteps on the old wooden floor behind her, almost as loud as the pounding of her heart. Her mind whirled, a thousand things flying through her head all at the same time.

There was no one around to hear her if she screamed for help. Scott was coming after her. He would shoot her, same as he had Eddie.

She had to save herself. Stay alive until help arrived.

She raced through the front door. Her right foot had just landed on the top step when a shot rang out behind her.

*     *     *

Wyatt was in a shitty-ass mood by the time he reached the worksite. All that time wasted, and for what? For the past three hours he’d talked to the cops who’d showed up to his place, then answered questions and spoken to detectives down at the police station, with nothing to show for it. He’d been prepared for it, but was still disappointed.

He’d handed over the mask and given them the pictures he’d taken of the footprints outside his back window, but it would be hours yet before they could analyze any of it. The cops said they’d call him if they found anything, but Wyatt had a feeling nothing would come of it.

With no leads and still no idea who had sent those texts, they were at a dead end. And right now, all he wanted was to get back to Austen.

It had only been a few hours since he’d last seen her, but he missed her already and that was a revelation in itself. The only reason he’d let her go into work by herself this morning was because she’d insisted on going, and she wouldn’t be alone on site.

After last night he couldn’t wait to see her again, wished he could throw her over his shoulder and hide away with her in the cabin for the next week. She was just so damn sweet and kind and sexy, he couldn’t help falling for her. If he had his way she’d check out of the motel and stay with him until her house was finished.

Scott’s and Eddie’s vehicles were parked out front with Austen’s when he arrived at the worksite. He picked up the tray of drinks he’d stopped to buy at the café for Austen and the guys, then lifted Grits down from the cab and set him on the ground. The dog turned and raced up the front steps into the house before Wyatt had even shut his door.

Three steps up the front porch, he stopped dead when a terrified female scream ripped through the air, coming from the rear of the house. He’d never heard Austen make that sound before, but he somehow knew it was her. Alarm slammed into him.

“Austen!” The quickest way out back was through the house. He dropped the drinks and charged up the front steps, through the foyer, headed for the kitchen.

Wyatt sucked in a breath and jerked to a halt when he saw Eddie lying facedown in a pool of blood in the kitchen doorway, unmoving. Grits was sniffing at him.

“Jesus Christ,” he breathed, and drew his weapon from his waistband. Austen! Raw terror flooded him as he jumped over Eddie’s body and raced for the deck doors.

She screamed again, from somewhere out in the backyard. The sound was high-pitched, petrified, and it blasted through Wyatt like a frag grenade.

Grits started barking and snarling as he raced through out onto the deck. Wyatt ran after him, noticing the trail of blood staining the drop cloths, leading straight out the doors. Oh, fuck, was she wounded? Outside, Grits was going nuts, snarling and barking hysterically. What the hell was—

His breath caught when he reached the back deck and took in the scene before him.

Off to his left Austen was partially hidden from view in some bushes lining the west side of the yard, and she was trying to fend off someone with a garbage can lid. The man’s back was turned to him as he lunged for Austen, a gun in his hand.

She screamed and lashed out with the garbage can lid, striking the assailant in the shoulder and head. Grits was at their feet, snarling and nipping at the man’s leg.

The man growled and slashed out a hand at Austen, knocking her weapon away. She whirled to flee but the man shot his arm out and clamped it around her throat, and Wyatt caught a glimpse of his face.

Shock and rage detonated inside him.

Scott. He suppressed the urge to roar in rage and anguish. That bastard. That fucking bastard. Wyatt would kill him for daring to go after Austen.

Everything slowed as he raised his weapon.

His pulse thudded in his ears as he took aim, locking on his target just as Scott spun and fired at him.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


“Noooo!” Austen screamed as the shot exploded from Scott’s gun. Heart in her throat, her eyes stayed locked on Wyatt as he dove to the deck and disappeared behind a stack of lumber. She couldn’t tell if he’d been hit or not.

Pure rage slammed into her. Baring her teeth, she rammed backward against Scott with all the force she could muster. He grunted and tipped slightly. She seized the opportunity and drove the point of her elbow at his head, intending to smash him in the middle of his lying fucking face.

He dodged the worst of it, her elbow skimming the edge of his cheek. The shift in momentum threw her off balance. She threw out a hand to grab for the nearest branch to keep from falling, and it cost her dearly.

An expression of lethal rage contorting his face, Scott lunged forward to grab her around the throat with his forearm and locked it tight. Grits was barking ferociously just feet from them, charging forward every so often to nip at Scott’s legs.

The arm around her throat tightened. Austen choked and struggled, clawing at his skin. Then something hard and cold pressed against her temple and she went dead still as she realized he had the gun to her head.

She was panting, her entire body shaking under a lash of adrenaline and fear. Her eyes darted over to the deck but there was no sign of Wyatt and her heart shattered to think he’d been shot. She needed to get to him, to stop the bleeding—

Grits let out a ferocious snarl and lunged at Scott, sinking sharp teeth into his lower leg.

Scott yelled and kicked the dog off him. Grits cowered. “Get the fuck outta here,” Scott growled, and jerked the gun away from her head.

Austen realized his intention and struggled in his hold, tried to ruin his shot. “No—”

He fired.

Grits let out a bloodcurdling scream as the bullet hit him, then disappeared into the underbrush.

The tears she’d been holding at bay flooded her eyes as once again Scott shoved the muzzle of the gun against her temple. “Let me go,” she choked out, her eyes feeling like they were going to burst from the pressure around her throat.

“Not a fucking chance,” he snarled back, dragging her deeper into the bushes. “I’m gonna kill you while Wyatt watches.”

“He’ll kill you first.”

“I don’t care if I die, so long as he sees me kill you first.”

He was a monster. She could smell blood, could hear Grits’s pained cries coming from somewhere nearby. Tears spilled down her cheeks as she focused on the deck, searching for Wyatt.

Scott dragged her to a spot beside an opening in the bushes and she had no choice but to follow. “Why?” she demanded in a strangled voice. Her throat felt raw and bruised from the pressure around it, and her insides were quivering. The will to fight burned bright inside her, fueled by the rage and need for vengeance. She wasn’t going to let him kill her, let alone hurt Wyatt by making him watch her die.

“I know you’re still alive, Colebrook,” Scott called out.

He was breathing hard, his muscles twitching. She could smell his sweat and almost taste his fear, but it was mixed with a terrifying kind of elation and the feel of his erection pressed against her rear turned her stomach.

He was turned on by this. The thrill of the hunt, and the idea of killing her and Wyatt. Sick bastard. She swallowed, frantically thought of what she could do to get out of this.

“Come out like a man and watch what I do to her, you son of a bitch,” Scott yelled.

Austen stared at the deck, heart in her throat. Grits was no longer crying, but his agonized whining sliced at her like razors.


“Does she know what happened that day in Afghanistan, Wyatt? Did you tell her what a hero you are before you fucked her on that couch last night?”

Oh God, she was going to be sick.

“Yeah, big-time war hero. A real stud, damn near the Bionic Man!” He paused to draw a breath. “The truth is, you should have died out there with the others. You don’t deserve to be here when the rest of them are dead.”


Austen’s blood turned to ice. If Wyatt was still alive, those words would hurt him more than any bullet wound ever could. “Stop it,” she grated out.

Scott jerked his arm against her throat, momentarily cutting off her air, and kept going. “It was your fault, Wyatt, and you know it. Those Marines are dead because of you. All of them, including Taylor.”

Taylor. The grandson of the woman who’d owned this house. What was Scott’s connection to Taylor?

“You were his squad leader. He was your responsibility. And he was my best friend,” he added, his voice cracking. “He should still be here, not you. This house should be his, not your goddamn whore’s. I should be working for him, not you. But he’s dead because of you, and you were the only one who survived. You fucked up and the whole town rallied around you. I didn’t do anything wrong and they all turned on me, even my wife. Well, now you’re gonna find out the true meaning of suffering, my friend. I’m gonna take her from you while you stand there and watch and there’s not a goddamn thing you can do to save her.”

Her heart seized when she caught motion at the pile of lumber and then Wyatt appeared, pistol gripped in both hands, his expression icy calm. Relief speared through her when she saw that he wasn’t wounded, but she wished he’d stayed behind cover.

The cold look on his face was absolutely terrifying and Scott’s cruel words to him pierced her. She was furious that this asshole would blame Wyatt for something he’d had no control over. Wyatt had suffered enough and she wished she could escape Scott’s hold long enough to grab the gun and shoot him between the eyes.

“Let her go,” Wyatt commanded in a low voice, everything about him radiating cool confidence.

“I don’t think so, sergeant,” Scott sneered.

“I’m not gonna ask again,” Wyatt said, and her skin prickled at the menace in his voice.

She was out of time.

For a single heartbeat she stared up at Wyatt through tear-blurred eyes, drinking in the sight of him as she fought past the fear and numbness to unleash the fury burning inside her.

Now.

With a strangled cry of rage, she shot both hands up to lock around the hand holding the gun to her head at the same time as she let her legs go limp. Scott jerked in surprise as her attack caught him off guard, and she wrenched his wrist back and down as hard as she could.

The gun went off, so close to her ear the noise deafened her. He screamed as his wrist snapped, and the gun fell from his hand.

Then the scream cut off suddenly and he went limp. He crashed to the ground, dragging her with him. Terrified, Austen rolled and lunged for the gun. She grabbed it, rolled to her side and aimed it at him.

She stared in shock at the hole in the center of his forehead. Blood trickled down his face, his pale blue eyes half-open and staring vacantly.

The gun fell from her fingers as strong hands gripped her and lifted her against a wide chest. “Austen.”

Wyatt’s arms banded around her, crushing her to him. She whimpered, clutched at his shoulders as she buried her face in his neck. He set a hand beneath her chin and tipped her face up, his eyes scanning her face anxiously. “Are you okay?”

She managed a nod, everything shaking so badly she couldn’t get the words out. Without meaning to she looked over her shoulder, her gaze automatically going to Scott.

“No, don’t look.” Wyatt took her head in his hands and turned her to face him. Those gorgeous hazel eyes delved into hers, full of concern, and her face crumpled as everything hit home.

“Sweetheart,” he groaned, one hand cradling the back of her head as he lifted her and began carrying her out of the bushes.

“N-no,” she protested, squirming out of his grip. “Grits.”

*     *     *

The moment he released her she ran on rubbery legs over to a certain spot in the bushes. Wyatt followed, his stomach hard as a block of concrete. He didn’t want to find his dog dead. Just couldn’t deal with it on top of everything else. Eddie was already lying dead in the kitchen entryway.

When Austen knelt and pushed the branches away, a pained sound escaped her when she saw Grits. He was lying curled up in a tight ball, his left hindquarters covered in blood. He was panting rapidly, his eyes glazed as he looked up at them, and his heart broke when the end of Grits’s tail wagged in recognition.

“Ah, fuck,” he muttered. Afraid to hurt him more, Wyatt reached in and carefully slid his hands beneath him. Grits let out a sharp yelp and tried to struggle. “No, buddy, just lie still,” he said softly as he pulled his dog out.

Wyatt blanched when he saw the full extent of the damage. Before he could say anything Austen was already tugging her shirt over her head and wrapping it around Grits’s back end. She darted a glance up at him, still shaking, the adrenaline fading away. “How bad is it?”

Wyatt cradled the dog in his arms, holding him close to his chest. “Bad. We need to get him to the vet’s.”

Her legs shook as she pushed to her feet. “I’ll drive. You keep pressure on him.”

“My phone’s in my front pocket. Call the cops. Tell them about Eddie.” He couldn’t stay, not when Grits’s life was in danger. If he stayed the cops would never let him leave just to take Grits to the vet. And nobody was dragging him away from his dog.

She pulled it out and dialed, spoke to the 911 operator as they rushed around the side of the house. He marveled at her strength, at how steady she was despite her whole body shaking and her face streaked with tears.

He didn’t dare ease up the pressure on Grits’s leg. Austen was explaining about Grits, and Wyatt didn’t even care that he was leaving the scene of a crime with two dead bodies. He hadn’t done anything wrong.

Austen jumped behind the wheel of her truck while he climbed into the passenger seat and she raced down the driveway. “Is he still conscious?”

“Barely.” He was so little, and he’d already lost so much blood. Wyatt’s shirt and lap were covered in it.

She turned onto the main road and hit the gas, racing toward town. Wyatt could feel himself zoning out, that all-too familiar numbness taking hold. The smell of the blood, Grits’s rattling gasps, were just like it had been with Raider.

He didn’t even remember arriving at the clinic or rushing Grits inside. He refused to hand Grits over, refused to leave when the vet and her staff rushed to prep Grits for surgery. He stayed glued to the edge of the operating table, crouched down near Grits’s head so the dog could see Wyatt.

“Come on, buddy, you gotta hang in there.” His voice was rough as sandpaper.

A crushing sense of guilt smothered him. This dog had suffered at the hands of a human before. Wyatt was supposed to have been his second chance, his fresh start. Instead he was fighting for his life because a fellow veteran who Wyatt had trusted had shot him, killed Eddie, and had been about to kill Austen.

Staring down into Grits’s dazed brown eyes, he was sucked back in time to those moments when he’d been holding Raider, looking into her eyes and begging her to hold on right before she’d died in his arms. He clenched his teeth together and swallowed as the acidic grief burned in his chest.


“Sir, I really need you to clear out of here so my staff and I can get to work,” the vet told him, her tone making it a command rather than a request.

Wyatt looked up at her, feeling tortured. “I can’t leave him.”

The vet’s eyes softened with sympathy. “Best way you can help him is to let us get started. We’ll let you know the prognosis as soon as we can.”

Swallowing, Wyatt stroked a hand over Grits’s head and neck. His fur was so damn soft, the white all matted and rusty-colored with blood. “I’ll be right outside,” he promised him, then forced his feet to turn him around and take him out to the waiting room.

Austen was there. She jumped out of her seat, dressed in a scrubs top someone at the clinic must have given her. Her eyes were worried, her face pale and stained with tears. “How is he?”

“Bad,” was all he could manage before the lump in his throat choked him.

Austen’s expression filled with empathy and tenderness as she reached for him.

Wyatt went into her arms without a second’s hesitation, burying his face in her throat as he slid his arms around her and held her as tight as he could without hurting her.

She kissed his temple and stroked the back of his head as she whispered to him. “He’s got such a big heart, Wyatt, and he loves you. He’ll fight his way through this, just wait and see.”

Wyatt nodded because he didn’t see the point in arguing and he didn’t want to crush her hopes by telling her it wasn’t going to happen. And it wasn’t just Grits that had him so emotional. Here Austen was, trying to comfort him when she’d had a gun to her head less than an hour ago. It killed him.

He crushed her to him and he held on tight. She was his anchor, the only thing stopping him from falling to pieces right here in the middle of the veterinary office.

He dimly realized he was breathing too fast, that he was rapidly losing control. He fought back the flood of tears that threatened to escape, muscling them back by sheer force of will. Austen was traumatized enough and he wasn’t going to be a selfish asshole by unloading all his bullshit baggage on her after what she’d just gone through.

She didn’t speak. Just like in the aftermath of his nightmare last night, she simply held him, allowed him to gain control and find his footing again. And when he could breathe again, when his heart no longer felt like it would explode, he raised his head and took her face between his hands so he could look into her eyes.

That beautiful silver gaze met his, and he felt his heart free-fall. “I love you,” he blurted.

Her eyes widened in surprise but then a smile flickered at the edges of her mouth. “I love you too.”

Elation and relief filled him. “I was so fucking scared when I saw him holding that gun to your head.”

She grimaced and for a second he felt bad about saying anything, but hell, he wanted her to know how much she meant to him. “Me too.”

He stroked his thumbs across her cheeks, savoring the softness as he tried to wipe the traces of her tears away. She’d been through too much, before with losing her fiancé and leaving everything she knew and loved behind to start a new life, then today, nearly losing that life.

It shook him. “I didn’t care if I died so long as you were safe. That’s all that mattered to me.” It was important to him that she understood that.

“If you’d died, I would have anyway,” she whispered, and he recognized the ghosts of past grief in her eyes. “That would have ended me.”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “You’re so much stronger than you even realize. You saved yourself today by taking action, all I did was pull the trigger. And then you drove me here, half-naked, after just being held at gunpoint and seeing two men die because you wanted to save Grits. So yeah, I love you. And I would have died to protect you without thinking twice about it.”

She closed her eyes and leaned her forehead against his, their noses touching. “Well let’s just be glad it didn’t come to that.”

Yeah, no kidding.

Taking her hand, Wyatt led her over to the row of chairs in the waiting room and pulled her into his lap. He was covered in blood but he knew Austen wouldn’t care. All that mattered was being able to touch her and hold her, offer her comfort and reassure himself that she was still alive.

About twenty minutes later the operating room door opened and the vet stepped out. Wyatt stiffened, his stomach shriveling into a tight, aching ball.

“We got a transfusion into him and he seems stable for the moment. But I can’t save his leg. Not in a way that would allow him to walk without pain again.”

Wyatt’s heart had swelled at the first bit of news, but the second bit made it plummet. “So what do you want to do?” he asked.

“I recommend amputation. It’s less risky for him in the short term, and much kinder in the long run. There’s no guarantee that he’ll pull out of this surgery though. He lost over half his blood volume.”

Wyatt nodded slowly. “Okay. Whatever you need to do.”

“It’s an expensive procedure, on top of the transfusion and—”

“I don’t care what it costs.” He’d sell his damn truck to pay for the bill if he had to.

The vet offered an encouraging smile. “I’ll get my staff to draw up the consent forms. He should be out of surgery within the hour, and of course we’ll want to keep him for a few days. If you want to go home and clean up, we can call you when he’s in recovery.”

“I’ll stay.” He wasn’t going until Grits was out of surgery. And he didn’t bother telling the vet that they’d rushed here from a murder scene, after Wyatt had killed the gunman.

Soon enough he’d have to face everything that had happened back at the house. The cops were probably on their way here to talk to them. He and Austen would be interviewed separately, and there’d be a lot of other steps to take care of before they’d be allowed to go home.

He looked at Austen, who nodded and shifted her gaze to the doctor. “We’re both staying.”




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Piper stopped in the act of putting a lid on her vanilla latte and frowned as she looked out the café’s front windows. The wail of the sirens coming down Main Street grew louder, and seconds later, two more patrol cars zipped past. The fifth and sixth ones she’d seen go by since she’d entered the café a few minutes ago. Whatever was going on, it had to be bad.

Hurrying out the door, she climbed in her car and drove to the Miller place, careful to take the turns slow so that the plate of brownies and the lemon-sour cream pie balanced on the passenger seat didn’t fall over. She’d made the pie last night and pulled the brownies from the oven less than forty minutes ago, before she’d jumped in the shower, so they were still warm. She hoped Austen and Wyatt liked them.


But when she turned down the street to the Miller place, a ball of dread formed in the pit of her stomach when she saw all the emergency vehicles blocking the driveway.

Had someone been hurt on the job site? Worry gnawing at her, she parked a half block away and crossed the street. All the cops knew her, since she’d been married to the former sheriff. Thankfully most of them didn’t hold that against her.

One of the most senior deputies, Frank, saw her coming and met her on the sidewalk. “Everything okay?” she asked, casting a worried look over the fence into the front yard.

“No, I’m afraid not.”

Piper jerked her attention back to him, the dread growing stronger. “Why, what’s wrong?”

“Can’t give details right now, but it’s serious. Medical examiner is on his way.”

What? Someone had been murdered? She blanched. “Are Wyatt and Austen okay?” She didn’t know any of the others working on site.

“I don’t know who was involved. Sorry.”

Oh my God. Wyatt had told her that someone had sent him threatening texts. And then Greg had showed up and threatened him at his house.

A sick feeling permeated her. Was Frank hiding that Greg was behind this? Had her ex actually lost it completely and hunted Wyatt down, then killed him in cold blood out of some insane notion of jealousy?

No. No, he wouldn’t.

But what if he had?

Heart pounding, she pushed past Frank, intent on getting through the barricade and up the driveway so she could see what the hell was going on.

He caught her upper arm and turned her around, his grip gentle but firm. “I can’t let you go in there, Piper.”

“Please just tell me if they’re okay,” she pleaded, half frantic. “They’re my friends.”

“I honestly don’t know. I’m sorry, but I can’t let you in.” His expression told her he felt badly. “Is there anyone I can call for you?”

Ignoring the offer, she dug out her own phone and dialed Wyatt. The ringtone droned in her ear, grating on her tautly stretched nerves. Three rings later, his voicemail picked up. “Shit,” she whispered, starting to tremble as the fear hit her. She dialed Austen next, and same thing.

“No, no,” she muttered, and out of desperation dialed Easton’s number. He didn’t answer either.

She stepped past Frank, who followed her like a bloodhound as she rushed to the tape blocking off the end of the driveway. Casting a frantic look down it, she spotted Wyatt’s truck parked out front. Nausea churned in her stomach. Oh my God…

On wobbly legs she turned around and ran back to her car, dialing Wyatt once more before she pulled away from the curb and raced back toward town. She got his voicemail again. Swallowing hard, she sped down Main Street and out into the countryside, on autopilot as she headed for the Colebrook place.

By the time she arrived at the farmhouse she was on the verge of tears. Easton’s truck was parked out front. She bounded up the front steps and banged on the door, about to lose it. Quick footsteps sounded from inside and then the door swung open to reveal Easton standing there, bare-chested.

“Something bad’s happened at Austen’s place,” she blurted, almost panting because her breathing was so choppy. “I went there, but the on-duty cops wouldn’t let me in, and then I called Wyatt’s and Austen’s phones but they didn’t answer—”

“They’re okay,” he said quietly.

She stopped, blinked at him as his words penetrated, a wave of relief slamming over her. “How do you know?”

“Wyatt called me. He and Austen are both okay.”

“One of the cops said the medical examiner was en route.”

Easton nodded, his brown eyes somber. “Two people died.”

She swallowed. “Who?”

“Two guys on the crew.”

Oh, man, how awful. “Did Wyatt say what happened?” she asked carefully, dreading his answer. If Greg had done this, she didn’t know what she’d do.

“Yeah.”

That he didn’t just tell her spiked her anxiety. “What?” she demanded, about to snap. “Why won’t you tell me?”

Easton sighed and scrubbed a hand over his face, then reached for her hand and pulled her inside. “Come sit down,” he said, leading her into the front parlor. “You look pale.”

She sank onto the sofa while Easton sat on the coffee table in front of her, resting his elbows on his knees and it was unsettling to realize she was having a hard time keeping her eyes on his face when all those chiseled muscles were on display a mere foot-and-a-half away.

“One of Wyatt’s guys killed one of the others, and attacked Austen.” He paused. “It was Scott.”

She stared at him, aghast. “The guy who worked here on the farm?”

Easton nodded. “Apparently he had a grudge against Wyatt for what happened to Taylor over in Afghanistan. He wanted to even the score by killing Austen in front of Wyatt.”

“Oh my God,” she whispered, horrified. It was so sick and wrong.

“Yeah. I’m not clear on the details yet, but Wyatt shot him. He’s dead.”

“Good.”

One side of Easton’s mouth tipped up at her response, and she struggled to ignore just how gorgeous he was. “That’s what I said.”

Shuffling footsteps on the staircase made her look over and Mr. C came into view.

“Piper,” he acknowledged as he headed down the remaining stairs. “You hear the news?”

“Just now. You okay?” How awful, to find out one of the men he’d hired had done this.

“Wyatt and Austen are okay, so yes, I’m fine.”

Piper looked back at Easton. “Are you guys heading out to meet Wyatt?”

He nodded. “They’re at the vet clinic.”

“What? Why?”

He grimaced and reached out to take her hands. “Grits was shot.”

She gasped, one hand flying to her chest. “No!”

He nodded. “Looks like he’s going to lose one of his back legs.”


“That son of a bitch,” she fumed, shoving to her feet. Killing one of his coworkers, threatening Austen, and then shooting an innocent little dog? She hoped he was burning in hell right now.

Easton rose and rubbed his hands over her upper arms, but the soothing touch did nothing to calm her down. “Wyatt and Austen are down at the clinic. They’ve gotta talk to the cops after, and Wyatt didn’t want Grits to be alone so he asked me to come stay with him while he’s in recovery.”

“Oh, but… Why wouldn’t he call me to do that?” Maybe it was stupid to feel hurt by that, but she’d been the one to bring the dog to him in the first place. Wyatt knew how much she loved animals, and how much she cared about him and his family.

“He didn’t want to upset you,” Easton said, still rubbing her arms. For some reason his touch sent distracting and unwanted tingles racing over her skin.

Unsettled by her body’s reaction, she stepped back, out of reach, and cleared her throat. This was the first time she’d ever felt like an outsider with them. Even through Wyatt’s long rehab once he’d come home from the hospital, his family had allowed her to be here in the thick of things. They’d let her help them all, leaned on her for support. “I was heading over to Austen’s place to drop off some treats I made. They’re in the car. Can I leave them in the cabin?”

“Of course.”

She turned and headed for the front door, mind whirling, a flurry of emotions pushing her precariously close to tears. Easton followed her out and she wished he hadn’t. She could use a few minutes alone to compose herself.

He was right behind her when she opened the front passenger door and saw the mess on the seat. “Oh no…”

She’d been in such a rush to get here, she hadn’t even thought about the baking during the turns. Brownies and crumbs were strewn all over the seat, and some pie filling had smeared on the center armrest where the plastic wrap had come undone and the pie had smashed against it.

Easton stuck his head in to take a look. “Still looks good to me,” he said, and began scooping the fallen brownies back onto the paper plate she’d stacked them on.

Piper swallowed, struggling against tears, but couldn’t quite hold back a sniffle as she dealt with the pie.

“Hey,” Easton murmured, setting the plate down and taking her by the shoulders. She tensed and resisted turning around to face him, afraid she’d break down, but he was insistent.

Blinking up at him as the unwelcome tears formed, her voice wobbled. “I just wanted to take them some brownies,” she whispered, all her normal control deserting her.

He grinned and pulled her into a hug—against his hard, bare chest. “That was real nice of you. They smell amazing, as always,” he said, his arms so warm and solid around her. And he smelled way better than the brownies.

“They’re ruined,” she said, feeling miserable. It was weird and creepy, her suddenly being aware of Wyatt’s little brother in a physical way. She’d be mortified if he ever found out, and being held to his naked chest was torture.

“They’re not,” he soothed.

Piper squeezed her eyes shut and blurted out the truth she’d been holding back. “I was afraid it was Greg.” She paused a beat, unable to look at him because she felt so ashamed that she’d ever married her ex. “When I heard the medical examiner was coming, that’s what I thought. That maybe Greg had gone after Wyatt at the house.”

“Hey,” he said again, waiting until she finally looked at him before continuing. “It wasn’t, but it doesn’t make you a bad person for wondering that. Greg has serious issues. And that’s not your fault either. You know that, right? You’re not responsible for his actions and decisions.”

She lowered her gaze to stare down at his boots. “I know.”

“Good.” He drew her close again, one hand on the back of her head, pressing her cheek to his bare shoulder.

This time Piper sighed and allowed herself to relax into his embrace. She’d had no one to lean on for so long. Not this way, and even if Easton was Wyatt’s little brother, he still felt damn good.

Soaking up his offer of comfort like a thirsty sponge, her hands crept up his back to rest against his shoulder blades. Warm, smooth skin met her palms, powerful muscles bunching beneath them. Arousal sparked throughout her body, potent and forbidden, making her nipples tighten.

Wyatt’s little brother, she reminded herself, horrified by the leap of need that was getting harder and harder to ignore. She pulled out of his embrace, desperate for space and ashamed of her reaction.

“Hell, if Wyatt doesn’t want ’em, I’ll eat ’em. You know I love your baking,” Easton said.

She shook her head. “They’re for him and Austen. I’ll make you your own.”

“Yeah? Better do it soon, then, ’cuz I’m only here for a couple more days.”

She searched his face. “You’re leaving again already?” He usually had at least a week or two off in between missions before he had to go back to work.

He nodded, and something she’d never seen before moved in his warm brown eyes. Yearning? And a weariness that made her want to wrap him up in her arms and never let go. “Yeah, already.”

“Where are you going this time?” She hated that his job was so dangerous, but he was even more of an adrenaline junkie than their middle brother Brody was, and loved living life on the edge. He said it made him feel alive.

“Who knows? Wherever they need us to stomp out the drug trade the most this week,” he said, his tone teasing but again she could see that unfamiliar, timeworn look in his eyes. Then he cocked his head and gave her one of his trademark grins that transformed his expression. “You all right now?”

For just a moment the sheer male beauty of him stunned her. She blinked and cleared her suddenly dry throat. “Yes.”

“Let’s take this over and put it in the fridge for them,” he said, releasing her to pick up the plate of brownies. “After the shit day they’ve had, I’m sure they’ll appreciate some homemade goodies.”

Piper bent to gather what was left of the pie. When she straightened she could have sworn she caught him staring at her ass, but then he walked away, heading for the cabin without a backward glance and she told herself she had to have imagined it.

Because if she hadn’t, she didn’t know what the hell to make of it.

Feeling totally off balance, she followed him over to the cabin and put the pie in the fridge while he set the brownies on the table.

“This one’s pretty smashed up,” he commented, picking one off the top. “I should probably eat it, to make the presentation better.”

She laughed softly. “Like there was ever any doubt.”

He took a huge bite and chewed, rolled his eyes heavenward as a low moan spilled from his lips. “So good.”

Something eased inside her and she smiled, trying to ignore what the sound of that moan did to her. One of her greatest pleasures was watching people enjoy her baking. “I’m glad. Well, I guess I should let you and your dad get to the vet’s.”

He walked her out to her car, polishing off the rest of the brownie. “You okay to drive?”

“Oh yeah, I’m fine.” Since leaving Greg she’d been on a mission to reinvent herself. She was strong and independent, didn’t want anyone to think she was weak, least of all Easton and his family.

“You sure look fine,” he said with an appreciative grin meant to raise her spirits.

Was he flirting with her? Or just teasing, as usual? Given how weird things had been this afternoon, she couldn’t tell for certain. There was no way he was attracted to her. He was so hard to read but she and everyone else in Sugar Hollow knew he was never short of female company. Why would he ever be interested in her when he could have any woman he wanted, and she had also once dated his eldest brother? Ick.

He put her in her car, waited while she lowered the window and bent to rest his stacked, corded forearms against the lower window frame. His gaze searched hers, warm and steady. So different from the wild child of the Colebrook family she’d always seen him as. “You sure you’re all right? I can drive you home on the way to the vet’s and one of us can drop your car off later.”

“No, I’m fine.” She’d gotten in the habit of turning down offers of help after leaving Greg. Lord knew she’d made some shitty decisions in her life and paid dearly for them, but she was starting to crawl her way out of the pit she’d dug for herself. “You guys get going. Tell them I said hi, and please keep me updated on Grits. If they need anything, tell them to call.” She hoped they’d ask her. They were like family to her.

“I will.” He straightened, and she couldn’t help but admire his naked torso as he rose to his full height. Just over six feet, a shade less than Brody, and just as muscular. “I’m still gonna get my own brownies, right?”

Stop staring, pervert. She shot him a smile. “Yes, you’ll still get your own brownies.”

He grinned. “Thanks, sweet thing, you’re the best.” He stepped away. “Drive safely.”

For a long moment Piper sat there and watched his gorgeous, masculine form walk back toward the house, shocked at the aching sense of longing growing inside her.

Horrified, she yanked her gaze away and started the engine, shaking her head at herself. “What the hell is wrong with you?” she muttered, and took off down the driveway.

Her disturbing reaction to Easton today only solidified what she’d already known for a long time now. The sooner she left Sugar Hollow and everything in it behind her, the better.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


One hand braced on the wall, Wyatt stood in the shower and let the hot water beat down on his head and shoulders. It was only one in the afternoon and he was weary to the bone, felt as though he hadn’t slept in days.

He’d stayed at the vet clinic until Grits had come out of surgery, had refused to leave until they let him see his dog. The sight of him lying there all drugged up with a bandage wrapped around the stump where his back lower leg had once been had choked Wyatt up.

Only thing that made leaving him bearable was knowing Easton was there with him. Wyatt had wanted to come back and stay the night at the clinic but Easton had flat out refused, telling him that Austen needed him more.

It wasn’t often that he took advice from his wild little brother, but in this case, Easton was right.

The cops had come to the vet clinic, and taken him and Austen back to the job site. It hadn’t been easy for him to go there, but he knew it had been a hell of a lot harder on her. She was a civilian, had never been in combat, and had never been exposed to that kind of violence before. Thankfully both bodies had been removed before they’d arrived. The lead detective had separated them to question them individually and get their statements, walking them both through the chain of events that had resulted in Wyatt killing Scott.

Once that was done, they’d had to go down to the police station for more paperwork, and fingerprinting. By the time he’d been allowed to see Austen again she’d looked drawn and exhausted.

She’d met him out front of the interview room and reached for him the moment she walked out into the hall. After stopping by her motel to pick up a change of clothes they’d come back here to clean up and change and Austen had called her mom to tell her what had happened.

God knew he could use these few minutes alone, to regroup. There was so much static going on in his head, it was slowly driving him insane.

He soaped himself, scrubbing away the blood staining his skin, the sight and smell of it turning his stomach. It wasn’t even human blood, but that didn’t matter. That unmistakable smell was permanently burned into his psyche and would always trigger memories from that terrible day in Afghanistan.

And then Scott’s poisonous words replayed in his mind. He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head, fighting to make it stop. Austen needed him—he didn’t have time to dwell on his own shit.

Clean and dressed, he walked out into the kitchen to find her at the counter. Her back was to him, giving him a perfect view of her tight ass in her yoga pants, her smooth, bare arms exposed by the long tank she wore.

She’d been so strong through this whole thing. Maybe it was her training and experience as a first responder, but that strength, considering what had happened, astounded him. She was one hell of an amazing woman.

She tossed a smile at him over her shoulder, her curls brushing her cheek, but it didn’t dispel the fatigue he could read in her eyes. “I pulled out the goodies Piper left us,” she said, handing him a plate. “Brownies and some kind of lemon cream pie.”

“Aw, yeah,” he murmured in satisfaction, and picked up the brownie to take a bite. Bless Piper. “Just what the doctor ordered.”

Austen murmured in agreement as she forked up a bite of the pie and let out a soft moan. “Oh, man, this is good. Did she make this herself?”

“Mmhmm. That girl loves to bake.”

“Well she’s damn good at it. Wanna go eat out on the back porch?”

“Sure.”

They sat on the porch swing and devoured the dessert together. He set his empty plate on the table in front of them, then ran a hand over Austen’s hair, the curls clinging to his fingers. “You doing okay?”

She nodded. “I think so.” Her gaze sought his. “You?”

“Yeah.” Way better than he would have been without her here. He curled his arm around her shoulders and drew her into his body.

She snuggled into him with a sigh, tucking her feet beneath her as he used his left foot to gently rock the porch swing. Through the large screen panels in front of them, horses grazed on the lush green pastures beyond the white-painted fence.

He still couldn’t believe Scott would betray him this way, after all Wyatt had done for him. Given him a steady job here on the farm, overlooking his PTSD issues. Wyatt knew full well how it felt to be discriminated against and how hard it was for a combat veteran to reintegrate back into civilian life and society after they’d experienced so many horrific things while serving their country.

Wyatt didn’t know if he could forgive himself for screwing up so badly.

“I love how quiet it is back here,” Austen murmured. “I needed this. Thanks for bringing me back here.”

“No way in hell was I taking you back to that motel.” He stroked her hair again, loving the bouncy texture. “I’d love for you to stay here with me instead, for however long you want.”

“That’s a very open-ended offer. What if you get sick of me after a couple weeks?”

He snorted. “Not gonna happen.”

“What if I’m a total slob and drive you nuts?”

Things had moved fast between them, but he knew what he wanted, and it was her. “You aren’t. I’ve seen your motel room and the way you organize things at the job site. It’ll be fine.”

Her lips twitched. “Well then, I just might take you up on that offer. Could be a long time before we finish the house, though. You sure you’re up for it?”

“You sure you’re ready to go back there?” Right now it was a crime scene, so they might not be able to go back by Monday morning.

She blinked at him. “What, to the house? Of course I am! I’m not letting that piece of shit take my dream from me. To hell with that. I’m finishing that house, come hell or high water.”

God, he loved that fierce little scowl on her face. “You don’t want to take some time to think about it?”

“What’s to think about? I’m all in, spent my life’s savings and John’s life insurance settlement on this. No way I’m walking away. I’ll take a couple days off just to let things…settle, then get back at it Monday morning.” She eyed him, looking concerned. “Why, are you having second thoughts?”

He shook his head, even though he was having second thoughts about a lot of things. But not about her. He’d never felt so certain of anything than he did of him and Austen.

“Good,” she said with a decisive nod. “Monday it is.”

In answer he squeezed her shoulder and turned his head to stare out at the rolling pasture. He’d been concerned about coming back here with her at first after leaving her motel, worried that it might trigger something because Scott had been here last night. She didn’t seem upset about that and he was relieved because this was his safe haven and he wasn’t going to let that bastard take it from him.


The peace and quiet here was a godsend. He had at least a dozen voice messages on his phone from Brody, Charlie and Piper, but he was too emotionally drained to call them back tonight. Maybe in the morning, after he’d gone to see Grits.

Hell, he didn’t know if he was ready to go back to the job site and face everything, but if Austen could then he would too. It not only reminded him of Taylor now, but of seeing Scott holding that gun to Austen’s head. And then there was poor Grits, who was still at the clinic while Easton stood watch.

He exhaled deeply and focused on the now. As the quiet surrounded them and he gazed out at the grazing horses in the distance, he got lost in his own head. Scott was dead. The threat was over for him and Austen, but Wyatt still blamed himself for what had happened. “I never saw it coming,” he said finally.

Austen lifted her head from his shoulder to look at him. “Scott?”

He nodded, jaw tight, hating even the sound of that fucker’s name. “I shouldn’t have hired him. I shouldn’t have trusted him.”

“Wyatt, it wasn’t your fault. The toxicology reports will prove he was higher than a kite when everything happened this morning. He duped everyone, gave no signs that you could have picked up on. You can’t blame yourself.”

Hell yes he could. He should have seen this coming. Should have realized Scott was unstable and acted sooner. Dammit, he should have been able to prevent what had happened this morning.

Just like his squad, he’d let Austen down. That was the hardest part to swallow, apart from knowing that Eddie was dead, and poor little Grits had lost a leg today because of Wyatt’s bad judgment. Austen had almost paid the price with her life. He couldn’t take that.

Needing to feel her up against him, he wrapped both his arms around her and held on tight. She scooted into his lap and cuddled in close, easing the worst of the ache in the center of his chest.

She was too good for him. He was nothing but a scarred-up, wounded combat vet who would never be the man he’d once been. He’d caused so much grief and death and suffering to those who depended on him.

It had been his idea to hire Scott and the other veterans in the first place. He’d insisted upon it. And because of that Austen had nearly died and he’d placed his brother and father at risk when Scott had come skulking around here last night.

Scott may have been high and crazy this morning, but his accusations had been bang on. Wyatt didn’t deserve to be here. Taylor and the other Marines had been his responsibility. They’d died under his command, on his watch. There was no excuse, no sugar-coating that.

Wyatt buried his face in Austen’s hair and let out a shuddering breath, feeling like he was about to crack apart. Even though he knew he didn’t deserve her, there was no way he could let her go. Not now. Not ever.

As though she sensed just how close he was to coming unglued, Austen took his face in her hands. He shook his head, tried to pull away but she was having none of it. “Wyatt, look at me,” she said, her voice firm.

Sucking in a deep breath, he swallowed past the lump in his throat and met her gaze. She stared back at him unflinchingly, her expression fierce.

“Don’t you dare listen to a word he said to you,” she demanded. “What happened over there was not your fault, do you hear me? It was the enemy’s fault, no one else’s. I know what kind of man you are, and I know you did everything humanly possible to protect them and Raider.” Her eyes softened, the tenderness there making him blink fast to stop the tears from forming. “And I also know you would have traded places with any of the guys you lost that day.”

He nodded, once again blown away by her perception. God, he would have done that in a heartbeat if it could have saved one of his Marines.

“But I’m so thankful that you survived and came home again,” she went on. “You’re alive and so am I, thanks to you.”

He made a scoffing sound. “He was going to kill you because of me,” he forced out, his voice like gravel, the lump in his throat so huge it was all he could do to breathe past it.

“But he didn’t, because you saved me. You did that, Wyatt, no one else. It was awful and just thinking about it scares me to death, but it’s over now, and we have each other.” Her thumbs stroked at the stubble on his cheeks. “We’re both alive and we should be celebrating that, not feeling guilty about it. It’s what your guys and my fiancé would have wanted. We owe it to them to live life to the fullest, don’t you think?”

He managed a nod. He owed those fallen Marines everything, and in a way he owed John too. John wasn’t here to love and honor and cherish Austen, but Wyatt was. He didn’t take that responsibility lightly, and would make sure he looked after her.

Austen gave him a tender smile that almost shattered him. “I love you. I never expected to fall for anyone again, but then I found you—or you found me, on my front porch,” she teased. “I refuse to let you pull away now, because I need you and I want you in my life. Bottom line, I’m not letting you go, so just deal with it.”

Her words pierced the most deeply buried part of him, cracking him wide open. He’d lived with the guilt for so long, that pain had been far worse than anything he’d endured physically. “I need you too,” he said in a rough whisper as his eyes filled up. “And I love you so goddamn much I don’t even know what to do with it.” It would kill him if he lost her.

Her smile widened and he could see the joy sparkling in those pretty silver eyes as she brushed the tears away before they could fall. “You do this,” she told him softly, then covered his lips with hers. “And this,” she added, wrapping her arms around his back and squeezing hard, her face nestled in the curve of his neck. “Life and love are precious. When you find someone worthy of giving your heart to, you hold onto them and never let go.”

Wyatt crushed her to him, pressing his face into her scented curls. “I won’t let you go,” he promised, and the moment he said the words the aching pressure in his chest disappeared. For the first time in hours—no, years—he felt like he could finally breathe again.

Austen was right. Life wasn’t perfect, but he had it better than a lot of people on this earth. It was high time he dropped the burden of guilt he’d been carrying on his shoulders for so long, and start savoring every moment he had left.

With Austen as the prize, there was no way he was failing that mission.




EPILOGUE


Two months later

Austen could barely contain her excitement as she waited at the airport for Wyatt to pick her up. This was a big day.

She’d spent two weeks down in Mississippi visiting her mom, and the last four days in Philly, catching up with old friends. Though her mom hadn’t met Wyatt in person yet, she was totally in love with him based on the things Austen had told her about him, and their few phone conversations.

While in Philly she’d also visited John’s grave. She’d sat there on the grass before his headstone and told him all about her move to Sugar Hollow and what had happened there.

Mostly she’d talked about Wyatt, and how much John would have liked and respected him. She’d always love John, but she wasn’t done living yet and had been lucky to fall in love again with a man like Wyatt. In her heart she knew John would be happy for her.

Wheeling her suitcase away from the luggage carousel, she headed for the automatic doors at the end of the baggage claim area. The doors swished open and her heart leapt when Wyatt appeared, wearing a black Stetson, a deep blue button-down shirt and jeans.

And at his side trotted Grits, using his new artificial leg.

The little guy’s gait wasn’t perfect, but just the sight of him walking with his new prosthetic and his tail wagging turned her to mush. Wyatt had kept her updated with the dog’s progress during her trip and sent pictures, but this was the first time she’d seen him in person since he’d gotten his new leg.

A wide smile split her face and she rushed toward them. “Look at you guys!”

Wyatt grinned back and caught her to him with one powerful arm, swooping down to crush his mouth to hers.

I’m finally home, she thought to herself, kissing him back just as hard. It had been too long since she’d felt his arms around her and his mouth on hers.

She was a little breathless when he finally raised his head, his hazel eyes warm. “Miss us?”

“Terribly.” She planted another kiss on his tempting lips then bent down to greet Grits. “Hey, little man, look at you! You look so awesome.” She ruffled his ears, shot a smile up at Wyatt. “You’re like a matching set now.”

“Kinda, yeah,” he answered, his smile full of pride. “He’s doing great. We’ve been going to the pool four times a week to swim, and his muscle’s building up nicely. His prosthesis is fitting really well. The vet’s thrilled so far.”


“We’re so proud of you, Grits,” she told him, laughing when he jumped up to rest his front paws on her chest and lick her like crazy.

Less than an hour later they reached Sugar Hollow. But rather than turn right to head toward his place, he turned left. “Where are we going?”

“Don’t you wanna see the progress I’ve made on the house?”

“Well yeah, but I thought—”

“Trust me, you wanna see it,” he said.

She’d left the project in his capable hands while she went on holiday. In the aftermath of the attack the entire town had been abuzz with what had happened. The rest of Wyatt’s crew had been horrified about Scott. Wyatt had insisted upon new background checks for all the remaining workers, and everyone had checked out just fine. “Okay.”

Her heart beat a little faster when he turned down the driveway. It was still hard to come here and be reminded of what had happened, but she was determined to get past it and hoped that over time it would fade completely. She’d sunk her heart and soul into this house, into her life, and she’d be damned if she let Scott—may he be repeatedly burning in hell—take that from her.

“Wait, I need you to put this on first,” Wyatt said, drawing a blindfold from his pocket.

She lifted an eyebrow. “Are we planning to christen one of the rooms with some kinky bondage sex?”

He cracked a laugh. “Later. I can’t wait for you to see this.” He tied it over her eyes and took her hand. “Small steps. I’ll lead you through.”

Grits hobbled up the front steps with them, and the familiar scents of sawdust and wood stain greeted her when Wyatt opened the front door. “Come on through,” he said, and the excitement in his tone told her he was looking forward to her reaction.

She allowed him to lead her through to the kitchen.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Ready.”

He pulled off the blindfold, and when her eyes adjusted to the sudden brightness she let out a gasp, both hands flying up to cover her mouth. She wasn’t sure how it was possible in such a short amount of time, but the kitchen was finished. “Oh my God, it’s beautiful!”

With a sense of wonder and pride she strode forward to run her hands over the granite counters, smoothed her fingertips over the cabinets she’d worked so hard on. The white apron-front farmhouse sink was installed, along with stainless steel appliances and the faucet she’d picked out. “Oh, Wyatt.” She was speechless.


He stepped up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist, setting his chin on the top of her shoulder. She loved how they fit together so easily, like two pieces of a puzzle. “Like it?”

“I love it. I love you,” she added, turning to hug him. “God, you must have worked like a dog to get this done while I was away. How did you manage it?”

“Called in a few favors. There’s more. Come see upstairs.”


More? He took her hand and led her upstairs, the sound of Grits’s new foot on the treads putting a bittersweet smile on her face.

Wyatt stopped outside the master suite with his free hand on the knob, the anticipation on his face contagious. “Ready?”

“Yes.” She was practically dancing in place. “Let me see.”

He swung the door open and stepped back to let her through.

“Oh! Ohhhhhh,” she breathed, hands on her cheeks as she took it all in. She wasn’t sure how he’d managed it, but the entire room was finished.

The walls were a soft buttercream, the moldings and baseboards painted bright white. A four-poster bed graced the largest wall, covered in a sumptuous bedspread. Two night tables with matching lamps flanked it, and a gorgeous crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling. Even the fireplace and mantel were all done, a log set already placed inside, waiting to be lit.

“Take a look in the bathroom,” he urged from behind her.

Near tears, she walked through into the master bathroom, and bit her lip. Everything was completed in here too. New tile floor, double vanity, new cabinets, a pretty crystal chandelier…every last detail was done the way she’d wanted, right down to the claw foot tub he must have had refinished during her trip.

“It’s perfect,” she whispered in a choked voice as the tears began to fall.

With a low chuckle Wyatt came up and drew her into his arms, kissing her lightly. “I’m glad you’re happy with it.”

“Happy? Oh my God, that’s not even close to the right word. It’s amazing, Wyatt. Truly, unbelievably amazing.”

“The decorative stuff is all Piper. I just oversaw the construction and did a few projects here and there.”

She shook her head at him, wanting to cry, it meant so much to her. “You’re unreal. You know that?”

“I know how much you wanted to get the kitchen and master suite done, so you could move in. I wanted to have that much done by the time you got back.”

And he’d managed to do all that on top of helping his dad with the farm and taking Grits back and forth to all his appointments. She pushed back to gaze up into his eyes. This was beyond any gift she could ever imagine. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” His grin told her that her reaction and thanks were all he needed. God, she loved him.

“But I only want to move in if you move in with me. Since it’s your house too.”

He looked surprised by that. “You sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure! I thought about it a lot while I was away. I could never sell this place, and I want it to be your home too.” She shot him a saucy grin. “So. Wanna be roomies?”

“Wanna get married?”

What? She stopped and stared up at him, shocked. They hadn’t really talked about this and she’d never expected Wyatt to ask her so soon. He grimaced and laughed at himself. “That wasn’t even close to how I planned to ask you. Hold on.”

Dropping to one knee, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a square velvet box. Then he shot a look at Grits. “Grits.”

The dog’s floppy ears perked up and he wagged his tail.

“Sit.”

Grits sat.

“Paw. Just like we rehearsed.”

Oh my God, they’d rehearsed this? Austen was torn between tears and laughter. They were too damn adorable.

Grits lifted one white front paw in the air and waved it up and down, his big brown eyes staring up at her.

Wyatt took his cue. He opened the ring box to reveal a round diamond ring that sparkled in the light. “Austen, will you make us the happiest man and dog in the world and be my wife?”

Grits gazed up at her in encouragement, paw still raised, his tail swishing back and forth on the glossy floorboards.

There was no question that she wanted to spend the rest of her life with this sexy, endearing man. Austen dropped to her knees and flung her arms around Wyatt’s neck. “Yes!” Wyatt hugged her to him as she sought his lips with hers.

A second later, little paws landed on her left thigh and then a wet tongue was licking at her cheek. She laughed and let go of Wyatt long enough to scoop Grits up into her arms. “This means I get to be your mama for real,” she told him, grinning when he licked her chin, his entire body wiggling with the force of his wagging tail.

“Upstaged by a dog during the most important moment of my life,” Wyatt muttered, his eyes warm with amusement.

“I’ll make it up to you right now,” Austen promised, setting the dog down to clasp her arms around his neck. “Now slide that ring on my finger, put Grits out in the hall, and then take me to that bed over there so we can christen this room properly.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Wyatt answered with a grin, and covered her mouth with his.

“Oh, and Wyatt?” she whispered against his lips.

“Hmm?”

“Don’t forget the blindfold.”

The End
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SWEETEST SURRENDER


The Serafina: Sin City Series

Katie Reus




A woman on the run…


Angel has been on her own for two years, moving from place to place to outrun her past. With no family and few friends to lean on, she’s managed to keep her secrets and stay safe. But when her past suddenly catches up to her, she has a choice to make. Run or stay and claim her life once more.

He’ll stop at nothing to protect her…

Vadim has never let anyone close to him—until Angel. From the first time he met her, everything changed. As a private consultant for Wyatt Christiansen, he’s good with computers and he’s got connections to unearth people’s deepest, darkest secrets. When Angel’s life is threatened Vadim steps in and uses all his resources to end the threat once and for all. As the danger closes in, he lies to her in an effort to protect her, not realizing that even once the threat is eliminated, he might lose her anyway.




CHAPTER ONE


Angel clutched the brown paper bag filled with the boxed up leftover food she’d planned to take home tonight. It didn’t matter that it would have been thrown out, what she was doing was stealing. Something she’d never thought to do. Ever. Stealing was wrong. Something she’d learned before kindergarten.

In the last two years, however, she’d learned to live in shades of gray, not black and white. The world simply wasn’t so nice and tidy—those who thought it was viewed life with rose-colored glasses. Okay, that sounded a little bitter. But it was how she was feeling.

She hated that she’d gotten to a point where she was actually stealing from one of her employers. She paused at the back door of the restaurant that would lead to a long hallway on out to the dumpsters behind The Serafina Hotel. No, she just couldn’t do it. She turned and headed back to the main kitchen. She’d planned to leave the bag out there and grab it after she’d clocked out. Pretty much no one was left at Cloud 9 this late. She’d been the closing server; the bartenders had already gone home while she finished cleaning up the kitchen.

As she stepped back into the galley of the main kitchen, she froze. Sierra Archer was standing there cataloging salad dressing. The petite woman had her long black hair pulled into a ponytail; she wore plain clothes, not her normal chef’s jacket. Normally she didn’t work on Thursdays and it was after hours so Angel was more than surprised to see her.

Sierra glanced up, smiling. “Hey, Angel. You getting out of here?”

Unable to find her voice, she nodded, clutching the bag.

Sierra lifted a dark eyebrow, her smile faltering. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” she managed to rasp out, hating the guilt suffusing her.

“You want me to ring you up?” her boss asked, nodding at the brown bag. “I’ve still got a register open. Haven’t gone through the night’s drink reports yet and it’s gonna take forever.” She made an annoyed face.

Before Angel could respond, Hayden, Sierra’s fiancé and also one of the heads of security at the Serafina, strode in. “Hey, sweetheart,” he murmured to Sierra.

Without his normal suit and tie and wearing just a T-shirt and jeans he should have looked casual and unintimidating. Unfortunately the huge man with the tattoos always made her feel nervous. Both he and his brother did. They were nice and Angel knew Sierra wouldn’t be with a loser, but still, in her experience she stayed away from men that big. She knew what fists could do.

Sierra gave him a quick kiss before turning back to Angel. “I’ll get you now.”

“No, it’s okay. This isn’t…” Oh God, she didn’t even know what to say. She hated confrontation and always clammed up when she felt cornered. Only Sierra wasn’t cornering her. She was just being nice. But Angel felt so guilty and it must have shown on her face because Sierra turned to her fiancé.

“Can you meet me out front? I need to talk to Angel alone.”

Hayden’s eyebrows rose, but he nodded and left after giving Sierra another quick kiss on the forehead.

When Sierra faced her again, she leaned one hip against the metal countertop they put hot plates on for the servers to deliver. Right now it was buffed and shiny. “What’s going on? Is that the throwaway food?”

Swallowing hard, Angel nodded. “Yeah. It expires tomorrow and I was…” She was going to tell Sierra she’d been bringing it back but didn’t think she’d believe her or that it would matter. Angel had packed it up and had been ready to take it. That was damning enough. “I’m sorry.”

Instead of condemnation, Sierra looked concerned. Which just made Angel feel even crappier. “I just need to inventory the loss before we throw it out, but…you can have it. You should have asked me though.” She rubbed a hand over her face. “You’ve been such a great employee, but…”

Angel knew that even small infractions like this were cause for being fired. Especially at a restaurant in a casino. If she took something small, who was to say she wouldn’t skim elsewhere? Her face heated up with shame, but she forced herself to hold the other woman’s startling green gaze. “I know and I’m really sorry. I’ll grab my last paycheck next week but…I get it.” Angel knew the other woman would have to fire her over this and there was no point in trying to convince her not to.

“Angel—”

Sierra turned at a slight scuffing sound to find Hayden and Vadim entering the big galley kitchen. What the hell was Vadim doing here? He was part of the hotel’s security team, but she hadn’t even thought he was working tonight.

Right then Angel wanted the floor to open up into a giant hole and swallow her. For a brief moment she met Vadim’s pale blue eyes but quickly looked away. To say she had a massive crush on him would be an understatement. So many of the wait staff were afraid of him but she didn’t understand why. He was so sweet and gentle and right now she simply couldn’t bear to have him witness her getting fired.

“Sierra.” She tried to keep her voice steady as she dragged the other woman’s attention back to her. With the bright lights of the kitchen overhead she felt as if she was under a giant spotlight. When her boss looked back, Angel said, “I’m going to go, but I really am sorry. Please don’t…” What? Don’t fire me in front of them? Them, meaning Vadim Sokolov, the man she’d been lusting after for months. She could feel her face turning even redder and thanks to her Irish coloring, she probably looked like Rudolph’s nose.

Sierra took a step forward, closing the distance between them. “Let’s just talk about this in my office,” she murmured, motioning toward the back of the kitchen.

“Is everything okay?” Vadim asked, still standing in the entry with Hayden. The slight trace of his Russian accent was ever present, the delicious sound rolling over her like a warm, all-enveloping embrace.

Angel swallowed hard. “Fine.” She gave Sierra a beseeching look. She seriously doubted the other woman wanted to call the police over some food, so she was going to make her exit before Sierra could tell her fiancé what Angel had done. For all she knew, the head of security had protocol to follow. Setting the bag on the metal countertop, she clutched her purse to her side. “Sorry, Sierra,” she muttered before making a beeline for the exit. She mumbled a quick goodbye to Vadim, who looked oddly hurt by her getaway, but she couldn’t think about that now. She just needed to get home and away from here.

And figure out her next move. She’d been lucky enough to find work in Vegas but she’d been here months already. It was time to move on. Tonight was just a sign that she’d stayed in one place too long.

*     *     *

Vadim wanted to rush after Angel, but needed to find out what the hell was going on first. “What’s wrong with Angel?” he asked Sierra.


The petite woman bit her bottom lip nervously. For a moment he thought it was because of him and he bit back his annoyance. At six feet tall, he wasn’t overly large, and he was good looking enough. Not hideous at least. He simply did not understand why women seemed fearful of him when he would literally cut off his own arm before harming a female. But then he realized Sierra was watching Hayden nervously.

“If I tell you something you have to promise not to get involved or try to fire Angel.”

Hayden frowned, shoving his hands in his pockets. “What’s going on?”

Sierra stuck out her chin mutinously. “Promise.”

At that moment, Vadim found himself liking the chef even more. What the hell had Angel gotten herself into?

“Fine. I promise. Now what’s up? She looked like she was about to burst into tears.”

Vadim had seen that too and the thought of Angel crying raked against his insides like jagged glass. He’d known her for five months, but it felt like a lifetime for how attracted he was to her.

“It’s not a huge deal, but I caught her taking food.” Sierra motioned to a brown bag on the counter. “It’s going to be thrown away since it expires tomorrow, but it’s more than fine to eat. We just have standards…and that’s not the point. She was taking it without telling me, but I wasn’t going to fire her. I just wanted to talk to her to see if she needed some extra help or wanted more shifts, but she hurried out of here after telling me she’d get her last paycheck next week. I think…” Sierra looked at Vadim, her face flushing. “I think she was embarrassed you were here.”


Vadim blinked, not sure what Sierra meant. If Angel had a problem she could come to him. They were friends and Angel knew that. Or he thought she did. He was more worried about why she’d had to steal food. The thought of her not having enough to eat pained him. “I think you’re mistaken, but I’m going to check on her. Does she still have a job?”

Sierra half-smiled. “Of course. I just want to talk to her so we can straighten this out.”

Vadim nodded at her and Hayden, then hurried from the kitchen. He made his way through the closed restaurant, the lobby of the hotel and got caught in a rush of people by the valet parking outside. He knew Angel must have come this way.

She always took the same bus home every night. A quick glance at his watch told him he might miss her, spurring him into moving faster. Not bothering to be polite, he plowed his way through the thickening crowd of partiers and gamblers making their way into the hotel and casino. The place was busy most of the day but at ten o’clock at night it was always the busiest. Ignoring a few protests, he elbowed his way around people and bounded between the idling cars waiting to be parked by the dozens of working valet drivers.


As he raced down the exit to the main road, he spotted Angel’s normal bus pulling away from the curb—and saw that familiar flash of red hair as she sat at a window seat. Biting back a curse, he turned and headed back the way he’d come. He knew where she lived and even though he knew it would annoy her, he was going to see her tonight.

For some reason she always refused to let him drive her home after work, even though he offered practically every night. She didn’t live in a safe neighborhood and he was almost certain she was embarrassed by her place of residence. He’d been there before to check on her, but he’d never told her, knowing it would bother her. Now he didn’t care if she got annoyed with him.

If she knew where he’d grown up, she’d have nothing to be embarrassed about.

Tonight he’d planned to ask her on an unofficial date after she got off work. Hayden had said that they could join him and Sierra at one of the bars for drinks. Vadim sucked with women and relationships, but Hayden had told him to stop being a pussy and just ask her out. So he’d planned to do just that, but under the guise of friendship, so if she rejected him, things between them wouldn’t be strained afterward.

He didn’t have many friends, but he valued his relationship with Angel. She was kind and giving and one of the few women who didn’t look at him like he was an un-caged tiger. And he planned to find out why the hell she needed to steal food. Because whatever she needed, he would give to her.




CHAPTER TWO


Angel stared blindly out the window of the bus as she neared her stop. Because of the fluorescent lights all she really saw was her reflection. And right now she didn’t want to look at herself. Still reeling from that entire embarrassing situation where a woman she respected now probably thought the worst of her, and a man she liked way too much… Ugh, Angel mentally shook herself. She didn’t have time to worry about stuff like that. She needed to get home and check on her neighbor’s kids.

The woman she only knew as Dee left her fourteen year old boy and six year old girl alone more often than not because she was hooking up with losers or scoring drugs. Mark, the boy, hadn’t told Angel that directly, but he’d alluded to it in so many words. And it broke Angel’s heart. He’d also warned her not to call social services—and she’d been planning to—because he’d said they’d end up in a worse situation than at home. The fear in his eyes when he’d told her had been real too, so she’d listened. She understood that he didn’t want to be separated from his sister or dumped somewhere even worse. Sometimes the devil you knew was better than the alternative.

Angel knew they weren’t her responsibility, but she didn’t care. She couldn’t turn her back on two innocent kids in need. So she’d been looking after them when she wasn’t working, buying them food and making sure they got to the bus in time for school. It had been exhausting and she knew she should probably ask someone for help, but she hadn’t known who to turn to. And she’d been doing fine balancing everything—until someone broke into her place and took most of the cash she’d saved. She couldn’t believe they’d found it. She’d hidden it in a box of baking soda in her refrigerator, making sure it was buried in the white powder. Hadn’t seemed to matter because whatever jerk had robbed her had found it.

As the bus shuddered to a halt, she jumped up and called out that it was her stop, knowing from experience that this particular driver would keep going if she didn’t stand within five seconds. Hating that she didn’t have any food for the kids, she hurried off the bus. Luckily the stop was right in front of her apartment complex. Which wasn’t exactly in the best part of town, but it wasn’t terrible either. She reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out her keys and her pepper spray. Holding each in one hand, she made her way to the second building down. Her apartment was on the second floor.

She could hear and see a couple teenagers who sometimes like to harass her on one end of the long balcony walkway, so she used the stairs on the opposite side before heading to Dee’s place. Shivering against the cold January air, she knocked once and was surprised when the door swung open.

“Hello?” she called softly. It was late and she didn’t want to wake the kids, but if their mom wasn’t here she wanted to make sure they were okay. Dee had never seemed to mind Angel’s presence; she’d almost appeared to feel guilty that Angel was helping out her kids. But at least she’d never stopped Angel from giving them food.

When no one answered, she stepped farther inside. Frowning when she didn’t see any of Chloe’s toys scattered in the hallway, she shut the door behind her and clutched her pepper spray tight. “Mark? Dee?”

“They’re gone,” a familiar male voice called out. Mr. Botkin, her landlord, peered around the corner at the end of the hallway and smiled warmly at her. He was Russian, like Vadim, and had taught her a few words, which she’d tried to impress Vadim with.

Vadim had simply smiled at her attempts to converse with him, amused. And she loved making him smile. She shook herself, not needing to think about the sexy Russian now. “What happened?” she asked, hurrying down the short, tiled hallway to find him already repainting the living room. Plastic sheets covered the hardwood floors of the empty room.

Even though this place wasn’t in the greatest part of town, Mr. Botkin took great care to keep up the interiors of the apartments.

“They left this afternoon,” he said. “The boy called his grandparents and told them what was going on with their mother. They had no clue about their daughter and came with a moving truck. They give her…” He paused and she knew he was trying to figure out the right word. “An ultimatum. She go to rehab, they take the kids while she does.” He patted his coveralls almost absently then reached into the pocket and pulled out a small envelope. “This is from the boy for you.”

Angel was speechless as she took the card. Clearing her throat, she found her voice. “They just left? Did the grandparents seem nice? How were the kids?”

Mr. Botkin nodded. “I think they’re good people. They were worried over the kids. The boy, he’s smart and protective, he’ll watch out for his sister.”

Angel nodded, knowing that much was true. At fourteen Mark was already taller than her five feet six and was vigilant about looking after Chloe. She tore into the envelope and quickly scanned the card, fighting back tears as she read. Mark told her that he’d found his grandparents contact info and called them himself. He’d also thanked Angel for everything she’d done and left a contact number for her to check up on him. God, he was such a man, so responsible. She swiped at her eyes. “Thanks, Mr. Botkin.”

He nodded, then motioned toward the hallway. “Let me walk you to your door. I don’t like those punks loitering around here lately.”

She wasn’t going to argue. Even though Mr. Botkin was older, she knew he carried at least one gun on him. Once she was safely inside her apartment, she pulled her cell phone out of her purse and texted Mark as she walked down the hallway to her kitchen. It was late and she wasn’t sure when they’d left or if he’d be awake so she didn’t call.

He responded moments later. G-parents nice, mom embarrassed by where we ended up but it’s all good now. Chloe’s happy she has her own room. I’ll call u 2morrow with deets. Thank you for everything Angel. I know what a pain it was to watch out for us.

Smiling even though her chest ached at how grown up he sounded, she texted back. It was never a pain. I love you guys. Keep in touch no matter what but if you have a problem with anyone let me know.

I will but I don’t think they’re freaks or anything. Mom’s okay leaving us w/ them while she’s in rehab and she wouldn’t if they were weirdos.

And there was the fourteen year old shining through. Angel shook her head as she shot off a quick goodnight response. When she reached her small kitchen she set her purse on the counter nearest the refrigerator and opened the door even though she didn’t have much in there except some fresh fruit. Almost on cue her stomach growled so she grabbed an apple. Biting into it, she started unbuttoning her Oxford-style black shirt as she headed to her bedroom. Right now all she wanted was a hot shower and to crash. She’d worry about her lack of a job tomorrow. She wasn’t even sure if she wanted to stay in Vegas anymore. She’d been here too long as it was and the longer she stayed, the better chance he had of finding her.

Yeah, she definitely didn’t want to think about that tonight. As she rounded the corner of the built-in counter in her kitchen she came face to face with Vadim striding in from her living room. His movements were impossibly silent.

And he looked pissed.

On instinct she jumped, but stopped herself before she stepped back. Her breath caught in her throat as she stared at him, apple between her teeth and the front of her shirt completely gaping open. Stunned, she pulled the apple from her mouth. “What are you… How the hell did you get into my apartment?” she shouted, feeling suddenly vulnerable. Not because she thought Vadim would hurt her but because she’d just replaced her locks and added extra alarms to her windows. She didn’t feel very safe anymore.

His jaw clenched once, his pale blue eyes seeming almost darker in her dim apartment. She’d never thought of him as intimidating but at six feet tall, she was suddenly aware of how much bigger he was than her. He rubbed a hand over his short blond hair in agitation. “Why didn’t you tell me you needed food?”

“I don’t. And don’t change the subject. Why are you here and how did you get in? And how did you even know which apartment is mine?”

He took a step closer, his gaze briefly flicking down to her open shirt and her face burned even hotter. Hell, what was she thinking? She set the apple on the counter and wrenched her top together. She was just wearing a plain utilitarian white bra. She was more embarrassed about him seeing her in something so boring than flashing him skin. She’d had plenty of fantasies involving him and in all of them, the first time he saw her in any state of undress she was wearing lace and silk. Not a cotton bra she’d snagged in the dollar bin at a discount store. She hurriedly buttoned her shirt, her fingers shaking.

“Your address is in your employee file.”

“Which you shouldn’t have access to,” she snapped, nerves and embarrassment threading through her. Though she wasn’t surprised he did. The man was a computer genius from what she’d heard. He didn’t talk much about his work to her, just in generalities, but she’d picked up enough from other employees to guess that he was gifted when it came to security measures. They were friends but she was pretty sure he’d signed a non-disclosure agreement or something since he didn’t talk about what he did.

He made a scoffing sound, his expression almost arrogant. Then he frowned again and took another small step closer so that there was only a foot separating them. “You should have come to me. I would have helped you. And I still will. You still have a job. Sierra doesn’t want to fire you.” He lifted his hand a fraction, as if he would touch her, then dropped it back to his side.

Relief slid through her that she still had a job. Angel was going to get back to how the heck he broke into her place, but for now, she motioned behind him in the direction of the living room. With him this close, his subtle spicy scent teasing her, it was hard to think straight. She needed some distance between them if she wanted to talk in coherent sentences.

His jaw clenched again, but he nodded and turned toward the small room. It had come pre-furnished and now she was thankful she’d bought slip covers to hide the hideous seventies-style flower pattern on the couches. When she’d bought them she’d felt guilty for spending money on something frivolous but those colors had just been too ugly to look at day in and day out. The light cream color slip covers were much easier on the eyes. The rest of the room was decorated in plain earth tones, which was fine with her.

“Would you like something to drink?” she asked as he perched on the edge of the loveseat. The polite question was ridiculous considering he’d broken into her place, but manners had been drilled into her at a young age. It was that Southern upbringing.

He was tense, his entire body coiled and ready to pounce. For the first time she understood why some of the other waitresses were nervous around him. Not that she was afraid of him, but she could see that deadly edge now. It was jarring to her senses to see him this way. With her he’d always been so sweet and gentle.

“No. I want to talk. Now sit,” he said gruffly.

She was so surprised by the command in his voice that she did. As soon as her butt hit the couch though, she wanted to smack herself for doing it. Friend or not, the man had broken into her home and she wanted to know how and why. “Vadim—”

“I came in the front door. Picked the lock in less than fifteen seconds. It’s a piece of crap,” he said, guessing her train of thought.

“I just replaced it.” She’d installed it herself.

His lips pulled into a thin line, his expression disapproving. “It’s crap. And the reason I’m here should be obvious. I want to help.”

Some of her steam faded at that. “You could have called.”

“And you would have ignored me. I eliminated that problem before it happened.” His voice was so matter-of-fact and it sounded just like him. He liked to look at problems from every angle.

Considering how embarrassed she’d been at the restaurant, he was right to have guessed she’d have ignored a call from him. Still, it annoyed her that he’d broken into her place. But she could put that on the backburner.

“Now tell me why you were taking food. Are you not making enough money?” he asked in that blunt way of his. Normally she appreciated it but now she just wanted to die of embarrassment.

“It wasn’t for me. My neighbor has two kids and she wasn’t taking care of them so I’ve been buying food for them. And I’ve been doing fine. More than fine actually.” She’d managed to save a couple thousand with the tips she’d been bringing in even though she’d been feeding Mark and Chloe. She’d almost felt like it was karma rewarding her. The more she helped them the better she’d done at work. Of course that theory had been shot to hell when she’d been robbed. “But then I was robbed and—”

“What?” He shifted slightly, his hands clenching the edges of her couch so tightly they turned white.

She stared at his knuckles and long fingers and for a brief moment wondered what it would feel like to have those hands stroking over her breasts, cupping her face and…other parts. She quickly shook herself. Now was not the time to indulge in that particular fantasy. “Yeah, couple weeks ago. They took my TV and the cash I had hidden. Honestly, I’ve been doing great. It was just a setback. I know I should have just asked Sierra for the food, but I was embarrassed. She gets so many sob stories from the employees and me telling her I needed to feed two kids sounded fake. Even if it is true.” And Angel had been embarrassed. Sierra was so young and had her whole life together. Angel hadn’t even finished college and thanks to circumstances, she was on the run and living from paycheck to paycheck.

“Fuck that. You should have told me you needed help.” The possessive note in his voice took her off guard. She wondered if maybe she’d imagined it. Either way it did strange things to her insides.

Her cheeks burned again as she swallowed hard. She didn’t want Vadim’s freaking charity. But she couldn’t tell him that—it would make things worse. “I know. I just…” she shrugged, not knowing how to continue. “Sierra really doesn’t want to fire me?”

“No, which you would have known if you’d stuck around.”

Another burst of relief slid through her. Sure it would be awkward and embarrassing to see Sierra that first time but with her cash savings gone, the thought of leaving Vegas had been scary without a backup fund. And the truth was, she didn’t want to leave Vadim, even though she knew that was stupid. He saw her as a friend and nothing more. He’d made that perfectly clear. She’d dropped enough hints that she would be interested in more back when they’d first met and started hanging out, but he’d friend-zoned her months ago. Which was probably just as well. She didn’t have time for any entanglements. “Well it gave you a chance to show off your B and E skills.”

His lips twitched slightly, the closest he ever came to a smile. “Did you report your robbery to the police?”

She shook her head. No way was she putting her name in the system more than absolutely necessary.

He seemed angered by that, but didn’t respond. “Why isn’t your money in a bank?”

Angel glanced at a spot over his shoulder and bit her tongue. She wasn’t going to tell him anything about her past. Setting her jaw, she waited for him to continue. If he expected a response, he’d be waiting a long time.

Finally Vadim sighed and scrubbed a hand over his face. “I need a favor. It’s why I came to see you earlier tonight.”

Her eyebrows rose. “You need a favor from me?”

He nodded, his expression still so unreadable. Something that irritated her about him. “I’m going out of town for a few days for work and my house sitter cancelled at the last minute.” He let out an annoyed sounding word in Russian. “I don’t like to kennel Charlie and I wanted to ask you to house sit. It won’t be long and you can use my car while I’m gone so you won’t have to worry about learning a new bus schedule.”

Her first instinct was to say no, but she didn’t have a reason to deny him.

“You’re one of the only people I’d trust to stay at my place.” The sincerity in his words took her off guard and touched her.

“Even after I just stole from the Cloud?” she asked wryly. What everyone who worked at the Serafina called Cloud 9.

His lips pulled into a thin line again. “For kids. Which…” He trailed off frowning.

“What?”

“Should I go out and get food for them or is it too late?”

In that moment Angel was pretty sure she had more than just a crush on Vadim but she ruthlessly shoved all her emotions back into a tiny box, locked it, then threw that key in the deepest, darkest ocean of her heart. Swallowing back the strange tightening in her throat, she shook her head. “No, they’re staying with their grandparents now. I just found out from my landlord when I stopped by their place. I hope everything’s going to be okay for them now. But thank you for asking.”

His shoulders relaxed as he stood. “Okay, good. Then it’s settled. You’ll stay at my place.”

She frowned at him. “I never agreed to that.”

“We both know you’re going to. You’re too nice to say no and Charlie loves your belly rubs. And if you say no, sweet Charlie will be put in a kennel and she gets anxiety if she doesn’t get to sleep in her own bed.”

She gritted her teeth to keep from smiling. His dog’s name was Charlotte, Charlie for short. He brought her to work sometimes and Angel had fallen in love with the beautiful dog. The German Shepherd was better behaved than most humans. The way she listened to Vadim’s commands was impressive. And she was incredibly adorable. “You’re a master manipulator.”

His shoulders lifted casually, but the glint in his pale eyes set her off balance. She felt like something had shifted between them but wasn’t sure what.

“So when do you need me?” She really wished he needed her on an entirely different level than dog sitting.

“Tonight.”

Her eyes widened. “You weren’t kidding about last minute.”

“I know and I’m sorry for asking like this. I leave in the morning, so you should stay with me tonight. It’ll be good for Charlie to see you sleeping in the guest room.”

Angel would rather sleep in his bedroom, but knew that would never happen so she ignored what that thought did to her traitorous body. Or she tried to, but her nipples tingled as she imagined what it would be like to be stretched out naked under Vadim’s lean, powerful body. When she realized she’d been staring, she nodded and glanced away. “I’ll go pack a bag then. Should I shower here or would it be easier if I did at your place?”

For the briefest moment, his eyes went molten—which just confused her. But then his expression went completely blank as he nodded. “My place is fine.”

That hungry, needy sensation she experienced every time she was around Vadim welled up inside her as she hurried back to her small bedroom. Vadim had looked almost turned on, affected by her. Her. But that couldn’t be right. Could it? He’d never looked at her like that before, but…she didn’t think she’d imagined that look in his eyes. Or hell, maybe it was just wishful thinking.

At least they wouldn’t be sharing a roof. Well, tonight they would be, but he’d be leaving in the morning. Then when he returned, she’d go back to her apartment. Which was good, because she was pretty sure she couldn’t handle sharing a living space with him without making it painfully obvious how attracted she was to him. She didn’t want to suffer rejection from him on top of everything else.




CHAPTER THREE


Vadim leaned against the doorway of Angel’s bedroom, watching her pack a bag. His small lie didn’t make him feel an ounce of guilt. He was going out of town, but only for one night. And as soon as they reached his home he’d text his friend, letting him know it would be unnecessary to watch Charlie.

While Angel was out of her place, he planned to set things into motion so that she wouldn’t be coming back here. No, she could stay with him until he found her a decent apartment. It was underhanded, but he didn’t care. He constantly worried about her living there and after seeing just how easy it was to break into her home, he couldn’t stand it any longer. The woman brought out his protective instincts to the point where he couldn’t think straight sometimes. He’d never felt like that about anyone and it was jarring. Sometimes he wondered if he got a taste of her if it would slake the need he always seemed to have for her.

“You don’t have to stand guard,” she muttered as she opened the top drawer of the only dresser in the small room. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Maybe I just want a peek at your panties too.” His teasing words surprised him.

She looked up, those dark green and brown hazel eyes wide with shock. Then her full lips curved, her megawatt smile like a punch to his chest. “I always knew you were a pervert.” Laughing, clearly not believing he was serious, she went back to digging through her drawer. Surprising him, she pulled out a skimpy green thong and waved it once. “Happy now?” Laughing to herself, she shoved it into her bag before heading to her closet.

He was glad she wasn’t paying attention to him as she grabbed her clothes because he’d forgotten how to breathe. The thought of Angel in a thong—or any state of undress—was enough to give him a heart attack. They’d been friends for almost five months and up until recently he’d been sure she’d had no sexual interest in him. Until Hayden had told him he was a dumbass and to start paying attention more.

Vadim was good with computers and a lot of things, but not women. Well, not women like Angel. She was sweet, giving and incredibly beautiful. And she always saw the best in people. That he didn’t envy, but he still liked it about her. Who was he kidding? He liked everything about her, from the way her eyes crinkled at the corners when she laughed to—

“Vadim?”

He blinked, realizing she was talking to him as he stared off into space like an idiot. “Yeah?”

She stood near the edge of her bed, her shiny red hair still pulled into a ponytail as she fingered the soft grips of her bag. She looked even younger than normal, reminding him of their ten year age difference. Another reason he’d held off on making a move. “I’m ready if you are.”

He nodded once, not trusting his voice as he strode over and grabbed her bag. She started to protest but he took it anyway. It wasn’t much, but he wanted to take care of her any way he could. Starting now he planned to do just that. Even if he had to be underhanded about it. She was independent, something he liked, but she was too stubborn about asking for help when she needed it. Clearly, or she would have told him about her neighbor’s kids.

Vadim exited the apartment first, placing himself in front of her in case there was a threat. He doubted there would be, but he didn’t like the looks of the teenagers hanging out near her place. While she locked the door behind her, he saw her landlord exiting her neighbor’s apartment carrying a paint can. Late to be working but Vadim understood that a man in his position was on call 24/7.


Vadim nodded once at the man he’d met before—without Angel’s knowledge.

Mr. Botkin was in his mid-fifties, in shape, and right now he looked wary as he eyed Vadim. His expression softened though when Angel looked up from her door.

“Hi, Mr. Botkin. You done for the night?” she asked.

He nodded, flicking another glance at Vadim. “Yes. Is everything okay?”

Angel nodded, then glanced at Vadim before looking back at her landlord. “I’m just house sitting for my friend. This is Vadim, by the way. He’s my friend, the one I told you about who’s Russian.”

Vadim was beyond surprised she’d mentioned him, but smiled politely at Mr. Botkin, as if he’d never met him before. In Russian he told the man he’d be visiting the day after tomorrow about some business so to expect him.

The older man’s eyebrows rose in clear surprise, but he just nodded. Then in English he said, “Nice to meet you.”

Angel playfully poked him in the arm as they headed down the stairs. “You’re going to teach me more Russian. Mr. Botkin said I was pretty good.”

Vadim hid a smile. Her attempts had been awful, her sweet, normally very light Southern accent seeming to get stronger every time she tried to speak the first language he’d learned. He might have been born in the United States, but his mother had been a Russian immigrant and she’d barely spoken any English. He’d learned English from a neighbor and then in school, but he’d never lost his mother’s language. And he’d picked up a couple more languages over the years. “I’ll teach you whatever you want.” All the better if he got to spend more time with her.

When they reached the bottom of the stairs, he placed himself in front of her again. “Stay behind me,” he murmured as they headed to the end of the sidewalk. He’d had to park in front of another building because there hadn’t been space in front of hers.

“Vadim, is that really necessary? I walk through here all the time.” She sounded annoyed.

He grunted, not responding because he knew he’d say something he might regret. As they reached the end of the sidewalk, he glanced to the left, down the next one. Two men loitered next to the driver’s side of his car. Something he’d been concerned about. Without turning around, he reached back and handed her bag to her. “Stay here.”

She made a frustrated sound, but took it. He walked quickly down the sidewalk, immediately making eye contact with the taller of the two. They were in their late teens or early twenties, both with dark brown hair and brown eyes. Possibly related. Not that he cared. “Can I help you with something?” he asked, stepping off the sidewalk and crowding right into their space.

The slightly shorter one moved back a step, but the taller one stayed where he was—then had the audacity to lean against the door. “Nice ride,” he said as he lifted up the front of his shirt to reveal a silver revolver.

It was a good piece. Too bad the shithead was about to lose it. The instant display of the man’s weapon was all the provocation Vadim needed to eliminate these two threats to Angel. He had two weapons strapped to himself, as he always did, but he didn’t bother with either of them. Without warning he struck out, punching the taller man in the throat with a force just shy of being a killing blow. Before the man could even think about reacting Vadim punched him in the solar plexus, in the nose, then slammed his boot into the man’s balls for good measure. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the shorter man scrambling for his weapon, but it was too late.

Gasping and wheezing, the taller man fell against the side of Vadim’s car. As he slid down, Vadim pulled the man’s weapon free and aimed it at the other man’s head before shorty could draw his own weapon tucked stupidly down the front of his pants. Would serve him right if he shot his own balls off.

“Go for it and see what happens,” Vadim said calmly, kicking the other man in the stomach as he slid to the ground.

Out of the corner of his eye he watched the fallen man continue to struggle for breath as he curled into a tight ball. Right now his brain was confused, trying to come to terms with the pain and rapid assault his body had just received. In Vadim’s experience it would take the man roughly thirty seconds to regain some of his bearings. But he planned to be long gone before then.

The standing man raised his hands in the air, leaving his weapon still tucked away. “Man, I don’t want any trouble.”

“Good. Neither do I. Angel,” he called out. “Get in the car.” With his free hand he reached into his pants pocket and pressed his keyfob, unlocking the doors. Then he stepped over the still wheezing man, pressed the weapon to the standing man’s chest as he took the guy’s revolver. He’d get rid of these, but he wasn’t leaving them behind.

“Back up, over there. Keep your hands in the air.” As Vadim motioned to another row of parked cars on the opposite side of the street he heard the passenger door open then close. Keeping his gaze on the man walking backwards, he reached over and opened his door then slid behind the wheel. Without having to insert the key, he pressed the engine button and quickly reversed before tearing out of the complex. In the rearview mirror the standing man raced to his friend’s side but he wasn’t even paying attention to Vadim’s exit. Good. Meant he wasn’t concerned with his license plate. Not that it would do him any good if he tried to track him down with it.

“What the hell was that?” Angel asked as Vadim put the weapons in the back seat.

He glanced over at her. “They had weapons and weren’t afraid to use them. The guy I punched showed me his gun immediately, telling me he had no problem escalating into violence very quickly.”

She blinked at him, wide-eyed and not full of fear exactly, but she looked wary. He turned away, not wanting to see fear or anything akin to it in her expression. Ever. And especially not directed at him.

“You didn’t just punch him. You massacred him and made it look as if you’d barely done anything. That was insanely awesome. I’ve never seen anyone move so fast. You were like…a ninja. Where did you learn all that?” The awe in her voice surprised him.

He shot her another glance before pulling out onto the main road. She didn’t seem wary now, just maybe a little overwhelmed. “The Marines.”

“Well, you’re officially a badass. No wonder—” She abruptly cut herself off before shifting uncomfortably against the plush leather seat.

“No wonder what?”

“Nothing. Thanks for what you did. I didn’t realize that guy, well both of them, had freaking guns.” She turned around in her seat to look at them, then looked forward again. “That was crazy,” she muttered, almost to herself.

Vadim knew he should let go of whatever she’d been about to say, but he couldn’t. “What did you stop yourself from saying before?” he asked as he pulled up to a stoplight.

She bit her bottom lip. “I don’t want to hurt your feelings.”

“Say it.”

“I was just going to say no wonder some of the girls—and guys—at the restaurant are a little afraid of you.” Her teeth pressed into her bottom lip even harder as she watched him, clearly concerned for his feelings. Which wasn’t exactly surprising. She was always looking out for anyone, not just him. It still touched him that she cared.

Half-smiling, he turned back to the road. “I already know they’re afraid of me.” Frowning, he looked at her again as another thought occurred to him. Even though their wariness annoyed him, he didn’t truly give a shit what anyone thought of him—but Angel’s opinion mattered. “Does this change how you feel about me?”

“Uh, yeah. Now that I know what a badass you are I’m never going to piss you off,” she said laughingly, the sound pure music rolling over him.

The tension that had started to build inside him immediately dissipated. As long as she didn’t look at him differently, he was fine.

*     *     *

Glancing at his GPS, he frowned as he steered his rental car into the apartment complex. He was following the information his private investigator had given him, but this didn’t seem like the type of place where Angel would be living. Still…he looked over at the thick manila file he had on Angel, ready to scan his notes again, but decided against it.

He had all the information memorized and this was definitely the correct address. The woman had proven more resourceful than he’d given her credit for when she’d run from him. She didn’t have a bank account in her name, didn’t use any credit cards and as far as his investigator could find, she wasn’t using her social security number for work anywhere. She also hadn’t been in contact with any of her friends since she’d gone on the run. Had even deleted all her social media accounts.

It was as if she’d literally vanished into thin air. But he knew that wasn’t the case and his very expensive investigator finally had a lead on her place of residence.

Slowly cruising by the apartment building that was supposed to be hers, he was surprised by the level of activity this late at night. The place was older, set up almost like a motel with visibility of the front doors from the parking lot. An older man stepped out of the apartment next to hers carrying a bucket in one hand and a folded up plastic sheet in the other. He set the supplies next to a paint can before returning inside the apartment, but he left the door open. On the other end of the upstairs balcony three teenagers were smoking cigarettes and talking.

Since there was a parking spot open, he slid into the space. They didn’t appear to be marked for guests or residents, but he wouldn’t be staying long anyway.

Taking a gamble that the man with the plastic sheet was in maintenance, he pulled a few bills from the center console and shoved them in his jacket pocket as he exited the vehicle. Instead of his normal suit he was wearing jeans, a plain T-shirt, a nondescript windbreaker and a ball cap. Nothing to make him memorable. It was one of the reasons he’d rented a standard four-door car with no bells and whistles. Just a plain, domestic car that wouldn’t stand out anywhere.

Scanning his surroundings as he made his way up the stairs, he breathed a sigh of relief when the older man exited the apartment again, this time locking the door behind him. He didn’t want to wait around to talk to this guy, didn’t like being in this neighborhood.

He smiled as he approached the older man. “Hi, you got a second?”

The man just watched him, his body tensing.

So he hung back a few feet, not wanting to crowd the maintenance guy. “I’m just looking for someone.” He pointed to the apartment door behind him, the one that should be Angel’s. “My friend’s sister has gone missing and we’re just trying to find her.” He had a picture of her, but didn’t pull it out yet. “She’s got red hair, dark green eyes, about this tall, really cute looking in that girl-next-door way.” He held up a hand to measure her height and kept his smile friendly. When the guy didn’t respond, he reached into his pocket, figuring he wanted money.

Everyone did. It was how the world worked. You could buy any damn thing you wanted with the right amount of cash.

He froze when the man spoke, his words harsh and guttural. In another language. He watched the older man who started talking to him in rapid-fire…was that Russian?

When the man took a breath, he said, “I don’t understand.”

Shrugging, the man shoved the plastic sheet into the bucket, then picked it and the paint can up before striding past him, muttering under his breath in the same language.

He stood there for a moment, debating his options. He could just knock on her door and surprise the hell out of her. It wouldn’t be hard to take her off guard. Just punch her in the face and barrel his way into her apartment. If she even lived here. But that left open too many variables.

When he realized the teenagers had stopped talking and were watching him curiously, he turned and headed back to his car. That was exactly the variable he didn’t want to deal with. Witnesses.

He’d been patient for two years, he could wait another night before he started scoping out her place. First he’d figure out if Angel even lived here. Then he’d learn her schedule, terrorize her like she deserved, then destroy her. He was going to make her regret the day she’d ever betrayed and humiliated him.




CHAPTER FOUR


Angel couldn’t believe how gorgeous Vadim’s home was. Huge, in the desert with no neighbors for miles, it was all glass, stone and high ceilings with exposed beams. It was an architectural masterpiece as far as she was concerned. That aside, it was a little cold, with very few personal pictures. Although she had seen photographs on a small table behind his couch of him wearing some kind of military fatigues with his arm wrapped around another man’s shoulders. They were both sort-of smiling. But nothing full-on because Vadim just didn’t do that. Apparently not even for pictures.

She knew he’d been in the Marines for twelve years before coming to work for Wyatt. But he’d always been so cryptic about what he’d done while in the Marines and why he’d left. The man was such a mystery. A very sexy one she wanted to figure out. Even if she knew she’d get hurt since she’d be leaving Vegas eventually, something she hated thinking about.

Constantly moving was wearing on her in ways she hadn’t counted on. She missed all her friends from back home, friends she hadn’t talked to in two freaking years because the moment she reached out to any of them, they could become a target. Or it would give him a way to find her.

Lord, why was she even thinking about that right now? Shaking her head, she quickly undressed, stripping out of her standard work uniform of a fitted black button-down shirt, black slacks and black heels. She thought the heels were stupid for waitresses to wear, but it was part of the image, even if they did kill her feet. She was allowed to wear a black skirt, but she never did.

Setting her clothes on the shiny marble countertop of the luxurious guest bathroom, she made her way to the huge stone enclosure of the clearly custom-made shower. It was done all in stone—or maybe tile that looked like sandstone—but there were little sparkly pieces of glass intermixed throughout that made the whole space seem to shimmer.

The shower itself was heaven, the powerful jets massaging her shoulders and back in a way she hadn’t realized she’d needed. And Vadim had given her new shower gel, shampoo and conditioner. Really expensive stuff too. Not that she was surprised after seeing this house and knowing him for five months. Whatever he did for his billionaire boss, he was very well compensated.

As she turned to face the jets, the water cascading over her breasts, stomach and legs, she tried not to remember how incredibly hot it had been to watch Vadim disarm those two men. She hadn’t even realized something like that would turn her on but apparently she was a freak because it had. Way too much.

He hadn’t talked much on the way over to his place, which was fine with her. She’d been so caught up in her own thoughts. Namely about him. And what it would feel like to have those very capable hands sliding all over her body, cupping her mound…She shuddered as she slid a finger over her clit, barely brushing over it with her middle finger.

But she pulled back, stopping herself because it felt wrong. Even though she knew it absolutely wasn’t. But she felt weird fantasizing about a man who was her friend, a man whose house she was currently staying at. Even if she’d thought about him before while stroking herself, she was in his house now.

Turning the water a few degrees cooler, she quickly finished washing. After blow drying most of the dampness out of her hair, she pulled the green thong out of her bag and put it on. She couldn’t believe she’d actually shown it to Vadim. Afterward she’d felt ridiculous and hadn’t been able to meet his gaze. She slid on a warm pair of black fleece pajama pants then slipped on the thick robe Vadim had left for her and cinched it tightly around her waist. It was too big and too long and incredibly comfortable. But it was so soft and thick she didn’t bother with a top.

And it smelled like him a little. Something she shouldn’t care about. Oh, but she did. Way too much. Shaking those thoughts free once again, she set out to find him.

The layout of the house was simple. The three bedrooms were on the east side and the central living room linked the kitchen, dining room and library—he had a library!—on the other side. There were a couple other shut doors that she wondered about, but figured one was probably his office.

She found Vadim in the oversized kitchen at the sink with his back to her—shirtless. Sure the house was warm enough, but did he have to walk around without a shirt? All she could see was his broad, muscular back, but he’d turn around soon enough and she’d get to see what she’d been fantasizing about for months.

“How was your shower?” Vadim asked without turning around.

She nearly jumped, impressed that he’d even heard her, but she stepped farther into the room, the tile surprisingly warm beneath her feet. “Wonderful, thanks. I can’t remember the last time I had a shower that amazing. The water pressure…” She trailed off as he turned, her gaze traveling down the length of his lean, muscular, perfectly cut body.

A computer geek who was ripped. Though that word seemed too weak to describe him as she hungrily devoured every dip and ridge of the muscles along his eight pack. It dipped into a V below the waistband of those loose cotton pants and all she could do was stare for a moment, imagining what was underneath there. He also had a few scars that surprised her. They were long, jagged and clearly old given the white hue of them against his lightly tanned skin.

At the sound of Vadim clearing his throat, she snapped her gaze to his guiltily. That was when she realized he had a mug in his hand. He held it out to her. “I made you hot tea. Earl Grey.”

Her favorite. “You made me tea?” she asked, sounding surprisingly accusing. Why did this insanely attractive man—her friend, she reminded herself for the tenth time that night—have to be so damn thoughtful? So sexy?

He faltered and she wanted to kick herself. “I thought you liked it.”

“Thank you. And I do, a lot.” Oh my god, she sounded like an imbecile. Her gaze kept straying back to the beauty of his body and she felt like the biggest asshole. Vadim was her friend, she couldn’t ogle him like…like…She blinked again as her brain short-circuited and somehow found the strength to meet his gaze while reaching for the cup. There was no hiding the flush on her face now. Absolutely no way. She couldn’t stop staring at his body and now he knew what a pervert she was.

“Is there something wrong with the water pressure at your place?” he asked as he handed her the simple brown mug with light tendrils of steam rolling off the top.

“What…oh, no, it’s fine. But your guest bathroom shower is amazing.” It was definitely spa quality and she’d loved the different showerhead options. One directly above and one on the wall. But she didn’t want to stand around talking about his freaking shower. Because it made her think about being naked and how she’d almost stroked herself to orgasm not long ago.

He started to respond when a light scratching at his kitchen door made them both look. Vadim smiled. “That would be Charlie.”

Angel put the mug down on the long rectangular island top as Vadim opened the door. A moment later, his German Shepherd trotted in. As he shut the door behind her, the dog stopped in her tracks, watching Angel carefully for all of one second. Then she bounded over to Angel, before whining softly and falling to the floor where she rolled onto her back, revealing her belly.

Vadim snorted. “She’s shameless.”

Grinning, Angel bent down and rubbed Charlie’s belly. “She can be as shameless as she wants. I wish you brought her to the hotel more often.” She paused in rubbing as she looked up at Vadim. “So what’s the deal with her schedule? I don’t work tomorrow.” Even though she still needed to call Sierra and apologize. Again. “So should I take her for walks or do you have a schedule you like to keep her to? I know you like to take her to the park sometimes.” She’d met Vadim and Charlie at a park near the casino on multiple occasions. Vadim would try to get Charlie to exercise but she mainly flopped on her belly and soaked up the sun.

Vadim snorted again and motioned to the pantry door. He opened it and pointed inside. “You don’t have to worry about the park. There’s plenty of room around here. She’s spoiled and does whatever she wants all day long. She prefers to stay inside and she’s got a doggy door I leave open when I’m at work. However, I lock it at night. She goes outside when she has to. All you have to do is fill up her bowl of food in the morning and then again in the afternoon. She eats when she’s hungry. Her water is set for the next couple days, but check on it. And she’ll try to convince you that she’s allowed to have as many treats as she wants.” He pointed to a bag filled with green bones. “She’s not, but…I indulge her sometimes.”

Angel grinned at Vadim. “You’re such a softie,” she murmured.

To her surprise his ears flushed red. “Yeah well, don’t tell anyone. As far as sleeping, she usually sleeps on her bed, which is in my room. But she might want to stay close to you at night. She likes human contact. If you’re comfortable with that, you can bring her bed in with you and she’ll push it wherever she wants to sleep.”

“Okay. Sounds good. Oh, what about furniture? Is she allowed on it?” Angel didn’t think so because all of his stuff was leather and in pristine condition, but she wanted to make sure.

“She has a beanbag in the living room that’s hers,” he said as he pulled one of the green bones from the plastic baggie.

Angel turned from the pantry doorway to find Charlie sitting there patiently and quietly. Dang, the dog was as stealthy as her master. She hadn’t even heard Charlie move. The second Vadim gave her the bone, she ran off, this time making plenty of noise as she bounded from the room.

Vadim chuckled lightly. “She hides her treats under her beanbag.” He cleared his throat almost nervously as he stepped out and shut the door. “You’ve got my cell number and I’ll leave the name and number of my hotel on the kitchen counter when I leave in the morning. I’ve got a taxi service coming to get me at the crack of dawn, so I’ll leave my keys on the counter too. Use my car for work or whatever you need. It’s yours while I’m gone. And the refrigerator is stocked and you’re welcome to everything in it.”

She shifted uncomfortably, but nodded. She didn’t know much about vehicles, but she knew enough that his Mercedes S-Class was pricey and one of the newer models. “Okay, but I don’t work the next two days so unless you’re gone longer than that I probably won’t drive anywhere.”

He nodded, watching her for a long moment with those unreadable pale eyes. Feeling unsettled, she shoved her hands in the pockets of the robe.

Taking her by surprise, he reached out and lightly fingered the lapel of the thick robe. On instinct, she stepped closer to him, not wanting any distance between them. Then he froze and she realized from his expression that he’d surprised himself too. But he didn’t back up like she expected. Her heart rate kicked up a notch being this close to him.

His next words nearly made her knees buckle. “You look good in my robe.”

His? She was wearing his robe? Okay, she might not be able to read the sexy Russian all the time, but the fact that he’d given her his robe to wear had to mean something. Didn’t it? Taking a chance, she reached out and traced one finger along a particularly ugly scar that ran from the bottom of his neck across one of his pecs.

He shuddered at her light touch, but didn’t attempt to move. No, his grip tightened on her robe. He wasn’t touching her at all and his breathing was unsteady and erratic, but he was holding onto that robe for all he was worth.

A wave of desire slammed into her. “What’s happening?” she whispered, feeling almost stupid for asking, but needing to know what the heck was going on between them. She’d always been attracted to him but had known—well, clearly her knowledge was wrong—he only saw her as a friend. Now it was like things had changed in one night. And she wasn’t sure what had happened to push the change.

He didn’t answer, just bent his head to hers, giving her plenty of time to pull away. Hell no. Clutching onto his shoulders, she met him halfway, feeling dazed that Vadim was actually about to kiss her. That the man who starred in all her fantasies had given her his robe to wear. How sexy was that?

The second his lips touched hers, she moaned into his mouth. It was like that sound set something off in Vadim. He jerked against her, a ragged sound tearing from him as one hand fisted her hip and the other tugged on the robe, pulling her closer.

Stroking her tongue lightly against his, her nipples tightened when he shuddered against her. She was vaguely aware of him guiding them backward and when his big hands clasped both her hips she realized why. He lifted her up onto one of the high swivel chairs at the island, making her closer in height to him.

As their tongues danced, gently teasing and learning each other, one of his hands slid slowly, smoothly, inside the lapel of her robe. He moved slow enough to give her time to stop him. Instead her fingers dug into his shoulders. She wanted to explore every inch of him too, but all she could seem to do was clutch onto him for dear life. She’d wanted this for so long.

Her senses were going into overload as Vadim lightly nipped her bottom lip. He made the sexiest sound, a groan of pure pleasure that told her he didn’t want to be anywhere else. When his hand finally cupped her breast, his big body shuddered again.

And she could barely think as his thumb stroked over her nipple. It was already hardening under his touch, but when he slowly rolled it between his thumb and forefinger, she gasped and let her head fall back a fraction.

He took it as the invitation that it was, immediately nuzzling her neck in the sweetest way. She wrapped her arms around his neck, spreading her legs wider for him as he stepped closer against her. A rush of heat flooded between her thighs and she cursed all the clothes between them. His erection pressed insistently against her lower stomach, letting her know he was just as affected as she was.

“Do you know how often I’ve fantasized about the color of your nipples?” he growled against her neck before feathering soft kisses up to her jaw.

He’d fantasized about her too? “You don’t have to fantasize anymore,” she murmured as he lightly tweaked the hard bud. She couldn’t wait for him to slide the robe fully off so he could completely look his fill—and touch and taste her everywhere. She moaned loudly, arching into him, but froze at the sound of a loud bark.

Vadim whipped around, withdrawing his hand as he swiveled to face Charlie. If dogs had expressions, Angel would swear Charlie was frowning at Vadim. She barked again then made a low growling rumble that almost sounded threatening.

“Crap, I think she got jealous,” Angel whispered.

“It’s not that…I think she thinks I was hurting you,” he said before murmuring soothing sounding words in Russian, still keeping his body in front of Angel’s.

After spinning around in circles a couple times, Charlie sat down, but still made a soft whining sound. As soon as she sat, Vadim stepped away, still keeping his gaze on the dog. “Get down so she can see you’re okay.”

Angel slid off the seat and immediately Charlie lunged for her, tongue hanging out as the dog loudly sniffed and nudged her hands with a cold, wet nose. Even though the sharpest sense of disappointment punched through her that their kiss had been interrupted, she found herself smiling. She petted Charlie’s head with both hands, bending down to nuzzle her. “I’m okay, you adorable mutt. Though I think I might have to kidnap you later,” she said as she looked back up at Vadim.

He didn’t respond, just watched her with a gaze so hungry there was no mistaking what he wanted. Abruptly he turned from her, taking her off guard. “I’ll leave the instructions for the alarm code, but there’s an alarm fob on my key chain with four buttons. They’re all self-explanatory.” His voice was brusque as he pulled a pad of paper and a pen from one of the drawers.

“Okay.” She wrapped her arms around herself, confused by the sudden change in his demeanor. She wanted to continue right where they’d left off and hopefully end up with both of them naked, sweaty and satisfied.

“I need to get her settled for the night and pack.” He didn’t look up as he scribbled on the pad of paper. His jaw was clenched tight; she couldn’t read his expression or even guess what he was thinking.

But she recognized the tone enough to realize he was dismissing her. It hurt more than she could have imagined. Almost like a physical blow. “Oh…okay.” She floundered, willing him to look at her, but he didn’t, he just continued writing. She could feel her face turning red and something even more horrifying, tears burning at her eyes. “Hope you have a good trip,” she said softly before hurrying from the room.

She wasn’t sure what had happened. He’d initiated that kiss and he’d been into it—that much she knew. His erection left no doubt in her mind. But something had clearly happened to make him pull back from her.

Once she made it to the safety of the guest room, she shut the door and headed directly for the inviting bed even though she knew she wasn’t going to sleep. Not with the memory of Vadim’s hot lips on hers and the way her nipples still tingled from his touch. If she was braver she’d ask him what had happened to make him do such a one-eighty on her, but she felt too raw to even contemplate asking him. Sighing, she turned off the bedside lamp and closed her eyes. After all these months she was finally in Vadim’s bed—his guest bed—and now she was worried that she’d lost her chance with him before it had even started.





CHAPTER FIVE


Angel stared at her cell phone, willing herself to stop being such a coward and simply make the call she needed to. Vadim had left early that morning just like he’d said, leaving all the necessary information she could want, including how to arm and disarm his alarm system. She’d been with Charlie most of the day, reading, relaxing and despite the cold, she’d played outside with the dog for a couple of hours.

But Angel couldn’t get the kiss and Vadim’s bizarre reaction afterward out of her mind. A couple years ago she’d have had plenty of girlfriends to call and they could dissect his behavior over glasses of wine. Now? Not so much. And it sucked. Maybe she only attracted psychos and Vadim sensed there was something wrong with her. Or maybe he sensed her reluctance since she’d have to eventually leave Vegas. Just like every other place over the past couple years.

She sighed, shoving those thoughts away. She could play the ‘what if’ game for hours and make herself crazy. Not to mention she had other important things to take care of, like apologizing to Sierra.

“Screw it,” she muttered to herself. Charlie looked up from where she was dozing on her beanbag—Vadim hadn’t been joking about her loving that thing—but just as quickly lost interest when Angel held her phone up to her ear. Biting her bottom lip, she hoped Sierra wouldn’t answer.

Of course the woman picked up on the second ring. “Hey, Angel, I’m glad you called.”

She swallowed hard. “I didn’t get a chance to really apologize and explain myself last night.”

“It’s okay, Vadim called me this morning and explained what you were doing.”

“He did?” That was news.

“Yeah, freaking early too. He called from Wyatt’s jet before they took off.”

The other woman knew more about Vadim’s trip than Angel did. Which shouldn’t bother her, but it did just a little. And she was surprised he’d called Sierra on her behalf. “I might have had a good reason but I still should have asked you.”

“You were bringing the food back though, weren’t you?” Sierra asked.

“Yeah.” But she’d thought telling her that would sound like a lie.

“I figured that out after you’d left. Listen, any time you want to take any of the throw away food home, for you, your neighbors, whoever, you can. Just let me know first.”

“I will, I promise. And thanks for being so understanding.”

“Of course, you’re a good employee. Probably the best I’ve ever had…And I’m not just saying that because I need a little favor.”

At this point there wasn’t much Angel would say no to. “What is it?”

“Can you come in tonight? I know it’s last minute, but—”

“Yes,” she said quickly, not needing any convincing. Charlie would be fine and Angel could use the money and distraction. Anything to get her mind off Vadim. Which was hard to do when she was at his place.

“Great, thanks. Can you be here by six? I need an opener, but you won’t have to close. I’ll cut you as soon as we have a lull, but it’s Friday so expect to stay until at least eleven.”

“That’s fine and the time works too. I’ll see you soon.” Once they disconnected, Angel turned on the television for Charlie, hoping it would keep her company the next few hours, then she checked the dog’s food and water.

She’d already showered so she changed into casual clothes and sneakers, put on makeup, then pulled her hair into a ponytail and braided it. She needed to run by her place to get her work clothes but it would take her less than a minute to change once she got there. Knowing she’d be cutting it close, she grabbed her purse, Vadim’s keys and headed out only once she was sure Charlie was okay. Angel felt bad leaving the dog, but she hadn’t even seemed to notice Angel getting ready to leave as she snored softly in front of the TV. Plus she was clearly used to Vadim being gone for work. Once Angel was in the garage she set his alarm to stay mode using the keyfob—which was incredibly nifty.

Driving his Mercedes was like driving around in an insulated cloud. The leather was butter soft, the interior sleek, and even the seats had warmers. Still, it was hard to enjoy the luxury car when she was terrified she’d get a ding in it or something. Things were already weird between her and Vadim and she figured that scratching this baby would make things even more strained. Sticking to the speed limit, she made her way to her place, scanning for the men Vadim had taken on the night before.

Even thinking about that impressive display made her feel warm all over. But clearly she’d overthought things with him. He probably regretted kissing her and now didn’t know how to deal with it. She’d noticed that sometimes his social skills were a little off and figured he just hadn’t known how to tell her last night that he regretted their kiss. Instead, he’d simply shut down. Which was seriously depressing when all she wanted was a replay.

Shaking away all thoughts of Vadim, she pulled into a spot right in front of her building. She couldn’t believe she’d gotten such a great one, but she wasn’t going to question her luck. Racing up the stairs, she hurried into her place, changed into her standard uniform and black Mary Jane slingbacks and ran back down. The complex was quieter than normal, especially for a Friday night.

Glancing at the row of cars, she rubbed the back of her neck, feeling almost uneasy, as if she was being watched. For a moment her throat tightened as that familiar panic surged through her. But just as quickly it was gone as she took a deep, steadying breath, forcing herself to remain calm. Rolling her eyes at herself, she slid into Vadim’s car and steered out of the parking lot, thankful her hands were steady. With thoughts of Vadim and her cash problem on her mind it was no surprise she was on edge. When she’d first gone on the run she’d seen the man hunting her in every corner, in every shadow, waiting to strike her down.

It had been two years. Still, she knew she could never let her guard down. Not after that monster had killed her brother. She might not be able to prove it, but deep down Angel knew he’d been behind it. Hell, he’d confessed to her that he had and she didn’t think he was lying. He’d had no reason to.

Blinking back the sudden tears that always formed when she thought of her brother, she steered out of the parking lot and tried to think of happier things. She couldn’t act depressed while serving people tonight. It was time to get her game face on.

*     *     *

His heart beat erratically as he watched Angel slide behind the wheel of the newer model Mercedes. What the fuck was she doing driving something like that when she lived in this shithole?

After sitting on her place most of the day he’d been about to give up and leave when he’d seen that flash of brilliant red hair. The woman was like a beacon, calling to him. She always had been. From the moment he’d first seen her.

And she’d loved him too. He just knew it. But something had changed between them and he didn’t know what. Didn’t care at this point. He hadn’t decided how much he planned to make her suffer before he killed her, but seeing her in the flesh again after so long he was going to keep her around for a while first.

Shifting uncomfortably, he rubbed a hand over his crotch as he steered his rental car out onto the street after her. Oh yeah, he was definitely keeping her around.

Keeping an eye on his surroundings, he tailed Angel as best he could without seeming too obvious. It was easy with the steady flow of traffic. So many vehicles were heading in the same direction as she was. When she turned into the main entrance for the Serafina hotel, his anger grew.

Maybe she was meeting a lover there. Probably the man who owned the car she was driving. Because there was no way in hell that was hers. His investigator had assured him that she hadn’t registered any new vehicles in the last two years. No, she’d been a ghost.

Until now.

Staying four cars behind her, he slid on his ball cap when she stopped in front of the valet parking. She talked animatedly with one of the drivers for a couple minutes. The conversation seemed longer than normal for a patron of the hotel. Maybe the whore was planning to meet up with him later.

She’d always been like that, flirting with everyone. He’d hated it as much as he’d loved her. She was so vibrant and full of life but she should only be like that for him. Only with him.

Needing to see where she went—and who she was meeting—he continued through the line, stopping when it was his turn.

A man in his early twenties greeted him with a smile. “Welcome to the Serafina. How long will you be leaving your car?”

“I’m not sure,” he said as he slid from the rental, keeping his hat pulled low.

“No problem. Stay as long as you like.” The man rattled off the daily rate before asking if he had any questions.

He started to say no, but paused. “Where do you keep the cars you valet? Are they secure?”

The guy nodded, as if he was asked that all the time. Pointing past the hotel, he said, “See the offsite parking garage? The bottom two floors are valet and the rest of the garage is for spillover. But we’ve got a guard stationed there 24/7 so the cars are secure.”

“Thanks.” After getting his parking stub, he headed up the stairs to the wide doors of the luxurious hotel.

Once inside he was stunned by the marble floors and huge fountain in the middle of the lobby. Definitely first class all the way, which was what he was normally accustomed to. At least the dress varied. There were people wearing track suits while others wearing thousand dollar suits milled about so he’d be able to blend in.

Unfortunately the place was huge. Angel’s hair might be a beacon but he’d never find her in this place. Especially if the whore had already gone up to a hotel room to meet some guy. Fighting his anger, he made his way across the lobby, deciding to do a sweep of the main floor. He knew where she lived so he could always just go back there and wait, but he wanted to learn everything about her schedule.

As he passed the open entryway for a restaurant called Cloud 9, he almost stumbled. Standing next to a cocktail table of three men, she was smiling at something one of them said as she jotted down a note on her pad of paper. Shit, she worked at the restaurant.

It still didn’t explain her car, but knowing she worked here made all the difference. Keeping track of her movements would be a lot easier now that he knew where she lived and worked. The restaurant was huge, a mixture of cocktail tables, fine dining tables and a roped off area of modular couches where it looked like people were only drinking cocktails.

He scanned the area in seconds, but couldn’t stop being drawn back to her. Of average height, she gave the appearance of being taller because of her slim legs. And she was stunning. The kind of woman a man did an automatic double take for.

He would have given her everything too, if only she’d stayed. If only she hadn’t involved the police in their business. She never should have gone behind his back. And she never should have tried to leave him in the first place. Then he wouldn’t have had to hurt her, to remind her who was in charge.

“May I help you, sir?” A pretty woman wearing a simple black dress and heels asked him, her smile polite.

That was when he realized he’d stepped inside the actual restaurant and wasn’t hovering outside anymore. Like an idiot, he’d started walking toward Angel without even thinking. But he couldn’t let her see him yet. No, his appearance in Vegas would have to be a complete surprise. That didn’t mean he couldn’t mess with her head. He shook his head quickly at the hostess, stepped back out and hurried away.

If Angel was working she’d likely be at the restaurant for a few hours. And he planned to fuck up her car while she was occupied. If there was only one guard in that lot, it should be easy enough to get in undetected. It wasn’t as if he wanted to steal the thing, just vandalize it.

What he wouldn’t give to witness Angel’s expression when she saw it.




CHAPTER SIX


Vadim finished his second drive around Angel’s apartment complex before parking in front of Mr. Botkin’s two-story building. He knew the man lived there with his wife and that his three daughters all lived in the other apartments with their families. The job Vadim had been on with Wyatt had been cut even shorter than he’d expected. Instead of coming by tomorrow he’d decided to stop by tonight, after a call to Mr. Botkin had assured him that it wasn’t too late.

As he exited one of Wyatt’s company vehicles, Vadim automatically scanned the area for trouble. When he didn’t see anyone, he headed for the walkway. Before he’d reached the curb the landlord was already striding toward him.

Vadim nodded once as he met him on the sidewalk. “Thanks for meeting with me,” he said in English.

The older man grunted. “Russian?”

Vadim nodded, knowing it would be easier on the man to converse in his native tongue so he quickly switched languages. “I need a favor.” When Mr. Botkin didn’t respond, just watched him carefully, Vadim continued. “I don’t like Angel living here. It’s not safe for her with no male protection.” He knew what he was saying was archaic, but he also knew this man was old school and would like, or at least understand, the sentiment, especially since he had three daughters. And Vadim needed this guy to do what he was requesting. It wasn’t like he could force him. “Early tomorrow I want you to call her, tell her there’s a flooding problem at her apartment but you’ve packed up her belongings. You’ll also tell her you have no idea how long it will take to fix the pipes or the flooring and that there is no other apartment open right now. Be very apologetic, offer to help her find another place, and be believable. I’ll come by later tomorrow and pack up her stuff.”

Mr. Botkin watched him, his eyes narrowing a fraction. “Is this because of the man asking about her?”

At the man’s words, Vadim went still. Someone had been asking about Angel? He flicked a glance around them again out of habit. “What man?” he asked, turning back to Mr. Botkin.

“A man came by her place late last night, stopped me as I was leaving another apartment. He said his friend’s sister was missing and he was helping look for her. I didn’t like the look of him.” The man’s lip curled in clear distaste.

“What did you tell him?” Vadim’s voice was steady, but a low grade panic hummed through him. Angel had been quiet about her life before moving to Vegas and he’d respected her privacy. Her background check the hotel ran for all new employees had come back clean. Now he wondered if she was running from someone.

“Nothing. Pretended I couldn’t speak English and he left.”

“What did he look like?”

Another shrug. “White, tall like you, dark hair, dark eyes. What my daughters would call Hollywood handsome.” He rolled his eyes at that. “He looked fucking shifty to me though.”

Vadim filed that away for later. “What was he driving?”

Mr. Botkin reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. “Looked like a rental, I tried to get all the numbers, but he left too quickly. Missed the last one.” He gave him the make and model as Vadim took the paper.

He slid it in his jacket pocket then pulled an envelope from one of his interior pockets. He handed it to Mr. Botkin.

The older man glanced inside at the cash and lifted his eyebrows as he met Vadim’s gaze again. “You care for this woman?”

Vadim nodded.

“She’ll have a place to stay? With you?”

He nodded again. He didn’t care how underhanded this was. He wanted—needed—Angel somewhere safer. Preferably with him. Especially now that some man was sniffing around her place asking about her. He was going to get to the bottom of that too.

For a long moment he worried the other man would reject his offer, but when Mr. Botkin tucked the envelope under his arm, Vadim knew he’d won.

“I’ll make the call tomorrow at seven,” the landlord said.

“Thank you.”

Another grunt, then the man turned and headed back to his place. Knowing things were taken care of, Vadim quickly left the complex. He had one more errand to run before heading home. He’d be home late, well past one or two in the morning, but it would give him more time to figure out what the hell he’d say to Angel about that kiss. He knew he should have called her while he was gone, but that kiss had jarred him far too much.


She made him want to lose control, something he never did. She also made him want things he’d never imagined for his own life, like a family and someone to come home to every night.

*     *     *

Angel stood next to the valet stand where the keys were hung on pegs, half-listening as one of the guys spoke in hushed tones into his radio. She’d been waiting over twenty minutes for Vadim’s car and didn’t understand what the problem was. It was after eleven and even though the casino was slammed, the valet station was slow.

She wrapped her arms around herself, shivering against the slight breeze that kicked up. All she wanted was to go to Vadim’s place, kick off her shoes and wash the restaurant smell off her. And sleep. Tonight had been busier than she’d expected, which was good because she’d made double what she had last night, but she was still tired. At least she’d had a few missed texts from Mark letting her know that he and Chloe were settling in nicely. She’d already texted him and had heard back almost immediately with him reassuring her they were doing well.

When the man, whose name she didn’t know, put down his hand-held radio and glanced over Angel’s shoulder almost nervously she tensed and turned around.

Iris Christiansen was striding down the stairs coming straight for them. Angel immediately straightened at the sight of the Serafina’s head of security—and billionaire Wyatt Christiansen’s wife. Crap, what if they thought she wasn’t supposed to be driving Vadim’s car? Angel couldn’t imagine why Iris was here. The tall, slender woman was nice, but she was also intimidating as hell.

“Vadim is letting me use his car. You can call him and ask,” Angel blurted when Iris stopped in front of them.

Iris blinked, her mouth pulling up into a half-smile. “I know. You mind coming with me to the parking garage? I need to talk to you.”

A thick block of ice settled in her stomach, numbing her from the inside out. Had Sierra told Iris about what Angel had done? Maybe now she was going to lose her job. Tongue-tied, she nodded and fell in step with the taller woman as they headed down the sidewalk. Angel’s heels clicked loudly while Iris’s shoes were silent. She knew the tall woman had been in the Marines, just like Vadim.

“Have you been having any problems at work lately with customers?” Iris asked.

She glanced at her, surprised by the question. “No. I mean, I get the typical pervs and creeps who ask me out but no harassment or anything if that’s what you mean.”

Iris nodded thoughtfully. “No one hanging around after work waiting for you?”

Angel shook her head again, starting to worry about this line of questioning. “No, but I take the bus. Why are you asking?”

“What about a…boyfriend or ex-boyfriend? Any problems there?” Iris completely ignored Angel’s previous question.

Angel frowned. Had Iris somehow found out about Angel’s past? Maybe they’d started digging into her life after the food-stealing incident. She’d been so careful, but maybe not careful enough. “What’s going on?”

“Someone keyed Vadim’s car while it was in valet. They scratched the word ‘whore’ on the hood. Since you’re driving it and whore is typically a word used to insult females, I’m trying to figure out if this message was meant for you or Vadim.”

Angel could feel the blood drain from her face. A chill snaked through her as they neared the lowest level entrance to the garage. Behind the electronic arm that let people in and out of the structure, one of the valet guys was talking to a man wearing a button-down black shirt and black slacks. Clearly security. When the security guy saw them he nodded at Iris.

Following Iris, Angel walked along the outer sidewalk that lead into the garage, on the other side of the arm so they wouldn’t have to duck under it.

“Called the cops to make a report, but they won’t be here for an hour since this isn’t a priority,” the security man said to Iris.

Lips pulled into a grim line she nodded before glancing at Angel. “You don’t need to stay for the report. For now I’m going to let you use a company vehicle so you can get home.”

“What about Vadim’s car?”

“Since this happened on hotel property we’ll be taking care of it. This shouldn’t have happened.” There was a sharp bite to Iris’s words as she cut an equally hard look at the security guy.

No doubt someone was definitely in trouble over this. “Can I see it?” She felt terrible that this had happened to his car while she’d been the one driving it.

“Ah…” Iris frowned again, as if contemplating it, then shook her head as an SUV pulled to a stop near them. “You don’t need to see that. This is your SUV for now. How comfortable are you driving one?”

“I’m fine with it.” She wanted to push Iris about seeing Vadim’s car but knew there was no point. She wouldn’t gain anything by seeing the vandalism. But she still felt terrible about it. She pulled her cell phone from her pocket and glanced at the time. It was almost midnight, but Vadim should know about this. She’d call him as soon as she had some privacy. “Have you told Vadim about this yet?”

Iris shook her head.

“I’ll let him know.”

“Thanks.” The other woman handed Angel a set of keys. “Whoever did this, we’re going to figure it out, okay?”

Angel nodded, palming the keys. She still didn’t know what to think about the vandalism. In the back of her mind she wondered if this had something to do with her past, but if the man from her nightmares knew where she was working and about her driving Vadim’s car, he’d have likely already come after her. He was violent, with a hair-trigger temper. Something she’d found out too late. “Okay. Do you need me to stick around for anything?”

“No, but be careful on your way home, check to make sure you’re not being followed. I know you’re house sitting for V so make sure you set the alarm as soon as you’re inside. And text me when you get to his place so I’ll know you’re there.” Iris wasn’t asking.

“I will.” Anxiety threaded through her veins, making her numb all over. She really wished Vadim was in town. At least she could go to his place, which had a great alarm system and a dog. It was the only thing that made her feel better about this whole situation. After saying goodbye and getting another demand to stay safe from Iris, Angel slid into the driver’s seat. She pulled out of the garage, but idled for a moment while she called Vadim. She knew him well enough that he wouldn’t care how late it was, especially not when it concerned his car.

After his cell phone went straight to voicemail, she tried his hotel. The perky woman who answered immediately transferred Angel to his room.

“Hello?” A groggy, husky, feminine voice answered. Angel froze, her throat tightening. “Hello?” the woman asked again.

When she heard a muted male voice in the background, she hung up. The sharpest sense of betrayal sliced into her, which was stupid. She didn’t have a claim on Vadim. They were friends who had shared a kiss. Well, a really hot kiss with a little groping action. Then he’d immediately rejected her after their interruption, making it clear he thought it was a mistake and that it wasn’t happening again.

None of that mattered now. Setting the phone down on the center console, she headed to his place. She’d been looking forward to spending more time at his place with him, now she was just counting down the hours until she could leave. At least it would give her something else to focus on other than the bizarre vandalism.

It was impossible to completely dismiss that whoever had done it was from her past. Still, she was having a hard time wrapping her mind around that. Not when she’d been living like a ghost. She didn’t have an online trail for anyone to follow. But if her past had caught up with her, it was time to run again. She’d already escaped a monster once. She’d do it again.




CHAPTER SEVEN


Angel’s eyes opened with a start and she glanced around Vadim’s guestroom. According to the digital clock on the nightstand it was almost two in the morning. She’d left one of the lights from the bathroom on so she could see in the unfamiliar place. A faint illumination streamed through from the cracked open door. Charlie’s head popped up when Angel moved, but she sniffed once, then laid back down. Angel paused at the dog’s lack of reaction. Maybe she hadn’t heard anything after all.

Vadim’s house was a lot quieter than where she lived and that took some getting used to. Not that she’d be getting used to it. As soon as she could leave, she was gone. Still, she could swear she’d heard something.

Sliding out of bed, she crept to the bedroom door, her bare feet silent against the hardwood floor. Her heart pounded an erratic tattoo against her chest as she eased the door open. It was all because of that vile vandalism. It had her on edge.

Slowly, she stepped out into the hallway, and nearly screamed when she saw Vadim making his way down the hall, a gun in hand. Her eyes widened and she froze. What was he doing here with that? Was someone in the house?

“Are you okay?” he whispered as he came to stand next to her.

“Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?” How the hell had he gotten home already when she’d only heard him with that other woman in the hotel room a few hours ago?

At her words, he relaxed a fraction and sheathed his gun in a hidden holster under his suit jacket. Before she could ask more questions, he continued. “I saw an SUV. Are you alone?” There was an edge to his question that took her off guard.

She rubbed her eyes and shook her head. “Well, no—”

Vadim stepped past her, moving lightning fast as he stepped into her room. He flipped the overhead light on and Charlie whined, covering her face with her paw.

Now it made sense why Charlie hadn’t reacted. She must have realized it was Vadim in the house. Angel snapped the switch down and the dog stopped fussing. “Vadim, what’s going…oh my gosh,” she bit out, keeping her voice low. “You thought I had someone in there with me.”

His jaw tightened once and he didn’t deny it.

Which lit the fuse on her temper. “First, I would never bring someone into your home without asking you first. Second…you have no business caring if I sleep with anyone else,” she said hurriedly, unable to hide the bite of anger to her words. Normally she didn’t have much of a temper, but she was incredibly hurt and it was making her edgy. After hearing that woman in his bed she felt more than a little crazy with jealousy. Even thinking about it made her stomach twist in knots.

He seemed surprised by her words. “I don’t have any business caring?” he asked her, that edge to his voice still firmly in place.

She wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly very aware that she was just wearing a long T-shirt and panties. She hadn’t expected him to be home so early. “No,” she ground out. “What are you doing back so early? Is everything okay?” She hoped he would let her change the subject.

His pale blue eyes narrowed a fraction, still watching her in that careful way of his. Almost as if he was trying to figure something out. “Finished the job early.”

And clearly he wasn’t going to expand. Sighing, she rubbed a hand over her face. She still wasn’t fully awake and just wanted to go back to bed. Not stare at the deliciously sexy man who’d just left another woman’s bed a few hours ago. “Good, I know Charlie will be happy to have you back. Listen, something happened with your car.”

“I saw the SUV in the garage.”

“I picked up an extra shift today—last night—and was really careful with your car. I even used valet.” She wrung her hands together, feeling awful about his car. “I don’t know what happened but someone vandalized it. They keyed the word ‘whore’ on the hood while it was in the parking garage.” As his expression darkened, she hurried on. “The hotel is going to fix it since it happened on company property. That’s why I’ve got the SUV. Iris let me use it so I could get home. Uh, here, your home. I’m sure it’s for you to use until they’ve handled everything.”

Vadim was silent for a long moment, watching her intently. When he spoke, his question surprised her. “Are you…okay? Having any problems with anyone?”

She shook her head. “No, but Iris asked me the same thing. I can’t imagine why anyone would put that on your car.” Of course, she couldn’t shake that nagging feeling in the pit of her stomach. Maybe her past had caught up to her. But that seemed impossible. And why would he bother to vandalize her car? No, he’d just kill her.

Vadim’s eyes narrowed again, as if he could see her innermost thoughts. “What are you thinking about? You just thought of something. Or someone. I can see it.”

Swallowing hard, she shook her head. “Nothing.” There was no way in hell she was telling him about her past. Not when she’d used a different social security number other than her own to get a job at the Serafina.

She could tell he didn’t believe her, but he nodded anyway. He cleared his throat, almost nervously. “Can we talk about…what happened between us?”

Angel tightened her grip around herself, feeling so vulnerable in just her T-shirt. She needed more clothing as armor if she was going to have this conversation with Vadim. “There’s nothing to talk about. We kissed, it was a mistake and I don’t want to screw up our friendship.” Even though she knew things would never be the same between them. At least not on her end. He’d gone from kissing her to sleeping with some woman on his business trip. She didn’t care if she didn’t have a right to be angry, she was. But more than anything, it hurt. A lot more than she’d imagined possible.

For a moment she thought he looked almost hurt, but then that mask fell back into place, his pale eyes shuttered. “You think it was a mistake?”

She nodded. A big one. Because now she couldn’t even look at him without thinking about how wonderful it would be to do it again. Except that it had clearly meant more to her than him. Otherwise he wouldn’t have slept with someone else so quickly.

His expression was darker than normal, edgier. Jaw tight, he turned away from her, glancing into her bedroom. Charlie was awake now, watching them curiously. Vadim said something to her in Russian. Clearly a command. Whatever it was, Charlie didn’t like it. She jumped from her soft bed into Angel’s bed and flopped down at the end of it, still watching them.

Instead of being angry, Vadim looked hurt. Even if she was angry at him, she didn’t like seeing him in pain. Acting on instinct, she reached for him, dropping her arms from around herself and touching his forearm. When he glanced back at her, however, she couldn’t read him.

“Do you want Charlie to go with you?” she asked, her fingers slightly digging into his arm. The strength under her fingertips was too much. She felt so weak where he was concerned, ready to give into the hunger he made her feel. The man just turned her insides to mush until all she wanted to do was slide her hand up his muscular arm, link her fingers behind his neck and pull him down for another kiss. And this time she wouldn’t stop at kissing.

Vadim shook his head, his gaze raking over her in a quick sweep that made her hot and tingly but when he met her eyes again, the heat there nearly singed her. “No. Get some sleep.” Then he was gone, turning and striding down the hallway on silent feet.

*     *     *

Vadim sat at his island top staring at his freshly brewed coffee as he waited for Iris to pick up his call.

She answered after four rings. “Hey, V.”

“Hey, did I wake you? I thought you’d be up by now.” It was only six-thirty but he knew she liked to run early in the morning. They’d been working together for less than a year, but Iris had very particular habits.

“No, been up. Just working on something.” She let out an annoyed curse and he heard what sounded like glass breaking. “Stupid computer,” she muttered. “What’s up? Angel tell you about your car?”

“Yeah. What happened? And how the fuck did someone key my car while it was in valet?” That annoyed him almost as much as the destruction and vicious word they’d used.

She sighed. “We’ve caught the guy on video doing it. He managed to sneak in a side door to the garage and avoid the guard. Look, our guards are there to make sure cars aren’t stolen. We’ve never had a vandalism problem. And I don’t think we do now. From the video it’s clear your car was targeted. But I don’t think the message was for you.” There was a slight question in Iris’s voice.

“Yeah, I don’t either.” But before he discussed anything with Iris he needed to talk to Angel. The vandalism on his car combined with the man asking Mr. Botkin about her was too strange. “Did you get his face on screen?”

“Not exactly. He was wearing a ball cap and what I’m pretty sure was a wig. But we got part of his face. I didn’t want to plug his face into that scary software program you’ve got though. Figured you could do it when you got back.”

He was glad Iris hadn’t touched it. She could break a computer simply by looking at it wrong. “What did the cops say?”

“Not much. We filed a report but they’re chalking it up to random vandalism. Which, I don’t blame them, even if I don’t think that tagging was random. What’s going on with your girl?”

“She’s not my…I don’t know what’s going on with her.” But he planned to find out. And he really wished she was his girl. But she’d made it plain last night that she didn’t want to be.

“Is she in trouble? She’s a sweet kid, but she’s kinda skittish. She was all nervous last night, telling me that you’d let her take your car to work. As if she was worried I’d think she’d stolen it.” Iris snorted. “I wonder if she realizes you’d give her the damn thing if she wanted.”

Vadim gritted his teeth. He adored Iris, but he didn’t want to talk about his personal life with her. He started to respond when Angel strode into the kitchen, fully dressed in jeans and a sweater, carrying her overnight bag and purse.

Vadim’s heart sank.

She gave him a stiff smile as she set the bag on the floor. Charlie was tagging along next to her, whining as if she knew Angel was leaving. He understand how the dog felt. “I’ve gotta go. I’ll be in soon though. I’m going to get to the bottom of this problem today.” He disconnected before Iris could respond.

“Is everything okay?” Angel asked, absently rubbing Charlie’s head. The little traitor was soaking it up.

He couldn’t believe Charlie had refused his command to come with him last night. Seemed she liked Angel just as much as he did. “Yeah, just has to do with my car. They got the guy who keyed it on video.”

Her eyebrows rose in surprise. “That’s great news. I hope they catch that jerk.”

“Yeah…you want some coffee or tea?” He needed her to stay for at least another half an hour until Mr. Botkin’s scheduled phone call.

She shook her head. “No, I should probably get going. I made the bed because I wasn’t sure if you wanted me to strip the sheets. And I left my dirty towels in the shower since I wasn’t sure where to put them.” As she spoke, she avoided his gaze entirely, glancing anywhere but at him.

Fuck. He knew he’d screwed up, but it almost seemed like she was pissed at him. That didn’t seem right. Even though she’d said it was a mistake and she wanted to be friends, he didn’t. He couldn’t go back to being friends with her and the truth was, he knew that after she left his place, she’d be putting distance between them. He could already see the walls she’d erected as if they were physical barriers. “Angel, shit, I’m sorry about the way I pulled back from that kiss. I got…” God, he was so bad with women. But especially with Angel. She was sweet, soft and the exact opposite of him. He might not deserve someone like her, but he wanted the chance. He struggled to find a way to explain it to her without sounding like a jackass. “I didn’t want to fuck things up with you and I was ready to take you right on the counter. You deserve better than that—but I’m not sorry I kissed you and I don’t want to be just friends.”

Her eyes widened and for a moment, her expression softened. Just as quickly a spark of anger replaced it. She wore her emotions right out in the open. She was definitely pissed. But she gave him a tight smile. “The kiss was nice, but…I only want friendship from you.”

She was lying. He could see it in her eyes. But he wasn’t sure why. “Why are you lying?”

Angel gasped at his question, taking an annoyed step forward. “I’m not lying.”

“Bullshit. You want more than friendship. I can see it when you look at me.” Now that he could see the truth in her gaze, he was desperate for her to admit it.

“Aren’t you just full of yourself?” she asked, her voice quivering. What she probably meant to be cutting didn’t come across that way. She seemed nervous and damn it, that flicker of hurt bled back into her eyes. What the hell?

Before he could answer, her cell phone rang. After shooting him another glare she dug her cell out then turned away from him as she answered. “Hello?”

He sat back against the stool, feeling like a dick because he knew what the call was about. But he didn’t regret what he was doing. He had to get her the hell out of that place.

“What? Wait…are you kidding me? What about all my stuff…Oh.” There was a long pause, then she sniffled. “I can come by and get my stuff today. Are you sure you don’t have…” Another pause. “Okay. Okay. Yeah, thanks.” She slipped the phone back into her purse and turned to face him.

Tears glittered in her hazel eyes, the sight like a physical blow to his senses. “Angel…”

She blinked them away. “It’s nothing. I just…can you take me home?”

He rounded the island, coming to stand in front of her, not giving her a chance to put any distance between them, physical or otherwise. “No. Not until you tell me what’s going on. Who just called you?”

To his horror she burst into tears. It was as if she’d been holding them at bay and a dam just broke. Fuck him. He was the biggest douche on the planet. Not caring that she was angry at him, he pulled her into his arms and to his relief, she went willingly.

Wrapping her arms around him, she buried her face against his chest. Stroking a hand down her back, he savored the feel of her delicate form pressed so tightly against him—even while he felt like a jerk for being the cause of her tears. Not that it changed his determination to get her out of that place. A few tears would be worth it to have her somewhere safe.

Still remaining in his embrace, she turned her head to the side so that her cheek lay against him. “My apartment flooded. I don’t have much there, just clothes, but…Mr. Botkin has no idea how long it will take to fix everything. He says the pipes won’t take long but he’s going to have to rip up the floors and…” Shaking her head, she stepped back, swiping at the stray tears as she avoided his gaze. “He doesn’t have any extra places, but said he’d try to find me a new apartment at another complex. He’s also going to refund this month’s rent, but still.”

“Stay with me.”

Her head snapped up, her eyes wide. Was she really that surprised by his offer? That cut almost as deep as her tears.

“I can’t do that.” Her voice was watery as she wiped away the last of her tears.

“Why not? Charlie adores you and I have the space. We work at the same place so there’s no issue with transportation.” As if to reiterate Vadim’s point, Charlie nudged her hand, whining softly before she darted through the doggie door.

“Vadim…” She trailed off, biting her bottom lip, and he could see the wheels turning in her head. “If you really don’t mind, it’ll be just for a week. Maximum. It probably won’t even take that long to fix.” But she didn’t sound too sure.

He grunted. “You can stay as long as you like. Listen, I’ve got to run up to the hotel. Emergency. I’ll be there for a couple hours so unless you want to come hang out with me, I’ll just grab your stuff on the way back.”

She bit her bottom lip again in that adorable way that made him wish she was nipping at his lips. “I guess that’s okay. Mr. Botkin said he’d packed everything but can you check the drawers? I really only have clothes in the closet and drawers. And of course everything in the bathroom. Everything else in the kitchen and living room came with the place. Oh, and my laptop. Crap, I hope it’s okay.”

“If it’s not I’ll buy you a new one.” The words were out before he could stop himself. Hell, he knew her laptop was fine since there hadn’t been any flooding. But he couldn’t help the offer. She started to protest, but he shook his head. “I’ve gotta run, but I’ll have my cell phone on me.” Not giving her a chance to respond, he headed to his bedroom to get changed.

There was no emergency at work. He planned to head straight to her place, pack up her stuff and bring it back here. Then he would figure out who the hell had keyed his car and who’d been asking about Angel. She’d been pretty tight-lipped about her past but that was about to change.

Keeping her safe was his number one priority. Getting a repeat of that kiss was a close second. Damn, he’d fucked that all up. But he refused to believe that he couldn’t have a second chance with her. From the moment they’d met, their friendship had been leading to more. He might suck with the opposite sex, but he knew his feelings weren’t one-sided. He would win her over again.




CHAPTER EIGHT


Sinking low in his rental car, he watched the fit, blond man carrying another box from Angel’s apartment to the back of his SUV. The windows of his new rental were tinted so no one could see him, but he still wanted to be careful. He’d already switched out cars after what he’d done at the casino. He’d been careful, but he liked to keep his tracks covered. Angel couldn’t know he was in town yet.

Not until he’d had his fun.

The blond man had been methodical in his work. He’d shown up with folded, clearly new boxes, a roll of packing tape, then had headed up to Angel’s place. Five medium-sized boxes later, he seemed to be done clearing out her place. He definitely wasn’t a typical mover though.

Wearing cargo pants, a long-sleeved black T-shirt and boots, the man moved with a predator-like quality. Quick and methodical. The entire scene was interesting.

And frustrating. Maybe he was Angel’s new lover and moving her in with him. It made sense. She’d probably found some rich guy to take care of her. That car she’d been driving had been proof enough of that because he knew it wasn’t hers.

When the blond man pulled out from the parking lot, he followed. As he drove, he jotted down the license plate number of the SUV. If Angel was moving somewhere else, he was going to find out where. He’d just found her again and wouldn’t let her get away from him.

He pressed the third speed dial number on his phone.

“Yeah,” Glen Humphrey, his private investigator answered on the second ring.

“I need you to look up a license plate for me.” He knew the investigator could do it. There was a website that allowed license plate look-ups for a fee. Unfortunately he also knew the site kept detailed records of their registrants and they had to have legal reasons for looking up that kind of information, like skip tracing. And even then, the site didn’t always have the necessary data, just basic public records. Sometimes not even that, especially without a name to go with the plate.

“I can try,” Glen said. “But you know it may not return anything.”

“I understand.” He rattled off the license plate number, still following the SUV. This early in the morning he was surprised by the amount of traffic but apparently this city never slept. “Call me when you have anything.” After they disconnected, he slammed on the brakes to avoid hitting a motorcycle that swerved in front of him.

Cursing, he watched as the SUV cruised through a yellow light too far ahead of him. Unless he wanted to make a scene and possibly get in an accident, there was no way he could follow. Not with cars boxing him in on both sides and that stupid motorcycle in front of him.

At least he knew where Angel worked. And now he had a possible lead with that guy’s license plate. The problem with her work, however, was that he couldn’t sit on the restaurant all day without looking suspicious. He’d have to gamble occasionally and hang out at the bar at least a few times until he learned her schedule. Unfortunately that increased his risk of her seeing him. He’d just have to disguise himself. And he knew exactly how to do that.

*     *     *

Vadim typed another command into his keyboard, narrowing down the search parameters to see if he could learn more about the man who’d keyed his car. After watching the surveillance video a dozen times he was convinced it wasn’t random. The man had methodically looked for Vadim’s Mercedes before keying it. And there was something about the man’s body language that had been almost gleeful.

It was the only way Vadim could think to describe it. He’d taken such great care with his destruction. Carving in each letter with determination, with relish. And when he was done, he’d stopped and looked at it, placing his hands on his hips as he stared at his handiwork.

A knock on his open office door had him looking up as Hayden stepped halfway inside. “Angel’s working and Logan’s keeping an eye on her.”

“You couldn’t get Roman to watch her?” Vadim asked dryly.

Hayden shot him an obnoxious grin. “Sorry man. Wyatt’s got him dealing with something else.”

Vadim just grunted and turned back to his laptop. Roman and Logan MacNeil were two highly trained members of Wyatt’s personal security team. They sometimes did stuff for the hotel, but Wyatt kept them close on hand. Vadim had asked his friend and boss if he could spare one of his guys to keep an eye on Angel, so it wasn’t as if he could complain about the man’s choice. Vadim just hated Logan as a choice. The man flirted with all females whereas his brother rarely talked to anyone, much less the opposite sex.

But Vadim couldn’t think about that right now. He had shit to do and wanted to find out something substantial before he picked up Angel from work. This morning after he’d packed up her things, he’d checked in with Mr. Botkin to let him know he had all of Angel’s belongings and would be leaving. Then he’d brought her stuff home and found out she’d picked up an afternoon shift. He’d needed to come into work anyway so he’d brought her.

She’d been quiet most of the drive and he couldn’t tell if it was because she was upset about her place, or if she was angry at him. Because he’d definitely sensed angry vibes from her. He just wished he could figure out the anger part. He’d screwed up but he’d apologized and Angel wasn’t one to hold a grudge. It was almost like she was pissed about something else.

Sighing, he put that on the backburner as he rolled his chair toward his other desk. He’d already plugged the unknown man’s obscured face into his custom-made—illegal—facial recognition software he piggybacked off other legal programs. He’d also put it into the casino’s software. Now it was time to check his DMV hack.

He didn’t like to mess with the DMV, but he always covered his tracks. There was no way anyone would be able to trace him back to the hotel, not with all the false trails he left, but he still didn’t like to use the program more than necessary.

Right now, it was very necessary. He wanted to find out more about the man asking about Angel, to see if the guy was somehow tied to the car vandalism. Unfortunately Mr. Botkin hadn’t had the entire plate number so Vadim was waiting for the list of potentials to come up. From there he’d have to narrow down the driver. When he saw the program had finished running and that he had fifteen possible cars, he printed off the list of names and owners. He didn’t save a file of it because he didn’t want a digital record anywhere on his computers.

After closing down the program, he stared at his PC for a long moment, tapping his index finger against his desk. His gaze strayed to the small origami owl Angel had made for him the first week they’d met. He’d gone down to the Cloud looking for Hayden, and Angel had just been getting off work. She’d told him she’d seen him around the hotel, introduced herself in that friendly way of hers and sat at the bar with him, telling him she’d keep him company until Hayden came out.

Nothing about her attitude had been flirty, she’d truly just wanted to talk with him and she was one of the only women in the damn hotel—and in general—not fucking afraid of him. He’d also seen a hint of loneliness in her hazel eyes, something he understood well. As they’d sat and talked, she’d made him the owl.

Ever since then he’d resisted doing the one thing he always did with people. He hadn’t looked deeper into her past. Hell, he’d wanted to, but he’d known it would be the ultimate violation of privacy. Something he’d never cared about before. When he’d been in the Marine Corps, he’d been part of a deeply secret intel unit. He’d done a hell of a lot more than hack, but he’d violated people’s privacy every damn day. Just as he did as Wyatt’s employee.

The billionaire had hired him for a reason—he was damn good at finding out people’s secrets. Hell, his Mercedes had been one of his signing bonuses, which told him how badly Wyatt had wanted him. Vadim scrubbed a hand over his face and pulled up the file Wyatt had sent to him this morning. He could have gotten the info off the system himself, but he’d been upfront with Wyatt about what he wanted and that he planned to look into Angel’s past.

Part of him had hoped Wyatt would say no, but his friend hadn’t paused, giving him the green light. Wyatt didn’t like the vandalism or the fact that one of his employees might be in trouble. If Vadim could figure out who was behind it, then Wyatt was all for more digging, regardless of Vadim’s method.

An hour later, he printed off the information he’d found on Angel, then deleted everything from his computer, erasing all of his tracks with more care than he’d shown in a long time.




CHAPTER NINE


“Thanks for the extra shift, Sierra.” Angel put her tips into her purse before sliding the straps onto her shoulder.

Sierra snorted. “Thanks for coming in on such short notice…” She glanced over Angel’s shoulder at someone shouting near the galley window. “Damn it, I’ve gotta run. Get out of here before I decide to keep you,” she said half-jokingly.

And that was all the motivation Angel needed to exit the kitchen. The dining area was a mish-mash of people. Even though Cloud 9 was considered fine dining, that didn’t matter in Vegas. Some people still showed up in their track suits. It was a little ridiculous, but as long as their money was good and people wore shirts and shoes, Wyatt didn’t care how they dressed. She quickly scanned one of the two bar areas, looking for a spot to sit. Vadim had told her he’d be ready to leave around six and it was only five-thirty so she had time to kill. She didn’t feel like heading up to his office either, even if he’d said she could wait there.

The thought of being alone with him, all cooped up…no thanks. She was still reeling from losing her apartment. It seemed too surreal. But she was also grateful Vadim had stopped by to pick up all her things. She needed to call Mr. Botkin again to thank him for boxing up everything. He’d probably only done it because he felt bad about her losing her place. Even so, she was glad she hadn’t had to do it on top of everything else.

When she spotted an open seat at the bar, she waved at the bartender who grinned and grabbed a bottle of wine—Angel’s favorite brand—and poured a glass without having to be asked. As she started to slide onto the seat, she paused and looked at the man next to it. There was a couple on the other side of the seat, clearly involved in only each other, but she wanted to make sure he wasn’t saving the seat. “Are you saving this for someone?” she asked as her friend slid the glass in front of her.

“Nope. Just waiting for you to get off work,” he said.

His words made her freeze and his eyes widened. “Oh, sorry, Vadim has me watching you today. Said there was an issue. I thought you knew and that’s why you were here…” He trailed off, as if unsure that he’d said too much. “I’m Logan, by the way.”

Immediately she relaxed. Vadim had told her he’d have someone in and out today keeping an eye on her, which was something she wouldn’t complain about. She looked at the dark-eyed man with reddish-brown hair carefully. Now that she was paying attention, he looked very familiar. “One of the twins, right?”

Grinning, he nodded and motioned to the bartender who brought him a beer instead of what looked like the ice water in his current glass. “I’m off the clock now so I can join you for a drink. So, you’ve heard about my brother and me?”

She nodded, trying to remember what she’d heard about them. One of the waitresses had been talking about Logan or…Roman, who was the other brother. But Angel couldn’t remember what the conversation entailed. “I recognize your name. You’re not regular security though, right? You work directly for Mr. Christiansen.” That, she found a little disconcerting. She didn’t want Vadim using any special resources, not when she was in a public place surrounded by co-workers. Besides, they weren’t even sure that the thing with his car was more than stupid vandalism.

Logan nodded, half grinning at her in a way that was probably supposed to come across as boyishly charming—which it did. This guy was a player with a capital P. “That’s right. So what’s up with you and V?”

She blinked, unsure what he was referring to. “You mean about the car?” Jeez, did everyone know what had happened to it?

His brow crinkled slightly. “No, I mean you two. How long have you been dating? He’s so quiet about these things and I’m nosey.”

“Ah, we’re not dating. Just friends.” She took a sip of her wine, thankful to have something to keep her hands occupied. The restaurant was getting busy, the noise level a welcome and steady hum of distraction.

“Oh, in that case, what are you doing tomorrow night?” he asked, his expression one of perfect friendliness. She’d gotten good at reading people and the man wasn’t creepy, no, far from it, but he had that same vibe to him Vadim did. Like a predator waiting to strike. He was likely former military too, she guessed. Which made sense if he was part of Mr. Christiansen’s security.


“Why?” she asked.

His eyebrows rose in clear surprise, his lips tugging into a smile that, if she’d been remotely interested, would have likely gotten her hot and bothered. “Because I want to take you out on a date.”

She started to tell him no. It was her knee jerk reaction anytime anyone asked her out. Being on the run wasn’t conducive to dating or relationships. But then that woman’s voice as she answered the phone in Vadim’s hotel room came to mind and something inside Angel hardened in anger. There was no reason she couldn’t go out on a date. She was young and single and it had been a long time since she’d been out with a man. “Okay.”

Logan looked surprised, as if he hadn’t expected her to say yes. Which she found odd. “Were you not serious?” she asked, taking another sip.

“I’m very serious. Just couldn’t decide if you’d been telling the truth about not dating Vadim. Now I know you are.” He grinned in that charming way and held out his hand. “I’ll program my number into your phone so you can call me. If you want to cancel, no hard feelings.”

Yeah, probably because he had a harem of women waiting on standby. She dug her cell out of her purse, typed in her security key, then slid it over to him. “This is just a date. Don’t expect anything.”

He shook his head, a dimple appearing in his left cheek as he typed in his number. “I’m always hopeful, but never expect a thing. I can pick you up or meet you out some place. Think about it then call or text me later with what you want. I’m easy.”

“I bet you are,” she murmured before she could stop herself.

He let out a loud bark of laughter that had heads turning their way as he handed her phone back to her. Before she’d put it back in her purse, Vadim was suddenly there, standing next to them.

And he looked pissed, his glare icy and cutting as he watched Logan. “Your services aren’t needed anymore.” His slight accent was heavier than normal, as if he was barely containing his rage.

Alarm slid through her at Vadim’s reaction to Logan.

“I don’t know, I think Angel might disagree with you.” Logan’s voice was smug.

Dear God, what was Logan doing, poking a rabid beast? She wanted to tell him to shut up. How could he not sense Vadim’s anger simmering beneath the surface?

When Vadim looked at her, his expression softened. “Are you ready?” He still sounded pissed though, his voice vibrating with anger.

She nodded. “Yes, but I need to pay first.”

“I got it,” Logan said. When she started to protest, he shook his head. “If it makes you feel better you can buy me a drink tomorrow night. On our date.” He looked at Vadim almost challengingly as he said the last part.

That was when she realized Logan was intentionally trying to rile Vadim up. Maybe that was the only reason he’d asked her out. The fact that she didn’t even care told her she should cancel the date. When Vadim actually took a step toward Logan, she slid off her chair and stepped in between them. She placed a hand on Vadim’s chest and her traitorous body flared to life. Just like that, her nipples hardened at the feel of all that strength underneath her fingertips. She clearly needed her head examined. “Let’s go,” she murmured, pushing against him.

She couldn’t have moved him if he hadn’t wanted to go, but Vadim took a step back, his body rigid. Angel glanced over her shoulder and thanked Logan for the drink before being herded out by Vadim. To her surprise, he placed his hand firmly at the small of her back in a way she knew he meant to be proprietary as he propelled her away from Logan and the restaurant. Why did she have to like his touch so much? Just the feel of his hand on her back, not even on her bare skin, got her hot and flustered.

His behavior surprised her, but maybe it shouldn’t. Maybe it was a ridiculous guy thing. Another man was showing interest so he decides to get all macho and stupid. Ugh. This wasn’t even about her, she realized, as Vadim steered her across the main lobby to a door she knew led to one of the private, employee parking garages. This was all about male ego.

Vadim slid a key card over the scanner then yanked open the heavy metal door. She stepped into the hallway that would lead to the garage ahead of him, but before she’d taken more than a couple steps, she found her back pinned against the nearest wall.

Vadim’s pale eyes were dark with anger as he crushed his mouth over hers, rolling his hips against hers in such a dominant display she knew she should be angry. Knew she should shove him away. But as his tongue danced against hers, she moaned into his mouth, linking her fingers together around the back of his neck.

She truly, utterly needed her head examined. She didn’t like this caveman routine, let alone that he’d been with another woman last night. Hell, she hadn’t thought Vadim capable of it. But she loved the way he was pressing her tightly against the wall, loved the feel of his thick erection pressing against her lower belly.

Taking her completely by surprise, he eased his hips back then cupped her mound, rubbing the heel of his palm against her clit. Even with her pants and underwear in the way, the friction felt amazing. Her inner walls tightened, heat flooding between her thighs as she imagined what it would feel like to have him pushing deep inside her. But she needed to stop this. What the hell was she doing? Before she could protest, the sound of the door opening made her snap her head back.

Vadim dropped his possessive hold on her most intimate area, but kept his body pressed tight against hers as he glanced toward the door.

Two laughing women entered—she immediately recognized them as blackjack dealers—talking animatedly until they spotted her and Vadim. One of the women’s eyes widened. “Sorry,” she murmured, grabbing her friend’s elbow as they whispered and hurried down the hallway, their shoes clicking loudly against the tile.

Vadim took a step back from her then, putting a foot of distance between them. He was dressed casually in black pants and a thick, cable knit blue sweater. He shoved his hands into his pockets, his expression unreadable. “Why did you make a date with Logan?”

His question surprised Angel, though maybe it shouldn’t have. She shrugged, trying to act casual, but the motion was jerky. “Why shouldn’t I?”

He rubbed a hand over his face and for the briefest moment, he looked shattered. Which killed her. But screw him, he’d slept with someone else. That rigid mask slipped back into place so quickly though, she could almost believe she’d imagined that streak of vulnerability. “I thought you had feelings for me,” he said quietly.

“Yeah well, I thought you had them for me too,” she snapped, unable to hide her anger.

“I do.” He sounded so convincing. “Did you agree to go out with him to make me jealous? I didn’t think you played games,” he said stiffly.

She snorted. “I’m not playing any games! You’re the one who slept with someone else so blame yourself for—”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” he asked, his angry tone taking her off guard. “I haven’t slept with anyone since I met you. Hell, I hadn’t slept with anyone in the six months before that.” While he seemed embarrassed by the admission, he also seemed impossibly sincere.

Either he was the world’s best actor or he was telling the truth. Relief detonated inside her like an atomic freaking bomb. She nervously licked her dry lips, some of her earlier steam subsiding. “I called your hotel room after your car was vandalized. Well, first I tried your cell, but when it went straight to voicemail I called the hotel. A woman who’d clearly just woken up answered and I could hear a man in the background.” A man she’d assumed was him.

Vadim smiled suddenly, an actual full-on smile that made her breath catch in her throat. But she couldn’t imagine what there was to be happy about when she’d just called him out on being a liar. “That’s why you’ve been so angry at me?”

Frowning, she nodded.

“If you called right after my car was damaged, then you would have called late Friday, long after we’d left. The reason I didn’t answer my cell is because it was off—because I was on Wyatt’s jet. We finished our business early. We didn’t even stay at the hotel a single night. Just checked in that morning, then grabbed our stuff again that afternoon before flying out.”

All the anger left her then and she felt, well, she didn’t know what she felt other than staggering relief. Now that she thought about it, it actually made sense, especially since he’d gotten home not too long after, scaring the crap out of her with that gun. Not wanting to wait another minute, she pulled her cell phone from her purse and texted Logan, telling him there wouldn’t be a date tomorrow night. She knew he’d get over it, if he’d even care at all. When she was done, she looked up to find Vadim watching her with a mix of curiosity and wariness. “I just texted Logan and told him there won’t be a date.”

When Vadim smiled this time, it was one of his half-grins, the sexy predator back. “Good, I won’t have to kick his ass now.”

For some reason, she didn’t think Vadim was kidding. “I’m sorry I’ve been so…distant, I guess. I just thought, well, after our kiss when I thought you’d slept with someone else, it hurt me.” Way more than she’d imagined it would.

Vadim took a step forward, eliminating the distance between them. Gently, he cupped her jaw and stroked his thumb over her cheek. “I don’t want anyone else but you,” he said softly, the conviction there making her toes curl in her slingbacks. Before she could respond, he dropped his hand, though it appeared to pain him to do so. “Let’s get out of here. I don’t want any more interruptions.”

The implication of those words made heat bloom inside her, rapid and scorching. Not trusting her voice, she simply nodded and let him guide her toward the parking garage. She really hoped the reason he didn’t want any interruptions was the reason she was thinking.


Now that she knew he wanted her as much as she did him—and wasn’t screwing around with other women—her imagination ran wild about what he’d do to her, and let her do to him. Suddenly the thought of being under his roof for the next week or so sounded like a lot of fun.




CHAPTER TEN


Angel slipped her sweater over her head and pulled her damp hair through, letting it fall down her back. Vadim had received a work call almost the second they’d gotten in the SUV. Then he’d received two more and had still been on the last one when they’d reached his house. He’d looked so apologetic, but she didn’t mind the calls.

She was still reeling from the sharp relief that he hadn’t slept with anyone else. That he wanted to be with only her. Because she definitely felt the same way.

Smoothing her hand nervously against her jean clad thighs, she stepped out into the hallway. The house was quiet and after searching most of it and finding it empty, she knocked on the door of what he’d told her was his office.

When no one answered, she cracked it open and peeked inside to see if he was on the phone. He wasn’t in there, but a glass door leading to the outside was open. The room was gorgeous, with a full wall of windows. The drapes were pulled back, revealing the dark night and desert stars. She imagined he got a lot of natural light in the day. His desk was in pristine condition, with two laptops on the glass top. The rest of the desk was wood, teak she guessed. It went perfectly with the wall of built-in bookshelves.

He must have taken Charlie out because Angel hadn’t seen the dog anywhere either. A cool breeze blew through the room. “Vadim?” she called out, not wanting to invade his privacy, even if he had told her that his office door was always open to her. He didn’t answer so she started to leave when another gust of wind swept through.

A manila folder on his desk flipped open, the pages ruffling, a few scattering to the floor. Pushing the door open, she stepped farther in and started to pick them up when she saw her name on one of them. As she started to scan it, her fingers turned numb as it sank in what she was looking at. He’d compiled information on her.

“Angel.” Vadim stood in the doorway, his expression grim.

Since she’d already jumped to conclusions once, she didn’t want to do it again. Giving him the benefit of the doubt, she stood, one of the fallen papers in hand. “The wind blew these off your desk and I saw my name.” She motioned to the others near her bare feet. “Is this work related? Did your boss want you to look into me after I took the food from Cloud 9?” She really hoped that’s what it was and could actually understand that. Sierra hadn’t said anything about telling Mr. Christiansen about what Angel had done, but for all she knew, the chef had done just that. And she wouldn’t blame her.

Vadim paused for a moment and she thought he was going to say yes. But he shook his head and stepped to the side as Charlie came in. He shut and locked the door behind the dog, then picked up a small remote from the nearest bookshelf. He pressed a button and she nearly jumped in surprise when the drapes slid closed, covering the windows.

“I didn’t want to do this now, but will you take a seat?” He motioned to a small cushioned chair on the other side of his desk.

It looked a little worn, as if he sat in it often in addition to the ergonomic chair behind his desk. Not that she cared about that. She wanted to know why Vadim had a file on her. She’d been stalked once and was now on the run because of it. As she sat, she placed the paper with her name, address and other employee information on the desk and tried to hide her trembling hands in her lap. Charlie plopped down beside her and nudged Angel’s foot, as if to let her know she was there. But she couldn’t even look at the dog, her gaze was riveted on Vadim.

He sat on the edge of his chair, but he looked like a caged tiger, wanting to pace. “Until today I’ve never looked into your past. I never wanted to violate our friendship like that. I hope you believe me.” The expression on his face told her that was important to him.

Which eased her fears. “I do.”

Vadim let out a sigh and slouched back against his chair, the action disconcertingly uncharacteristic. He scrubbed a hand over his face like he did only when he was upset about something. “I don’t talk much about my work, but you know I handle a lot of Wyatt’s computer security.” When she nodded he continued. “Before I came to work for Wyatt I was part of an intel unit in the Marines. I did a lot of stuff for them in conjunction with other government agencies.”

She didn’t even want to guess what agencies, though the way he said it, she could. “So now you do similar stuff for Mr. Christiansen?”

He nodded. “Yes. Sometimes legal, sometimes not.” After he said that, he watched her carefully, as if waiting for a reaction.

Angel shrugged. “If you’re waiting for me to judge you, I’m not going to.” She was using someone else’s social security number. She had no room to judge. Ever.

Something seemed to shift inside him at her words, even though his body language never changed. Finally he continued. “When I stopped by your apartment complex, I spoke to Mr. Botkin. He told me a man had been asking about you. This just happened, right before the vandalism incident. It feels like too much of a coincidence for the two things not to be related. Maybe I’m overreacting. Do you know why anyone would be asking about you?”

That numbness was back, creeping over her entire body like cold fingers. “Someone was asking about me?”

“Yes. Brown hair, brown eyes, tall and Mr. Botkin said his daughters would have considered him handsome in the Hollywood sense.”

Oh, god. She was going to be sick. He’d found her. He’d been asking about her. What if she’d led him right back to Vadim’s? Oh, no. No, no, no. Angel jumped up from her seat, terror forking through her like jagged slashes of lightning. She had to leave. To run, right now. Panic battered against her insides but before she’d taken a single step Vadim jumped up and had rounded the desk.

He grabbed on to her hips, holding her in place, as if he was afraid she’d bolt. Which was exactly what she was planning on doing. “Who is he?”

She shook her head, her throat tightening. “Vadim, I can’t…I need to go. Right now. You could be in danger.” Tears burned her eyes, streaking a hot path as they fell down her cheeks in wave after wave. She’d been running for two years and while she didn’t feel safe exactly, she’d started to hope that maybe she’d left her past behind.

Angel didn’t even realize she was sobbing until Vadim pulled her against his chest. She wrapped her arms around him, savoring his strength for just a moment. She knew it wouldn’t last, that she couldn’t depend on him. Couldn’t put him in danger like that. He rubbed his hand up and down her back steadily, just like he’d done this morning when she’d been crying about her apartment.

Lord, what was wrong with her? It was like her pent up emotions from the last two years were just coming out all at once. She was too upset to be embarrassed though.

She wasn’t sure how much time passed, a minute, an hour, but eventually that constriction in her chest loosened and she could breathe again. Sucking in a deep breath, her tears finally dried up, she pulled back and looked at Vadim.

He held her face in both his hands, murmuring words she didn’t understand as he wiped the stray wetness from her cheeks. His gentle expression nearly cracked her heart open and she almost started crying again.

Reaching up, she lightly gripped his forearms, not to stop him, but because she needed to touch him, to use his strength. “His name is Emile Glass and he killed my brother.”

*     *     *

Vadim filed that name away, knowing he would kill this bastard for Angel if the man came after her. He would do anything to take away the raw agony in her beautiful eyes still filled with unshed tears. Motioning to his favorite chair, he sat, and pulled her with him so that she sat on his lap.

She didn’t even protest, just curled against him, bringing her legs up so that her knees tucked into him. He wrapped his arms around her, holding her close, waiting for her to continue. He’d just started his investigation on her and so far all he’d discovered was that the social security number she’d been using belonged to a girl who had died as an infant. And Angel had just started using it when she came to work at Cloud 9. He didn’t even know if her name was Angel. He didn’t care.

“My name really is Angel,” she said, as if she’d read his mind. With her head on his shoulder, she absently traced a pattern over his chest with her fingertips. He hated that his sweater was stopping him from feeling her against his skin. “I’m from a small Louisiana town about an hour north of New Orleans. I grew up with two loving parents and a wonderful older brother. Seriously, we were like the perfect all-American family. I loved them so much and I truly appreciated them. I knew what we had was rare. When I was in my last year of college my parents were killed, along with four others, in a freak boating accident. They’d been on vacation with friends in the Bahamas when a swell came up and…” She sucked in a ragged breath before continuing. “That’s not important for this story. After they died I went into a depression. Really bad. I dropped out of school and moved back into their home. Which in hindsight was stupid because of all the memories there. I just couldn’t seem to pull myself out of my depression. I was never suicidal, but I wasn’t happy. Didn’t want to leave the house, didn’t want to see any of my old friends, nothing. I was living like a shut-in at the age of twenty-two.”

Vadim tightened his grip, hating the pain he heard in her voice, hating that she’d had to suffer the loss of her parents. Whenever he’d asked about her family she’d been vague and he hadn’t wanted to push. He didn’t like talking about his own past so he understood. His mother had tried hard, but she’d had addiction problems among other issues. He’d been more of a burden to her than anything.

“Eventually my brother got me into therapy and out of their house. I still wasn’t working, but at least I was leaving the house and doing normal things like grocery shopping on my own. I was such a mess it was pathetic,” she said, her self-disgust clear.

“It’s not pathetic to mourn those you love.” He’d never been lucky enough to have caring parents—had never known who his father was—but he’d lost many friends in the Marines, and he still mourned them. “I wish you’d told me all this.”

“I wanted to, so badly. I almost did when you told me about…” She glanced up at him. “About all the friends you’d lost. You were so open and real and I wanted to tell you, but I knew if I told you they’d died I’d end up telling you the whole truth.” She sniffled again then ducked her head back to his shoulder and kept tracing random designs on his chest. He stroked a hand down her long, damp hair as she continued. “Long story short, this guy named Emile befriended me. He was sweet, or so I thought, and didn’t mind my weirdness of not wanting to go anywhere or do anything. In hindsight I realize he wanted me all to himself and that’s why he didn’t mind my anti-social behavior. But as you know, that’s not the real me. The therapy started helping and so did spending time with my brother. After about six months I started bouncing back, started seeing old high school friends and even my friends from Tulane had started to visit now that they were done with school and I was actually accepting visitors. And they were encouraging me to go back and finish. I was—am—only twelve credits shy of graduating and I was ready to go back too. I still hurt, but I wasn’t that emotional mess anymore and I wanted to live my life again.”

When she paused, he knew that whatever she was about to say would be horrible.

“Emile must have sensed my…I don’t know, me just getting back to normal. I feel like maybe I should have seen the signs but I was so caught up in my own bullshit I didn’t realize that what I thought was just friendship, he viewed as much more. One Saturday night I was at his parents’ place for dinner. His dad runs the biggest law firm in the town so he’s kind of a big deal. There were so many people there, it was…overwhelming. I didn’t know most of them and right before dessert he proposed to me.” She pulled back and looked at Vadim, her pretty face a mask of horror and confusion. “It was insane, like I was watching it happen to someone else. When I say we were friends, I’m talking just friends. We’d never kissed or flirted or anything. But he got down on one knee, had a ring and everything.” Groaning, she covered her face and shook her head. “It was awful,” she muttered through her fingers.

Finally she looked up again, and this time sadness bled into her eyes. “Maybe I should have handled it differently, just told him no right then. But I didn’t want to embarrass him in front of so many people. I thought it would be kinder to wait. So the next day I met him at his place and apologized if I’d ever led him on or let him believe that I wanted more than friendship. When I tried to give him his ring back, he punched me in the face. Broke my nose. It hurt, but it was also such a shock. That level of violence.”

Vadim jerked in the chair, seeing red at the thought of anyone hurting Angel. Oh yeah, this man was dead if he came after her. He didn’t want to hear anymore, didn’t want her to continue, but he knew she needed to get the whole story out and he needed all the details if he was going to find this bastard. And he was. Very soon.

“I won’t go into all the details, but he hurt me. Would have raped me if a neighbor hadn’t intervened and called the cops. I pressed charges, filed a restraining order, did everything I was supposed to. Then I moved almost immediately. We’d already sold our parents’ house by that point and school didn’t start for another couple months so I went to live with my brother while I was healing. Luckily Emile hadn’t broken any bones, except my nose. It was mainly just bruising and…” She trailed off and clutched on to Vadim’s shoulders. “Vadim.”

That was when he realized he was actually shaking. The urge to kill someone had never been so great. So real it felt like a consuming thing, eating at him from the inside. “Keep going,” he rasped out, amazed he could speak when his jaw was clenched so tight.

For a moment she looked unsure, but continued. “A couple weeks later my brother was killed in a mugging gone wrong. The town we lived in was a little bigger than the one we’d grown up in, but the area he was in at the time wasn’t known for crime and he still had his wallet and very expensive watch. It wasn’t a mugging. I knew it and Emile confirmed it with a phone call on the day of my brother’s funeral. He said that unless I came back to him, he’d kill everyone I loved. I told the police, but the number he called me from was a throw-away phone. There was nothing they could do except bring him in for questioning but they had nothing to charge him with. So I packed up and ran. He wanted to fight his assault charges in court, and there was no way I was sticking around as long as his father would have dragged it out. I would have been a sitting duck and it’s not like the cops could protect me. So I’ve been on the move for two years.” The pain in her voice sliced at him.

Vadim let out a curse, pulling her into a hug. She twisted in his lap and wrapped her arms around his neck. He had a dozen other questions, but knew now wasn’t the time. Now he just needed to hold her, to comfort her, to let her know that he wasn’t going anywhere and that he’d help her get through this. Because he’d die before letting that monster touch her again.

“You’re the first person I’ve told,” she murmured against his neck. “I’ve wanted to tell you for so long, but didn’t know how. Now you understand why I have to leave,” she said as she pulled back.

He forced his jaw to work. “There’s no way in hell you’re leaving. I’m going to kill that bastard.”

“Vadim, don’t say that.” She sounded horrified, but he didn’t care.

“This isn’t an idle threat, Angel. Computers weren’t my only area of expertise in the military. I’ve killed before and if he comes after you, I’ll protect you. No one is going to hurt you. And there’s no way I’m letting you face this on your own.”




CHAPTER ELEVEN


Angel ran her hands over Vadim’s tightly bunched shoulders. The energy humming through him was palpable, his rage simmering just beneath the surface.

Barely.

“I’m not going anywhere.” He calmed a fraction at that, but she continued. “And you’re not going to do anything to him.” She couldn’t have Vadim getting in trouble because of her. Or worse. She also knew she was tired of running. She wanted her life back and that was mainly because of Vadim. He was a man she didn’t want to leave. Even if her first instinct had been to flee, the time for running was over. She wouldn’t live in fear forever.

“You’re not leaving,” Vadim said again, though this time it sounded almost like a question.

“I know.” She pushed up and twisted slightly so that she was straddling him. Her knees pressed on either side of his thighs, the cushion of his chair soft. But what she felt between his legs most definitely wasn’t soft.

The rage and anger seemed to dissipate from his expression, only to be replaced by confusion. And a lot of lust. The undeniable flare of heat in his eyes warmed her from the inside out.

She lifted up on her knees so that her covered mound rubbed over his growing hard-on. She didn’t want there to be any doubt exactly what she wanted from him. Feeling his reaction to her was the biggest turn on there was. Knowing that she got a man like Vadim so hot made her nipples tighten in anticipation of what was to come.

“Angel.” His hands settled on her thighs, his fingers flexing almost convulsively against her. When she didn’t say anything, he turned his face away from her. For a moment she feared he’d reject her, but he let out a soft, very clipped command to Charlie. Angel might not understand the word, but she heard the authority behind it.

The dog let out an annoyed sound, but trotted from the room, tail waving. She was glad he’d told her to leave. Angel might adore her, but she didn’t need an audience for what she wanted.

“Have you really fantasized about the color of my nipples?” she asked as Vadim met her gaze again.

He nodded, his pale eyes darkening. “Very often.” His words were harsh, unsteady. And he was very still. Almost impossibly so. Which told her that he was trying to hold on to his control.

“Then why did you turn me away before?” He’d apologized, but she didn’t really understand why he’d seemed almost repelled by her after they’d kissed. There was so much more she wanted to tell him about her past, but right now she wanted to lose herself with him. First, she needed to know he wouldn’t reject her again.

When he finally answered, his words stunned her. “I don’t deserve you.”

She couldn’t imagine why he would think that. “You’re the sweetest, sexiest man I’ve ever met.”

Frowning, he shook his head. “I’ve killed before, Angel. With my hands, with weapons, whatever got the job done.” He let his hands fall from her hips, as if preparing for her to slide off him. The expression in his blue eyes was so remote it clawed at her.

She didn’t want anything between them. She was going to stay in Vegas and fight to get her life back. That included having Vadim in it. All of him. If he’d killed, she knew it had been in the military and that he’d been doing his job. Vadim wasn’t the type of man to relish hurting anyone. She saw that in him every time they were together. If he wanted to tell her more, he could, but she wouldn’t push. And if that was the only thing that had held him back from her…She reached for the hem of her sweater and lifted it off. Before it had cleared her head she heard Vadim’s gasp, felt his hips roll against hers. By the time she’d pulled it fully off, his hands cupped her breasts greedily.

The feel of his rough calluses against her sensitive skin had her arching her back into his hold. Her bra was basically scraps of lace, the thin black material showing him everything, including her pale pink nipples. He groaned again and dipped his head to one of her breasts. He didn’t even bother to take her bra off, just shoved the cup down as if he couldn’t wait a minute longer and sucked her tight bud into his mouth.

She slid her hands into his hair, needing to hold him.

“Are they how you fantasized?” she whispered shyly.

“Better,” he rasped. “Tighter. Pinker.” He clamped down on one with his teeth, lashing his tongue over the tip of it, the erotic action making her inner walls clench and her clit pulse. She arched her back, letting him take more of her. He cradled her other breast, tugging that cup down as well.

His impatience was so out of character for what she knew of him that it made her even hotter. Reaching behind her back, she unhooked her bra and let it fall loose. He shuddered as he slightly pulled back and tugged the material down her arms. When he went to tease her with his mouth again, she pushed against his shoulders, sliding off the chair so that she was on her knees in front of him. She wanted to drive him crazy, and she was so eager to touch him she was practically shaking with the need. Without pause she took off his socks and shoes.

She could see the hesitancy in his eyes and knew it was because he’d be giving up control. And she was going to make sure that he did. Well, as long as he would let her. She knew he’d never give it up completely. Reaching for the top of his slacks, she freed the button and zipper and pulled his pants down. She only brought them to his knees though, not wanting to give him more mobility.

He quickly tore his sweater off and his breathing grew even more ragged when she reached for the band of his boxer briefs. The outline of his thick cock was enough to make her entire body tingle in anticipation. He slid a hand into her hair, cupping her head ever so lightly and for a moment she thought he’d stop her.

“I’ve been wondering if you were a boxer’s man.” She liked the briefs better than straight boxers. They molded to his muscular thighs and outlined his thick cock, teasing her.


When she tugged the band down over his hard length, he shuddered again, his grip on her head tightening. It had been so long since she’d been with anyone, even before she’d gone on the run, and she wanted to savor every second of this time with him. Her own breathing increased as she took in the sight of him. The man was huge, something she’d guessed from feeling his erection pressed against her abdomen before, but he was even better than her imagination. Heat flooded between her legs at just the sight of him. Not that the sight of any man would do this to her. Only Vadim.

“You are too,” she murmured, more to herself than him.

“What?” His voice was rough with confusion.

“Better than my fantasies.” She was unable to take her eyes off him.

The man had starred in so many of her fantasies the past five months and now she could touch him all she wanted. She didn’t have to stroke herself to orgasm while imagining it was him. This time she’d come with him buried deep inside her and she couldn’t wait.

Not wanting to waste another second, she took his thick length in her hand. He pulsed in her grip, his hips jerking upward, and he made the most delicious strangled sound. She stroked upward once, earning a shuddering tremble from him. She rubbed her cheek against his cock and Vadim made another strangled sound she felt all the way between her legs. She was already so wet for him it was embarrassing. It was such a turn on that she was making this tightly wound man lose it.

“You like teasing,” he rasped out, the words sounding like an accusation.

With her head bent, her hair covering part of her face, she grinned. “Very much.” Before he could respond, she moved upward and flicked her tongue across the small slit on the head of his cock. The taste of his pre-come was slightly salty.

She moaned against him, taking him past her lips. She flicked and teased the crown, feeling empowered each time his fingers clenched in her hair. When he eventually dropped his hand, disappointment surged through her until she realized why. As she licked him from the base of his thick length to the head, she saw that he was gripping the sides of the chair in a death grip, his knuckles white against his tanned skin.

When she went to take him in her mouth again, he grabbed her shoulders. “No.” The guttural word made her head snap up. Why was he stopping her? His eyes glittered like pale blue diamonds as he shook his head. “Not in your mouth this time.”

She flicked her tongue over her lips, moistening them and teasing him. He closed his eyes, letting his head fall back as he took a deep breath. When he met her gaze again she could see that he was in control. A shot of excitement pulsed through her.

His jaw tightened as he shoved his pants and boxer briefs the rest of the way off. When he stood, completely naked, she stared in awe at his beautiful body. The man was ripped and lean. Clearly he didn’t spend all his time behind a desk. Before she could fully stand, he hauled her up and lifted her into his arms.

“Vadim—”

He stopped her with a searing kiss even as she felt him walking them from his office. Moments later he stood in the open doorway of his bedroom. Luckily Charlie was nowhere in sight. Striding inside, Vadim kicked the door shut with one foot and didn’t stop until he’d reached the foot of his bed.

When he placed her on the end, kneeling in front of her, his thick cock curving upward in the most erotic display, she couldn’t help the nerves that took hold. She’d had exactly two boyfriends in college and they’d been more or less boys. Nothing like Vadim. Hell, there was no one like Vadim anyway.

He must have sensed her nervousness because he stilled, still kneeling between her slightly spread legs. It didn’t matter that he was on the floor, this man was totally in control and they both knew it. “What is it, milaya moya?” His voice dropped an octave, making her toes curl.

She might not understand what he said, but she could read that seductive tone and whatever he’d called her was an endearment. She started to tell him nothing, but knew he’d see through her. “I don’t have much experience and I don’t want to be disappointing.” Damn, why did her voice have to shake? The thought of him finding her lacking shredded her.

The room was fairly dim, except for the outside light of the moon and stars shining through one of the windows, but she could see his expression clearly. He looked fierce and a little intimidating as he leaned forward and captured her mouth with his, his kisses surprisingly sweet and gentle.

As he ran a palm up her bare back, he started feathering kisses along her jaw. “You could never disappoint me, angel moya.”

Her nipples tightened at the endearment. One she actually knew. Angel mine. When he nipped her earlobe between his teeth, pressing hard enough that she jumped, she slid her hands over his shoulders, letting her fingers dance over his muscles.

She could spend hours just touching him, stroking him, learning everything about him. As his head dipped lower, his lips moving over her breasts, he freed the button of her jeans, sliding her pants off. She hadn’t bothered with panties because she’d hoped this would happen tonight.

He sucked in a ragged breath as he pulled them free of her feet. Before she could blink, he’d buried his face between her legs. No teasing like she thought he’d do, he just went straight for her clit.

The sensation was deliciously jarring. She was already wet, but hadn’t been ready for the intimate contact. His tongue stroked against her clit in a determined rhythm, insistent and merciless.

She fell back against the bed, spreading her thighs for him. When she did, he made a growling sound against her spread lips, the vibration moving through her, making her nipples bead even tighter.

When he lifted his head, her entire body jerked, mourning the loss of that wicked mouth. “Touch yourself,” he demanded before returning to her clit.

She knew what he meant, but the thought of touching herself in front of him—even while he was buried between her legs—made her face heat up. Before she could move, he reached up with one of his hands, took the hand she’d threaded through his short hair and moved it up to one of her breasts.

Shoving her insecurities away, she cupped both her breasts and started stroking her nipples, rolling them between her fingers as Vadim continued to pleasure her. His tongue was positively wicked, flicking and circling against her clit with the most intense pressure.

She felt as if she was walking on a tightrope and any second she’d fall off, her orgasm surging through her. She was so close to finding her release but she needed more, needed to feel his fingers inside her.

“Put your fingers in me,” she whispered.

He groaned against her, immediately complying, first with one, then two, stretching her with his thick digits. She bucked against his fingers as her body raced toward climax. He pushed in and out of her in a shaky rhythm, as if he wasn’t quite in control, his fingers stroking against her sensitive flesh, his tongue just as fervent, when she suddenly fell over the edge.

Pleasure punched to all her nerve endings in one simultaneous shot, making her back arch as she dropped her hands from her breasts. He continued thrusting his fingers inside her.

“Vadim.” It was all she could manage to gasp out as her orgasm seemed to go on forever, battering against her senses with no reprieve until she collapsed against the bed, her legs hanging limply off the edge.

Blinking up at the ceiling, she smiled as Vadim started kissing his way up her belly, all the while murmuring Russian words she didn’t understand. His fingers were still inside her when he reached her mouth.

The satisfied look in his eyes stunned her because he was that happy she’d come. As if her pleasure was all that mattered. Her previous boyfriends had never looked at her like that. No one had.

“Taste yourself,” he murmured in that dark way of his before he brushed his mouth over hers.

She felt her face flush as her tongue danced against his. Tasting her own release was oddly erotic. Reaching between them, she went to grasp his cock when he pulled back.

“One second,” he said, his expression tight.

She didn’t understand what he meant until he rolled off her and opened one of the drawers in his nightstand. Condoms, of course.


Thankfully one of them was thinking clearly. Even though she wanted to feel him inside her bare, it wasn’t worth the risk when she wasn’t on birth control.

She crawled up the bed, watching as he moved with impressive efficiency, tearing open the new box—the fact that it was new made her stupidly happy. When he pulled out a condom, she snagged it from him.

He turned, watching her with those pale, hungry eyes then knelt in front of her. She cursed her shaking hands as she ripped the packet open, but eventually got it free. Before she could roll it on him, he took it.

“I need inside you.” His guttural words, the way his own hand shook, melted her as he rolled the condom over his thick length.

From what she knew about Vadim, she had no doubt he’d want to be on top, to be the one in control, so she laid back against the soft bed, excited for him to show her his more dominant nature. His comforter and sheets were silky and had a cooling effect against her skin even while her entire body hummed with a burning urgency.

“You are so beautiful, more than I ever imagined,” Vadim murmured before moving on top of her.

Even though he had to know how wet she was, he slid a finger inside her, testing her. Closing his eyes, he let his head fall back for a moment, his body shuddering. In the moonlight, his body looked even more…savage.

It was the first word that popped into her head. Kneeling in between her legs, he looked as if he’d been cut from stone, each ridge, line, and striation perfection. And begging for her touch. She started to sit up, eager to stroke him when he withdrew his finger and pushed his erection inside her in one long stroke.

He filled her, her inner walls stretching and molding around him even as she gasped at the intrusion. Her back arched at the feel of him pushing deeper. She reached for him, needing that contact. His expression was so open, so vulnerable as he started pumping inside her. He leaned down on his forearms, caging her in as he caught her gaze, pinning her in place.

She wrapped her hands around him, stroking them down his back and over his butt, tightening her fingers into his firm muscle when he pushed all the way inside her. Each time she dug her fingers into him she squeezed her inner muscles around his cock. And each time, his thrusts became more unsteady as he started to let go of that control. And each time he slammed into her, his cock hit that perfect spot designed to drive her insane.

“Come in me,” she whispered.

Her words set something loose inside him. Groaning, he buried his face against her neck, nipping her sensitive skin as he slammed into her, over and over, his tempo increasing as he found his release. As he let go of his own control, another orgasm surged through her.

Not as intense as the first, almost like an after effect of it. But it was spine-tingling nonetheless, her inner walls rippling around him as he climaxed, groaning her name over and over until he basically collapsed on her.

She could tell he was still holding most of his weight off her, but she wrapped her arms and legs around him, nuzzling against his neck. “That was amazing.”

“You are amazing.” He softly raked his teeth against her earlobe, making her shiver, before he raised his head and nipped her bottom lip. “And we’re just getting started.”




CHAPTER TWELVE


Angel jerked awake at the feel of something cold touching her feet. Rolling over in Vadim’s bed, she realized he was fast asleep, his arm stretched out over her bare stomach. When she glanced down she saw Charlie half on the bed, nudging her foot insistently.

A quick glance at Vadim’s slim digital clock told her it was two in the morning. And she knew what the dog wanted. Slowly, she slid out from Vadim’s grip. Or tried to. Before she’d fully pulled free, his hand tightened against her belly.

“Where are you going?” he murmured sleepily.

“To get Charlie a treat. She’s hungry.”

Vadim grunted and muttered something in Russian before releasing her. He looked so adorable sleeping that she didn’t want to leave him, but the past few nights she’d been here Charlie had woken her looking for a handout. Angel knew she’d have to stop the dog’s habit because she didn’t want to get woken up at two every night, but she’d indulge her for now. Charlie’s schedule and home life had been changed because of Angel, so she didn’t mind. Snagging a T-shirt from one of Vadim’s drawers she slipped it on and hurried to the kitchen.

Just as she’d suspected, the dog didn’t whine at the locked doggy door, she went straight for the pantry and nudged it with her nose.

“You are so spoiled,” Angel murmured, opening the door and giving her one of the green bones.

After Charlie ran off to her living room bed, Angel hurried back to Vadim’s room and slipped under the covers. The moment she did, he tugged her close and she could feel his half-hard length pressing against her thigh when she threw it over his waist.

Laying her head on his chest, she murmured, “Don’t even think about it. I’m too tired.” He’d been like a machine the past few hours and they’d only just dozed off about an hour ago. They’d had sex, eaten, had sex again, showered with him going down on her, then gone to bed, only to have him wake her up again for more sex—and she was exhausted. Not to mention sore, but in the best way possible.

He chuckled, his fingers sliding under the T-shirt and stroking lightly against her back as she curled into him, but he didn’t make a move to take things any further.

Starting to doze, all she could think about was the first time she’d gotten the courage to talk to him. He’d always seemed so aloof, and for some reason he’d fascinated her. She’d gone out of her way to fly under the radar everywhere she worked, not making too many friends, but the man had called to her on the most primal level. As sleep started to pull her under, she couldn’t help but smile as she remembered their first conversation.

“Hi, are you looking for Hayden?” she asked the tall blond man she’d seen around the casino. She’d heard a couple of the female servers whispering about him and she was intrigued. Okay, more than intrigued. This man was deliciously sexy.

He tilted his head to the side a fraction, as if assessing her. “Yes.”

“Thought so. He’s in the back with Sierra, helping her with something, but between you and me I don’t think he’s helping her so much as trying to get some private time in her office.” It was no secret Sierra had started dating one of the heads of security a couple months earlier and the man was there all the time now. Of course Hayden had been hanging out at the Cloud since it opened because of the chef. No one was shocked they’d finally gotten together.

To her surprise, the blond man half-smiled. “Thank you. I’ll just wait at the bar.”

“Do you want company?” she asked, unable to stop herself. She was never like this with men, especially not since she’d gone on the run.

His eyebrows raised, those pale blue eyes glinting with something she couldn’t define, but he nodded.

“I’m Angel,” she said as she slid onto one of the bar stools next to him.

“Vadim.” He still watched her curiously.

“That’s an interesting name.” When he didn’t respond, she nervously shifted in her seat before catching the bartender’s eye. The woman smiled and poured her a glass of wine without Angel having to tell her. It was impressive how the bartender seemed to remember everyone’s preferred drink.

“It’s Russian.” Vadim’s response was a little delayed, taking her off guard, but she smiled.

“I like it. Vadim.” When she said his name, his eyes seemed to almost darken, but then he looked away and motioned to the bartender. The woman knew his preferred drink too, which was top shelf Scotch.

“I don’t think I’ve seen you in here with the other security guys.” But she had seen him around the hotel, usually with Hayden or Jay Wentworth. And sometimes with Iris Christiansen.

He gave what might have been a half-shrug, it was hard to tell. He just pinned her with those blue eyes, as if he was trying to see inside her head. It was a little disconcerting. Not creepy, just like he was trying to figure her out.

“So are you from Russia?”

He shook his head. “No. Chicago. My mother was an immigrant though and didn’t know any English. It’s why I still have a slight accent.” He seemed almost surprised at himself for a moment as he spoke.

She couldn’t imagine why. Snagging one of the napkins, she started folding it into origami without looking at it. She needed to keep her hands busy. Vadim was so sexy, so absolutely male, he made her knees weak. She was glad she was sitting. “So what do you need Hayden for?”

“Security issue.” His answer was blunt, his expression shuttered. Maybe he thought she was fishing for security information. She’d noticed that most of the security people here kept a tight lid on what they did, which was understandable. “Where are you from?”

His question took her off guard, though it shouldn’t have since she’d asked him first. She hated lying, but had gotten used to it. “Small town in Georgia.” She stuck to her Southern roots, knowing she couldn’t hide her slight accent and that most people wouldn’t know the difference between a Georgia and Louisiana accent.

When he didn’t respond, she started to feel weird, like she’d cornered him into this conversation he didn’t want to have. God, what was wrong with her? She was so fucking lonely, that’s what. And he probably thought she was weird. Feeling embarrassed, she handed him the owl then laid a bill on the bar to cover her drink. She took another big sip, not wanting to leave the full glass sitting there. “Well, I’ve gotta go if I don’t want to miss my bus. It was nice to meet you.”

When she stood, he slid off his stool. “Do you need a ride?” He seemed to startle himself as he asked the question, which made him adorable.

Okay, now she was really shocked, but oddly enough not uncomfortable. After she’d gone on the run she’d gotten really good at reading people and Vadim was just being nice. “Uh, no, I’m okay. The bus goes right by my apartment complex. Hopefully I’ll see you around though?”

He nodded, half-smiling in that cute way of his before he sat back down.

“Angel,” Vadim murmured against her ear, his light stubble tickling her face. He hadn’t shaved last night and she liked the feel of it against her skin. “What are you dreaming about? You’re smiling.”

“Mm, you,” she mumbled drowsily, not fully awake, but when his big hand cupped her mound, she moaned. “Are you on drugs or something? You’re truly a machine.”

He nipped her bottom lip, but she still hadn’t opened her eyes. “No drugs, just you. Now that you’re letting me touch you, I’m not going to stop.”

She looked at him through heavy-lidded eyes. “I was dreaming about the first time we met. I was so nervous talking to you.”

He snorted and nipped her lip again as he dipped a finger inside her sheath. She was tender, but he felt so good. “You were adorable. And confusing.”

She arched into his hold, already growing wet from his light stroking. “Confusing?” she managed to gasp out when he added another finger.

“I didn’t understand why you were talking to me.” He nipped lower, raking his teeth over her jaw as he withdrew his fingers.

“Uh, because you have that whole mysterious, sexy thing going on. I couldn’t help myself.” She stroked her hands over his shoulders, her fingers tightening on the flex of his muscles as he moved.

He didn’t comment, just started to lift the hem of her T-shirt. He paused when his cell phone started buzzing across his nightstand, but after a moment he ignored it and tugged the shirt off.

Her nipples instantly hardened under his gaze and when he dipped his head to one of them, she slid her fingers through his hair, clutching him to her. Not that she was afraid he’d go anywhere. He’d made it clear he wanted her in a way no one ever had.

It was a little intimidating to be on the receiving end of so much hunger, but she loved it, especially since she felt the same way. When his phone buzzed again, she pushed at his shoulder.


“Vadim, it could be important.”

He lifted his head, glanced at the clock, then grabbed his phone. She thought he’d answer it but after he looked at the caller ID he turned it off.

She started to protest, but he went right back to what he was doing, covering her body with his as he lightly pressed his teeth against her nipple. She spread her legs, letting him settle over her. “Are you sure…you can ignore that?” She didn’t want him to get in trouble at work, but it was hard to care much about anything when he’d started teasing her.

Reaching between their bodies, she wrapped her fingers around his cock and started slowly stroking him. He shuddered against her, but didn’t answer so she guessed that meant yes, he could do any damn thing he wanted. Which was good because the need building inside her was growing each second that ticked by.

When he moved to her other breast, she tightened her hold on him, stroking a little faster. He still needed to put a condom on and she liked feeling him without any barrier. As she squeezed harder, he pulled back, his breathing rough. Without a word, he leaned over and reached for the open box on the nightstand.

As he moved, she slid out from under him and pushed up on her knees. “I want to be on top.” The words came out in a rush. He was so damn dominating, which she loved, but she wasn’t sure he’d want her to take charge.

He gave her one of those sexy half-smiles as he slowly rolled the condom over his thick length. Stretching out on his back, he placed his hands behind his head, the action making the muscles in his arms flex, reminding her how powerful he was. Not that she’d forgotten. Staring at him laid out like that, with the dawn light just starting to stream through the window, she thought he looked like utter perfection. Faded white scars nicked his chest, stomach, biceps and even his hands, though she couldn’t see those at the moment. When her gaze landed on his cock, her inner walls tightened again as she thought of what it would feel like to have him pushing deep into her. Or maybe she’d take him in her mouth first.

“You gonna stare all morning?” he murmured wickedly.

“Maybe I will.” But she had no willpower. And she wasn’t sure if he’d change his mind about letting her be on top. She wanted to take advantage of it, wanted to ride him and be in control as they both came.

Sliding her leg over his hips, she straddled him and took his thick length in her hand. He was so hard she didn’t really need to guide him to her entrance, but she liked wrapping her fingers around him.

Meeting his gaze, she slowly slid down over him, sucking in a breath at the feel of his thickness filling her. His pale eyes seemed to glitter against the increasing sunlight from outside. He arched into her, grabbing onto her hips as she sank completely onto him.

She ran her palms over his chest as she lifted up then pushed back down, slowly starting to ride him. Her hair fell forward over her breasts and Vadim’s hungry gaze tracked the movements. Every inch of him felt incredible, just as intense as that first time.

His fingers tightened on her hips, his eyes going molten as he held her in place over him. Suddenly she realized that while she was on top, he was still the one in control. The thought made more heat rush between her legs, her inner walls flexing convulsively around him. When she tried to move, he held her firm.

“Touch your breasts.” A soft demand.

Even though they’d made love many times over the last few hours, with the sun now coming up, streaming over the big bed, she felt almost on display for him. The sensation was exhilarating but also made her nervous. She might be comfortable with her body, but this was new to her.

With her past boyfriends she’d never had sex more than once in a night or day and no one had ever made her feel so aware of her body. Not like Vadim.

When she reached up and cupped her breasts, he shuddered and jerked his hips upward, pushing even deeper into her. She arched her back at the sensation, rolling her thumbs over her nipples, lightly stimulating them. The pleasure was connected to the pulsing between her legs. Each time she did, she clenched around him and he groaned.

To test him, she tried to move again, but he held her still, watching her with that intensely raw gaze. Slowly, he started rocking into her, but he wasn’t letting her move much, just enough that his cock rubbed against that elusive spot inside she’d only found with vibrators in the past. She realized she could come just like this as he continued to rock into her.

And when he let go of one hip and started rubbing her clit with his free hand, the orgasm built faster than she’d expected. Her stomach muscles clenched as the need magnified and she increased her own stroking, pinching her nipples between her forefingers and thumbs.

Vadim’s eyes narrowed on her fingers and he gritted out what she guessed was a curse in Russian under his breath. His own caresses increased and when he tweaked her clit, her orgasm slammed into her, taking her off guard.

Pleasure rushed through her to all her nerve endings, her sheath tightening around him as she let go. As her climax continued, he mercifully let go of her hip, letting her ride him.

He met her stroke for stroke, groaning as she leaned forward, her hair spreading over his chest. When he grabbed her ass, helping her move even faster over him, he shouted out his release, pumping until he was sated and she collapsed on his chest.

She wasn’t sure how much time passed, but eventually he stirred beneath her, his breathing evened out. “I’m not going to get anything done with you here,” he murmured.

She laughed against his chest. “I don’t think that’s such a bad thing.” After a long moment, she asked, “Do you have to work today?”

“I’m working from home. And we still have more to talk about.” He ran a gentle hand down her back, the feel of his calluses making her shiver.

She loved his hands all over her body. Unfortunately, he was right. “Yeah, I know.” Sighing, she pushed up. “I’m going to shower—alone,” she added when his gaze darkened. “When I get out I’d love it if there was coffee waiting.”

He leaned up and brushed his lips over hers. “I think I can arrange that.”

She clenched around his half-hard length still inside her. Staring down into his eyes, she realized that she’d completely fallen for Vadim. Not halfway, she was full-on smitten with him. So much so that it should have scared her. There were so many layers to him, something she’d known from the moment they’d met, and she’d only seen some of them so far. She just hoped she wasn’t in over her head. And she really hoped that once she finished telling him everything about what she’d done to cover her tracks and her past that he wouldn’t judge her. The thought of seeing any sort of recrimination in Vadim’s eyes sliced at her insides with an intensity she couldn’t even think about.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Angel stepped out of Vadim’s bathroom to find her bag of clothes and laptop on the neatly made king-sized bed. She thought it was sweet that Vadim had brought her things over so she could change—until she saw a couple of her clothing boxes near the window. Had he brought all of her things into his room? Not sure how she felt about that, she dressed quickly in jeans, a sweater and left her damp hair down. She’d run a blow dryer through it for a few minutes to get most of the wetness out but she was craving coffee—because tea wouldn’t cut it right now—and she knew they needed to finish talking about what she planned to do moving forward.

She was tired of living in fear but she’d also made a mess of things by using a different social security number. She wasn’t sure what to do about that so she hoped Vadim might have an idea.

She found him in the kitchen standing next to the island frowning at his laptop. Charlie was beside him, but perked up when she saw Angel. Immediately the dog went to the pantry door and nudged it.

“You’re going to spoil her,” Vadim murmured without glancing up from the screen, clearly reading something.

She ignored him and opened the door. “I have no shame buying her affection with treats. Besides, I can’t say no to her face,” she said as she handed Charlie two little bones. One for her to hide and one to eat.

When she shut the door she looked over to find Vadim watching her appreciatively. She was dressed casually but that hungry look in his eyes made her feel sexy. “What are you working on?” she asked as she headed for the half-full coffee pot on the other side of his computer.

“Nothing that can’t wait.” He half-closed the screen as he leaned against the counter. “You hungry? I can cook something.”

He cooked too? Oh yeah, she was done for when it came to him. “Coffee’s all I need, but thanks.”

He reached for her hips, tugging her close so she set her mug on the counter. “It’s no problem. And I hope that’s not all you need.” Lightly, he brushed his lips over hers and her entire body pulled taut in awareness again.

Grinning, she pushed at his chest and picked up her mug as she sat at one of the island chairs. “I’m really not hungry. By the way, why did you move all my boxes into your room?”

He shrugged, reaching for his own mug. After last night she’d thought she could read him pretty well but his expression was carefully blank. “Do you want to stay in the guestroom?”

“No, of course not, it’s just I won’t be here that long so…” She shrugged, trailing off.

He cleared his throat and, apparently deciding to ignore her comment, slid a small, wire-bound notebook with blank paper to her. “I need your real social security number, list of former addresses, parents’ names, school info, any info you have on Emile including his parents’ names. Also, whatever happened with your parents’ life insurance policy? Or didn’t they have one?”

She took the pad and pulled out the pen attached to the wire bound spine. Tapping it against the pad, she watched Vadim worriedly. “So you know that I didn’t use my social security number to gain employment at Cloud 9?”

His eyebrows furrowed together, as if that should be obvious. “Yes. The number you’re using is from an infant who died—it’s in the file I have. I thought you saw that.”

She shook her head, relief spilling through her like a waterfall that he didn’t seem to be angry. “I hadn’t seen it. I thought…” She broke off, not wanting to admit her fears. “Ah, in regards to the insurance policy we got the runaround with them. They said their death wasn’t covered even though accidental deaths were. My brother was the one who handled everything since I was in no state to do anything at the time. After he died, I didn’t really think about it.” She’d paid for his funeral, then using a college friend’s contact, she’d paid for a new ID.

His frown deepened. “Include the name of the insurance company with your other notes. Do you have the policy number?”

“I’ve got the info on my laptop.”

He seemed to relax at that. “Good. I researched the history of the social security number you’ve been using. I assume you bought new credentials?” When she nodded, he continued. “You only just started using the number at Cloud 9, so did you have a different ID before?”

She shook her head. “No. The year and a half before I started working at the Cloud I was working mainly in dives that were willing to pay me under the table. Things got a little dicey at the last restaurant I worked at. It was this little place out in the middle of freaking nowhere New Mexico. Things were fine at first, but a couple months into my job the owner’s son started working there as a chef and started harassing me. He made it clear that he knew I was being paid under the table and basically threatened me with calling the police. He thought I was on the run from the cops, which is clearly wrong, but still, I realized that if I kept working in places like that I’d be opening myself up to harassment and worse. It was scary using my fake credentials, I wasn’t even sure they’d work, but…” She shrugged, not needing to finish. Clearly it had worked. Which was good because she’d paid enough money for the fake paperwork.

As another thought occurred to her, she bit her bottom lip. “Crap. What will happen at the restaurant and with the IRS? If I reclaim my life I need to start using my real information.” She was pretty sure her crime of using a fake social security number was at least considered fraud or something.

“I’ll take care of it.” Vadim’s voice was so full of authority, it threw her off balance.

“Just like that? How?”

“You haven’t worked at the Cloud long enough to file taxes. They’ll be sending out the 1099s in about three weeks, and they haven’t filed anything yet. I’ll talk to accounting—after Wyatt—and we’ll say that a wrong number was entered by mistake. Nothing that can’t be undone.”

Some of the tension resting on her shoulders eased, but the thought of using her real information again was frightening after living in hiding for so long. It seemed as if Emile had found her anyway, but still, her stomach twisted in knots, the coffee she’d already had seeming to turn to lead.

Vadim reached out, gently cupping the side of her face with one hand. “We’re going to figure all this out.”

She leaned into him, sliding off the chair and wrapped her arms around him. She’d been alone for so long, afraid to tell anyone the truth about who she was, she felt like a sponge now, just soaking up all Vadim’s strength. “I’m just scared to go back to work I guess.”

Vadim stiffened and pulled back to look at her. “You’re not going in to work until we find this guy.”

“What?” She couldn’t afford to just not work.

“I’ve already talked to Sierra and you’ve got the next week off. At least.” He sounded so freaking high-handed, as if his decision was final, that she gave his chest a little shove.

She didn’t care that Vadim was right in this, it pissed her off that he’d just made the decision without asking her first. “So you called my boss and made a decision without thinking to ask me?”

For the first time since she’d met him, Vadim looked like a deer caught in headlights. Okay, more like a tiger in headlights. His expression was wary.

“It’s not a trick question, Vadim.” She sat back on the chair at the island and crossed her arms over her chest.

“I should have asked you first?” he said, clearly confused.

“Uh, yeah.”

“But it doesn’t make sense for you to be in public with Emile out there. He’s likely already vandalized my car and you seem sure he’s the one who spoke to Mr. Botkin.” The tone of his voice was like he was talking to a small child.

Which lit the fuse on her annoyance. “I know, I get that. But I don’t want someone making decisions for me. I could have called Sierra on my own.” She would have preferred it.

He looked as if he wanted to argue, but instead nodded. “I’m sorry.”

Some of her anger evaporated. “It’s okay. I just…I don’t like anyone making decisions for me, okay?” She’d had so much control in her life taken from her that even the little things being taken away rubbed her the wrong way.

Something like concern flickered in his pale eyes, but he nodded. “Okay. I’m going to be here most of the day working on tracking down Emile. But tomorrow I’ve got a full day with Wyatt…and I would like to have a friend stay here with you.”

Angel figured he’d already asked his ‘friend’ and resisted the urge to smile. “A friend?”

He lifted a shoulder. “One of the security team.”

She couldn’t even imagine how expensive it would be to give her a bodyguard for a day. “Your house is safe and you’ve got an impressive security system. Plus you’ve got Charlie.”

The dog trotted into the kitchen then and made a soft whining sound near the pantry door. “No,” Angel said to her, knowing that even if she wanted to spoil the dog, she couldn’t do it every time.

Vadim gave her a ghost of a smile as Charlie headed for her food bowl instead. “I would feel better to have someone here. And I would like him to teach you some self-defense moves. Nothing too intense, just enough training to give you moves so that you can do enough damage to someone then run.”

“Can’t you teach me?” After seeing him take out those guys at her apartment complex she had no doubt that he was skilled enough.

“I could, but if your hands are all over my body we’ll end up naked more often than not.” He half-smiled, but she knew he was right.

Even thinking about those kinds of teaching scenarios with Vadim made her body heat up. She put a pin in that for now because the thought of learning more self-defense than she’d picked up in the few classes she’d taken in college was wildly appealing. But… “Won’t that be really expensive? To have someone stay here?”

He blinked, as if that was the last thing he’d expected her to ask. “No.”

She knew that wasn’t true, at least not to her. But maybe he didn’t consider it expensive. She didn’t want to take advantage, but the thought of being able to actually defend herself. Protect herself. Yeah, she couldn’t say no. “Okay, thank you and I’ll pay—”

Shaking his head, Vadim closed the small distance between them. He cupped her face between his hands, the action so gentle it melted her. “Let me do this for you.”

There was no way she could say no to that. When she leaned up to kiss him, he brushed his lips across her forehead instead.

Disappointment filtered through her until he said, “Write everything down first. Then…” He trailed off, his expression wicked as he moved down the countertop of the island and pushed his laptop open again.

She could easily fill in the rest of his unspoken thought. She grabbed the pen and started scribbling all her information down. It was time to get her life back.

*     *     *

Emile opened the door to his newest motel room. His private investigator had rented the place under his name so Emile wouldn’t have any records of being here in Vegas. Not that his PI knew the real reason for his trip. He’d been vague, telling him that Angel had stolen his grandmother’s priceless ring when she’d left him and he just wanted it back.

He wasn’t sure if the guy believed him, but he was still helping him. Of course Emile was paying him a shitload of money so he might not even care about the truth. The guy was in another state; Emile hadn’t wanted anyone with ties to his own family. He’d needed to keep his search for Angel a secret because he hadn’t wanted to risk his parents finding out he was still looking for Angel. Namely his father.

His father was still angry about what he’d done to her. Or maybe not so much what he’d done, but that he’d shamed the family publicly. It wasn’t like he’d ever gone to trial so he didn’t have anything on his record. But his father said the whole town knew about him now, that he had to be more careful or he’d end up in jail and ruin the family name.


Emile didn’t care if he ended up behind bars. He just wanted Angel all to himself one last time. Just for a little bit. He wanted her to suffer for embarrassing him, for turning him down when he’d offered her everything. He’d been there for her when she’d needed him, then she’d thrown all his kindness back in his face as if he was nothing. He was going to take everything from her, what he rightfully deserved. He hadn’t pressured her about sex before but she owed him use of her body and he would take it.

But now she was nowhere to be found. He’d been watching the restaurant for three damn days and she hadn’t shown up once. Fighting that sinking feeling of familiar desperation, he shut the door behind him and pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. No missed calls or texts. He quickly called his PI.

Humphrey answered on the second ring. “Yeah.”

“Have you found out anything?”

“Not since we last talked an hour ago.” He sounded frustrated, but Emile didn’t care. He was paying the guy after all.

“Call me if you find anything,” he snapped, ending the call and tossing the phone onto the king-sized bed.

His investigator had found out that the SUV Emile had briefly followed was registered to the Serafina casino and hotel. He’d also had the investigator run the plate registered to the Mercedes Angel had been driving, but had come back with nothing. Which his investigator had said was odd. Emile didn’t care, he just wanted Angel and if his PI couldn’t find her, he’d hire someone else.

At least Humphrey had come through with locating Angel. He had to give the guy that. Emile would have never found her in the first place without him. Using her personal history as a guide, the man had gone to New Orleans and managed to track down multiple forgers in the area. Eventually he’d found the one who’d provided false credentials for people. It had been a shot in the dark, but he’d managed to narrow down a forger with ties to the university. Then he’d blackmailed the guy into giving up Angel’s information. From there, he’d found out where she lived. Not that that did Emile any good right now.

Emile shoved his hands through his hair as he stared blindly at the nearest wall. He hadn’t slept in days. Now that he was so close to having her again, he couldn’t believe she might have slipped through his fingers.

No, he refused to believe that. He would have her again. He just needed sleep. And a shower. He knew he smelled. Even though it had been a risk, he’d asked the hostess at Cloud 9 about Angel, wanting to know when she’d be working next. The woman had said she’d taken time off work and that’s all she’d known.

But the hostess had seemed almost stressed by his question so he’d left immediately. And as soon as he’d gone, he’d seen her calling someone. Maybe he was being paranoid, but she could have called Angel or hotel security.

He just didn’t know. And he hated not knowing. He raked his hands through his hair again, the slight pull against his scalp easing some of the pressure building in his brain. She brought out this obsessive side to him and he hated her for it. She made him crazy. She wasn’t the first woman to do this to him, but she was the worst. She’d actually been friends with him, made him believe that she loved him. In reality she was a lying whore.

At a slight shuffling sound he turned toward the cracked open bathroom door. Confusion slammed into him when the door opened. Was there a maid in here? He’d left the ‘do not disturb’ sign on the door.

When a man stepped out, he frowned as it registered who he was seeing. “What are you doing here?” As soon as he saw the gun, however, he knew.

His heart jumped into his throat. He stepped back, tripping over his feet as he scrambled to escape but it was too late. As a shot rang out, pain exploded in his chest for a brief moment before everything went dark.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Vadim hit send on his email, sending the last file Wyatt had requested to one of the man’s many accounts. This one wasn’t accessible by his assistant though, it was one of Wyatt’s personal addresses. His boss was about to buy a pharmaceutical company in Ohio and had requested that Vadim run all the financials of the sellers. Not the typical number crunching Wyatt’s accountants would do. No, he was looking at the owners’ personal accounts.

Wyatt wanted to see how desperate they were since this sale had come up unexpectedly. Turned out there was a reason for it—they were about to go bankrupt due to poor money management and what Vadim was certain was fraud from two members in accounting. On the outside the company looked stellar, but Wyatt always did his homework.

After he closed out the file, he pulled up the one he’d started to build on Emile Glass. The past three days he’d been working sixteen hour days, balancing his duties for Wyatt and his own personal stuff for Angel. He was exhausted, but it was worth it to make Angel safe. She hadn’t left his house the past three days either, which he felt bad about, but Roman was there with her and they’d done a bit of exploring in the desert. So far she didn’t seem to be going stir crazy, which eased his guilt.

He was close to narrowing down Emile’s location, he could feel it. There was a possibility that he wasn’t in Vegas at all—but he’d bought an open-ended, round-trip plane ticket to Vegas and had arrived a week ago. So the man was here.

Somewhere.

Unfortunately, he wasn’t using any of his personal credit cards or phone anywhere. That in itself was odd. People didn’t just fall off the grid for a week. Most people used their credit or debit cards once a day, so he was definitely trying to hide. This wasn’t some random coincidence that he’d come to Vegas and now suddenly Vadim’s car had been vandalized right after Angel was seen driving it.

As he flipped through the massive number of files he’d found on the guy, one of the credit card payments stuck out. It was dated a month ago to a private investigative firm. Vadim frowned, scanning back through all the statements for the past couple years but couldn’t find anything similar. Maybe it was the first time he’d used an investigator but Vadim doubted it if this guy was hunting Angel. He could have been paying by check before. Either way, the use of a private investigator was interesting.

He set that file on top of everything then slid his giant stack of paperwork into his briefcase. Normally he would read from his laptop, but Angel wanted to help so he’d printed everything off. And sometimes it was easy to miss things on his computer so a print version gave him a fresh perspective. It was after five, which was early for him to be heading home, but he could read anywhere. And he missed Angel.

The security room was buzzing as he stepped from his office, but he tuned everything out until Iris held up a hand, motioning for him to stop. She paused, turning back to speak to one of the security team members where they stood in front of a wall of video screens before hurrying toward him.

She didn’t bother with niceties, her expression pinched. “One of the hostesses at Cloud 9 called me about half an hour ago. Sorry I didn’t get up here until now. A man was asking about Angel’s schedule and I knew you’d want to know.”

Vadim gritted his teeth as he took in that information, but he didn’t let himself outwardly react. “Thanks, Iris.” Vadim was tempted to head back to his office and scan the security cameras in the right time frame to see if he could catch a clip of Emile, but decided to do that at home. Now more than ever he wanted to be near Angel, to see with his own eyes that she was safe.

When he reached the private elevators his cell phone buzzed. Gritting his teeth, he glanced at the screen, hoping it wasn’t Iris calling him back for something. His heart rate kicked up when he saw who it was. Detective Cody Hurley.

Wyatt, Vadim and a handful of others at the Serafina had worked with him a couple months ago to bring down a huge criminal element in Vegas. To say the guy owed them credit for one of the biggest busts he’d ever had would be an understatement. Vadim had called him a couple days ago asking the detective to keep an eye out for Emile Glass. Didn’t hurt to use all your resources and for Angel, he’d use everything at his disposal. He wanted Angel safe more than he wanted his next breath. When the time was right he planned to ask her to move in with him permanently.

He answered immediately. “Hey, Detective.”

“Found that guy you were looking for.” His voice was grim.

Relief punched through him at the news. “Great. Where?”

“Dead.”

Surprised, he frowned. “Where? How?” He also wanted to know who had done it, but figured that could wait.

“Cheap motel, two gunshots. One to the chest, one to the head. Why’d you want me looking into this guy anyway?” A sharp note of command colored the question.

Which Vadim ignored. “You have any idea who did it?”

“No. It’s a shitty part of town so I’m just surprised anyone called in about hearing the gunshots. There aren’t any video cameras at this place either. None that work anyway. Looks like he surprised someone robbing his room. Come on, why were you looking into this guy?”

Vadim wasn’t telling him shit about Angel, but he’d give him what he could. “There’s a possibility he was the one who vandalized my car last week. And I can’t tell you how I know that. Was he staying under his own name?” Because Vadim had put out feelers. The places he couldn’t hack into, he’d just called. Some places he’d had to bribe with cash or favors, but for the most part, the Serafina had a good relationship with the bigger hotels. He’d used that to his advantage.

“No, a man named Glen Humphrey rented the place with a credit card,” he said.

Under normal circumstances Vadim knew the detective wouldn’t be telling him any of this. It was against protocol and he could get in a hell of a lot of trouble for it, but he figured Hurley was fishing for info and asking him was smarter than trying to drag him down to the station for questioning. If Hurley did that, he’d never get anything out of Vadim and neither Wyatt nor his team would work with the police department again. “Never heard of him.” A lie. He’d just seen that name on Emile’s credit card statement as the name of the PI the man had hired. “Thanks for the info.”

“You sure you don’t know anything about this guy?”

Vadim snorted. “Other than the fact that he probably keyed my car, no.”

The detective sighed, his frustration clear. “All right. Talk to you later.”

Once they disconnected Vadim thought about calling Angel but he wanted to tell her in person. He’d be keeping an ear to the ground for whoever killed Emile, but if the guy had been staying in a bad neighborhood and Hurley thought it was a robbery gone wrong…karma was a bitch. There was a chance it wasn’t random but since he knew Angel hadn’t done it and he certainly hadn’t, he couldn’t imagine the guy’s death was connected to her.

Normally the drive home was quick but tonight it seemed endless. All he wanted was to see Angel. By the time he reached his place, raw energy hummed through him, his need growing at just the thought of sinking deep inside her.

Work could wait, especially since her problem was dead. He wanted to give her life back to her, to start a future together where she wasn’t scared or looking over her shoulder all the time.

As he stepped through his garage door into the kitchen, he heard grunting sounds. Then a peal of laughter—then Roman’s voice telling Angel to pay more attention.

Angel said something but it was too low for him to hear, but Vadim grinned, glad she was getting some self-defense training. When Charlie didn’t greet him he remembered that Roman had said he’d needed to put the dog up in his room during training sessions because she got upset seeing Angel tossed around.

He set his briefcase on the island counter then slipped his jacket off, tossing it on top. Loosening his tie, he made his way into the living room to find Roman pinning Angel on the couch from behind.

It jarred Vadim to see her pressed against the couch wearing just a sports bra and yoga shorts and another man flush to her entire body. The coffee table had been moved and her damp shirt tossed on top of it. It was clear they were just training, but seeing Roman on top of her like that made Vadim’s possessive streak flare to life.

He hadn’t even realized he could feel possessive until Angel. Right now he had the irrational urge to pummel the shit out of Roman even though the other man was doing exactly what Vadim was paying him to do. It didn’t lessen his internal struggle though.

Gritting his teeth, he watched her wriggle against Roman. She wasn’t aware Vadim was there, but he knew Roman was. The former Marine was always aware of his surroundings and had likely heard the soft chime of the alarm turning off when he’d arrived.

“This isn’t fair,” Angel growled, struggling even more, pushing her butt into Roman’s crotch as she fought against his hold for all she was worth.

“A real attacker won’t be fair, Angel. Remember what I taught you.” Roman’s voice was harsh.

Fuck. He knew they were training, but Vadim’s hands clenched into fists. He didn’t need to watch this.

He started to head back to the kitchen when Angel looked up from her position bent over the couch. She smiled when she saw him. “Hey, baby.”

God, he loved that she called him that.


Roman loosened his grip around her upper body and to both their surprise, she slammed her head back into Roman’s face right before she pushed her elbows out, letting her slide out from his grip.

Roman grunted as he took the hit and immediately Angel swiveled around. “Did I hurt you?” she asked, concern in her voice.

He lifted a dark eyebrow, those different colored eyes of his amused as he pressed a gentle hand to his nose. He wasn’t bleeding, but his eyes were instinctively watering from the hit he’d taken. “Uh, no. You finally did what you were supposed to do.”

“How’d she do today?” Vadim asked, stepping into the room, some of his earlier tension easing.

Angel crossed the distance to him, ready to hug him, but then stopped. “I’m sweaty,” she muttered, almost to herself.

Shaking his head, Vadim pulled her into his arms as Roman started moving the coffee table back into place. He didn’t care if she was sweaty, he just needed to feel her against him.

“She could do better, but she did well enough,” Roman said.

“She is right here,” Angel muttered as she wrapped her arm around Vadim’s waist and half-turned to face Roman.

“Okay, you could have done better.” The other man’s lips twitched, as if he was fighting a smile. “That last move? You should have done that earlier.”

“I know, but…I couldn’t remember which one to do. My first instinct is to scream and then you hold so tight I can’t breathe and I just forget what to do.”

“That’s actually good. Sometimes you only get one chance to alert others so if you want to shout and scream during training go for it. It’ll get you more pumped up. Of course…” He trailed off, glancing toward the direction of the bedrooms. Then Roman looked at both of them. “We’ll have to train somewhere else where freaking Cujo can’t attack me.”

“Charlie’s a sweetheart, you big meanie.” Angel nudged Vadim. “Did you bring food home? I’m starving.”

He loved the way she said home, as if she considered this her place. Soon enough he hoped she would, even though he knew he couldn’t broach that subject just yet. It would be too soon for her—but he wanted her here on a permanent basis. “No, but I’ll cook something. Let me walk Roman out.”

“Okay, I’ll let Charlie out through your office. She probably needs some fresh air.” She dropped a quick kiss on Vadim’s mouth, thanked Roman then hurried toward the bedrooms.

“Thanks for staying with her again,” Vadim said as he walked Roman to the front door.

The other man shrugged. “She’s easy to be around. I see why you like her so much.”

Vadim stiffened at that and Roman just laughed, the sound foreign coming from the other man. “I’m not my brother—and you know he was just fucking with you the other day, right?”

“I know he asked Angel out knowing she’s mine.” Which still annoyed Vadim.

“Yeah, he thinks she’s hot, but he thinks any woman who talks to him is. He just wanted to push you into making a move.” Roman scrubbed a hand over his hair, as if the conversation was making him uncomfortable, but he continued. “We all knew how much you liked her for a while now.”

Had he been that obvious? Maybe to everyone except her, apparently. “Well he doesn’t need to push anymore.”


Roman laughed again. “Yeah, he knows. Listen, I don’t know if you’re going to want Angel out in public, but this Saturday we’re having some people over to watch the fight. It’ll be mainly the security guys but they’re bringing their girlfriends and wives too so if you want, bring Angel. Hayden and Jay will be there.”

Vadim nodded. “If she wants to go we’ll be there. Her problem is taken care of.”

Roman’s eyebrows rose. “Taken care of?”

“Not by me, but the guy is dead. Found out right before I left work.”

“Good. Stupid fucker. You still want me training Angel this week?”

Vadim paused, then shook his head. “No, but I’ll ask her what she wants. If she’s open to the idea I want you to train her the next couple weeks or so, just until she’s more comfortable defending herself.”

“No prob. I actually know a guy who runs a local gym. They’ve got classes exclusively for women if she’s interested.”

“Thanks, I’ll let her know.”

After Roman left, Vadim locked the door then went in search of Angel. She was in the kitchen, holding the refrigerator door open staring at the interior with her other hand on her hip.

“You take Charlie out already?” he asked, taking his tie fully off and setting it on the rest of his things.

“Yes, lazy dog. She ran out, did her business, then ran back inside. She’s now sleeping, again, in your room. I don’t think she likes the cold,” Angel said, looking over her shoulder at him. She swept an appreciative gaze over him before meeting his eyes again. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Like what?”

“Like you want to devour me.”

“That’s because I do.” Slowly he started unbuttoning his shirt. Her gaze tracked his movements, the hunger in her gaze clear, flooring him. He loved how she wore her emotions right out in the open.

Shaking her head, she shut the door and turned to face him. “I’m sweaty and gross.” She wrapped her arms around her middle. “We can’t do anything now.”

Like he cared that she’d been working out? He continued working his buttons free, his gaze dipping to the outline of her nipples. They hadn’t been visible before but after she’d gotten a workout then stood in front of the fridge, the cool air clearly affected them. He wanted to taste them. Before they took things further though, he needed to tell her what he’d found out. Reluctantly, he stilled his hands. “Will you sit for a sec?”

Her eyebrows rose and she ran her fingers through her long ponytail, bringing it around to her chest, holding onto the strands in a nervous gesture that had quickly become familiar.

“It’s not bad news.” At least it wasn’t to him. Vadim didn’t think she’d celebrate Emile’s death, but she could finally move on with her life.

Some of the tension eased from her shoulders and as she sat, he joined her. “First, you’ll be receiving a check from your parents’ insurance company for two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. They should have it to you by next week.” He’d had Wyatt’s legal department look over her parents’ policy then sent the company a letter directly from them. It hadn’t taken long for them to jump into action—no doubt they were afraid of legal action since someone had dropped the ball. Whether intentionally or not, Vadim didn’t care. He just cared that Angel would have enough money to not have to worry.

Her hazel eyes widened and she jumped off the chair. “Are you kidding me!” she shouted. “That’s amazing. Did you do this?” When he nodded, she grinned, smacking her lips to his noisily.

He tightened his grip on her hips, holding her close. He loved the mix of her lavender lotion or whatever she wore combined with her natural scent, especially since she’d just worked out. She might think she was too sweaty, but seeing her all natural made him even hotter for her.

“Thank you,” she said, the smile on her face radiant.

It made him feel a hundred feet tall. This woman had the ability to destroy him. And she had no clue. “They never should have jerked you and your brother around in the first place. There’s more.” He wasn’t sure if he should work up to it so he decided to go for blunt. Angel seemed to appreciate that anyway. “Emile is dead.”

Her pretty mouth formed a small O of surprise as she stared at him. “Dead? You’re sure?”

He nodded. “The police think it was a robbery gone wrong. He was found shot twice in his motel room. The room was under his PI’s credit card, which is why I wasn’t able to find him in town.”

“I guess that’s how he found me, hiring someone,” she murmured, seeming to slowly take in the news. Angel placed her palms on his chest. “This is a lot to absorb. I feel…really relieved. Which I know is awful.” Her expression was pinched as she looked at him. “Is that terrible that I’m sorta glad he’s gone?”

Vadim shook his head and pulled her against him, not letting her protest about her rumpled state. “It’s not terrible. You have a right to be relieved after that monster sent you on the run, fearing for your life.” Vadim wasn’t sort of glad, he was fucking thrilled that the bastard was dead. The guy had beat up Angel and killed her brother, her only remaining family. Emile could rot. But Vadim didn’t say that to her, not wanting to scare her.

“I…don’t even know what to say. I can finally move on with my life, stop looking over my shoulder all the time.” The joy in her voice slid over him, pulling an immediate smile from him.

But in the back of his head he worried that when she moved on and didn’t need his protection, that she wouldn’t want him in her life anymore. That thought splintered through him like shards of glass. He bent his head and claimed her mouth, hungry to mark her in the only way he could. In a way that would remind her how good they were together.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


As she pulled up to a stop light, Angel looked at her freshly buffed and polished fingernails and smiled. She hadn’t done anything frivolous for herself in two long years and while getting a simple manicure wasn’t much, it felt fantastic. She still couldn’t believe what had happened in the past couple days. She’d gone from being Angel Johnson to her real self, Angel Flanagan, practically overnight. Now she actually had enough money to finish school and put down roots.

And Emile was dead. Really and truly gone. She only felt bad because she didn’t feel any sorrow for him. He’d killed her brother Aaron so she was more than relieved that her brother had found the justice he deserved.

Vadim had told her Wednesday but she’d still been too shocked by everything to leave his place. But she’d taken advantage of her new freedom to reach out to former professors at Tulane. Once she’d explained everything to two of her favorite teachers, they’d spoken to the dean and were going to work with her to help her finish her last four classes online. With just twelve credits shy of graduating, all her professors had been stunned when she hadn’t returned and had seemingly fallen off the face of the earth. She was just thankful they even remembered her and were willing to help. It was too late to start this semester but she was going to take two classes over the summer then two in the fall and be done by the end of the year. She was actually glad she couldn’t start immediately.

Her brain needed time to decompress from everything. For the first time in two years she didn’t wake up with a lingering sense of fear hanging over her head. Not to mention she had sexy, sweet Vadim in her life.

Of course she couldn’t just stay with him indefinitely. Which was another reason she was out running errands today. He’d already done so much for her and now that she had insurance money coming in—thanks to his diligence—she was going to get out of his hair as soon as she could.

Even if she didn’t want to leave. She loved his home, but they couldn’t just go from being friends to lovers who lived together. It would be too fast. Probably. Okay, not for her, but she didn’t think he wanted her just moving in all of a sudden. Not permanently anyway.

Pushing that thought aside, she steered the Serafina’s SUV into the entrance of her old apartment complex. She needed to tell Mr. Botkin she wouldn’t be coming back at all, even once her place was fixed. She could have called but she was nearby and wanted to thank him for being such a great landlord.

Vadim already had his Mercedes back and the hotel had let her use the SUV for the rest of the week. Soon, she’d be buying a car of her own. She’d sold hers when she’d first left Louisiana because she’d needed the money and because she hadn’t wanted to give Emile an easy way to track her. She didn’t mind taking the bus, but it would be nice to have her own wheels again. In college she’d been able to walk everywhere but Vegas wasn’t set up like that and it could be difficult getting around.

There were a couple open spots in front of her building so she picked the one nearest her old place. She was really curious about the water damage but wasn’t sure if she should go in. From what she could tell Mr. Botkin had packed up everything well, but she still wanted to do another sweep through the place if she could. As she stepped onto the sidewalk she saw her downstairs neighbor leaving her apartment.

The woman rarely talked to Angel, but she was friendly enough. She smiled at her neighbor, who was rushing to the sidewalk, keys in hand. She was wearing light green scrubs and white sneakers. Angel knew she worked in home health and had odd hours. It was clear the woman was heading to work.

“Hey, did you get affected by the flooding?” Angel asked.

The dark-haired woman stopped and frowned. “What flooding?”

“My apartment got flooded. I thought you might have been affected too since you’re below me.”

The woman just stared at her for a moment, then shook her head. “Ah, I’m late for work, but I didn’t know there were any plumbing issues here.”

As the woman hurried down to her car Angel decided to head to Mr. Botkin’s place instead of her own. Before she’d taken two steps she saw him coming out of her apartment, a bucket in his hand. When he spotted her from the balcony his eyes widened in what was most definitely guilt.

What the hell? Had he found a renter willing to pay more? It didn’t make sense that her downstairs neighbor hadn’t even heard about the flooding; she would have been affected too. Angel raced up the stairs ready to demand an answer from him. “Was my place really flooded?” she asked, hoping she was being paranoid by that guilty flush on his face.

After a long pause, he shook his head. “No, but your friend wanted to protect you.”

She blinked, not understanding. “What friend?”

He paused, just watching her with an almost panicked look on his face.

“Did you lie because you found a different renter willing to pay more?”

He shook his head and his original statement started to sink in. Her friend wanted to protect her. There was only one friend of hers that Mr. Botkin had ever met.

“Vadim had something to do with this?” The sense of hurt that slammed into her was staggering.

Mr. Botkin nodded, his expression apologetic as he sighed. “Yes. A man was asking about you. A bad man. Vadim wanted you gone from here so he could protect you. He said you’d have a place to live. Did he lie about that?”

She shook her head, gritting her teeth. No, but he was a big liar who was going to answer for what he’d done.

*     *     *

“You ever gonna tell me what’s bugging you?” Roman asked Angel from across the high top table they were sitting at. The bar they were in was a local hangout close to the casino. The drinks were cheap enough, the atmosphere was relaxed and there was no smoking inside.

She traced her finger down the neck of the beer bottle she’d been nursing for the better part of the hour. After leaving her old place she’d been beyond pissed at Vadim. Since she hadn’t wanted to go back to his house and she wasn’t ready to light into him yet, she’d called a couple of girls she was friendly with at work to see if they could hang out. They’d been working so she’d called Roman. Normally she didn’t mind being alone, but she’d wanted someone to talk to. “It’s nothing.”

“You’re a terrible liar,” he muttered, waving at their waitress to bring him another drink.

When her phone buzzed again in her purse she looked at it. It was a text from Vadim, asking if she wanted him to bring something home for dinner. Tears burned her eyes and that only pissed her off. She thought about ignoring him completely but didn’t want him to worry. And yes, that pissed her off too. She shouldn’t care about his feelings, but damn it, she did.

Out with a friend, I’ll be in late tonight. Don’t wait up.

Okay, her text was kinda harsh, but she didn’t care. Angrily, she shoved it back into her purse, earning raised eyebrows from Roman.

“Come on, what’s going on?”

She didn’t want to talk about her and Vadim, especially since she knew Roman was friends with him. It felt like too much of a betrayal of Vadim and even though she was pissed, she still didn’t want to talk about him. “I’ve just had a long week, that’s all.”

“So no trouble in paradise then?” Roman asked, his voice wry.

“Not like you’re thinking.” Yeah, she wasn’t talking about her relationship with Vadim with anyone. She just couldn’t. “So how is it that you and Logan are so different?” Angel hoped the change in topic would work.

Roman’s lips quirked as he shook his head. “No clue. I think he was dropped on his head as a baby. My mom won’t confirm it, but I have my suspicions.”

An unexpected laugh tore free, easing some of her hurt and annoyance. “You want to do a shot?” Probably not the best type of therapy right now, but if there was a better one, she sure couldn’t think of it. She’d just get a taxi home—to Vadim’s—if she had too much.

Roman nodded. “One shot, then we’re playing a game of darts. I don’t think getting wasted is the answer you’re looking for.”

She started to protest, then nodded. Yeah, the only thing that would do was give her a freaking hangover in the morning. “Sounds good.”

“For what it’s worth, we’re fucking stupid sometimes,” he said as he waved at their server again.

“We?”

“Men. I’m speaking for all of us, including V. He likes you, a lot. I’m guessing he did something stupid. Probably really stupid knowing him. But I guarantee it wasn’t intended to hurt you.”

She didn’t get a chance to respond as he turned to their incoming server, who Angel was certain wanted to give Roman her phone number, but she mulled over his words. It was pretty clear that Vadim hadn’t wanted to hurt her, he’d wanted to protect her. She didn’t mind him wanting to protect her, but he’d just taken over and made a huge decision without asking her first. She didn’t like that he’d lied to her, gone behind her back and let her cry about her place flooding when all along he’d known it wasn’t true. Maybe she didn’t have a leg to stand on considering she’d been lying about her identity. Sort of. She scrubbed a hand over her face, not wanting to think about it now.

When she heard her phone buzz again, she continued to ignore it.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


After a couple hours of playing darts and drinking beers with Roman, Angel was starting to feel a little better. She was still angry at Vadim, but not in the total emotional rage she’d been in earlier. “I’m done for now. Seriously, my arm is going to fall off.”

“So you concede?”

“What? That you’re better? Hell no. I’m just tired and since my drill instructor has been training me like a crazy person the past few days I deserve a break,” she said, referring to him and his self-defense training regimen.

“That’s weak. But I’m tired too,” he said with a laugh. As they headed for their round top table, Roman’s eyes slightly widened at something over her shoulder.

“What?” She turned around but couldn’t see over most of the people. In the last couple hours the place had started to fill up with a steady crowd.

He shrugged when she swiveled back to him. “Ah, my brother’s here with some of the guys from work.”

“So? He’s a flirt, but I don’t care. Or does he actually mind that I cancelled that date?” Angel was ninety-nine percent sure he’d asked her out in some weird way to bait Vadim.

Roman shook his head. “It’s not that. It’s just uh, Vadim’s with them.”

She narrowed her eyes at him, resisting the urge to turn around and look at Vadim. “Did you tell him I was here?” He shrugged again and she wanted to punch him. “You were right, you guys really are dumbasses.”

“I said we were stupid. And I didn’t tell him, but I did tell Logan.” Roman gave what she was sure he thought was an apologetic look, but she could tell he wasn’t sorry at all.

Which just infuriated her. “Well I’m saying you’re all dumbasses. You couldn’t have given me a heads up? And if you shrug again I’ll punch you.”

“I’ve felt your punches, they’re not impressive.” He was clearly fighting a grin.

“And now you’re insulting me?” She gritted her teeth, fighting her own smile until she saw Vadim out of the corner of her eye arriving with Logan and two of the men from the security team. Her amusement fled, knowing they needed to talk.

Logan and his brother immediately started joking with each other, their camaraderie clear and kind of adorable while the other two guys headed for the bar to order drinks. Taking a deep breath, she turned in her swivel chair to face Vadim. He was wearing dark slacks and the button-down shirt she’d buttoned up for him this morning after they’d made love in the shower. And Lord help her, she couldn’t help but think about what it would feel like to run her fingers over all his bare skin right now.

The expression on his face was remote. “Hey.”

“Hey.” She bit her bottom lip, unsure what to say. She hated the feeling that there was a giant chasm between them. But she didn’t know how to bridge the gap of mistrust he’d created with his lie.


“Are you angry with me about something?” He shoved his hands in his pockets, seeming almost lost and some of her icy anger melted.

“I stopped by my old place today and ran into Mr. Botkin,” she said loud enough for only him to hear. The brothers were laughing and talking with each other on the other side of the table, but she didn’t want anyone else to be able to listen in.

Realization dawned on Vadim’s face, quickly followed by distress. He was like that panicked tiger again. Which would make her want to laugh if she wasn’t so annoyed.

“I wanted to tell you,” he finally said. “I should have and I’m sorry.”

“You should have told me, or you shouldn’t have done it at all? Why’d you lie? Why not just come out and tell me your concerns and ask me to stay?” Because she would have stayed with him.

“I’m sorry I did it. I was going to tell you the truth, then you got angry when I called Sierra for you. That was small and I figured something like…”

“Like having my landlord freaking lie about the state of my apartment at your request would be worse,” she filled in, more of her anger dying at his expression. He was worse than Charlie, looking so adorable and apologetic.

Damn it, she needed to hang on to some anger because this couldn’t happen again. She loved Vadim and—whoa. Loved? Yeah, she loved him. Stunned by her internal realization, she sat back against the chair.

“Yeah, that,” he said quietly.

Even though she was still hurt she slid off the chair and wrapped her arms around him. Though he was clearly surprised by the move, he wrapped his arms around her too, pulling her close. She looked up at him, keeping her voice low. “I can’t be with someone who lies to me. I understand why you did it and I’m incredibly grateful for everything you’ve done for me, but we have to be equals. You’ve got to fill me in on stuff and let me make decisions that affect my life.”

“I know. I just…I’m sorry.” The sincerity in his voice was so real and she was smart enough to realize that Vadim had never been in a serious relationship before now. She wasn’t even sure that’s what they were, but she knew that’s where they were heading. Hell, they’d been heading that way from the moment they’d met. She just hadn’t known it at the time. Their building friendship had been working toward something more all this time.

“Vadim…I’m probably an idiot but I’m letting this go. I know your heart was in the right place but if you do something like this in the future…” She trailed off, not needing to finish. It would be a different story if he did this again, but after being on the run for so long and not being able to enjoy herself for the past two years, she couldn’t hold on to any anger. She leaned up on her toes and kissed him, brushing her lips across his.

His grip on her hips tightened as he pulled her tight, deepening their kiss until their surroundings fell away. She loved the feel of his tongue stroking against hers, of his strong arms holding her close.

“Get a room,” Logan said loudly from behind them, breaking the intimate spell.

Flushing, Angel pulled back and stepped out of Vadim’s embrace. “You want to get out of here?”

When his gaze darkened with hunger, she grinned. Turning from him, she grabbed her purse off the table. Ignoring Logan, she looked at Roman and smiled. “Thanks for hanging out with me. I think we’re gonna head out now.”

He nodded and gave Vadim a half-smile. “Anytime. You two coming to watch the fight tomorrow night?”

Vadim had already told her about Roman’s invitation and they both wanted to go so she nodded. “We’ll be there.”

Turning back to Vadim she said, “I’ve had one too many beers to drive. Can we leave the SUV here?” When he nodded she continued. “Good, give me a couple minutes and we’ll head out. I need to use the restroom.” She was finally starting to feel the effects of those beers. She dropped another kiss on his lips, glad they’d made up. As she slowly made her way through the throng of bodies she saw Iris, Ellie, Jay and surprisingly Wyatt Christiansen heading for their table. She’d never seen the billionaire outside of work. It was a little weird that he was hanging out with all of them. Or maybe it wasn’t. For all she knew, he did it all the time. Just not when she’d been around.

She breathed a sigh of relief to discover the women’s restroom was empty. After she was done, she washed her hands and stepped out into the small hallway—only to have the barrel of a gun shoved into her stomach.

The background noise from the bar faded away as panic slammed into her, the icy tendrils of fear sliding over her skin. Stunned, she looked up into the angry eyes of Emile’s father as he shoved her against the wall, his gun never wavering. Fighting nausea and confusion she stared at him. This couldn’t be happening.

“What are you doing?” she demanded, her voice sounding a lot stronger than she felt. She was a quivering mass of nerves, her legs threatening to turn to jelly as he shoved the gun tighter into her stomach. She instinctively sucked her stomach in, her flesh cringing away from the weapon.

His dark eyes looked glassy and she could smell whiskey on his breath. The few times she’d talked to the older lawyer, he’d been drunk. She’d guessed he was an alcoholic, but didn’t really care right now. All she cared about was getting away from this maniac. The fear burning inside her easily negated the awful scent.

“I had to kill my son because of you, you stupid bitch.” Shock reverberated through her. She couldn’t believe what he’d just said. His words were slightly slurred as he grabbed onto her upper arm with a force that made her cry out. His fingers dug into her flesh, his nails biting into her bare skin. “Don’t make a fucking sound,” he commanded as he dragged her down the hall toward a door with an EXIT sign above it.

She dug her heels in, her fear of being taken outside worse than her fear of the gun. She’d rather get shot in this bar than be taken only God knew where with this clearly deranged man. For all she knew he planned to do more than kill her. “You killed Emile?” she asked as he tried to drag her down the rest of the hallway. She was shaking all over, struggling to contain the terror spreading inside her.

“I had to, he shamed our family one too many times. He was such a soft boy, always letting women take advantage of him. If he’d just let you go I could have ignored his last transgression. But he’s been looking for you for two fucking years. Thought I didn’t know about it. That investigator told me everything I needed to know and if you weren’t such a whore it would have been impossible to find you. Luckily your boyfriend led me right to you tonight.” He dug his fingers in again and shoved her along the hallway wall.

She stumbled and almost fell but he grabbed her upper arm again in a painful hold and dragged her to her feet, not caring that he was almost ripping her arm from its socket. She howled in pain, unable to stop her cry.

“It’s your fault he’s dead,” he growled, starting to drag her backward to the exit door.

Angel tried to grab onto the wall but there was no traction. She opened her mouth to scream, but the man—Quinton Glass, she remembered his name—he yanked her back against his stomach. That was when she saw Vadim and Mr. Christiansen standing at the other end of the hallway.

There wasn’t much distance between her and them, maybe fifteen feet. But it felt like the Grand freaking Canyon separated them. Her heart pounded a staccato beat against her chest even as her lungs seemed to shrink. It was impossible to drag in a full breath as she stared at Vadim. His expression was dark, deadlier than she’d ever seen as his eyes promised death for Quinton. His hands were at his side, but his right hand was slightly pulled back, hidden by his body with his defensive stance. She couldn’t see it, but she’d bet everything she had that he was holding a gun.

His pale eyes weren’t on her, they were daggers of ice pinned on the man behind her. Angel had no doubt that given the chance he’d kill the man holding her in a heartbeat. Quinton was saying something, his breath hot against her face as he pulled her tighter to him. He was so angry, his shouting not making any sense, his entire body vibrating with rage. That was when she realized the gun wasn’t digging into her. He was holding her close, his meaty arms crossed over her chest as he kept her in place. He was holding the weapon in one of his hands, and with the way he was securing her arms, the gun was pointed at the wall as he continued to rage nonsensical words.

Roman’s training moves clicked into place and she knew she’d only get one chance to do this right. If she didn’t, she was dead for sure, but this bastard could also hurt Vadim. Something she refused to let happen.

She could hear Roman’s frustrated voice in her head. Shove your elbows out hard, loosening your attacker’s grip. At the same time let your legs go lax, your body becoming a dead weight. It will take them off guard long enough for you to duck out of their embrace. From there he’d given her different options of how to either attack or attack then flee. She wasn’t going to do either of those right now.

No, she was just going to fall to the floor and get out of the line of fire she knew was coming. Without thinking about it a second longer, she grunted, shoving her elbows out to the side.

Quinton stumbled behind her, clearly taken off guard as she dropped to the floor like a stone.

Before her palms had hit the ground two loud booms echoed through the small hallway. She screamed, covering her head as she waited for the ripping pain. When nothing happened she started to get up, but found herself being hauled to her feet by two strong hands instead.

For a moment the instinct to fight kicked in until she saw Vadim’s face. His expression was terrified as he dragged her away a few feet. He ran his hands over her face, then her arms and hips.

“You’re okay?” he rasped out, his voice shaking as she nodded.

“I’m good.” Unable to stop the tremble snaking through her, she glanced over her shoulder.

Wyatt was crouched down next to Quinton’s body. He looked up at both of them, his expression grim as he shook his head. So Quinton was dead. Angel didn’t know what to feel other than confusion and relief that none of them had been injured. She turned back to Vadim and clutched at his waist, needing support. “He killed his son. He told me that it was my fault he’d done it. He didn’t say the words, but he was obviously going to kill me.”

Vadim pulled her close as Wyatt came to stand next to them. That was when she heard the panicked voices of the patrons from the bar and grill area. It was as if her surroundings suddenly rushed back all at once. Iris appeared in the entry at the end of the hallway with a weapon in her hand. Hayden and Jay were right behind her. They all put their weapons away at once when they took in the scene.

To Angel’s surprise, Wyatt waved everyone back before focusing on her and Vadim. “The cops will be here soon. Just tell the truth about what happened here, but don’t give them any more information than they ask. And whatever you do, don’t say a word about using a fake social. They don’t need to know any of that. It’s not their damn concern. I’m putting in a call to one of my attorneys now. They’re going to separate the three of us for individual questioning. Angel, do not answer any questions without my attorney present. He is your official representation.” His low voice held a commanding edge to it.

Blinking in surprise, Angel looked at Vadim then back at the billionaire she’d never said more than two sentences to. “Why?”

“Because you’re part of the Serafina family and because you’re with Vadim.”

At that she promptly burst into tears. She didn’t care how weak she appeared, she couldn’t seem to hold the tears at bay as she buried her face against Vadim’s chest. It was strange to have people actually give a shit about her after so long. She’d felt so alone for so many years that all this support was beyond overwhelming.

Vadim stroked a gentle hand down her back, murmuring nonsensical words, the sweet tone of his voice and the feel of his arms around her taking away most of her frayed nerves. By the time the cops showed up her tears had dried, but she had a new set of fears. What if Vadim went to jail for the shooting? What if he got in trouble because of all her baggage? It was self-defense so she wasn’t sure why that would happen, but the fear lodged its talons deep inside her, refusing to let go. If he was taken from her now, then she would lose everything that mattered.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


“She’s going to be fine,” Wyatt murmured, casually sitting in one of the chairs next to Cody Hurley’s desk.

Instead of making them wait in the lobby, the detective had told them to sit tight in the bullpen of Vegas PD. Vadim stood instead of sitting, his arms crossed over his chest as tension hummed through him with the intensity of a thousand buzzing bees. He couldn’t stand still, much less think straight. He and Wyatt had both finished with their questioning and filled out their reports before being let go. Angel was still in with Wyatt’s lawyer and Hurley. While Vadim was glad the detective was the one talking to her, since he was a good man, every second that passed made him itch to storm in there and find out what was going on. “Easy for you to say. That’s not your wife in there,” Vadim snapped.

To his surprise and annoyance, Wyatt grinned. “You really like this girl.”

“I fucking love her.” The words were out before he could stop himself. He hadn’t told her, but it was true. No sense denying it even if he wanted to. Which he didn’t. Angel was his.

Wyatt straightened from his casual position, his dark eyebrows raised. “Seriously?”

Jaw tight, Vadim nodded.

His friend didn’t say anything, just leaned back again in his chair. Vadim turned away from him, ready to start pacing when he spotted Angel walking out with Wyatt’s high-priced attorney standing between her and Hurley. The older man with sprinkles of gray peppered throughout his otherwise dark hair was speaking in clipped tones, but Vadim ignored the men. All his focus was on Angel.

Her dark expression lifted when she saw him. She hurried from the others, sidestepping two uniformed officers as she made her way to him. “Everything’s okay,” she whispered as she hugged him tight.

“Thank God,” he murmured as he returned her embrace.

As the other two men reached the desk, Wyatt stood and let himself be pulled aside by his attorney. Hurley nodded once at Vadim. “Can I talk to you for a sec before you go?”

Even though he didn’t want to let Angel go, Vadim nodded and stepped away. “Will you wait with Wyatt?”

She nodded, giving him a small smile that eased all his worry about her. Everything was going to be fine. Once she was out of hearing range, Hurley leaned against his desk, crossing his arms over his broad chest. Vadim knew the guy had played football in college and guessed he used his size to intimidate suspects. He better not have tried that crap with Angel.

“What?” Vadim asked more harshly than he’d meant to sound, but he didn’t want to stick around here. He just wanted to be home alone with Angel. They’d been at the station for hours.

Hurley raised a dark eyebrow. “Your girl isn’t under suspicion of anything. While we were questioning you three, our team ran the ballistics on Quinton Glass’s weapon. It’s the same that killed Emile.”

Vadim nodded; Angel had told him what Emile’s father had said.

“Everything is pretty clear cut with both cases and we get to close one murder investigation, but don’t think I buy that you called me about Emile because he vandalized your fucking car. Why didn’t you just tell me he was stalking your girl?”

Vadim shrugged. “I didn’t need your help.”

The detective gritted his teeth before he pushed up from the desk. “Cops aren’t the enemy, dumbass.”

A ghost of a smile touched his lips. “Yeah, I know. You guys have your uses.”

Hurley rolled his eyes, but his defensive stance relaxed. “Whatever. I’m just glad that fucker is off the streets one way or another. I put in a call to Angel’s hometown and it turns out she’s not the first woman he stalked. She’s just the first he harassed who actually filed charges. According to the sheriff, all the other women dropped the charges, likely because they’d been paid off or were too scared.”

Vadim nodded. He’d figured Angel hadn’t been the first, but when Emile had been killed he hadn’t looked any further into him. Now he wished he had. Maybe he’d have discovered that the guy’s dad was a fucking psycho too. At least Angel was safe now. That was all that mattered. “Thanks for handling Angel. If you need anything from either of us, just call me.”

“Will do.”

Vadim went in search of Angel—he just wanted to get her home where she’d be safe. It was almost three in the morning and he knew she had to be exhausted. He planned to take care of her if she’d let him. She’d been through enough and deserved a damn break.

*     *     *

Vadim placed his hand on Angel’s shoulder, lightly trying to rouse her.

Her eyes opened and she jerked once, as if startled. She blinked, staring at him in confusion. The soft dome light from the interior of his car highlighted her exhausted, beautiful face. “Did I fall asleep?”

He nodded. She’d passed out from almost the moment she’d slid into the passenger seat of his car. “Yeah.”

She shook her head, as if clearing her mind. “Can’t believe I did. I was so wired.”

He stepped back from the passenger door, letting her get out on her own, guessing that she’d want some control right now. “A lot happened, it’s your body’s way of decompressing.” Sleep was a fucking cure-all sometimes.

She met his gaze as she stepped out, her expression serious. “I never got a chance to thank you, but thank you for saving me.”

He blinked, surprised. “You don’t have to thank me for that. Besides, your quick thinking gave me an opening.” And he didn’t even want to think about what could have happened if she hadn’t remembered the moves Roman had shown her.

As if reading his thoughts, she laughed, the sound tense more than amused, as she shut the door behind her. “I should probably send Roman a fruit basket or something. I’ll never call him names again after tonight.”

Vadim just nodded, not trusting his voice as he looped his arm around her shoulders. He could have lost her tonight, something he was having a hard time wrapping his mind around. Hell, he didn’t think he’d ever get over seeing her being held by that gun-wielding asshole. It was a stark reminder that no matter what he did to protect her he couldn’t keep her safe all the time. Even though he wanted to.

But he could give her the tools to protect herself. And after tonight he planned to enroll her in self-defense classes five days a week—if she let him.

When they stepped inside Charlie was lying near her empty water bowl whining. He squeezed Angel’s shoulders once. “Let me get her taken care of. I’ll be in our room in a sec.” It belatedly registered that he’d said ‘our’, but she didn’t seem to notice as she nodded and headed toward the bedroom. He knew she still had to be angry at him for the lies he’d told about her old place and that they’d have to talk about it. He just hoped she’d actually forgive him once all the dust from this settled. She might have said it was okay at the bar, but he figured she’d still want to talk. Something he wasn’t looking forward to. He was so used to taking control of things that he knew it would be an adjustment remembering he couldn’t just make decisions for her. Because she was right, they had to be equals and he had to trust her in the way she trusted him.

He still didn’t feel like he deserved her, but hoped he’d get over his own shit. He had to if he wanted to keep her, to claim her. And he did, in every way possible. He loved her and planned to tell her tonight, even if it was too soon. After almost losing her, he wasn’t going to hold back the words he’d never said to another woman.

Once Charlie was settled on her beanbag in the living room, he reset the alarm, locked the doggy door and went looking for Angel. The bed was empty, but she’d left a trail of clothes to his bathroom.

The shower was running, steam billowing out from the cracked open door. He hadn’t thought she’d want anything physical tonight—this morning—but the string of clothes was a not-so-subtle hint. Instantly hardening at thoughts of her bare, luscious body, he stripped and rolled a condom on before he stepped into the bathroom. Even though he couldn’t see her, his entire body tightened with need as he imagined taking her up against the shower wall.

“You better be naked,” Angel called out, making him grin as he reached the frosted glass enclosure.

He stepped down the one step into the big shower. Angel was standing directly under the shower head, her wet, red hair seeming almost brown and her pale, pink nipples beaded tight. Her hungry gaze nearly killed him.

“Aren’t you too tired?” he asked.

She rolled her eyes before her hazel gaze raked over him, flicking down to his erect cock and back up to his face. “Are you? Because if you are, I can just take care of myself.” As if to prove her point she reached one hand between her legs and started stroking her clit very slowly.

His cock, which was already rock hard, pulsed as he watched her. While he wanted to take over, he loved watching her like this. Their first time together he’d sensed she’d been a little nervous, whether about her body or him, he wasn’t sure. She clearly wasn’t now. And it was fucking hot.

She spread her legs a fraction, fully cupping herself and he couldn’t stand it anymore. He closed the short distance between them, placing his hand directly over hers.

Angel immediately arched into him, rubbing her breasts against his chest as she removed her hand, letting him take over stroking her. She was warm and slippery against his caressing fingertips. “Have I told you how much I love this shower? All the glass makes it seem bigger,” she murmured as he dipped one finger inside her. She closed her eyes, her lips parting as he slid another in, pushing deep. It thrilled him how wet she already was.

Bending down, he nipped at her earlobe, tugging it between his teeth as hot water rushed over him. He stilled with his fingers inside her, wanting to tell her something important about himself. He’d been more open with her than he had with most people, but he wanted her to know all of him. And if he didn’t say it before the lust took over, he knew he wouldn’t be able to tell her for another few hours. “After my mom died—overdosed—I got moved around to different foster homes. They were always crowded.” It was why he craved space so much.

Leaning back, she slid her hands from his shoulders to his chest, her touch perfect, gentle. “Is that why you live in the desert instead of closer to the city?”

He nodded, loving that she understood what he was trying to say when he couldn’t get all the words out.

She smiled softly, the action taking his breath away. “I love you, Vadim.”

Her sudden words made him still, unsure he’d heard right. He’d been ready to tell her the same thing, but hadn’t expected her to return the sentiment. Not this soon.

“You don’t have to say anything,” she continued, arching against him, rubbing her hard nipples over his chest. “I just wanted you to know.”

He pumped his fingers into her once, earning a low gasp of pleasure from her. “I love you too.” No way was he holding back the truth, not when she’d been brave enough to tell him first. Not when he didn’t want to go another second without telling her how much she meant to him. “I know I fucked up with your apartment, but I swear I’ll never do anything like that again.” Gently he brushed his lips over hers as he continued his slow thrust into her tight body.

She shuddered, her grip on him tightening. “I know and even if you do something stupid like that again, I’ll still love you. I’m not going anywhere.” She playfully nipped his bottom lip.

He wasn’t sure how she knew he’d needed to hear those exact words, but what she’d said eased the tension that had been humming inside him nonstop since the bar. Hell, since he’d made his first move on her. Angel was everything to him. She was so sweet and affectionate and he still couldn’t believe she’d chosen him.

He withdrew his fingers from her and clutched her hips. “Do you want gentle?” he murmured against her mouth. Because the way he was feeling he wasn’t sure he could give her that right now. He needed to claim her, fast and rough, right fucking now to satisfy the primal need inside him.

She shook her head as she continued kissing him, stroking her lips against his teasingly. He loved the way she nipped him with her teeth.

His hips rolled against her as he dug his fingers into her soft skin. Without warning he lifted her up. She immediately wrapped her legs around him, her kisses growing more fervent.

“In me, now,” she panted as she started feathering kisses along his jaw, her fingers digging into his shoulders.

She didn’t have to tell him twice. Pulling his hips back, he pressed her back against the wall and repositioned their bodies so his cock nudged her slick entrance. Water rolled down them, but he had more than enough traction with his feet to take her the way he wanted, the way his body demanded.

When he thrust into her, she moaned his name, her head falling back as she met his gaze. He held her still against the wall, his cock pulsing inside her, her inner walls clenching around him. Her breathing was ragged, matching his own as he slowly pulled back out, then slammed into her, letting her feel his need and the power that drove him.

She arched, another moan tearing from her lips. “Faster,” she rasped out, her hazel eyes dark with need.

Hell yes. While he wanted to touch all of her, to cup her breasts and tease her clit as he fucked her, he was barely hanging onto his control as it was and he couldn’t hold back the dark tide of need inside him a moment longer. He held her hips tight as he began thrusting hard and deep. Each time he slammed into her, her eyes grew more heavy-lidded, her inner walls tightening around him.

Oh yeah, it wouldn’t take her long. When she reached between their bodies and started stroking her clit, he jerked harder against her. Just the sight of her touching herself was enough to set him off.

Crushing his mouth to hers, he continued thrusting, savoring the feel of her hot, tight sheath squeezing him with every stroke. The pleasure intensified until it became a burning agony inside him. His heart was pounding out of control and he could barely breathe, desperate to mark her in this primal way. When her fingers dug into his shoulder and she dropped her hand from her clit, she tore her mouth from his and cried out his name as her climax slammed into her.

He felt it ripple around his cock, her inner walls tightening as her heat rushed over him. Vadim slid his arms fully around her back and crushed her to him. Burying his face against her neck, he inhaled that lavender scent and found his own release, his orgasm making his legs shake as he continued thrusting into her tight body. As she wrung everything from him.

Angel kissed his neck then his jaw as he came down from his high. “I love you so much, Vadim.”

His throat clenched with too many emotions. After growing up alone, Angel was someone he’d never imagined having in his life, but always hoped for. She was more than worth the wait, and he was never letting her go. Wrapped around each other, the warm water rushed over them, the heat enclosing them in a safe cocoon. “I love you too.”




EPILOGUE


Four months later

Angel nudged open the door to Vadim’s office with her foot. She had a hot cup of coffee in one hand and a binder in the other. Summer school started in a week and Vadim had set up a desk and work station for her in his office.

Well, now it was their office according to him. The man was just too damn sweet for his own good. She knew this work space was a sanctuary to him so the fact that he was sharing it with her meant so much.

She set her stuff down on her new desk and pressed the button on the panel for the drapes. It was early and she wanted all the natural light she could get while she set all her school files up. She’d been out of college so long she wanted to be ahead of the game when her classes started. Even if she was only taking two, she’d already cut her schedule at the Cloud to three days a week. It wasn’t like she had to work while she finished school, not with her parents’ insurance money, but the thought of not having a job at all was too weird.

As the drapes settled into place, revealing the beautiful desert landscape, she saw Charlie standing outside the ceiling to floor length glass windows with something dangling from her mouth. But she didn’t see Vadim anywhere.

Frowning, she opened the door and Charlie trotted inside before sitting perfectly still in front of her. Vadim had gone out with Charlie to get the dog some fresh air earlier so they should be together. Even though Charlie rarely went far, he was so protective of the dog—another reason Angel loved him. The sun was already up and the gentle breeze of the seventy degree weather felt good. Bending down, she affectionately rubbed Charlie’s head. “Where’s your master?” she asked as she started to pull what she saw was a tiny basket from Charlie’s mouth.

The dog let go of the basket with a soft whining sound and Angel realized there was a small, square blue box nestled in the basket. She pulled it out but could only hold and stare at it.

Charlie nudged her hand but Angel ignored the dog. Her heart skipped a beat as she realized what it was. But it couldn’t be what she thought…could it? She’d only been living with Vadim for four months—thankfully he hadn’t wanted her to find her own place and she’d happily taken over more than half his closet. But this…No way.

“Only one way to find out what’s in there,” a sexy, familiar voice said.

Lord, how long had she been kneeling here staring? Her head snapped up to meet Vadim’s pale gaze as he stood in the doorway. The smoldering look in his eyes made her entire body flare to life. Thankfully there was no doubt there. Sometimes she saw a flicker of worry in his eyes, at the most random of times, as if he was afraid she wasn’t real or was going to leave. Hell freaking no. Not in a million years. Vadim was the man for her.

Swallowing hard, she looked back down and opened the box to find a huge, sparkly engagement ring. Tears blurred her vision as she smiled, pulling it from the box.

When she looked up again Vadim was kneeling in front of her, reminding her how quiet the man was. Batting away her tears, she grabbed his shoulders and lunged at him, kissing his lips, cheeks and all over his face. “Yes, yes, yes!” she shouted.

Giving her one of those rare full-on smiles, he held onto her hips, holding her steady. “I don’t think I asked a question.”

“You don’t need to. The answer’s still yes.” Laughing, she kissed him again as he plucked the ring from her hand and slid it onto her left hand ring finger.

The End
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CHAPTER ONE


“Uh, Travis?” The sweet feminine voice that had haunted his dreams for months spoke as a coffee pot entered his line of sight. “Did you want some more coffee?”

He swung his gaze in the direction of her voice, finding Elaine Ryder’s big blue eyes staring at him with a hint of concern. It never stopped surprising him. How one morning she’d suddenly stopped avoiding his gaze and began meeting his eyes. As if, after two years, he’d finally passed some kind of muster.

It still rendered him stupid.

He grunted in reply to her offer of coffee, holding out his paper cup, missing the one Dottie used to hold for him at the diner, missing the diner. But it was gone. Demolished along with half the town in six minutes of devastation wrought by an EF4 tornado. All they had now was a food truck and a handful of picnic tables set up across the street from the rubble that used to be Dottie’s Diner.

Elaine reached to steady his hand as she poured, a new part of their daily ritual thanks to the tornado, and one he wouldn’t complain about. Or the zing that snaked up his arm and spiraled down to his cock. Every. Single. Time.

Across from him, his deputy chief and closest friend, Weston Tucker, made a disapproving noise in the back of his throat as soon as she left. “Real smooth, dickhead. No wonder you don’t get anywhere with the ladies. Usually, when you like someone, you engage them in conversation. Not growl at them.”

“You know I don’t date women in town,” he gritted out. How many times had they been over this?

“Or anyone, because of your damned rules.” Weston held up a finger. “Because there’s the age requirement,” he ticked off on another finger. “And how could I forget the education clause, and the no-sleeping-in rule?” He held up another hand. “Shall I go on? No one divorced or with kids, no one in the military or at work. And you practically have to break down a door to assure yourself it’s really locked. Maybe getting laid would help you lighten up. It would at least fix your crappy attitude.”

“My attitude is just fine,” he snapped.

Weston laughed, a rich belly laugh that rang across the crowded picnic tables. “Keep telling yourself that, Chief. Keep telling yourself that.” His face turned serious. “You about bit Elaine’s head off. You may be inept with the ladies, but you’re usually not an asshole. What gives?”

How could he explain? Even to his best friend? Travis contemplated the dark liquid in his cup, as the memory of his latest bad dream shuddered through him. “It’s nothing.”

“Let me guess. You overslept again?” Weston’s face softened briefly. “What was it this time? Up all night thinking about Elaine?” he teased gently.

“If only. More like pulling Warren out of the rubble, except it’s not his face I see, it’s my brother’s. Or McCall. Or Hamm.”

“When was the last time you talked to someone?”

Travis shrugged. He’d done plenty of time on a couch, and as far as he was concerned there came a point when it was just a crutch for crybabies.

“I know someone good.” Weston signaled Elaine for a refill.

“I’ll let you know.” Travis took a big gulp of the still hot coffee, trying not to wince as it scalded his throat going down. It was stupid, he knew. Weak. He wanted to feel her hand against his again. His coffee consumption had quadrupled since the tornado. But he couldn’t help it. He craved her gentle touch. The innocence of it. That fleeting contact did more to ground him than any of the rules he’d imposed on himself in the years since he’d left his SEAL unit.

“Don’t be an asshole this time,” Weston spoke low, eyes crinkling with mirth. “Use your words, big guy.”

Travis took the opportunity to peruse her as she stood over Weston’s cup and poured. She was on the short side, no more than five-five. Slender, but with enough curves to make his mouth water. He’d only ever seen her in what she wore right now – black Converse, slim fitting jeans, and a Dottie’s Diner tee. She had three. A black one, a pink one, and his favorite because it brought out the blue in her eyes, the blue one she wore today. Even though it was slightly baggy, it didn’t disguise her high, perky breasts or cover up the luscious curve of her ass. An ass he longed to cup as he pulled her close.

Weston cleared his throat, and Travis dragged his eyes to the sound. Weston rolled his eyes and smirked, then mouthed the word dumbass. Travis straightened and flicked a glance at Elaine.

Shit.

Pink splashed across her cheeks. Something he’d love if he hadn’t been caught staring, because it made her eyes sparkle. And was that the barest hint of a smile? She rounded the table and opened her hand, silently asking for his cup. “Thanks, Elaine.” He forced his voice into a normal register as he handed over his cup, embracing the zing that traveled up from his fingers when her hand brushed his.

“How’s Dax doing?” Weston asked, finally rescuing him.

A look of worry crossed Elaine’s face. She shrugged and gripped the coffee pot a little tighter. “As good as can be expected, I guess.”

Her voice was so soft and sweet. It slid over Travis and enveloped him like a warm blanket.

“Where’s he right now?”

Leave it to Weston to keep the conversation going. Weston was right. He needed to do a better job of talking with her. It was his job, for chrissakes. But at least where Elaine was concerned, Weston had appointed himself the unofficial public relations officer.

Elaine tilted her head toward the center of the park. “Over at the playground with a few of the boys from his class.”

Pride surged through Travis as he glanced in the direction of the playground. In the early aftermath of the tornado, the community had determined their top priority would be rebuilding the playground so the town’s children would have a safe place to play during clean-up efforts. It had been the perfect project to bring everyone together around a common purpose, becoming a touchstone of inspiration for the long months of recovery that lay ahead.

Say something, dumbass. Anything. He cleared his throat. “Well, ah…” Fuck. Why in the hell was he so tongue-tied?

“You’ll have to excuse Travis, here.” Weston smiled reassuringly at Elaine. “He’s a little short on sleep. He’s not usually such a caveman.”

She swung her baby blues to him, scrutinizing him with the same worry he’d seen on her face when he’d reunited her with Dax after the tornado. In spite of his discomfort, something in him growled to life under her attention. Made him sit a little taller.

“Do you prefer tea?” she asked in a rush. “Or water? Sometimes when I’m sleep deprived, coffee just makes it worse.”

Her concern warmed him. And for the first time that day, a genuine smile tilted up the corners of his mouth. “I’m fine, thanks.”

Once she’d moved away, he scowled across the table at Weston, who sat shaking with suppressed laughter. “Smooth,” he chortled. “You’ll have to do a better job talking with the ladies if you’re going to run for county sheriff.”

“No way. We’ve got enough to deal with here. I don’t need to run for sheriff.”

“Have you seen who’s filed?” Weston’s voice filled with disgust.

Travis shook his head. “Don’t care. Williams only had, what, eighteen months left? So long as the new guy follows in his footsteps and stays out of our way, we’ll be fine.”

Weston made a disapproving noise. “This guy’s an asshat. Travis. None of the cops I’ve talked to over in Marion like him.”

“So he’s an asshat. As long as he does his job, who cares?”

Weston leaned forward. “Why not run? You’ve got the pedigree.”

“You do, too.”

“Maybe I want your job.” Weston grinned and stroked the scruff covering his chin.

“Give me a better reason.”

“Fine. Crime’s down since you became chief. Sense of community is up. And you need a new project.”

Weston had him there. He did need something new. He’d been feeling itchy for months, even before the tornado hit. Like it was time to make a shift. Problem was, to what? He was settled here. And while his long-term dream was to get the ranch up and running again, he didn’t have the people or the capital tucked away to do it for a few more years. “I’ll consider it.”

“Hey Travis, you gotta sec?” Hope Sinclaire swung a leg over the bench and took a seat.

“You bet.” Anything to stop talking about this county sheriff business. And get his mind off Elaine.

“I’m worried about Dax Ryder.”

Weren’t they all? The little boy hadn’t been the same since they’d pulled him and Warren Hansen out of the rubble of the tornado. Granted, it hadn’t even been two months, but the kid was obviously traumatized. And Hope’s uncle, Warren, had died protecting him. “Talk to me.”

“We’ve all invited Elaine and Dax out to the ranch to work with the horses, but they haven’t come. I don’t know why. But I thought since you’re one of the only adults Dax seems comfortable with at the moment, maybe you could offer to bring them out?”

Weston spoke up. “That would be a great photo-op for someone running for sheriff.”

“Shut up, Wes. I’m not doing that.”

“The horses or the photo-op?”

Travis shot Weston a warning glare and turned back to Hope. “When?”

“Anytime. I’ve been studying more cases where trauma victims are positively impacted by working with horses. I think it could help him.”

“It helped me when I was in a bad spot a few years ago,” Weston volunteered.

“When was this?” Travis asked, intrigued. Weston hadn’t spoken much about the time before he’d moved to Prairie. In face, Travis had been surprised he’d taken the job offer. Weston hadn’t grown up out west, but he’d taken to the western life like a fish to water.

“Before you called me to come work for you. There’s a program in Montana at the Triple Bar H Ranch called Horses Helping Heroes. You work with horses, training them, and caring for them. But it’s really about giving you coping skills again. A lot of their guys have gone on to be farriers, or guides, or work on ranches.”

“Exactly.” Hope agreed emphatically, her signature strawberry blonde braids swinging behind her. “Horses communicate with you in ways we don’t yet understand. Which is why I think it’s really important we get Dax out to the ranch. I think we can help him.”

Weston stood.

“Where you going?”

A glint of challenge entered his eye. “I thought I’d go talk to Elaine. Seeing’s how you’re tongue-tied around her.”

Asshole. “I’ll do it.” Travis swung a leg over the bench and stood, ignoring Weston’s soft chuckle behind him. He could talk to Elaine. He could talk to anyone. She was just like anyone else in town. And it wasn’t like he was asking her on a date. This was to help Dax.




CHAPTER TWO


Elaine walked away from the table where Travis and Weston were sitting, clutching the coffee pot to keep it from shaking. Why was she so jumpy this morning? She’d nearly dumped a plate of food on Anders from the Feed ’n Seed. And when she’d tried to apologize, she realized she didn’t even know his last name.

Prairie was funny that way. Everyone was on a first name basis. Anders’ Feed ’n Seed. Emmaline’s Dress Shop. Dottie’s Diner. A sign of true friendship, of intimacy, was when you knew someone well enough they told you their last name. And she was a nobody. Hardly memorable except to a select few women Dottie had introduced her to since she’d started at the diner.

The shining exception to that unspoken rule was Travis Kincaid. Everyone worshipped Travis Kincaid. The man practically walked on water. And who could blame people for thinking that? He was the perfect police chief. Big. Strong. Imposing.

But he had kind eyes behind the aviators he always wore. She’d seen them. And she’d learned enough in her short time on earth that she knew people’s eyes never lied. You could sum up a man in less time than it took to snap your fingers – just by looking him in the eyes. And the first time she’d looked Travis in the eyes, she couldn’t look away. There was pain in his eyes, for sure. And way too much brooding. How could there not be after what Prairie had experienced? And rumor had it he was a former Navy SEAL. So he must have experienced the horrors of war, too. In spite of that, when he wasn’t brooding and preoccupied, looking like the weight of the world was on his shoulders, his eyes radiated confidence. Kindness.

The man had a devastating smile, too. It had only been directed her way a few times in the last two years, but oh, my. She’d turned to a puddle on the spot. In fact, she’d been surprised her clothes hadn’t started smoking.

She let out a small sigh as she replaced the coffee pot on the portable warmer Dottie had set up to the side of the food truck. Travis Kincaid was so far out of her league it wasn’t even funny. She had a better chance of winning the lottery than getting someone like Travis to notice her, let alone want to be with her. “Stop it, girl,” she muttered to herself. “You have too many problems as it is.” Romance would only make it worse. Especially with a cop. A relationship with a lawman would invite scrutiny where she didn’t want it.

A table piled with the remains of several eaters’ meals caught her attention. The trash cans were only steps from the tables, but she insisted on bussing the dishes herself. It made her feel useful. Dottie should’ve let her go along with the line cook in the days following the tornado. But she had to have a job, and Dottie insisted she stay on. She stacked the disposable plates, taking care that nothing spilled on her shirt. Turning, she nearly slammed into the object of her late-night fantasies.

“Let me.” His voice had entirely too much sex appeal, and it fuzzed her brain as she stood rooted to the spot. Large, strong hands took the trash from her, but he didn’t move, and neither did she. Elaine dragged her eyes up over his massive chest, made more so by the bulletproof vest that was part of his daily attire. She’d rarely seen him out of uniform. But those few occasions had fueled her imagination to fill in the blanks. The man was a wall of muscle.

She continued her upward perusal over his strong jaw, to his full mouth, which at the moment held a shadow of a smile, landing on his hazel eyes alight with an intensity that snagged her breath in the back of her throat. She couldn’t look away.

He turned, breaking whatever hung delicately suspended between them, and walked the dishes through the cluster of tables to the trash. But instead of moving on like she expected, he swiveled and caught her eye again, holding her gaze like a tractor beam as he crossed back to her. A tingle started across her shoulders and skittered in waves down through her body to settle in an ache at her core. She clenched her thighs, trying to contain the sensation. When she opened her mouth to speak, nothing came out.

Again.

Sure, she’d had a crush on him since he walked into Dottie’s on her first day nearly two years ago. But since the tornado, she’d been giddy and jittery around him like she’d drunk too much coffee. She’d made such a fool of herself that afternoon, collapsing into him, hysterical with relief that Dax was safe. His arms had come around her, sure and strong. Comforting. As if he truly cared about her.

But today, something was different. She’d felt it as soon as she’d brushed against him while pouring his coffee. She couldn’t put her finger on it, at least not yet. Of course, it had nothing to do with the fact that she’d sensed Travis’s eyes on her everywhere she moved this morning. Tracking her like a cat watches its prey before it pounces. It made her heart pound in ways it never had before. Not from fear, but from… anticipation.

“Thanks,” she stuttered when her voice decided to function.

“Happy to help.”

He wasn’t moving. She heated under his intense scrutiny, nipples pulling tight. “Is something wrong?” Dread momentarily refocused her thoughts, tightening her throat as her hopes sank like a rock. That must be it. Travis didn’t make small talk. He must know. Maybe Dottie had let it slip. Well, if he did, he did. She couldn’t change her past, and while she might be ashamed of who she was when she was younger, she wasn’t ashamed of who she was now. At least not much.

His staring unnerved her. Was this some kind of ninja mind trick to get her to start singing like a canary? Her skin itched as a riot of feelings warred for supremacy inside her. Worry might be there, just below the surface, but it was eclipsed by an equally primal and physical response. The light in his eyes made her want things that were not for her. “Travis?”

She swore she saw him shake himself.

“Hope stopped me this morning and mentioned that you and Dax haven’t been out to their stables yet.”

The Hansens had been so kind to her since the tornado, paying special attention to Dax even though it was their uncle who died keeping her son safe. She was indebted to them for life. She had no intention of taking further advantage.

She shook her head and shrugged, moving to clear another table. Travis followed. She glanced his direction but avoided his eyes. “I’m already the town charity case. I just can’t.”

He made a scoffing noise in the back of his throat.

“Don’t get me wrong. I’m incredibly grateful for everyone’s kindness.” Especially Dottie’s. She’d be lost without the woman. Or worse. Even though the diner job on its own wasn’t enough to make ends meet. With the library and her second job gone in the tornado too, she’d have to muddle through while the town rebuilt. “I have to stand on my own two feet.”

Travis took another pile of plates from her hands and waited patiently while she collected the rest of the trash from the table, then followed her to the barrel. “You’ve been standing on your own two feet plenty. You ever think people might worry about you?”

“Ha.” She hadn’t meant for the bitter laugh to escape, but it had.

Travis’s hand came down on her shoulder, and he spun her to face him, his other hand coming down opposite. That wasn’t a thrill rocketing down her spine. Nope. She made the mistake of looking up, only to be pinned by his eyes doing their ninja mind trick thing again.

“What gives, Elaine? Why won’t you go?”

Bitterness rose through her, lodging in the back of her throat. “You don’t get it, do you? You think it’s pride, or-or guilt, or-or… I don’t know, something else. How about I don’t own a car? I don’t even know how to drive. And even if I had a bike, or Dax had one, I’d never bring a bike within fifty feet of Highway 30. Not with no shoulder and too many construction trucks on it these days.”

There. Let him chew on that.

He wanted to know what it was? Poverty. Plain and simple. And the humiliation that accompanied it. She shut her eyes, willing away the hot pricks that poked at her eyelids. She scrimped and scratched, and she couldn’t even get her son a bike, let alone the latest Transformer he always seemed to be begging for. And phones, tablets, or laptops? Forget it. She’d been studying for her GED at the library, and now that dream was destroyed, too. Just once, she wanted to be the one to get her son something nice, take him someplace nice.

“I’ll take you.”

“You?” Her stomach pitched.

Travis made an exaggerated effort of looking first left, then right. Turning around, before throwing her one of those devastating smiles. “I don’t see anyone else.”

The word Yes sprang up, ready to burst from the back of her throat, but she reined it in, shaking her head. “That’s very kind of you, but you don’t need to do that.”

Her libido protested mightily.

God, she’d give anything to spend an hour with him when neither of them was on the clock. But, no. Saying yes was a bad, bad, bad idea. Besides, women like her didn’t get to have men like Travis. Kind. Fair. Trustworthy.

“It’s no problem at all. More importantly, I think it will be good for Dax.”

Of course. For a split second she’d allowed herself to think he might be asking because he was interested in her. She ignored the little ache that lodged at the bottom of her chest. Of course, he was asking for Dax. Just like a good, upstanding cop. And that was sweet, really. Dax worshipped Travis. He was the only other adult besides herself and Dottie that Dax would talk to right now. So it went without saying that Travis would naturally take an interest in Dax.

But that still didn’t mean she could take advantage of the Hansens’ offer. “You probably don’t have a car seat. Dax is still in a booster seat.”

Travis seemed unfazed. “Not a problem.”

“He’s never ridden a horse before.”

“Also not a problem. Hope thinks it will help him.”

Temptation won out. And curiosity. If Hope thought horses could help her son get back to being the rambunctious, curious, funny kid he’d been before the tornado, she’d give it a try. “I do worry about him.”

“Good. I’ll pick you up tomorrow morning.”

“I’m so sorry, but I work tomorrow.”

“I’ll work it out with Dottie.”

“But–”

Travis held up a finger. “No buts. I’ll see you at nine.”




CHAPTER THREE


Travis paced back and forth in front of the large stone fireplace that anchored the great room of the Kincaid family home. Three paces across, turn, three paces back, glance at his watch, then at the booster seat on the floor by the door, then another turn and the pattern began again.

Where in the hell was Weston? Weston was going to make him late. And he hated being late. Almost as much as he hated oversleeping. As soon as he heard Weston’s truck roar into the yard, he was out the door, booster seat in hand. By the time Weston’s boots hit the porch step, Travis had locked the deadbolt and was making a show of checking his watch.

“You’re gonna make me late.”

Weston snorted. “It’s just now eight-thirty. How long is it going to take you to drive through town? A whole ten minutes?”

“To the FEMA park?” Most of the FEMA trailers had been placed in the KOA at the edge of town. “Thirteen minutes and twenty-six seconds.”

“But who’s counting?”

“You know we’ve had to take a few late-night calls out there,” he grumbled. Just one of many reasons why Travis had ordered extra patrols through the FEMA park. It had nothing to do that he might be worried about the safety of a certain single mom and her son.

Weston eyed the booster seat. “I see someone’s been busy. Where’d you get that?”

Travis shrugged. “Drove into Manhattan. I picked up several for the station. Probably something we should have on hand for emergencies.”

Weston quirked a smile. “Probably. But I was talking about that.” He tilted his chin at the Transformer tucked under his thumb.

Why was Weston staring at him like he had grown an extra head? “What? Kid needs a toy and I sure as hell wasn’t going to get him a teddy bear.” He was off his game this morning. Unsettled. Distracted. He wasn’t even like this before a mission. Sure, he might feel the adrenaline thrumming in his fingers and toes, but it only heightened his awareness. Made him more focused. This morning, the thrumming came from an entirely different place and he needed to shut it down fast.

Travis tossed the keys to the beat-up ’76 Chevy truck that he still thought of as his dad’s over to Weston. “Trade me.”

Weston easily caught the keys and jammed them in his pocket, chuckling and shaking his head. “No way, man. I’m coming along for the ride.”

What? He couldn’t say why that irritated the shit out of him. He’d fallen asleep last night mulling over all the potential topics of conversation with Elaine. But if Weston was along, judging every word he uttered, he was screwed. He’d fuck it up like he had the day before. “I don’t need a chaperone.”

“I didn’t think this was a date.”

The fucker was already laughing at him. “It’s not.”

“Then what’s the big problem?”

Three’s a crowd. But he couldn’t say that, even though every cell in his body shouted it. Because he wasn’t interested in Elaine. Couldn’t be interested in a lady like her. He opened his mouth to explain, but then snapped it shut. It wasn’t worth the ribbing he’d have to endure.

Weston placed his hands on his hips and dropped his head back, laughing. “You got it bad, man. Just admit it.”

“Fuck you.”

“I love you too, champ.”

“I know why you’re doing this.”

“Yeah?”

“Once a swim buddy always a swim buddy.”

Weston huffed out a laugh. “Maybe something like that.”

There was a reason Weston was the first person Travis had called when he’d become police chief. Weston had been there for him in some of his lowest moments during BUD/S training. And a bond forged in the cold, sleep-deprived waters off Coronado was never broken. “Come on, then.”

As they pulled into the FEMA park, the knot in Travis’s stomach tightened. There were too many people in town post-tornado to keep track of. Between builders, inspectors, and demolition crews, he no longer recognized every face. It was hard to know who was a part of the recovery effort and who was just passing through town. It set him on edge. He pointed Weston to Elaine’s trailer.

Weston slid him a knowing glance.

Travis squirmed in his seat, drumming his fingers on the console. Why wouldn’t he know where Elaine lived? He also knew that the Waldrons lived three houses down with their son, Davie, who was the same age as Dax. So what?

Weston pulled the truck to a stop and set the brake, turning to him. “I’ll wait here. And be cool, man. Remember to tell her she looks nice.”


“It’s not a date,” Travis grumbled as he hopped out of the truck. As he approached the door, he pulled up short, stomach lurching. The door stood ajar six inches. Shit. Had someone broken in? Were they safe? What if the intruder was armed? His brain flew through half a dozen ugly scenarios and he turned back to Weston, giving him the silent signal to circle around.

Weston’s eyes grew wide with concern. Travis signaled again, going into full-on stealth mode. Weston slipped out of the truck, and ducked around the far side of the trailer, shaking his head as he went. Silently, he approached the door, scanning left and right, cocking his ear for any sounds of trouble. His fingers itched to pull his weapon, but in a small space it was too dangerous. He’d have to rely on his hand-to-hand skills if Elaine was in trouble. He could use the Transformer he clutched as a projectile if necessary. Blood pounding in his ears, he gave the door a little push, breathing a silent prayer of thanks that the door didn’t squeak as it fell open wider. Slowly, he stepped in, quickly scanning the empty room for signs of danger. Nothing. A tiny space with a short hall to the left past the tiny kitchen. In front of him a small table and chairs. To his right, a couch and a folding door. Where were they?

He pivoted toward the noise he heard on his left, the tight knot between his shoulders unspooling when he saw Dax standing at the edge of the short hall. “Why was the door open?” he growled.

“Why wouldn’t it be?” Elaine asked, her normally soft voice sharp with surprise.

The sight of her freshly showered, with still damp hair, turned something liquid inside him. So fresh. So sweet. So kissable.

He recognized her jeans and black Converse. Her shirt was simple – a white cotton pullover with a wide scoop neck revealing her collarbone and a splash of freckles. It was cut closer than her Dottie’s tee-shirts, skimming her ribs and stopping just above the curve of her hip. He liked it much better than her work uniform.

And he’d never seen her hair down before. She wore it pulled back into a ponytail at Dottie’s. Now, her blonde hair hung in waves below her shoulders. His palm itched. What would her hair feel like sliding across it? Silky and fine like gossamer? Thick and heavy like satin rope? He shut down the stirring low in his belly the only way he knew how. “Someone could walk in off the streets,” he growled again, voice rough, but not from impatience.

She rolled her eyes and stepped around him. “I know pretty much everyone in the park. Who’s it gonna be? Waldrons? Bateses? Oh, let me guess. Angelina Sanchez who’s seventy-six? Besides.” She waved a hand around the tiny space. “It’s not like I have anything worth taking.”

Travis scanned the small room again. Not even a TV. Damn. He’d gone Captain Caveman, and it had been completely unnecessary. Maybe he did need a chaperone. He crossed his arms over his chest. “Still. You should always keep the door locked.”

Elaine made a face as she grabbed a glass from the cupboard, filling it with water and handing it to Dax. “So someone can kick in the door and take… oh, I don’t know… my coffee maker? Puhleeze.”

“What’s that?” Dax asked, pointing to the Transformer still encased in his hand.

Shit. What an ass. He squatted low so he was eye level with the little boy. “You excited for today?”

Dax looked uncertain.

Travis held out the Transformer. “I thought this might help. So you can have a friend with you if you get scared.”

Dax took it, his eyes brightening. “Mommy says horses aren’t scary.”

“They’re friendly. I think you’ll like them.”

“Dax,” Elaine cut in. “What do you tell Officer Kincaid?”

Travis shook his head, an ache forming in his throat at the formality of it. “Just Travis, okay?”

Dax nodded, his eyes in big circles as a smile brightened his face. “Thanks.” He drained his glass and held it out for Elaine, who took it and placed it in the sink.

“All right, kiddo. Outside.” Elaine smiled indulgently and ruffled her son’s hair.

The ache in Travis’s throat grew. There was pure love on her face, and it lit her up, smoothing out the worry lines that were too many on a face so young. His stomach flip-flopped at the sight of it. Elaine gave him a funny look as she stepped around him and paused in the threshold. “Are you coming?”

He stood. “Are you going to lock the door?”

She made a scoffing noise and, shaking her head, disappeared down the steps. He followed, quickening his pace to catch up with her. “You should lock the door.”

“Don’t want to.”

He dragged his eyes away from her full lower lip, which now jutted out as she scowled at him. So. Cute. He fisted his hand to keep from reaching a thumb out to touch it. “It keeps you safe. And bad people out.”

“Or good people locked in. No thank you.”

Weston interrupted their standoff. “Are you two going to stand there arguing, or are we going to go ride horses?”




CHAPTER FOUR


She wasn’t used to being bossed. She’d been on her own for too long to take orders from anyone except herself. And she damned well wasn’t going to lock her door. No way, no how. She’d never let herself become trapped in a small space again. Not if she could help it. He was lucky he was so damned handsome.

Travis looked even better out of uniform than she remembered. Her heart had taken up residence in her throat when she’d come out of her bedroom to see him towering in the entryway, looking delicious in worn denims and a soft plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled up. She hadn’t realized until that instant that it was possible to go wet from staring at someone’s forearms.

Then he’d had to go and give Dax a Transformer. One that he’d been begging her to buy for weeks. And the way Travis always got down on eye level when he spoke to Dax? Melted her. She wasn’t sure she had insides anymore. They’d turned to goo. Not to mention, he was standing so close she could smell his aftershave. A piney, masculine scent that did a second number on her panties.

This isn’t a date. This isn’t about you.

With a resigned huff, she turned and held her hand out to Dax. “You ready to be a cowboy today?” Her heart twisted at the fear radiating back at her. He’d never been afraid of anything before the tornado. He’d been one-hundred percent rambunctious and too curious for his own good. She knelt down and pulled him into a hug. “It’s okay, sweetie. No one’s going to get hurt. I promise. And Travis and Weston are here, right?” Dax nodded, flicking a glance at the men behind her. “Would Travis let you get hurt?” Her throat tightened that she had to say it, that she could no longer reassure her son on her own that he would be safe. Guilt stabbed at her. She never should’ve given him the money to go to the Five ’n Dime that afternoon. But he’d done it a thousand times. And he felt like one of the big boys, going half a block down the street on his own. “And I’ll be there too, sweetheart. Mama’s not going anywhere. Will you try?”

“Can I ride with him?” He shook the Transformer clutched in his hand.

“Gotta use both hands for the reins,” Travis answered. “But I can keep him in my pocket for you.”

That was enough for Dax. He nodded and moved to the truck. Travis followed him around to the passenger side. “Do you know how to buckle him in?” Elaine called as she hurried to catch up.

Travis shot her a look of exasperation, but his eyes were filled with a gentle humor. “Learned that the first week of police academy.”

“Just checking.” She placed a foot on the running board.

Travis’s hand wrapped around her elbow. A zing of electricity went straight to her belly. “More room up front.”

“Even with three of us?”

Weston opened the driver’s door. “Might as well call this truck a Cadillac.”

But that would mean… at least fifteen minutes of being pressed up against Travis. Her body hummed with glee. “Oh I don’t mind sitting back with Dax. Really. It’s no problem.”

Travis didn’t answer. He pushed the seat back and climbed in the middle, and turned, extending his hand. “More room for you on the outside.” He beckoned, giving her a slow smile. “C’mon. I promise I won’t bite.”

Too bad. A shiver ran down her spine at the thought of a few places she wouldn’t mind being bitten. Or at least licked. She took his hand and allowed him to help her up into the cab. Their fingers brushed again as she reached to buckle herself. She glanced at him through her lashes. This had to be uncomfortable for him sitting in the middle.

He stretched his hand across the back of her seat and craned his head to look at Dax. “You okay back there, buddy?”

Dax gave him a thumbs up and a smile. Travis turned back to face front as Weston pulled the truck around the u-shaped street, but he didn’t remove his hand. Every cell in her body longed to burrow into his strong embrace, to tuck herself next to him and lose herself in his masculine scent. But she couldn’t do that. Not in front of Dax and not with him. She squeezed her knees together, putting an inch of distance between their legs. If she didn’t, she’d rub up against him like a cat in heat.

As if sensing her discomfort, Travis slid a look at her, the barest hint of a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. Then he turned back to Dax. “I can’t wait for you to learn how to ride a horse today. I was about your age when I learned to ride on my own. Although my dad took me out on his lap all the time.”

“I don’t have a dad,” Dax answered matter-of-factly.

A stone dropped through Elaine’s stomach as she braced for the inevitable questions. Leave it to her son to throw the awkward wrench into the conversation. Although relief still coursed through her that Dax’s father was out of the picture for good. She shuddered to think what it would be like for her son now if the man were still alive.

Travis shot her a questioning glance, as if to say, what do I do now?

“That’s okay,” Weston offered from the driver’s seat. “Travis doesn’t have a dad anymore either.”

Elaine gave a shaky laugh, relieved that Weston had saved her from a complicated and uncomfortable explanation. “That makes three of us.”

“We’re the same,” came the small voice from the back seat.

“Yeah, sweetie. We are.”

By the time they pulled to a stop in front of the Hansens’ farmhouse, Elaine ached from holding her body so still. She grabbed the door and hopped out as soon as Weston cut the engine, shaking the excess energy from her hands as soon as her feet touched the ground. Travis unfolded himself, and before she could protest, had reached in to pull Dax out of the back seat. Taking the boy’s hand, Travis led Dax down to where the horses waited in the corral.

Weston flashed her a quick grin and followed.

It was sweet, the way the men had taken an interest in Dax. And good for Dax. He needed positive role models in his life. Lord knew, she could have benefitted from one. Anyone. She ambled after the men to where Hope was waiting for them by the fence. Travis had Dax in his arms, holding him up so he could touch the horse’s nose. The smile on Dax’s face said it all. Warmth flooded her, and she blinked rapidly. She’d give anything to see the old Dax again.

Travis put down Dax, and Hope bent with an extended hand. “I see you already met Lucy. Would you like to ride her?”

Dax slipped his hand into Travis’s and leaned into him. In answer, Travis wrapped his arm protectively around Dax.

“Mommy’s right behind you,” she called out. She was the parent here. It wasn’t Travis’s job to provide that kind of support. She started forward, but Weston put a restraining arm in front of her.

“He’s going to be just fine. Travis grew up on horseback.”

“But–”

Weston silenced her with a shake of his head. “This is good for Travis, too.”

Just before they entered the ring, Travis bent over and said something to Dax. Dax looked back and gave her two thumbs up, while Travis tucked the Transformer into his shirt pocket. It was ridiculous how sexy he looked with that thing sticking out of his chest pocket.

But as she and Weston moved to the fence, her palms got sweaty. Lucy was a big horse. And Dax was so small. Her breathing grew quick and shallow. Seeing Dax next to Travis, next to the tall fence, and in front of a horse nearly twice his size only reminded her how lucky he’d been to come out of the tornado alive. She clutched the railing to stop her hands from shaking.

Hope looked over their direction and hurried over. Was it that obvious she was terrified? Hope flashed her an easy smile. “You have nothing to worry about. Lucy is one of our gentlest mares. She’s been through this process hundreds of times. I’m going to be taking them through some exercises with Lucy that will facilitate bonding for both of them.”

Elaine nodded, her voice lost somewhere in the back of her throat. Hope reached out, giving her arm a squeeze through the bars. “I can only imagine how you’re feeling. I want to assure you, working with horses can help him. There’s a true connection between horses and humans. They can sense our innermost thoughts, help us bring them to the surface. They accept us just as we are. And there’s no feeling in the world like when a horse joins up with you.”

“It’s true,” Weston chimed in. “I spent time with an organization in Montana working with horses. Changed my life. They’ll be okay. Better than okay.”

Elaine stood at the rails for the better part of an hour, transfixed, while Hope showed Dax how to hold a lead line, and with Travis’s help took him through the steps necessary for the horse to follow him. She swore Dax grew two inches taller when he realized the horse was following him around the pen.

“Good job, Dax,” Travis called out quietly.


Her chest hitched at the smile Dax returned to Travis.

“Okay, Dax. I’m gonna saddle up Lucy now. Would you like to ride her?”

The fear returned to his eyes, and he shook his head. Elaine sighed heavily. Two steps forward, three steps back.

“He’ll get there,” Weston said, keeping his eyes on the pair in the ring. “It’s not gonna happen overnight.”

Across the ring, Travis got low and spoke to Dax, who then nodded and stepped back. Travis clicked at Lucy, and the horse followed him to the center of the arena. In a fluid motion, Travis mounted up. Weston was right, Travis was a natural on horseback. Holding the reins in one hand, he looked like the quintessential cowboy – worn hat, dusty boots, faded denim that clung to his muscled thighs. Elaine didn’t realize she’d sighed until Weston shot her a funny look. She quickly schooled her features and ignored the goosebumps cascading down her chest.

Travis wheeled Lucy around and stopped in front of Hope and Dax. With Hope’s help, he pulled Dax up in front of him and settled him in the saddle. Elaine’s breath caught. Not for the first time, she wished she had a camera to capture the moment. Travis relaxed and smiling, with one arm slung across a beaming Dax’s middle.

“Perfect photo-op for a future county sheriff,” Weston called out.

Travis’s jaw set and he shook his head once.

Weston whipped out his phone and snapped a picture. “Don’t worry, I’ll only use the picture if you give your permission.”

“For what?”

“A warm and fuzzy mailer when Travis runs for sheriff.”

“Oh.” Her blood ran cold. “He’s running for county sheriff?” she repeated when she found her voice again.

“He will. Mark my words.”

And he’d win, too. Because Travis was great at everything. She should know better than to dream. But for a brief moment she couldn’t help it. Seeing Travis with Dax had her longing to be part of a real family. How wonderful it would be for Dax to have a father figure. Regret stuck in her throat. A sour reminder that other people belonged in nice families, not her.

Hope held Lucy’s halter while Travis dismounted and left the pen, and then she started leading Lucy in a circle while Dax held onto the saddle. Travis joined Elaine at the rail. “He’s a good kid.”

She nodded, her tongue too thick to speak. Swallowing hard, she dug deep. She and Dax were a family, and that’s what mattered. “Yeah. The best.”


After they’d circled the arena a dozen times, Hope helped Dax dismount. Elaine swept him up in a hug when he came around to where they stood waiting. “I’m so proud of you. You were so brave in there. Did you have fun?”

He nodded. “Hope said I could go up to the house and get some cookies?”

“You bet. Did you say thanks?”

He rolled his eyes. “Not yet, I didn’t eat them.”

Elaine covered a laugh. It was nice to see a little of his sass back. Dax hustled up the hill, a hint of a bounce in his step. Maybe someday soon the full bounce would return. Kids his age still bounced when they walked, and the knot of worry for her son wouldn’t unravel until she saw him bouncing again.

Hope joined them at the rail. “I hope you’ll let him come again, Elaine. I think we can make good progress with him. And you two,” she eyed the men. “Why not help me train the next round of mustangs I’m bringing up from the BLM auction next weekend?”

“I’m out.” Weston clapped Travis on the shoulder. “I’ll be covering for the candidate, but Travis is in, so long as we can use some photos for his campaign.”

“Would you stop saying I’m running?” Travis ground out. “I only said I’d think about it.”

“Marion County loves a rancher, and what better image to convey that the next county sheriff is a man of the people? Lawson ain’t that.”

“Except that it’s wrong. I haven’t ranched since before I went into the Navy.”

Weston rolled his eyes. “You’ve got the heart of a rancher. That’s what matters.”

“But it’s about law enforcement. Not ranching.”

“Everyone knows that Travis Kincaid is a rule-keeper through and through. Not. Worried.”

A weight pressed on Elaine’s chest. She’d broken more rules than she cared to count.




CHAPTER FIVE


At eleven on the nose, Travis pushed back from his desk at the station. “I’m going for coffee,” he said as he passed Jeanine, his right-hand assistant and dispatcher.

“I’ll catch up,” called Weston from his spot where he stood holding up the wall while flirting with Jeanine. Good luck with that. She was a tough nut to crack. She’d been at the station longer than he had, and he’d seen countless guys vie for her attention over the years. It was downright entertaining the way she could reduce even the toughest cops to a puddle with a witty insult.

Travis pushed out the door and into the humid mid-day sun. He’d sweat through his uniform on the walk over. But it could be worse. He could be on a jungle floor in Kevlar in Colombia. No thanks. He kept fresh shirts at the station for just this purpose. Donning his aviators, he started across the street. The three-block walk took no more than five minutes, and he scanned the area for Elaine as soon as the picnic tables came into view.

What shirt would she be wearing today? He stopped at the corner of the food truck as soon as he spotted her. Pink. She bent to pick up trash from a table, and he ignored the rush of blood that bypassed his brain and dove straight to his balls. But what struck him today and didn’t sit well with him was the way she pulled on her shoulder after she dumped the garbage in the barrel. It hit him with the force of a charging bull. Fuck him for never noticing before. She was exhausted. He could see it now. Plain as day. The pinch at her shoulder blades, the slump of her shoulders when she thought no one was looking. He pushed off the corner and moved to intercept her. “Here,” he said gruffly as she turned his direction, her hands full of paper plates and cups, the top one filled with plastic silverware and napkins. “Let me.” He took them from her and made the trip to the barrel. “Why doesn’t Dottie make a big sign telling everyone to pick up their trash?”

“Because then I’d be out of a job,” Elaine answered quietly.

Come to think of it, why had Dottie kept Elaine on? Elaine was right. There was nothing for her to do here but pick up trash and pour coffee refills. And when push came to shove, people could do that themselves too.

“But thanks for your help.” She smiled shyly at him, pink staining her cheeks the same color as her shirt. “I’ll grab your coffee.” Air stuck in his lungs. The pink shirt was his new favorite color.

He should move to a table. Have a seat. But instead, he stayed planted in the middle of the picnic area, tracking Elaine as she wove through the tables to the coffee maker, and then carefully made her way back. He’d almost hugged her the other day, when they’d dropped her off. But in the end, he’d forced himself to take a step back even though every cell in his body yelled at him to move forward. The urge came over him again. Pull her flush, so he could feel her softness molding against him. Instead, he held himself still, bracing for the zing of contact when she handed him his cup.

Her eyes flew to his when they touched, and she froze as he wrapped his hands around hers. Chickory. Her eyes were as blue as the wild chickory that grew in the ditches alongside the highway. He zeroed in on her mouth, noticing for the first time tiny lines of tension, as if she worried too much when she was alone. Could he kiss that tension away? Suck on that sweet lower lip until she cried out from the madness of it all? And the corded muscle at her neck… would that soften after an orgasm or four? God, he was half hard at the thought.


No. No. No.

Too young. Single Parent. Keeps the doors unlocked. The laundry list torpedoed through his head. Reluctantly he released her, taking the cup. He was doing the right thing by staying away, but why did it leave him so deflated and generally pissed off?

“Tell me again why you’re making a third career out of being a stalker instead of asking the girl out?” Weston asked after Elaine had moved away.

He’d been so focused on Elaine’s mouth, he hadn’t even noticed Weston approaching. So much for being alert to danger. Elaine had his senses befuddled and turned upside down. Travis took a gulp of the scalding coffee, the burn jolting his mind away from his cock. Too much more of this, and his taste buds would be gone.

Weston crossed his arms, looking pissed. “Well? I’m waiting.”

“You really want me to say? Out loud?”

“Yes,” he snapped. “I want you to hear with your own ears how stupid your reasons are. Go on.”

Weston could push all he wanted on this one. He wasn’t giving in. “Fine. For starters, she’s a resident. She’s too young. She refuses to lock her doors.”

Weston glared at him and scoffed. “This has nothing to do with Elaine and everything to do with shit you still can’t let go of. When you gonna stop carrying those guys around with you like a ball and chain?”

He grimaced at the analogy. He’d carry his fallen friends as long as he needed. “It was my fault. I was lead.”

“Bullshit,” Weston spat. “We all thought that kid was safe. You just happened to be the one who voiced it.”

“Because I was lead,” he gritted. “And I gave the order to let him go, and we lost half the team because of it.” And what made him sick, what he couldn’t reconcile in the punishing quiet of a lonely dark night, was that the scared look in the young boy’s eyes was the same damned look he’d seen in Colton’s eyes the night he’d kicked his brother off the ranch. He’d been a heartless bastard that night, and in some fucked up way the Universe had of evening the score, he’d taken a look at that scared kid halfway around the world, and thought of his brother. His guilt had killed his teammates. Fuck. That.

Weston’s voice softened. “Can’t you see how this is eating you up? Stopping you from living in the here and now? It’s time to shake things up. Run for sheriff.”

“Who’s running for sheriff?” Dottie asked as she held out the coffee pot.

Travis clenched his jaw. Jesus, that woman had the hearing of an owl at midnight.

Weston pushed his shoulder. “Travis is.”

Dottie looked him over, a critical light in her eye. “Lord knows you’d be a sight better than that Lawson.”

That got his attention. Why would Dottie have an opinion about Lawson? Furthermore, why was it bad? You had to be a real chump to get on Dottie’s bad side. Then again, the diner had been like a newsstand. Maybe Dottie had heard something. It was why he made a point of coming in around lunchtime every day and sitting at the counter. All he had to do was sip his coffee and listen to the chatter. It had nothing to do with the pretty young woman in the pink shirt and the jeans that perfectly framed her curves currently scrubbing the picnic table.

“You’ll need a treasurer to file, and there’s your lady,” Dottie tilted her chin in Elaine’s direction. “I’ve never seen a girl as good with numbers as she is.”

Travis’s head snapped up and he looked over to Weston. He looked like the Goddamned Cheshire Cat. “I suppose you knew this too?”

Weston shrugged, grinning shamelessly. “I suspected. Haven’t you seen her add a bill and calculate tax in her head? Perfect every time. And she can do it faster than I can with a calculator.” He shook his head and tsked. “For someone who can calculate bullet speed and wind drift and hit a target dead on from 200 yards, you’re remarkably clueless. Oh, wait…”

Weston was going in for the kill. He could feel it.

“Maybe it’s because you were too focused on the sway of her hips to notice anything like her math skills.”

And bullseye. Dottie swung the weight of her gaze toward him, eyes narrowed. “I always suspected, but I couldn’t say for sure. You make her your treasurer, Travis. Lord knows I can’t pay her much of anything right now, and her second job disappeared when the library got destroyed. But–” She wagged a finger at him “You be good to her. That girl has had enough trouble thrown at her for three lifetimes. I don’t want to hear you’ve behaved badly.”

There were few things as uncomfortable in life as being scolded by Dottie. “I will be a perfect gentleman.” Even if it killed him. “But what does a campaign treasurer do?”

“In a small race like this, keep track of your expenditures and receipts,” Weston answered. “Help you budget. They can help with fundraising.”

“Fundraising.” What in the hell was he getting himself into?

“You’re going to have to raise money. Ask for donations.”

“Oh hell no. Not while we’re recovering. I’ll pay for it myself. If I do it.”

“I can look into the campaign finance laws here, but you can probably do that too, although campaigns can get pretty expensive.”

“How much are we talking?”

“Forty, maybe fifty grand for a county race.”

Travis’s stomach pitched. “You’re kidding.”

Weston shook his head. “Welcome to politics.”

He had a nest egg that would more than cover the expense. But he’d always imagined using it to refurbish the ranch and get it running again once he retired from the police force. He’d do it now, but you couldn’t be a ranch of one. So he’d continued setting something aside each month for someday. But what if someday never came? Should he pull some of it now? Challenge this Lawson character? Lawson’s name sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place it.

Dottie and Weston waited expectantly. Was he supposed to tell them now? No way. He wasn’t doing that. But he wasn’t comfortable saying flat out no either. “I’m not saying yes, but I’ll think about it.”

Dottie clapped her hands. “Good. I want to see Steve Lawson get what’s coming to him.”

Weston gave him a look that spoke volumes. He was so screwed.




CHAPTER SIX


Travis stood at the top of Main Street where Dottie’s Diner belonged, scanning for possible trouble spots. Normally the view from Dottie’s down Main Street brought a smile to his face. You couldn’t get more America & Apple Pie than Prairie on the Fourth of July. In past years, Main was decked out in red, white, and blue bunting, with flower baskets hanging from the light posts. This year, the contrast couldn’t be more stark. No bunting. Not even light posts. Only a road bordered with cleared lots waiting to rebuild. But the city council had been adamant the parade go on as usual. So demolition teams had worked double shifts alongside residents to remove the last of the rubble. Prairie might be down, but she certainly wasn’t out, and the upside of their work was that construction would be ready to begin July 5th.

He reached for one of Dottie’s famous biscuits piled high on the hospitality table and coated it liberally with strawberry jam before popping it into his mouth. A quick glance at his watch confirmed that parade participants would start arriving any minute. The mayor’s office projected double the usual crowd this year. But double the people meant a headache for logistics and crowd control. He hated doing it on a holiday, but he’d called the whole squad to work double shifts today.

Thanks to the storm, people were curious about Prairie’s recovery. He couldn’t blame them. Seeing the town pull together had been nothing short of miraculous. In past years, they’d struggled to find volunteers to help place baskets of small American flags along the parade route. This year, they’d come out of the woodwork and were finished by the time the sun peeked over the hills.

Gunnar Hansen pulled into the lot towing a horse trailer and rolled to a stop, elbow hanging out the window and shaking his head. “Still can’t get used to it.”

“Me either. Although I like this view better than the one right after the tornado.”

Gunnar grimaced, grief momentarily flickering across his face. “Me too. Me too. And we’ll like it even better next year.”

“We will. Now let’s get those horses unloaded. I appreciate you letting us use them this morning.”

Gunnar flashed him a smile. “Happy to help Prairie’s finest keep up their image.”

They walked around back, unloaded the horses and led them to a makeshift corral they’d erected where the building next door to Dottie’s had once stood. Gunnar tossed a saddle blanket over the horse closest. “This is Buzz, and the horse you’re saddling is Ricky. They’re our largest animals. Ricky is a bit more lively than Buzz, so I’d recommend him for you.”

“You don’t think I can handle a feisty horse?” Weston asked, joining them.

“You’re a pretty good rider for a city boy,” Travis acknowledged.

“Thank Horses Helping Heroes.”


“I’m gonna move the trailer outta the way. See you day after tomorrow when Hope gets back?”

“Not me.” Weston shook his head. “Boss-man put me on shift so he could go play cowboy.”

“Perks of being the boss.” Travis grinned.

“Catch you then.” Gunnar hopped into the cab and pulled out onto Main.

Travis checked his watch again. “Time to get this show on the road. Traffic cones set up?”

Weston nodded. “Volunteers are directing traffic, and I’ve got three guys on the outskirts.”

“Good. See you back here for the start?”

Weston gave him a mock salute and turned. Travis headed down the street, scanning for potential threats. There never was one, but he couldn’t help it. He was always on high alert when the crowds were big. People had begun to line the streets with lawn chairs and picnic blankets. Music blared from a speaker system by the ‘grandstand’ – basically a set of choir risers someone had pulled from one of the local churches with a few folding tables covered in bunting and a PA system. As usual, the Mayor, Wilson Watson, would be acting as emcee.

When he finished checking the parade route, he circled back to the staging area via the food truck. But not to check on Elaine or scan the playground for Dax. He was just making sure everything was under control. He immediately spotted Elaine looking harried. The truck was crowded with out of towners. The picnic benches were full up, with many eating while standing. Elaine was flipping them as fast as she could. He checked his watch. Twenty minutes before he and Weston had to mount up. He made a beeline for her through the crowd, tapping her shoulder and bracing himself for the zing of electricity. “How can I help?”

Her eyes brightened, and his throat squeezed tight. “You sure it won’t tarnish your image?”

“Makes me more approachable.” It was true. People were naturally afraid of the uniform, so doing things like helping bus tables, petting dogs, or stopping by the playground went a long way to build relationships in the community.

“Great. Can you change the trash barrels? They’re overflowing.”

“On it.” He made his way to the trash cans, stopping behind the food truck first to pull fresh bags out of a locker that had been salvaged from the part of the school damaged by the tornado, and which now acted as a utility closet for the food truck.

Armed with rubber gloves and fresh bags, he mashed the trash into the can, knotted the bag and replaced it with a new one. Grabbing all four bags, he crossed to the dumpster and tossed them in, followed by the rubber gloves. Making a mental note to ask the rest of the squad to check on the cans throughout the morning, he skirted the throng, catching Elaine’s eye and waving. Thank you, she mouthed, bestowing another smile on him that warmed him more than Dottie’s coffee on a cold day. Surely Dottie would close down the truck for the parade? He’d hate for Elaine and Dax to miss it.

Just as he arrived at the staging area, a commotion sprang up on the far side of the lot. Weaving through clowns, 4-H-ers, trick riders, and a marching band from one of the big high schools in Kansas City, he discovered the source of the problem. A large man in a navy suit and white straw cowboy hat stood arguing with a tiny woman in a traditional Mexican gaucho costume.

“What’s the problem?”

The woman, Luci Cruz, turned to him, eyes flashing. “This man’s car is spooking my horses.”

The man also turned to him with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “I was just explaining to the little lady that she needs to move her horses.”

Travis bit back a chuckle. Little lady, huh? Nobody called Luci Cruz little lady.

“Este cabrón que finge ser un vaquero dice que estamos robando su sombra. Pero, mira! Él está en el lugar equivocado.” She waved her parade number at him.

“Tranquila, hermanita,” he answered, grateful for the cover of a second language. The guy looked familiar, but Travis couldn’t place him. Whoever he was, he had the false air of a used car salesman. “Me ocuparé de este imbécil.”

Lucy crossed her arms, scowling. “Simplemente no quiere caminar detrás de la mierda de caballo.”

A rough laugh escaped Travis before he could stop it. Probably. Wouldn’t want to mess up his too shiny boots. He turned to the man and extended his hand. “Can I see your parade number?”

The smile left the man’s face for a fraction of a second. “No need for that. The little lady just needs to move her horses over with the others.”

This triggered another round of Spanish from Luci, which only increased the man’s scowl. If this guy was going to be an asshole, he could be a bigger one. “Luci is in the right place. Your paper please.” His voice came out clipped.

“Lee, find that damned piece of paper.” The man shouted angrily at the driver of the shiny red convertible, decked out with American flags and spinning silver pinwheels. God, the thing was as gaudy and fake as he was. Who was this guy? He dressed like he was from Texas, not Kansas. Or going to a wedding. But everyone in these parts wore their best black Stetsons to a wedding. Travis dropped his gaze to the car door. STEVE LAWSON for COUNTY SHERIFF, it read in bold letters. No wonder the guy was trying to hang onto his temper. You couldn’t be an asshole in public if you were running for office. And all of a sudden, the loose end that had been flitting around his head slipped into place. He had met Lawson once before. Well, seen him. And he hadn’t liked him then either. The guy had given a speech at a Police Union conference in Topeka a few years back. He’d come across then as a know-it-all blowhard with a mean streak, and from the looks of it, he hadn’t evolved.

Travis stepped up to the driver, who reluctantly handed over the paper. Biting his cheek so he didn’t grin, he turned to Lawson. “Turns out you belong in the lot across the street.” Travis waved to an empty lot on the other side of Second Street, which ran parallel to Main.

The smarmy smile was back. “Surely, Travis.” The man’s eyes drifted to his name tag. “You can let us stay here a bit longer? I’d be mighty grateful.”

So this guy was pouring on the charm because of the badge? And he was treating Luci Cruz like dirt? Travis’s stomach churned. Fuck this asshole and the horse he rode in on. If he even knew how to ride a horse. Travis clenched his jaw, breathing in through his nose before he spoke as firmly as he could. “Sorry. That’s not how we roll here. Wouldn’t be fair to the rest of the participants. You’ll have to vacate the spot.” Travis gave him a tight smile.

Lawson’s eyes flared angrily for a brief second, then the cool mask was back in place. “I understand.”

Good.

Travis crossed his arms and stood his ground, pointedly watching the convertible back out of the shade and onto Second, before flipping a U-turn into the far lot and rolling into its proper spot behind the Future Farmers of America trailer and a half dozen kids on horseback.

Luci shot him a grateful smile. “Thanks, Travis. Saul here thanks you too.” She patted her sleek, black Arabian decked out in antique silver.

“Anytime, Luci. Tell your folks I said hi.”

“You bet,” she called out as he turned back across the lot to find Weston waiting with their borrowed horses.

“Let’s get this show on the road.”

Weston shot him an easy grin and handed him his black Stetson. He didn’t wear it much anymore, but after his run-in with Lawson, he was glad they’d decided to ride the parade route on horseback this year, instead of in their vehicles with the lights on. He swung up onto Ricky. Weston handed up a big sack of candy before mounting Buzz. Together they wheeled the horses around and trotted through to the front of the line. They would lead off, followed by the VFW color guard and the marching band, which would stop at the grandstand to play the national anthem.

They started slowly down the street to the cheers and claps of the townspeople, throwing candy as they went. “Hey Kincaid,” a voice called from the side. “You gonna run for sheriff?”

“Yes,” Weston hollered at the same time he said, “We’ll see.” Their mixed response drew laughter and applause.

“I met Lawson just now,” Travis muttered under his breath. “Dottie was right, the guy’s a total douchebag.”

“So, run already.”

Travis threw some candy to a group of little girls. “I was saving that money to restart the ranch someday.”

“So ask for donations then. People would give you money in a heartbeat.”

“No,” he gritted through a plastered-on smile. “I can’t ask them to support me when half these folks don’t have jobs right now. Not. Happening.”

“So you’re saying you’d rather Lawson be your new boss?”

“Fuck you, asshole.”

“Just callin’ it like it is.”

“Travis! Hey, Travis!”

Travis turned in the direction of Dax’s voice, smiling for his favorite seven-year-old. Dax stood jumping up and down, his new Transformer clutched in his hand. Seeing the boy with a genuine smile on his face warmed him. “Hey there, buddy. Want some candy?”

Dax nodded eagerly, but it was the indulgent smile from the woman behind Dax that heated his belly. He tossed a handful of candy in Dax’s direction as an idea popped into his head. If only Elaine would agree to it.




CHAPTER SEVEN


By the time the parade and cleanup were over, and the participants had scattered, it was nearly lunchtime. Dottie’s food truck was sure to be hopping. “Meet you back at the station?” Travis asked Weston. “I’ll grab us lunch.”

Weston arched a brow. “You’re in uniform. Make sure that’s all you grab.”

“Fuck you, asshole.” As if he’d ever grab Elaine’s ass. Well, he would if they were dating, but only at home, and since they were never going to date, it was a moot point. He flipped a middle finger over his shoulder as Weston’s laughter carried through the air behind him.

In spite of Weston’s constant badgering, he had to admit he felt pretty good about today. He’d seen genuine hope on people’s faces as he and Weston had ridden down the street. And he was damned glad he’d played a part in that. Prairie had been a nice small town before the tornado, but the blank canvas of rebuilding had triggered people’s imaginations. There would be new shops and restaurants in a year. And a clinic. Prairie was poised to become a great town. A shining example of what happened to places when people pulled together.

His mood darkened the second he laid eyes on Elaine looking terrified and shrinking from a leering Steve Lawson. The only time he’d seen her look that scared was the afternoon of the tornado. He never wanted to see her looking like that again.

Seeing Lawson crowding her space unleashed something deep and dark inside him. His stomach hardened into a tight knot as his legs propelled him forward quickly and silently. His chest burned, sending adrenaline down to his fingertips, which made his palm itch like it did before he squeezed the trigger on a kill target.

It took everything inside him not to punch the guy’s lights out. Instead, he ground his teeth together and forced his mouth into a smile. As soon as he reached Elaine, he placed a hand on the small of her back and pulled her close, positioning his body so he stood between her and Lawson. Then he bent and kissed the top of her head. She shivered and leaned into him.

In the course of half a second, his senses were flooded with the faint aroma of her floral shampoo, and awareness shot right to his dick. Okay, so maybe that wasn’t the smartest thing to do, but he wanted to make sure Lawson got the message loud and clear that Elaine was off limits. Maybe it was testosterone, maybe it was adrenaline. Who knew? But he wasn’t about to leave Elaine in the clutches of this asshole, and if it helped to kiss her head, he’d do it. But that didn’t mean he’d ever let things go further between them. “Something I can help you with?” He zeroed his attention in on Lawson.

Lawson’s facade slipped a fraction as his eyes went cold. Travis had to hand it to him. The guy was a pro. He wouldn’t easily be provoked into doing or saying something stupid. The fake smile was back, as was the politician’s voice. “I was just introducing myself to the lady. Good opportunity to meet the people of this great town. You probably saw this morning that I’m running for sheriff.”

Travis’s stomach churned at the way the lie slipped out of the man’s mouth. He could stomach a lot of things, but lying wasn’t one of them. “I know who you are,” Travis answered, letting his voice get steely and focusing his gaze on the man. “I should have introduced myself this morning. I’m Travis Kincaid. Prairie’s police chief, and your opponent.”

Lawson’s eyes widened slightly, just enough to give away his surprise. Although, of the three of them, Travis was arguably the most surprised at the bomb he’d just dropped. What did Dottie always say? In for a penny, in for a pound? His stomach felt just like it had the first time he’d jumped out of a plane at twenty-thousand. He was damn well gonna make sure he landed in one piece. He gave Elaine a reassuring squeeze. “And this is Elaine Ryder, my treasurer.”

She squeaked and stiffened.

“Elaine, is it?” Menace flashed in Lawson’s eyes, and then, just as quickly, disappeared.

Every cell in Travis’s body went on alert. Lawson was trouble. He knew it. So much so, he’d double down on his last dollar at a poker table with the Sinclaire brothers.

Lawson took Elaine’s hand, bowed slightly, and kissed the back. “A pleasure meeting you, Elaine.”

Revulsion slithered through Travis, and he clenched his fist at his side, refraining from forcefully removing the man only because he’d gone and jumped into a political campaign without thinking about the consequences. Not his best moment.

Lawson turned to him, his eyes glittering points. “I’ll see you on the campaign trail, Kincaid. Good luck.” He spun on his heel and stalked off, not bothering to meet the people.

Elaine turned to him, eyes sparking in anger, cheeks pink. He should be thinking of how to fix this, but instead the air in his lungs turned to ash and he couldn’t breathe, let alone think. He’d never seen Elaine this way, all riled up and intense. Awareness shot through him leaving a trail of fried synapses on the way to his cock. Holy smokes, did his cock like this side of her.

Elaine was the kind of woman who hated to be the center of attention. And for two years, she’d done an excellent job of blending in with the decor at Dottie’s. If he had to guess, he bet half the folks who came into the diner didn’t even know her name. Of course post-tornado, everyone knew who Elaine and Dax were, and he’d seen her discomfort at the attention. Seeing her outraged and not caring who saw, was a revelation.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

He couldn’t help smiling, even if it made her madder. She was so damned cute.

“Running for sheriff?”

She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “And apparently, I’m your treasurer,” she answered, lower lip jutting out. “How about you explain that?”

Her tone was meant to intimidate. She was as puffed up as an angry prairie chicken, and the only effect it had was to heighten his desire. Tingles raced down his spine, and he could only focus on that sweet lower lip.

“Well?” She tapped her foot.

Pull yourself together, asshole.

“Dottie and Weston both mentioned you’re a whiz with numbers, and I need a treasurer to file.”

“Then find somebody else.”

“But I want you.”

Her eyes widened in surprise as his words sank in. Then went dark as her mouth opened enough for her tongue to slip out and wet the lower lip he couldn’t stop staring at.

Shit.

As the silence spun out between them, the reasons why he was the world’s biggest idiot came at him like bullets on a live fire range. What was he thinking? He should have thought this through. Anyone but Elaine. What happened to his rule about mixing business and pleasure? Relationships with townspeople? Fuck. His tongue had a mind of his own. Or maybe it was his cock. “I want you…” He swallowed, willing the words to form in his brain. “To be my treasurer.”

Elaine rolled her lips together, shaking her head. “I don’t have time.”

It was for the best. At least one of them was thinking with the right brain. “Dottie can give you all the time you need. And I can pay you.”

Great. There went more of his nest-egg.

“Oh?” A hungry look entered her eyes.

An ache hit Travis in the throat. Sure, they’d had it tough growing up. But they’d never gone hungry. He raked his eyes over her, stomach rumbling at the thought of going hungry. She looked healthy, and Dax did too. Likely thanks to Dottie – the woman was a saint.

“Yeah.” He nodded. “It won’t be much, but if you can be my treasurer and… er… help me with campaigning, I could pay you.” How much did someone pay a person? He had no idea. “Two thousand dollars a month for the duration?”

“Two thousand?” Her voice pitched high at the end.

“Is that enough?” Shit. He raked his fingers through his hair. Getting her to say yes suddenly meant everything. “I know it’s only for a few months, but I’ll make sure it doesn’t interfere with your work for Dottie.” Especially if Dottie was feeding them. Elaine looked torn, and the air squeezed from his lungs. Surely she wouldn’t turn him down?

Regret filled her eyes and she shook her head. “That’s very generous of you… but no. I’m sorry.”

“Three thousand.” This was the dumbest thing he’d ever done. He should be relieved she turned him down. But the ache in his chest only grew.

She shook her head and giggled. A bubbly, sweet sound that went ricocheting through his body like sparks of electricity. Lighting him up. “It’s not about the money.”

Damn. Was it him? His stomach sank. “What is it?” He was almost afraid to ask. But he had to know.

A pained expression crossed her face. “I… it’s just…” She sighed heavily, shoulders sagging. “I don’t know anything about politics, except that I don’t like politicians.”

Oh, that. Relief washed over him. “That makes two of us. You’re smart, and we can learn together.” He reached for her hand, encasing it in his own, struck by how tiny it was. But his eyes were drawn upward by a faint pattern of light, feathery scars on the inside of her left forearm. His insides tilted. He’d seen marks like that before. But usually red and raw. What had happened in her life that she’d cut herself? He traced a finger over the pattern, a knot of nails poking at the base of his throat.

“Travis, I–” She tugged on her hand.

He should walk away right now. Ask Bob the accountant, or Anders from the Feed ’n Seed. Anyone but her. “Please, Elaine?” He reached for her hand again, unable to keep himself from touching her. “I want you… your help,” he added lamely. Someone put an out of order sign on his brain. At least Weston wasn’t here to laugh his ass off at him while he was making a fool of himself.

“I… let me think about it.”

“Can you let me know at the fireworks tonight?”

“Tonight?” Her eyes grew wide. “But we’re not going.”

“Why not?” Everyone went to the fireworks. Why wouldn’t she, especially with Dax? “Dax would love them.”

A flush started at her neck and crept up, flaming her face, turning her eyes to embers. She yanked her hand back. “The fairgrounds are two miles outside of town on unsafe roads. How exactly am I to get there?”

Right. What an idiot. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

“Not a good trait for a man running for sheriff,” she snapped, eyes still sparking.

He liked her inner firebrand, even as he scrambled to dig himself out of the idiot hole. Then it hit him. “I have to be at the fairgrounds at four. Meet me here and I can have Jeanine take you. Unless you don’t mind riding in the police car.”

She blew out a breath and scraped the dirt with a toe. She shook her head and pinched the bridge of her nose. But a little smile tilted up the corner of her mouth.

“Sure. Why not? I’m sure Dax will be delighted.” She sounded more resigned than excited, but he’d take it. Warmth rushed through him. And triumph. God, he felt like he’d just scaled a mountain.

“Elaine?”

There was that small smile again. The one that made his heart beat irregularly. “Yes?” Her voice had gone husky.

“Thank you.” Before he could stop himself, he traced a thumb down her jaw and paused. Her chin tilted ever so slightly up. Blood pounded in his ears. It would be so easy to bridge the distance, so easy to give into the desire pumping through him and take a tiny taste. Her eyelids fluttered.

Smothering a groan, he pulled himself back from the brink and dropped his hand, turning away before he did something really stupid like kiss her. “I’ll see you at four,” he tossed over his shoulder as he headed for the station.

Coward.




CHAPTER EIGHT


The afternoon passed in a blur. For the first time since the tornado, Elaine was grateful she wasn’t doing more than bussing tables and refilling drinks. She’d gone cold as ice when Steve Lawson’s red convertible drove down the parade route, and she still hadn’t recovered, even with the heat of the day. Her luck couldn’t be worse. Steve Lawson was the worst kind of cop. Sneaky. Manipulative. And worst of all, vindictive. She’d been given a chance at a fresh start here, and he could bring it crashing down around her. Her stomach churned at the thought.

Thank God Dax had been at the playground when he’d come prowling around the food truck. He’d have recognized her for sure, even without pink hair. As it was, Travis had pretty much saved her, but given the pissing match she’d witnessed between the two men, Lawson would be back. Especially now that Travis had announced he was running for sheriff. Lawson never lost, and the look of menace in his eye had been more frightening than the sound of the tornado when she’d been huddled in the diner’s storeroom.

She should turn down Travis’s offer. Put as much distance between them as possible. Maybe it would keep him safe from Lawson. Although who was she fooling? That wouldn’t stop Lawson from going after Travis. Travis had thrown down the gauntlet, and Lawson wouldn’t stop until he’d won. And if Lawson remembered her, it wouldn’t matter how far away she went, he’d still figure out a way to make her life a living hell.

From that standpoint, maybe accepting Travis’s offer was a good idea. Lawson only backed down because Travis had rescued her. Lawson might leave her alone if Travis was around all the time. A shiver rippled across Elaine’s shoulders as she carried a pile of plates to the trash bins. She chewed on the corner of her lip as she wiped down a table. Two-thousand dollars a month. The air whooshed out of her lungs just thinking about it. Even if she only worked for him one month, she’d be able to exhale a little more easily. And after two? Maybe she could go to community college after she earned her GED. For the first time, she wouldn’t have to rely on the principal’s charity for Dax’s school supplies. Maybe she could even buy a phone.

There was only one big problem with that fantasy.

Travis.

Her knees turned to rubber when he’d kissed her head. She’d almost fainted when he nearly kissed her mouth. She’d been so close to melting into him, overwhelmed by the scent of him. How could she work with him when the effect he had on her was so powerful? She’d make a math mistake. Or do something dumb, like throw herself at him. Her shoulders sagged as she moved to wipe down another table. No, she’d have to turn him down. It didn’t matter that he said he’d wanted her. A jagged ball of regret formed in her stomach. She’d never be so lucky in life, or in love. People like her never got what they wanted anyway. She’d have to content herself with pouring Travis coffee every day.

“Is Travis here yet?” Dax came bounding up still clutching his Transformer.

“No, sweetie. He’ll be here soon.”

A moment later, Elaine felt a presence behind her. Without turning to look, she knew it was Travis. How did he do that? Sneak up so quietly? Wiping her hands on her jeans, she took a fortifying breath, bracing for the onslaught of attraction that would sizzle through her body when she turned.

“You ready?”

She started when his hand landed on the small of her back and sent sparks zinging up her spine. She turned, the greeting she’d prepared sticking in her throat when he smiled. His aviators were tucked in his pocket, and he was close enough she could see the gold flecks in his hazel eyes. Heat flickered in his eyes, and her nipples tightened and pebbled in response. She went still, unsure of what to do next.

“Travis!” Dax bounded up, and Travis stepped back, dropping his hand.

He turned his megawatt smile to her son. “I see you’ve brought your friend with you.”


“His name is Travis.”

A look of confusion, then surprise flashed across Travis’s face.

Oh, God. She shut her eyes as heat crawled up her neck. “In case you weren’t sure about your superhero status.” She smiled faintly.

Travis chuckled, then squatted down, ruffling Dax’s hair. “Hey, that’s great. Maybe you should call him T, so I don’t get mixed up.”

“Okay.” Dax shrugged, and flew his Transformer in front of him.

“How would you like to ride in the back of a police car?”

“Yeah!” Dax crowed. “I wanna ride where the bad guys go.”

“Well, come on then.” Travis stood and turned the weight of his gaze back to her, making her insides swim. “All set?”

Her mouth had gone dry, so she nodded. “I’ll let Dottie know I’m leaving,” she mumbled, ducking her head. Heat flamed her face as she hurried around the corner of the truck to where Dottie was wiping down the counter inside the window.

“High time you got out of here, sweetie pie. Travis taking you two to the fireworks?”

How did she know? She should know better than to wonder. Dottie knew everything. “Yeah. I’ll be back first thing in the morning.”

Dottie leaned out the window. “One more thing, Elaine.”

“Yes?”

“I recommended Travis hire you to help him run for sheriff. If he asks you, you take it. He’ll make it worth your while.”

If she only knew.

She’d never be able to turn down the job now. She’d never hear the end of it if she did. Dottie had no idea she had a crush on Travis. She’d simply have to put on her big girl panties and suck it up. “Thanks, Dottie. I appreciate it.” Dottie only had her best interests at heart. She gave the older woman a smile and turned, unable to stop a grin from splitting her face at the picture of Travis and Dax in the throes of a thumb war. Did the man have to be so adorable with her son? It was unfair.

Travis flashed her a smile. “Let’s go.”

Oh yes, her panties sang. When he placed his hand at the small of her back again, thumb rubbing across her spine, a rush of heat flooded her, slicking what remained of the fabric between her legs.

Travis pulled a booster seat out of the trunk and placed it in the back. “Hop on in, kiddo. I’ll get you buckled.”

Dax bounded into the car, barely keeping still while Travis pulled the seatbelt across him.

“Do you want me to sit in the back with you, sweetie?”

Travis slid a look her direction. “He’ll be fine back here.”

“What if he gets scared?”

His eyebrows furrowed. “It’s only a few minutes. But we can stop.” He placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder, giving her a squeeze. “He’ll be fine.”

Her hands grew clammy.

She couldn’t sit up front with Travis. But the thought of sitting in the back of a police car again twisted her stomach in knots. She’d do it for Dax, though. “Dax?” He looked like he was having the time of his life in the back seat.

Travis’s voice cut through her confusion. “I’m gonna have your mom sit up front with me. Is that okay, buddy?”

Dax shrugged. “Sure.”

Great. Thrown under the bus by a seven-year-old. She slipped in the passenger door Travis held open for her, folding her hands close once she’d buckled herself in. She hadn’t missed the question in Travis’s eyes when she’d caught him staring at the scars on her arm earlier. Over the last two years, there were days she forgot they were there, a permanent and painful reminder of another life. A different Elaine. She made sure no one ever noticed them, but Travis never missed a detail, and she’d let her guard down, thrown off by Steve Lawson and Travis’s offer.

“What about you, Elaine?”

“Mmm?”

“When was the last time you were at a midway?”

She swallowed, avoiding his intense gaze. This isn’t an interrogation. Just conversation. She shrugged. “A long time. I don’t remember.” And she couldn’t. She’d blocked out so much of the past, she had a hard time even remembering the good things.

“So it’s like the first time for you, too.”

“Sure.” She liked that. A fresh start.

“Good thing I brought some of Mike McAllister’s root beers with me. We can enjoy them while we walk the midway.”

“I thought you had to work?”

“I do. But I have enough time before things get crazy, I’d like to show you around.”

Her pulse took off to the races. How could she concentrate with Travis right next to her? One whiff of his spicy cologne and she was reduced to a quivering mass of jello. But the worst part would be when he saw her meager ticket supply.

She’d brought enough tip money to buy two rolls of tickets, even though it would mean ramen and tuna helper for the next week. She wanted Dax to have fun, even if they could only pick a few rides. He’d been so serious since the tornado, and he was obviously excited right now. She missed his little boy laugh and his boundless energy.

Travis reached the ticket booth first, angling his body so she couldn’t step up with him. Elaine craned her neck trying to see, but he was too big. Her heart plummeted when he turned with a fistful of tickets and handed them to Dax. Dax’s eyes went wide with excitement.

She laid a hand on his arm, ignoring the heat that raced up her arm. “Travis.” She kept her voice low and firm. “I can’t let you do this. There’s no need.”

“There absolutely is.” His tone of voice brooked no argument. “First, if you’re going to come to the fairgrounds, you need to do everything. At least twice. And,” he shot her a slow, sexy grin. “It’s part of my plan to persuade you to be my treasurer.”

“By spoiling my son?”

“And you too.” He stroked the back of a finger down her cheek. Tingles cascaded straight to her core.

She had to say no. Needed to say no. For both their sakes. But the longer she spent with him, the weaker her resolve became.

“Please, mom?”

She pinched the bridge of her nose. Dax looked so… hopeful. How could she say no to him when he looked at her with those big saucer eyes? She blew out a rough breath and nodded. “Fine. Just this once.” She looked between the two and covered a laugh. Travis wore the same excited smile as Dax.

Dax slipped his hand into Travis’s and dragged him in the direction of a target game. She could enjoy these few hours. For Dax. How could she deny the boy an evening of rides and too much sugar? He’d be talking about this for weeks.

“Mom, mom, mom,” Dax called as she caught up with them. “Lookie! Travis won me a Minion.”

She pressed her lips together to stop the grin from crawling across her face. “That didn’t take long.” Travis gave her a sheepish smile and a shrug as he handed her the big yellow creature. “I don’t know who’s more excited,” she laughed, unable to hold back any longer. “You or Dax.”

His eyes gleamed. “It might be a toss-up.”

Her heart hiccupped. He didn’t smile often. But when he did, it stopped her in her tracks.

Regret replaced the warmth in his eyes. “I have to take off, but meet me behind the scoreboard after the fireworks? You’ll see the patrol cars.” He squatted down in front of Dax, offering him a fist bump. “Thanks, buddy. I had fun. Now, make sure your mom has some fun?”

“Okey-dokey.”

“I’ll see you after the fireworks, ’kay?”

But Elaine wasn’t sure Dax heard. He was already dragging her away. “Mom, did you see? They have pony rides!”

When she peeked back over her shoulder, her stomach fluttered. He was still watching them.

Hours later, she and Dax made their way through the exiting throng to behind the scoreboard, stuffed with carnival food and pleasantly exhausted. A quick scan of the area showed no Travis. No Weston either. Her pulse quickened. Maybe she should go. She didn’t belong here.

“That you, Elaine?” Dottie’s daughter, Cassidy, called from her perch next to Parker Hansen on the back of the ambulance. “Travis told me to keep an eye out for you. He and Weston are directing traffic. Pull up a chair.”

Parker hopped off the back of the ambulance and pulled over a big folding chair. “You’re lucky, it’s been pretty slow tonight.”

She settled into the deep pocket of the chair and pulled Dax onto her lap. He was almost getting too big for this, but he could barely stand. And tonight, she’d glimpsed more of the boy he was before the tornado. Soft and snuggly. Enthusiastic. Happy.

“I heard he did great the other day.” Parker gestured to Dax.

Elaine warmed. It still surprised her how kind people were about Dax. One of the many things that made Prairie special. People seemed to really care about each other. “He had a great time.” She stroked his head as he burrowed into her shoulder, still clutching the Minion.

“Anything we can do to help… we mean it.”

She was starting to understand that their offers weren’t simply platitudes, but came from a genuine desire to help Dax recover from the trauma of the tornado. She didn’t deserve their kindness in the least, but she was grateful for it nonetheless. She dropped her head, letting Dax’s hair sweep against her cheek and inhaling his little boy essence. He’d need a bath tomorrow, but right now she didn’t care. Her baby was a happy boy. She shut her eyes, breathing in the quiet sweetness of the moment.

“Elaine. Time to go.” Travis shook her awake. She came fully alert as he lifted Dax off her lap, suddenly cold in the warm night air. Gone were the crowd noises. All that remained were the sounds and muted conversations of clean-up. She followed Travis to the car and waited while he settled Dax in the back seat before opening the passenger door for her. An easy silence settled between them on the ride back to her trailer, and sleep pulled at her eyelids.

“Wait here,” Travis ordered, once he’d pulled up to the trailer.

Before she could open her door, Travis hopped out and stalked up the short walkway mumbling something about ‘unlocked doors’ before disappearing into the trailer. As she opened the rear door, Travis stepped in to pull Dax from the back seat.

“You really don’t have to,”

The look he gave her said otherwise. Without a word, he carried Dax into the trailer. By the time she crossed the threshold, he stood in what passed for a living room, engulfing the entire space. “Thank you for today,” she murmured.

Travis stepped out of the shadows and into the pool of light cast by the lamppost through the open door. Her heart pounded in her ears. Could he hear it? She couldn’t hear anything else except the way her breath caught when she tilted her chin to look up at him. The hungry look in his eyes heated her blood, sending a shot of arousal to pool between her legs. She clenched her thighs to steady herself, but the ache only grew. His presence permeated the small space. She’d never look at her living room the same way again. She itched to run her hand across his jaw. Put a finger on the throbbing vein at his temple. Let the day’s stubble scratch her. Scrape over any number of tender spots. She’d never wanted a man before. Not like this. Never like this.

“Elaine.” His voice was tight. Rough. Like the first time she’d tried whiskey. “Say yes.”

How could she say no? She would regret saying yes until her dying day. She’d regret saying no for eternity. Tension radiated off him, like he was holding himself in check the same way she was. And yet he was in her space, so close his heat enveloped her, wound through her, weakening her resolve. His hand settled at her hip, thumb stroking through the thin cotton of her shirt. Her chest grew tight and she couldn’t breathe as the air around them electrified with possibility. She opened her mouth but no words came out – her mouth had turned to ash. She licked her lip at the same time a strangled noise came from his throat, and he brushed her mouth in the barest kiss. So light she must have imagined it.

But there was no imagining the electric shock that pulsed through her, hardening her nipples to tight peaks before liquefying her panties in a burst of desire. And she certainly didn’t imagine the second time it happened when his arm tightened around her and his breath skated across her cheek.

“Yes,” she breathed out on a sigh, leaning into him, her body buzzing as his lips brushed hers a third, then a fourth time.

But just like that it was over. Travis made another strangled noise and stepped back, taking with him the warmth that had so briefly encased her. He coughed and cleared his throat. “Good. Good. I’ll… ah… be in touch.”

He disappeared like a phantom, vanishing into the darkness. And long after his car pulled away, Elaine stood rooted to the floor, fingers pressed against a mouth still tingling from his touch.




CHAPTER NINE


Moonlight streamed in through the open window. Travis rolled to his side, punching his pillow into submission for the fourth time that night, and shut his eyes. But all he saw was Elaine’s face, glowing and kissable in the moonlight. What the hell had he been thinking, kissing her? He hadn’t. His cock had been the one calling the shots. And it stirred now, taunting him.

She’d looked so sweet and vulnerable in the dark, and once he’d had a taste, he couldn’t stop. He couldn’t help himself. Her mouth had been softer than a feather. And she tasted like cotton candy. More incredible than he could have possibly imagined. It had taken superhuman effort to back away. His cock stood at full attention now, pressing against the elastic of his shorts as he replayed the scene over and over.

“Goddammit,” he groaned.

He rolled over in the other direction. Fuck him for being such a perv. He slipped a hand inside his shorts, fisting his cock and giving a sharp pull. His balls tightened as electricity circled up the back of his legs. He stroked again, imagining that sweet pink tongue lapping him up. He squeezed harder, pulling in short, strong, strokes, visualizing creamy full breasts, dusky pink nipples begging to be nipped and suckled.

What undid him was the vision of her spread open and ready for him, dipping his head to taste her, seeing her writhe in ecstasy before he finally pushed into her slick heat. He’d make it so good for her. Stroking in and out until she cried his name. His hips bucked as he pulled once, twice, three times, and came into his hand with a groan. He stared up at the ceiling, breath coming in harsh rasps, as his brain returned to earth. A bead of sweat trickled from his temple, slowly moving down the contours of his face to drop to the sheet. He was soaked. And still frustrated as hell.

Fuck this shit.

It didn’t matter it was before zero-dark-thirty. Sleep would only continue to elude him. He needed to work Elaine out of his system. He slipped off his shorts, and pulled the sheets from the bed, balling everything up and mashing it in the hamper. After a quick shower, he gathered up the sack of laundry and brought it downstairs to the washer. Then he went to the weight bench, which stood in front of the large stone fireplace where a couch had once been.

One of the many advantages of being a bachelor. No woman to tell him to hide his weights in the basement, or the barn. His setup right in the middle of the living room kept him from slacking off. He never missed a day of PT. Even on the coldest, stormiest mornings, he’d work up a sweat, then run the perimeter of the ranch before heading into the office. Being up at the ass-crack of dawn meant he’d get it over with sooner.

He started off with reverse sit-ups, but instead of his usual fifty, he doubled them.

“Ten.” Elaine was a Prairie resident.

“Twenty.” She was coming to work on his campaign.

“Thirty.” She had a kid.

“Forty.” She must be at least ten years younger than he was.

“Fifty.” She had scars, and probably a past.

“Sixty.” So did he for that matter.

His abs started to burn. “Seventy.” He’d never met anyone with a stronger work ethic. She must work seven days a week. And she was sweetly strong. She’d make the perfect rancher’s wife. He grunted. “Eighty. Motherfucker.” He wasn’t fucking quitting now, even if his abs hated him for a week.

“Ninety.” And he didn’t need a wife. His mother had dipped a toe in the ranching life pool, decided it wasn’t for her, and left them high and dry when Colton was five. Nope, if he started the ranch again someday, it would be without a wife.

“Hundred.” He dropped back, abs screaming.

He doubled his pushups to two-hundred.

How many times had he wanted to rub away the tension she carried at her neck? Or do something to ease the tired look in her eyes? She’d laughed yesterday, and his insides had gone all funny seeing her face light up. She was too young to carry all that worry with her. Most kids her age were probably doing keggers at college parties. She had the air of someone much older.

Travis collapsed on the floor, arms aching. Dragging himself up, he pulled on his running shoes. Making sure the door was locked behind him, he jammed the key in his shorts pocket and took off at a steady clip for the fence line. The moon was just setting, but the sun would be up by the time he finished.

Forty-five minutes later, his lungs burned as he forced himself to sprint over the final rise and back to the barnyard, now framed by a riot of pinks and oranges lighting up the morning sky. Weston stood waiting for him, lounging on a porch post, thermos in hand.

“What the hell is this?” he gasped between taking spiky breaths of air and surveying the work crew accompanying Weston.

“Morning to you too, sunshine.” Weston tipped his hat and hopped down the stairs, offering him the thermos. “Time to fix this place up. You’re running for sheriff. Your property can’t look like it hasn’t seen the light of day in a decade.” He unscrewed the thermos lid and poured hot liquid into it. “Drink up. If people see you neglect your property, they’ll think you’ll neglect your job.”


Travis rolled his eyes. “Oh, Jesus.”

“Praying won’t help you win,” Weston chuckled. “But polishing your image will. And you wanna win, don’t you?”

“You sure this isn’t about you taking over my job?”

Weston smiled enigmatically and lifted a shoulder.

“What’s the trailer for?” Travis gestured at the horse trailer attached to Weston’s truck.

“Saw in the back of Rancher’s Monthly yesterday that there’s an auction next town over. A nice gentle mare and a pony are up. You come from ranch stock, gotta have animals for your flyers.”

“But I’m a policeman.”

Weston tsked and shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. Voters want someone like them.”

A knot formed in Travis’s stomach. “This is a bad idea, Wes.”

“This is the perfect way to scrub up your grumpy bachelor policeman image.” Weston cuffed him on the shoulder. “You’re a man of the people now.”

Travis shook his head. “You should go work for your old man.”

Weston made a face. “Nah. I never want to set foot in DC again. But I’ll happily use what I learned as a kid to help a friend in need.”

“I don’t need anything,” he grumbled. What had he gotten himself into, agreeing to run for sheriff?

Weston glared at him. “What you need is a family. But I have to work with what I have, so horses it is. And I know of at least one kid who’d be thrilled to ride a nice gentle pony.”

“Shows what you know. Ponies can be ornery. Don’t underestimate them because they’re small.”

“Then stick Dax on the mare. I don’t care.” Weston turned to the barn. “With the crew here, we can have the barn looking good by the end of the day. You’re going to take more work.”

There went a chunk of his nest-egg. But the barn desperately needed work. At least this way it would be ready for someday, whenever that was. He took another swig of the coffee. “Let me go change. I’ll come help.”

Upstairs, he threw on an old pair of jeans, and dug out his old pair of boots from the back of his closet. An uncomfortable ache settled below his throat. Funny how the smell of leather and sweat could tie him up in knots. He’d sold off the last of the cattle the last time he’d worn these. A few months after he’d kicked Colton out of the house, and he’d realized too late he couldn’t hack ranching on his own.

But he’d had rules and Colton had crossed the line one too many times. He’d been justified in giving him an ultimatum – clean up or get out. Colton had chosen the path as much as he had. A pang of longing hit him in the stomach. What would Colton say about him running for sheriff? His breath came out in a harsh grunt. It didn’t matter. He’d slammed the door on their relationship that awful night, and he’d have to live with that. They both would.

He shoved one foot into the worn leather, then the other. As far as he was concerned, those memories could stay buried in the back of the closet. He grabbed a pair of work gloves and jammed on his straw hat before taking the steps two at a time. Weston was out by the old chicken coop repairing the fencing when Travis joined him.

At first, they worked in silence. Then Weston slid him one of those looks that said they were about to have a “conversation.” “Elaine and Dax seemed to have a nice time yesterday.”

The knot in his belly grew.

“It was great to see them smiling.”

Travis clipped his pliers around a piece of chicken wire embedded in a post and yanked extra hard. He didn’t want to talk about Elaine and Dax. Or anything else for that matter.

“I even saw you smiling.”

Travis shook his head, unable to help the way his mouth curved up. “Shut up. Don’t start.”

Weston chuckled. “Don’t need to. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to tell you’re thinking about it, and you’re tied up in knots.”

He tossed another piece of old chicken wire onto the growing pile. “Doesn’t matter. Not happening.”

Weston dropped his pliers and leaned on the post, arms crossed. “You haven’t been the same since the tornado.”

Travis stepped around him, moving on to the next fence post. “You’re not gonna let this go, are you?”

“Nope. When was the last time you talked to someone about it?”

The knot in his belly morphed into a ball of barbed wire, and he ground his molars together, as he gave another yank to the chicken wire. “Few years. Before I was promoted to Chief.”

“So why are you still letting it define you?” Weston’s voice called out behind him. “One thing I learned up in Montana that’s stuck with me is that you can let what happened to us be a part of your story or BE your story. You get to decide.”

Travis clenched the pliers like a lifeline. Grief sucked, the way it snuck up on you when you least expected it, slicing through your defenses to stab you at your very core, then disappearing like a thief in the night, leaving you shaken and helpless. “Those guys would all be married with children by now,” he gritted out through the ache in his throat.

“Would they? Are you?”

“That’s different.”

“Bullshit.” Weston’s voice grew sharp. “You denying yourself what they were denied is sick as fuck. Especially when I’ve watched you leave ten-dollar tips under your coffee cup every day for the last two years.”

Travis whirled, throwing the pliers to the ground. “She’s a single mom. She needed it,” he roared. “You’ve seen how she lives.”

“Keep telling yourself that,” Weston shouted back. “You may be too thickheaded to realize it, but you’re in love with her. You have been for ages. And I, for one, was glad to see you looking HAPPY yesterday.”

Travis’s breath came in huge gulps. He was not in love with Elaine. Weston was full of shit.

Shaking his head, Weston dug into his pocket and tossed him a set of keys. “Go take the trailer to the auction. The address is on the seat. Crew will have the stables ready by the time you get back.”

Travis trudged down to the truck and pulled out onto the drive. How could you be in love with someone you barely knew? Or barely kissed? Let alone… The image of Elaine’s creamy skin glowing in the dark assaulted him. He turned onto the road, head filled with a picture of her naked and waiting for him.

“Motherfucker,” he gritted when his mistake became obvious. He’d turned too late and was on a trajectory for the ditch. Pushing thoughts of her aside, he jerked the steering wheel and jammed the truck into reverse. “Goddammit,” he yelled, realizing he’d just made it worse and that the trailer was in danger of jackknifing. Now he was stuck blocking the road. He turned the wheel, not quite so tight this time, and jimmied the truck ahead as he registered the whine of a motorcycle in the distance.

Great.

Now he was holding up traffic. They’d just have to wait until he got himself straightened out. Hopefully it was a stranger and not someone he knew. He’d never hear the end of it if word got out he’d gotten himself parked sideways across the road while pulling a trailer. Total rookie move. The whine of the engine grew louder.

CRASH!




CHAPTER TEN


The truck jerked as the sickening sound of twisting metal filled Travis’s head. Adrenaline charging through him like a runaway horse, he unbuckled and hopped out the door, heart pounding in his ears. His stomach reeled at the sight of a red bike embedded underneath the trailer, front fender broken and bent.

Where in the hell was the rider?

Scanning the road, he spotted a black leather-clad rider lying in a heap in the ditch. For a heart-stopping moment, his body seized as he recognized a patch on the shoulder. Oh, God. Not another casualty. Prairie couldn’t take another hit. “Cassidy?” he shouted, legs springing to action. He reached her in three steps. She groaned and moved.

His vision hazed. “What. The. Ever. Loving. FUCK?” he roared, heating at her carelessness. She was a good rider. She knew better than to come careening around a blind turn at breakneck speed. From everything he’d heard, she was a stellar helicopter pilot. Responsible. Smart. And the guys at the station said she was a great firefighter too. God, what if she’d hit the truck and not the trailer? What if Dax had been with him? His stomach lurched sickeningly as half a dozen catastrophic scenarios flew through his head.

She raised a hand but winced as she gave him a sheepish smile. “Hi, Travis. Nice morning?”

“Are you fucking out of your mind?” How could she be so casual about this? Hadn’t they all been through enough? A wave of nausea ripped through him at the thought of telling Dottie something had happened to Cassidy. The woman had already been put through the wringer, losing the diner.

“Nice to see you, too.”

He dropped to his knees and started squeezing her legs at her ankles, checking for broken bones.

She pushed him away. “I’m fine, Travis. I can move my fingers and toes. No spinal injury.”

“What about the rest of you?”

“I’ll be sore. Ow.” She winced and squeezed her right knee.

“You’ll need to get that checked out.”

“I’ll be fine. I probably hit a rock when I tumbled. Nothing a few aspirin and some ice won’t cure.”

He glared at her. “You should go to the doctor.”

“And get grounded? No thanks. I’m fine.” She tried shrugging him away as he brought his hands up to her neck. “C’mon, Travis. Help me up.”

“Not until I know I’m not injuring you further,” he growled. “You shouldn’t’ve sat up.”

“Right. I should have waited for the ambulance to come tell me I’m okay? Not.”

He clenched his jaw. She needed his patience, not his temper. “I should haul your ass to jail for how fast you were going. At the very least, cite you for reckless driving. Take off your helmet, and try not to move your neck.”

“I wasn’t going that fast. Honest.”

Sure. And he was the king of Spain. He held up a finger. “Follow my finger.” He moved it left, right, up, and down watching her eyes. It didn’t look like she had a concussion. His heartbeat slowed from a breakneck pace.

“You’re overreacting. I’ve been through worse. You probably have, too.” She leaned back on her hands. “Look, I appreciate the drill, but I’m fine. We Soldiers are tough, right?” She flashed him a smile.

“You’re incredibly lucky, you know that?”

Her smile broadened. “Of course I am. The gods are with me.”

Did she honestly think playing the military card would work? She was worse off than he’d thought. He’d recognized the signs, understood her need for speed. But everyone had to walk their own path through the minefield of memories. So he’d laid off. But no more. Not when her behavior was endangering others, too. “Until they aren’t. Then what? Do I get the pleasure of knocking on your parents’ door telling them you’ve flamed out? Or worse, on the door of some hapless victim of your stupidity and selfishness? You’re not invincible. Even if you’ve survived combat.”

A flush crept up her face. “I’m a safe rider, Travis. You know that.”

“Like hell you are,” he bit out. “I’ve been watching you for weeks. I know exactly what you’re doing, and none of it’s safe. It’s dangerous, and it’s gonna get you or somebody else killed.”

“How dare you say that?” she fumed. “My safety record is impeccable.”

“Not on the ground, and you know it. I see how you zip around on your bike, and how you put yourself in risky situations for the rush of it. I get it. The problem is, out here, you’re a danger to yourself and others.”

Her mouth thinned to a flat line. “I’m fine,” she spit out. “I just need to walk it off. And if it will make you happy, I’ll slow down.”

His teeth hurt from holding his jaw. God, he wanted to shake her. “I don’t think you understand me. You won’t slow down. I know that look in your eye. I’ve seen it before. Speed won’t help you find that high you’re looking for. Or get back what you’ve lost.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You can lie to yourself, Cassie, but you’re not fooling me. Call it survivor guilt or the need to feel alive like you did downrange, but you’re taking larger and larger risks with your life and with the lives of others.”

“Help me up,” she snapped angrily. “I want to see my bike.”

Travis extended his hand, and she winced as he pulled her up. “You’re deflecting, Cassie,” he said harshly. “Classic tactic.”

She took a step and gasped.

Her mask slipped, and he glimpsed the raw pain underneath the facade. Was that what Weston saw in him when he needled him to the point of blowing his stack? He softened toward the woman he’d always considered a sister. “Need help?”

“I’m fine.” She shook out her leg, then hobbled over to her bike.

The front tire of the bike was lodged completely under the trailer, the front fender cracked. He had to give her props for her stubbornness. She wouldn’t give. But she’d met her match in him. If he could help it, he wouldn’t let her flame out. It would destroy Dottie. “Last time, Cass,” he bit out. “You need help?”

She studied her boots, her face flickering with emotion. “Yes,” she whispered. “It’s stuck.”

Travis joined her, studying the wreck. She’d ruined her fancy bike. There would be no repairing it. “Damn, Cass. How fast you reckon it was going when it hit the trailer?” Judging from the skid marks and how firmly it was lodged underneath the trailer, he’d venture about seventy. Cassidy was lucky to be in one piece.

She looked so vulnerable, staring down at the pavement, and it pulled at a spot deep inside him. Hell, maybe Weston was right. Maybe he did need to talk to someone. How could he help her if he couldn’t help himself? He had to try. And he’d consider Weston’s advice. “Look. Here’s the deal. You can keep speeding, and I’ll write you up as soon as I get to town, or you can come out with me to the Hansen ranch tomorrow and spend some time with Hope and me working to gentle a new crew of mustangs.”

“What will that solve?”

Her voice sounded defeated. Hopeless.

He glared at her, unsure of how to get through to her. “The point is,” he punctuated, “you’ve destroyed a vehicle and damaged a trailer. What next? You? Someone else? Consider this your friendly intervention. I don’t think your Guard unit or commander would look kindly on an arrest record.”

Her eyes grew wide. “You wouldn’t.”

So that was her pressure point. Anything to stay in. “Try me. I give no shits about your military record.”

Cassie flinched and fisted a hand. “You’re an ass, Travis.”

“I’ve been where you are. I know what you’re going through. You can run, but your memories run faster.”

“You don’t know shit about me, Travis,” she yelled.

He stepped into her space. Her little temper tantrum had gone on long enough. Did she think she was the only one who’d gone through this? Had nightmares? Flashbacks? Fuck that. “Bullshit. You fly around in your little helicopter playing the hero, extracting assets. Shooting your weapons at faces you can’t see because all you have to do is look for a flare, a confirmation and a direction of enemy fire and you can unload your ordnance. Talk to me after you’ve looked a man in the eyes then slit his throat,” he yelled, pacing away from her. He scraped a hand over his face before looking back at her. “You don’t have a fucking clue about me either, Cassie.” He stalked back, pointing a finger at her. “And I may be off-duty, but I can still haul you up on charges.”

“Please, Travis. No.”

Begging wouldn’t work with him. Not now. He was done with her shit. “You have a choice. You can show up tomorrow at the Hansen ranch and help me out, or you can sit your ass in jail for a day and explain this all to your C.O.”

She glared at him. “Fine,” she ground out. She yanked at her bike again. She’d never get it out by herself. He checked his watch. If he hurried, he could still get to the auction.

But by the time he’d helped Cassidy get her bike stored in her parents’ garage and made it down the road to the auction, the horses were long gone. Travis ground his teeth in frustration as he made his way back to the truck, horseless. This day had gone to shit before he’d even gotten out of bed. He jammed the truck into gear and pulled back onto the road, making sure he didn’t fuck up the turn this time. He didn’t have time to care for horses anyway, so why was he suddenly so pissed off about missing this opportunity? He turned on the radio in a feeble attempt to silence those thoughts, clenching the steering wheel at the sight of a billboard he’d failed to notice on the drive over. An enormous image of Steve Lawson smiled down at him with the words LAWSON, the REAL Law and Order Sheriff.




CHAPTER ELEVEN


Elaine double checked the coffee carafes, casting about for something to do. It was early yet. They wouldn’t have a rush for at least another hour. The first wave of ranchers would show up after their morning chores.

Travis hadn’t stopped by the day before. Was it because of her? Maybe he regretted kissing her. She’d never regret it for a second, even though it couldn’t happen again. Wouldn’t happen again. She winced at the dull ache throbbing in her chest. Men like Travis never went for women like her. Maybe he’d decided not to offer her the job and didn’t know how to tell her. She sighed heavily. It was probably for the best.

“We’re all set.”

She spun at the sound of Travis’s gravelly voice, a thousand butterflies taking flight in her stomach. Her nerve endings sizzled at the sight of him. He was out of uniform, dressed like he’d been the day he’d taken her and Dax out to the Hansens. She liked him like this, with his plaid cotton shirt stretched tight from the hard muscles underneath. In uniform, there was so much padding and gear, he was a giant wall. Dressed like a rancher, he was deliciously human. Touchable. She itched to run a hand across his chest.


She must have looked confused, because he spoke again. “I filed. For sheriff.”

“Oh. Wait. Don’t you need anything from me?” Like a kiss? She couldn’t stop staring at his mouth, hungry to feel it on her again.

Stop it, Elaine. He’s not for you.

He shook his head. “Nope. I filed at the election office. The rest is all online. And I’ll set up a checking account later today.”

“Oh.” She took a deep breath. “So, what do I do next?”

He widened his stance, crossing his arms. “Apparently I have to have an office, and it can’t be the police station. So we’re set up out at my ranch.”

Her heart sank to her toes, all her plans for new things for Dax and a nest egg for community college evaporating. How was she supposed to work for him if she couldn’t get out there? She shook her head, fighting the disappointment that crashed over her. “Travis, I- I don’t think this will work. You know my–”

He held up a hand. “I’ve thought about this, and it’s okay. You’re here every day until afternoon. I’m at the station every day until about the same time. I’ll pick you up after work and we can get in a few hours before I bring you home.”

She shook her head again. “But what about Dax? I can’t afford–” She faltered. She probably could for what he was paying her, but she couldn’t bring herself to leave her son. She didn’t have anyone in town she trusted besides Dottie, and the woman had given her so much already, she wouldn’t dream of imposing further. Dax didn’t like being away from her either.

Travis gave her a reassuring smile. “Dax too. And if we work late, he can go to sleep on the couch.”


“Once school starts, he’ll have to go to bed early.”

“No problem. You tell me what he needs, and I’ll take care of it.”

Her insides turned to pudding even as her heart beat out a warning. Falling for him because he was sweet to her son would surely end in heartbreak.

“Pick you up at four?”

“Today?” her voice cracked, stuttering along with her pulse.

Travis handed her a folded piece of paper. “What’s this? Oh.” Her breath stuck in her throat as her brain registered the amount on the check. More money than she’d ever held in her life. Her hands went cold and clammy in the morning sun. “Travis?” She met his eyes. “Are you sure about this?”

Hunger flared in his eyes, heating her blood. And just as fast, his eyes shuttered and he nodded curtly “Yep. We have an agreement.” He ran a hand through his hair. “And about that…the other night…”

Ah, yes.

She swallowed down the ache that blossomed in her throat. The other night had been a mistake. Holding up a hand, she stopped him with a smile that felt just shy of genuine. “Dax and I had a lovely time.” Somehow, she managed to keep the catch out of her voice. But she couldn’t stop the painful squeezing in her chest. She’d never be good enough for a man like Travis. She was too poor. Too burdened, too… everything.

Her only consolation was the tortured look that flickered briefly across Travis’s face. “We’re going to be working closely together. So it’s probably good we establish some boundaries.”

She nodded vigorously, blinking hard at the sudden itch in her nose. “Of course. We’ve always been professional with each other. Why would that change?”

“Exactly,” he answered a little too enthusiastically.

An awkward silence settled between them.

This would not do. If she was going to survive working with him, she not only had to get a grip on her libido, she had to be able to talk to him like he was a normal person, not the super sexy superhero cop she’d imagined him into. She filled a paper cup and held it out. “Coffee?”


His hand brushed hers and remained a second too long. Electricity raced up her arm, swirling around her nipples and settling in an ache between her legs.

“Thanks,” he murmured, taking it from her.

She could do this. “Day off today?”

He shook his head, eyes hooded as he stared at her intently. “Nope. Helping Hope Sinclaire break a set of mustangs she’s rescued.”

“Oh.” That seemed to be the only word she could form around him this morning.

“Once I know what I’ve gotten into, and it’s safe, do you think Dax would like to come and watch?”

It would be so much easier to keep her distance if he didn’t demonstrate such a soft spot for Dax. “I’m sure he’d love to. He thinks the world of you. And between his visit to the Hansens and the pony rides at the fairgrounds, you’ve succeeded in making a horse nut out of him.”

Travis grinned at her and cocked an eyebrow before taking a sip of his coffee. “Good. Then my plan is succeeding.”

“And what plan is that?”

“Someone’s gotta teach Dax how to be a proper cowboy. So it’s a date then?”

“Sure.”

“I’ll let you know when. In the meantime, meet you back here at four?”

“I’ll be ready.”

Travis lifted the cup. “Thanks for the coffee.” He turned and headed down the street.

She couldn’t help staring as he walked away, mesmerized by the way the jeans molded to his ass. Until she caught Dottie staring at her with a knowing smile tipping up the corners of her mouth.




CHAPTER TWELVE


Of course, she’d had to wear the blue shirt today. The one that made him want to drown in her big blue eyes. With a grunt of frustration, Travis crushed the empty paper cup and tossed it in the nearest trash bin as he walked down Main.

Four construction trailers stood in the middle of the street. Reconstruction would begin in earnest today. That would give everyone something positive to focus on for the remainder of the long, hot summer. With luck, some of the buildings would be finished in time for the holidays. He could only hope.

But even the prospect of a brand new Main Street wasn’t enough to pull his thoughts from Elaine for more than a second. She’d looked so sweet and uncertain, standing there, staring up at him. The urge to fist his hand in her ponytail and tilt her face up so he could take a taste of that full mouth had been powerful, and had his cock pressing painfully against his zipper.

And what had he done right after he’d insisted they keep strict boundaries? Gone and made a date with her by way of bringing Dax back to the Hansens’. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

Another rule broken.

How many rules did he have to break before he got burned? The odds were increasingly against him where Elaine was concerned. He was a former Navy SEAL for chrissakes. The sharpest of the sharp. He could calculate wind drift for a bullet from a thousand yards away. He could kill a man before the man was even aware he was there. Why couldn’t he exercise any self-control where Elaine was concerned?

He’d have to do better.

He’d calmed down by the time he joined the Hansens down by their training pen. “Where’s Cassidy?”

Parker gave him a look of surprise. “I didn’t know she was coming this morning.”

“She better,” he growled, irritation flashing through him. “We had a deal.”

Parker scowled, then turned to Hope. “What do you need us to do?”

She gave each of them a hard look. “These horses are already spooked. We want to gentle them, and that starts with our first interaction. Follow my instructions and we’ll be good. Go all cowboy on me, and we’re gonna have problems. Understand?”

Parker and Gunnar nodded, and she swung her gaze to him. “Travis?”

He nodded once, not caring that he was glowering. Where in the hell was Cassidy?

An hour later, they were hot and sweaty. The horses were calm in their new environs, and still no sign of Cassidy.


“Travis,” Hope called out. “You’re up first.” She held out a harness and a lead line. “We’re starting from scratch here. You’re going to have to get the horse to trust you enough that she’ll let you put on a halter.”

“What do I do?” He could do anything, she just needed to show him once and he’d have the sequence committed to memory.

She chuckled, shaking her head. “It’s more being than doing. For now, just walk around the ring.”

The big bay snorted at the other end of the pen and eyed him warily. He could do this. How many times had he charmed virtual strangers, gained critical information his unit was able to use to save lives? Except once, the voice in his head condemned.

“Get the horse moving,” she called quietly. “Pick a direction.”

He raised his hands and the horse started, trotting around the fence and stopping on the other side of the ring. He dropped his hands. “Now what?”

“You have to keep it moving. Move in closer.”

Focusing on the horse like she was a target, he advanced. She whinnied and hopped, moving around to the other side. After several tries, he succeeded in getting the horse to circle the ring, but even after Hope demonstrated how to build trust and get the horse to let her put on the halter, Travis failed repeatedly, frustration growing with each attempt.

“Okay, back off for a sec. Walk with me,” Hope tugged on his sleeve. “What’s her name?” Elaine’s face shimmered before him. “Flipper,” he responded automatically. He hadn’t thought of the imaginary mascot Weston had made up during a low point in BUD/S training for years. Flipper the man-eating mermaid had gotten them through the worst moments of their ordeal. But he was on land now, with no threat of having his balls chewed off. Of course, failing in front of the Hansens didn’t feel swell.

“What’s going on, Travis?” Hope barked at him exasperatedly. “You’re confusing the horse. You’re sending it all sorts of mixed signals. I don’t know what kind of stuff is going on with you, but you either need to let it all out in the ring and get through it, or leave it on the other side. Flipper here deserves better.” She crossed her arms, waiting.

Shit. Weston might as well be sitting on his shoulder. He could just see Weston’s smug grin as Hope went on. “You might be able to bullshit your friends, but a horse can always tell when you’re bullshitting.”

Whose story are you living, Man? He could hear Weston asking. Weston was right. He should be living a good life for his fallen comrades. A life of enforced solitude didn’t honor the dead. It just made him dead.

“Earth to Travis.” Hope waved a hand in front of his face. “You wanna try again? Or are you done?” The challenge in her voice was clear.

“I’m in.”

“Good. Let’s go again. Follow me.”

This time, he settled his thoughts the way he did on a mission. Focusing only on the work in front of him, letting his awareness heighten. He was surprised when he checked his watch forty-five minutes later. He’d completely lost track of time in the pen with Hope. Instead, focusing on Flipper’s breathing, and the way she pricked her ears, or licked and chewed. His heart lifted the moment she dropped her head and let him place the halter over her ears. He gave her an appreciative scratch. “Good girl,” he murmured. “You’re a good girl.”

“Good job, Travis. You made good progress with her today.”

Excitement buzzed through him. There had been a moment in the pen when Flipper looked at him, and he swore she looked right into him. Right through the shit and into his soul. He wasn’t one to get hippy-dippy, but Hope was right. Somehow, Flipper could sense the bullshit. And when he’d let it go, had settled into his breathing, she’d calmed right down. He had to tell someone. There was too much energy ricocheting through his body to keep it all to himself. He pulled out his phone, then deflated.

Who was he going to call? Weston?

Elaine.

His chest grew tight, and he slowly replaced the phone, excitement draining from him.

Parker cleared his throat. “So I heard you’re running for sheriff?”

Shit – how long did that take? He wasn’t ready to go public, even if he’d pretty much slapped Steve Lawson’s face with a glove the other day. He didn’t even have a website up yet. “I see the rumor mill is fast at work,” he answered a little too brusquely.

“No one would be better.”

Travis snorted as he fisted his hands on his hips, toeing the dirt. “Thanks. Not a done deal. Not sure I want the job.” He’d do the job. Hell, he’d be a great county sheriff, and people would be safer because of it. But given the billboards popping up, it might not be easy to beat Lawson. Weston had mentioned the day before that Lawson had the ear of the governor and other elected officials in the county, along with a hefty bank account.


Travis could match it with his own funds, but every dollar he spent now took him a step farther from his dream of someday restarting the ranch. At least the barn was done and looking great. Too bad it would go unused except for a few as-yet-to-be-acquired horses.

As soon as he could politely make his excuses, he took his leave, promising to return as often as his schedule would allow. He’d intended to go straight home, to shower and change before returning for Elaine and Dax. But instead, fifteen minutes later, he found himself staring at the new front door of Millie’s Organic Grocery.

What in the hell was he doing? He didn’t cook. He didn’t know the first thing about cooking. Not real cooking.

The kid would need dinner. And something better than the microwave burritos he usually grabbed from the gas station. Travis’s hand hovered over the handle. It wasn’t too late for him to turn around. No one would be the wiser.

“Travis?” Millie Prescott yanked open the door just as he reached for the handle. Adrenaline shot into his legs, making them twitch. He should go. This was a bad idea.

She stared at him quizzically. “Are you lost? Dottie’s is two blocks over.” She smiled up at him hopefully, her yellow hair a fuzzy halo, and he glanced behind her at her stocked shelves, taking in the markdowns.

Shit.

Even though she’d come through the storm relatively unscathed – her building had been narrowly missed – she was still struggling. He made a note to remind the force at their next morning staff meeting to make sure and stop by. It wouldn’t hurt him to stop by either. Maybe learn to cook, even though he’d never stop eating at Dottie’s or Gino’s Trattoria, or ordering tamales from Luci Cruz. He cleared his throat, unsure of what to say. “I need help,” he finally blurted out.

Millie’s face lit with a huge smile. “You’ve come to the right place.”




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


At four o’clock sharp, Travis pulled up in Weston’s truck. Elaine had barely managed to get Dax showered and into a clean pair of shorts – he’d positively squirmed with excitement when he heard they were going to be visiting Travis’s ranch.

“Does he have horses, too?”

“I don’t know, kiddo. You’ll have to ask him.”

Dax bounded over and waited impatiently as Travis hopped out of the truck looking positively yummy. Heat pooled between her legs. He’d showered and changed into a crisp white shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Now she could secretly drool over the corded muscles and veins in his forearm as he drove.

She couldn’t hear what Dax asked as he bent to give the boy a fist bump, but her pulse skittered at the smile he gave her son. Even Dax’s father, when he’d been alive, hadn’t shown this much interest in him. Travis seemed to genuinely like Dax, and it made her throat go all itchy.

Travis stood, turning the weight of his gaze to her, heating her like a hot poker. “Shall we get started?”

Business. This is just business, she reminded herself sternly. But she couldn’t help answering his smile with one of her own. His hand burned a hole in the small of her back as he followed her around the truck and opened the door for her. “Wait here while I get Dax settled.”

He turned to help Dax into the back seat, and she caught a whiff of his spicy cologne. But it was the view of his shoulders stretching his shirt tight across his back as he bent to secure the seatbelt that had her squeezing the door handle to steady herself.

Travis straightened and turned, towering over her in the small space the open door created. Her mouth went dry and she focused on the line of buttons going down his front, grateful for once that she couldn’t see his eyes through his aviators. He extended his hand. “Need a hand?” His voice scraped over her, sending a delicious shiver down her spine.

All he’d have to do to win the election was say that to every woman in the county. How could anyone resist a voice with the burr of Elvis, but none of the drawl? Packaged in a hard body with a million-dollar smile? Lawson didn’t stand a chance. At least she hoped so. She shuddered to think what would happen to her if he won.

Dax kept a running commentary from the backseat the entire drive from town. It was better this way, wasn’t it? No pressure to fill the silence with small talk. No opportunity for a misstep. But when the truck pulled over a little rise and she laid eyes on the big red barn and the two-story farmhouse with the wrap-around porch across the yard, she gasped. Her hand flew to her throat. “This is lovely, Travis. You have a lovely home.”

A far cry from the dingy two room walk-up she’d lived in as a child before she’d finally run away. Or the abandoned house she’d squatted in the first time she took a knife to her arm. The scene in front reminded her of a picture book she’d seen once as a little girl. So pretty. So… normal. Longing pressed on her chest. She’d never be able to give Dax anything as nice as this.

“I wouldn’t exactly call it a home. At least right now. But it’s been in my family for generations.”

“It looks like a storybook.”

“Not what it used to be. Don’t have time for the upkeep.”

“Will you have more time if you’re elected?”

Travis grimaced and shook his head. “Probably not.” He sighed heavily.

Open mouth, insert foot. She hadn’t even left the truck and already she’d misspoken. “Do you miss it?”

Travis glanced over as he brought the truck to a stop. “Ranching? Sometimes. It’s a tough job. Seven day a week job. No vacation.”

“Kind of like being a police chief. Or a Navy SEAL.”

He let out a little laugh, nodding his head. “Yeah. I guess you could say that.”

It spoke volumes to her that he’d chosen careers that demanded a high work ethic. Admiration filled her. She’d never met anyone who worked as tirelessly as he did.

“As a rancher, you call your own shots. And you live close to the land. Both of which I like.”

He looked unsettled. His finger tapped relentlessly on the steering wheel. He seemed like he wanted to say more. “But?”

He shot her a look full of consideration. “I’m good at what I do. Crime’s down. People know each other better. We have a strong community, and I like to think I’m part of why that is.”

“I think that’s why you’ll make a great sheriff.” He had to win.

He shot her another grin that made her weak in the knees. “First, I have to win.”

“Let’s get to it, then.”

She slid down off the seat, and was struggling with the seat latch when she felt his hand at her back again, solid and warm. His breath skated across her neck, setting her pulse racing. “Need help?”

“I’ve got it.” More than anything, she wanted to turn into him, bury her face in his neck and drink in his strong, masculine scent.

“Here, let me. I noticed it can stick.”

His hand covered hers, firmly moving the latch into place and pushing the seat forward. But there was no way she could unbuckle Dax without climbing back into the truck. She was simply too short. Travis must have come to the same conclusion because he stepped around her and easily released the seatbelt. But what made her throat catch was the smile on Dax’s face when his arms went around Travis’s neck. Travis held Dax like he weighed nothing. Even though Dax was on the small side for a seven-year-old, he was still too big for Elaine to pick up. He’d grown out of that before they’d moved to Prairie. Seeing him in Travis’s arms did something funny to her insides.

Dax clambered down and made a beeline for the oak tree that stood off the corner of the house. “Mom, mom, mom. Can I, can I, can I?”

“Not right now,” she called across the yard. “I don’t want you to fall and get hurt. I brought your favorite toys for you to play with inside.”

Travis snorted. “That tree has seen three generations of Kincaids. No one’s fallen out yet.”

Elaine reached for the bag she’d filled for Dax and slung it over her shoulder. “And until this spring, a tornado had never touched down in Prairie, either.”

Travis unlocked the front door and paused, hand on the knob. “He’ll be fine.”

She started to say more, but the words died in her mouth as she stepped inside and took in the giant open space. A thick rug lay in front of an enormous stone fireplace. A long leather couch stood opposite the rug, and behind it a long sturdy table. Beyond the table was an open kitchen with two bags of groceries and a bottle of wine on the counter.

Dax darted around her and pounced on a box of toys waiting on the floor by the couch, activity bag forgotten.

“Advantages of having a family attic.” Travis gave her a sheepish smile before shutting the door and turning the bolt.

She froze at the sound, heart pounding in her throat.

“Something wrong?” His eyes filled with concern.

This was Travis. He’d never hurt her. She swallowed, finding it hard to breathe. “Would you mind leaving the door open?”

Travis’s face pulled taut as they locked gazes. For a long moment, neither of them moved. Then releasing a heavy breath, Travis nodded once. “Sure.” He turned the bolt and pulled the door halfway open.

The easy connection that had been there on the drive over disappeared. All business, Travis strode to the table, gesturing for her to follow. “Travis?”

“Here.” He handed her a cell phone.

“What’s this?”

“Moving forward, you’re a key member of this campaign. I’m going to need to reach you. You’re going to need to make phone calls.”

A flush raced up her spine, and she shook her head vehemently. “Oh, no. I couldn’t possibly. You’re already paying me too much.” She couldn’t let herself become indebted to him like this.

He went on as if she hadn’t spoken. “I’ve loaded it with key numbers. The election office. My cell, the police station and fire station. Dottie’s number, and Weston’s. You can add whatever you need.” He pressed it into her hands.

Didn’t he understand she had to do things on her own? “Travis, I can’t. This is too much.”

His mouth firmed into a line. “It’s not too much. But if it bothers you that much, you can return it after the campaign. The laptop too.” He tilted his chin to the brand new laptop at the end of the table.

“You got a laptop too?” Her voice sounded unnaturally high to her ears.

Travis raised a hand. “Before you trot all the excuses why you can’t, hear me out. We’re both going to need to use a computer at the same time. And once we get your house wired for internet, you can do extra work after Dax goes to bed. Or watch Netflix.”

Her body went briefly numb. Clearly, her brain had overloaded. Travis had called her pathetic little trailer a house. She didn’t even call it a house. She knew better. But he was right, with her salary, she’d finally be able to afford internet. Which meant instead of watching Netflix like he assumed, she could finish studying for her GED.

Travis’s voice went gravelly. “Say yes, Elaine.”

The way he said it took her right back to the other night and his barely-there kiss. The heat in his eyes told her he’d gone there, too. But he’d made it clear kissing was off the table, so she’d ignore the riot of butterflies in her stomach. Not trusting herself to speak, she cleared her throat and nodded.

A knock sounded at the door, and Elaine dragged her gaze away. Weston stood in the entryway, a funny expression on his face. “Am I interrupting something?”




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


The shocked look on Weston’s face was priceless. “Am I interrupting something?”

Hell yes, Travis wanted to shout, irritated by more than the unlocked door. Why did Elaine have to fight him at every turn? He was just trying to help. And then her face had gone all soft. Her lips had parted and her tongue had darted out to wet the bottom one, and he’d been transfixed by her pulse rapidly fluttering at the base of her throat.

But interrupting them wasn’t what had put the look of surprise on Weston’s face, and they both knew it. It was a one-time deal, leaving the door open and unlocked. But he’d seen the panic ripple through Elaine’s body when he’d bolted the door, and as uncomfortable as he felt with an open door, he wouldn’t do that to her. He could suck it up for a few hours.

Weston strolled into the room, and arched a brow. “Redecorating too, I see.”

Travis scowled at him and shook his head. Elaine didn’t need to know that he’d spent most of yesterday hauling his weights up to his old bedroom. It was only for the campaign. And Dax. He didn’t want Dax climbing all over his weight set and possibly hurting himself. And he had to admit, the room did look nice with the big leather couch he’d hauled back from Manhattan.

He cleared his throat. “I was just briefing Elaine on the campaign equipment.”

Again, Weston’s knowing smile. “Ah, yes.” He turned to Elaine. “Travis is right, you know. You can’t work a campaign in this day and age without equipment.”

She gave them a nervous smile. “I’ll do my best to earn it, then.”

“You don’t have to earn it,” Travis snapped, done with her resisting. “Maybe you deserve a few nice things.”

“Whoa there, Tex,” Weston interjected and turned to Elaine. “You’ll have more than earned these by the time the campaign is over, so don’t worry about it.”

“It’s just–”

Elaine looked distraught, and the thought that he’d put that look on her face, cut.

Weston raised his hand. “We’re a team. The only way we’ll win is if we work together, and that means you need the necessary tools.” He cocked his chin at the kitchen. “And it looks like Travis grabbed the tools for a good meal. Is that a loaf of French bread I see? Are we celebrating?”

Heat licked at the back of his neck. He’d wanted to have real food on hand for Elaine and Dax. He hadn’t wanted anyone, especially Weston, to make a big deal about it.


Elaine’s eyes widened and filled with admiration. “You cook, too?”

Her look warmed him. What he wouldn’t give to receive that appreciative look from her every day. It buzzed his insides. And thanks to her gorgeous blue eyes staring up at him, he wasn’t about to let on that this was his first time in the kitchen. He snuck a glance at Weston, who rolled his eyes and shook his head. He’d buy the man a beer next time they were out if he didn’t bust his chops.

“Can I help?” She offered shyly.

“Not this time.” She worked so hard, he’d wanted to do something nice for her, and in the heat of the moment standing in Millie’s grocery store, cooking seemed like something simple. Something with no strings attached. But then Millie’d had him believing he could give Mario Batali a run for his money when he was done making what she’d called “the world’s best spaghetti recipe.” What a sucker. “But maybe Dax would like to help? What do you say, Dax?” he called. “Wanna help me cook dinner?”

“What are we eating?” he asked, rolling a dump truck across the rug.

“Spaghetti with meat sauce, salad, and garlic bread.”

“Can I butter the bread?”

“Sure thing.” It never ceased to surprise him what interested little kids. Especially someone like Dax.

Dax picked up the dump truck and brought it with him, placing it on the counter.

Travis reached for a cutting board and the bread. “Can you grab the butter?” Too late, he realized his mistake.

Truck in hand, Dax opened the fridge and looked in. “You have a lot of burritos in here.”

Busted by a seven-year-old.

Across the room, Weston snorted. “We call that bachelor food.”

“I want bachelor food. Mom, can I have bachelor food?”

“Only if you eat all your salad,” Elaine shot back. Two pink spots stained her cheeks. “So I take it spaghetti is a special occasion food?”

And busted by the mom.

What a clusterfuck.

Weston came to the rescue. “Hell yes. It’s campaign kickoff night. And everyone knows that on campaign kickoff night, the candidate cooks for the staff.

Elaine made a disbelieving noise in the back of her throat. But a smile pulled up the corner of her mouth. “This I have to see.”

“You doubt my prowess in the kitchen.”

“Given you eat two meals a day at Dottie’s, yes,” she shot back.

He threw his head back, laughing. He liked it when she showed her fire. “Prepare to be amazed.”

For the most part, dinner was a success. Weston only had to step in once, right as the spaghetti was about to boil over. And Dax had made the salad almost all by himself.

Elaine tossed her napkin on the table. “I’m impressed. This was delicious.” She craned her neck at the couch where Dax had stretched out, then turned back, delight in her eyes. “And you’ve tired him right out.”

He warmed under her appreciative gaze.

“Now we can include on your introductory mailer that you’re an excellent cook,” Weston teased. “That’s sure to garner you a couple dozen votes.”

Travis rolled his eyes.

Weston grew serious. “Given the hour, I’m gonna suggest we strategize tomorrow. Be prepared to put in long nights from here on out. There’s lots to do and not much time.”

“But the election’s two and a half months away” Elaine said, looking surprised.


“That’s about a day in campaign time. Remember, most campaigns start a year or more before election day. This is a special election, so we have to scramble.” Weston stood. “I’ll let myself out.” At the door, he turned. “Goodnight, kids. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t.” He gave them a salute and left, shutting the door behind him.

Silence settled between them, punctuated by Dax’s soft snores on the couch.

“Why don’t I do the dishes?” Elaine pushed up from the table and moved to the sink, turning on the water.

“I’ll help.” Why wouldn’t he? He knew where things went.

It had absolutely nothing to do with the fact that he could stand next to her, legs flush, brushing her hand as she handed him dish after dish.

It had nothing to do with the fact that she smelled like spring and roses.

And it had absolutely nothing to do with the way his heart tap-danced at the delight on her face when she’d first seen the ranch, or when she’d reluctantly accepted the electronics. Nothing at all.

“Thanks for bringing the toys out. Dax was thrilled.” She rinsed a plate and held it out. “He’s in love with the dump truck.”

Travis took the plate, letting his fingers brush hers simply to enjoy the snap of awareness that twined up his arm.

“Yeah, my brother loved the dump truck too.” For a moment, he saw his brother at Dax’s age. Long before the troubles had started.

“You’re not an only?”

He was surprised she hadn’t heard that through the town gossip mill. Surely someone would have let it slip that he’d turned in his own brother, and kicked him out of the house. His stomach slowly sank to his toes. Worst night of his life. And that was saying something. He shook his head, pressing his mouth closed. “We’re not… close.” That was a polite way of putting it. “We disagreed on the path his life should take. He rodeos now.” Travis was sure she was curious. He’d be, if the roles were reversed. But he made sure his tone of voice conveyed the subject wasn’t open for discussion. That chapter of his life was closed, and there was no sense drudging it up.

“Oh.” Her voice was small. Wistful. “I always wished for a sibling.”

He didn’t know how to answer that. So he fixated on her soapy hand circling the inside of the spaghetti pot, watching as the bubbles slid off to reveal her tiny, strong hand.

“Do you miss him?”

Her words slid under his carefully constructed armor, stabbing him in the underbelly. Bringing up all sorts of emotions he wasn’t prepared to unpack. Not now, maybe not ever. His body went tight, pain winding through him and squeezing his throat closed. He took the pot from her, hiding behind its bulk and moving it to the stove, as much to avoid her question as to give it space to dry.

But her eyes still lifted in question when he returned. He nodded, barely. “Yeah. I do.” His answer came out just above a whisper. The farther he got from the incident, the more he questioned his action. But it was too late to change anything. And after the words they’d exchanged… a simple apology wouldn’t cut it.

With a sympathetic noise, she turned, reaching a soapy hand to squeeze his arm. “I’m so sorry, Travis,” she said sincerely. “I’m sure he misses you too. I hope… I hope that someday you can mend fences.”

It was possible he loved her right then. Her belief in him shining on her face, so sweet and earnest. He didn’t deserve it. In spite of it, hell, maybe because of it, he couldn’t resist tucking a strand of hair that had fallen out of her ponytail behind her ear. Her eyes went dark and she gasped, her perfectly kissable mouth dropping open a fraction. Where in the hell was his willpower? Lost. Drowning in the dark pools of her eyes.

“I shouldn’t do this,” he whispered. “It’s improper.”

“I don’t want you to be proper, Travis,” she whispered back, eyes hazy with desire.

“I’m too old.” He swiped a thumb across her lower lip, unable to help himself. He had to see if it was as soft as the day before. It might have been softer.

“Age is a frame of mind.”

“Too hardened.”

“You have a soft heart.”

“You’re my employee now.” He traced a finger across her delicate cheekbone.

“I haven’t cashed the check.”

“You live in town.” He dropped his fingers to the top of her ear, brushing it in the barest of caresses.

She let out a little moan, a sound that went straight to his cock. “You don’t.”

“You leave the doors unlocked.”

She smiled faintly. “Always.”

That alone should have been reason enough to stop him. But he was too far gone. She drew him like a moth to flame, and she would burn him up. Cupping her neck, he dipped his head, sealing his mouth over her cotton candy lips. She sighed, a sweet sound coming from the back of her throat, as he teased his tongue over the inside of her full lower lip, and yielded. The feel of her tongue against his set off a chain reaction, starting at the top of his head and racing down his spine to settle in his belly in a molten ball of need. Groaning and pulling her close, he plundered her mouth, stunned as she came alive in his embrace, her tongue thrusting and stroking with a fire that matched his own.

He slid a hand down her back to cup her ass, high and firm from being constantly on her feet. The curve fit his palm perfectly, and she canted her hips against him. But this wouldn’t do. The angle was wrong. Not breaking their kiss, he clasped her hips and lifted, setting her on the counter and stepping between her legs so he could press his cock where it belonged against her sweet spot. She hooked a leg around his waist and molded herself to him, breasts pushing against his chest in a form of glorious torture.

Slipping a hand under the hem of her thin cotton shirt, he skated fingers up her satiny skin, stopping only when he encountered the lace of her bra. Brushing a thumb up the swell, he found her nipple, stroking back and forth through the material until she groaned into his mouth and arched into him.

Pulling back, he peppered her jaw with nipping kisses, tongue drawing a line down the creamy column of her neck, tasting a different kind of floral sweetness that made his cock jerk against his jeans, begging to be set free.

“Intoxicating,” he murmured into the space between her neck and collarbone, giving a little nip.

“Oh, yes, Travis,” she moaned quietly, running her fingers through his hair. “So good.”

God, she was gorgeous like this. Hair mussed, lips swollen and eyes drunk and heavy-lidded from his kisses. If they were alone, he’d ravish her right here on the kitchen counter.

If they were alone, the sober recesses of his brain reminded him.

Dax.

The thought acted like a bucket of ice. The kid would be traumatized for life if he woke up and saw him pounding Elaine. All the reasons why kissing her was the worst idea in the world came slamming back with a vengeance.

He pushed away, immediately missing her heat. “We can’t do this,” he said harshly.

“What?” Her eyes were still fuzzy and unfocused.

Every cell in his body argued against him, but he had to do it before he did something he’d truly regret. For both their sakes.

“This was a mistake.”

Her eyes focused to sharp points as understanding dawned and her face shuttered.

Jesus, what kind of an ass was he?

Might as well go for broke. She could hate him the way Colton did. He turned, making it to the door in half a dozen steps, pausing when the door swung open. “And in my house,” he said roughly, hand on the knob. “We lock the door. Always.”

He stalked into the darkness, feet carrying him across the yard and around the paddock.

What in Zeus’s butthole had he been thinking?





CHAPTER FIFTEEN


What in the hell had just happened? One minute she’d been convinced he was going to take her to bed. The next, he’d pushed her away and yelled about the damned door being unlocked. Elaine let her head fall back to rest on the cabinet, thoughts whirling, body still buzzing from the high of his touch.

Never in her twenty-four years had she been kissed like that.

Ever.

And for the first time in her life, she wanted more. She couldn’t help it, she wanted all of Travis Kincaid. Was it possible to be half in love with someone you’d only kissed once? She’d felt a world of possibility in that kiss, a future spinning out before her filled with happiness. Stability.

Pressing her fingers to the bridge of her nose, she inhaled a deep stuttering breath and slowly let it out. “Think, Elaine. Think.”

But she couldn’t. Not just yet, anyway. Travis’s kiss had detonated a bomb inside her. It was going to take a few minutes to collect herself. Her throat grew itchy and hot. She would not give into tears. She was stronger than that. Had endured too much. She’d made the mistake of allowing herself to hope. Something she wouldn’t be doing again.

Sliding off the counter, her gaze landed on the open bottle of wine. The temptation to pour herself a glass to steady her nerves was powerful. But she couldn’t risk it. Only one more year and then she could live like a normal human being. Blowing out a long sigh of frustration, she turned to the few remaining dishes still soaking in the sink. Turning on the faucet, she ran more hot water and soaped the sponge. At least her hands could stay busy while her thoughts raced.

Dax was asleep on the couch and Travis had stomped out. Who knew when he’d be back? Did he expect her to curl up on the couch next to Dax and wait for him to finish his little tantrum? Anger flashed through her. Should she call Weston? Or Dottie?

She shook her head, putting the soapy dishes on the other side of the sink to rinse. No, she was figuring this out on her own. But as soon as she took her GED she’d ask Dottie to teach her how to drive. For now she was stuck. But she wouldn’t be forever.

She rinsed the remaining dishes and grabbed a towel, slowly drying and putting them away, becoming acquainted with Travis’s kitchen layout. It had been a nice meal. Weston and Travis one-upping each other in an effort to make Dax laugh. And she’d been excited about the first project Weston had given her – identifying potential supporters based on analytics. She’d had no idea that voting software could be so sophisticated.

In spite of the way Travis made her feel, she wasn’t going to walk away from this job. The money alone was a game changer for her. And she’d endured far worse conditions for far less money. She’d have to keep reminding herself this was a business opportunity and nothing more. She pushed down the hard knot of disappointment that had lodged itself in her chest. Love just wasn’t in the cards for her.

With the kitchen set to rights, there was only one thing left to do. Squaring her shoulders, she headed for the door, stopping to brush her fingers through Dax’s light hair and give him a kiss on the forehead. His round pudgy face, angelic and sweet when he slept, pulled on her heartstrings. Everything for him. He would have the opportunities she never even knew existed.

Giving Dax a last kiss, she stood and marched out of the house. The night air was heavy and still. Not even a hint of a breeze. Her trailer would be an oven tonight, even with the tiny window AC unit running full blast. She had no idea where to look for Travis. She didn’t even know how big the property was.

Stepping off the porch, she wandered across the yard, scanning for anything out of the ordinary. Her ears filled with the sounds of crickets and frogs. Whoever said the country was quiet didn’t know what they were talking about. A coyote yipped in the distance.

As she came around the barn, a glorious sight stopped her in her tracks. A three-quarter moon hung low on the horizon, pouring light over the hills in its yellow majesty. Peaceful. Serene. A stark contrast to the man who leaned on the fence on the far side of the paddock, also gazing skyward.

The urge to go to him, to soothe the tension that held his shoulders tight, zipped down her legs, pushing her feet to move. But she held steady. She approached slowly and stopped within calling distance. The draw of his shoulders told her he’d heard her soft approach. Taking a deep breath, she braced for the words she knew she had to get out. “I’m not going to let you blow hot and cold with me, Travis.” She kept her voice low, but strong. “I deserve better.”

He dipped his head, arms tightening on the rail, but didn’t turn around.

Taking another fortifying breath, she continued. “I loved kissing you. But I can see you’re not ready for…” She cast about for the right word, but how could you describe anticipation and desire all rolled up into one? “Whatever it is that’s between us. Tomorrow I will cash your check, and when you pick me up I’ll be nothing more than your campaign person.”

She hated saying those words. They ripped through her with the intensity of a Band-Aid coming off. But it was for the best. At some point, if they became truly intimate, he would expect her to share things. Talk about her past. And then it would be over for good. Better a little pain now than total heartbreak later. “Please take me and Dax home.”

He swung around, his face stark and tight in the moonlight. “I’m sorry,” he rasped, scraping a hand across his jaw and shaking his head. “I shouldn’t have… I never meant to…” His eyes raked over her, wild and raw with turmoil. “You’re so beautiful. And soft. I would ruin you.”

God, that hurt. Hearing him say she was beautiful and that he’d ruin her in the same breath. As if she hadn’t already sunk so low. Hot tears poked at her eyelids. No one had ever called her beautiful. Or looked at her with the kindness that Travis had. But she had to think straight for her son. “We’re both adults,” her voice came out clipped and rehearsed. “You’ve given me a great job opportunity and we both can be professional.”

Travis sagged against the fence and nodded his head. “You’re right.” He pushed off and passed, giving her a wide berth.

That hurt too.

You’ve been through worse, she reminded herself as she followed at a distance. She waited below the porch while he checked the house, and returned with Dax folded over his shoulder, her new phone in hand.

After he locked the door, he stopped in front of her and stretched out the phone. “Take this with you,” he said roughly. “You never know when you or Dax will need anything. And teach Dax how to call 911.”

She nodded mutely and followed him to the truck, touching him as little as possible when he helped her up. The drive back seemed endless, silence pressing in on them from all sides.

“Wait here,” he said when he pulled up in front of her little trailer. He proceeded up the short walkway and let himself in, turning on a light. She jumped down and waited at the end of the truck while he pulled Dax out and marched ahead of her into the trailer. She hovered by the door while he put Dax to bed, unsure of where to stand so she could avoid his physical presence. But the place was so tiny, there was no avoiding him. He paused in front of her, stony-faced. For a long moment she held his gaze, unable to look away. He raised a hand and gently cupped her cheek, thumb sliding across her cheekbone. The ache in her chest was so intense, tears sprang to her eyes. Before she could blink them back, he’d stepped away and disappeared through the door.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


It was hotter than fuck. And dry. All he wanted was a glass of ice water. But if he moved, if he twitched, he’d give away their position to the enemy and they’d all get blown to bits. He still didn’t understand how they’d ended up using the same rendezvous point as the insurgents. Focused on the neck of the target in front of him, the hilt of his knife loosely grasped between his fingers, he was ready to let fly the second recognition hit the guy’s eyes. He would not compromise the mission. The figure turned and the knife clattered from his hand.

What the fuck? Dax?

Travis sat bolt up, body covered in sweat, breathing in great gasps.

Motherfucker.

He covered his eyes, still breathing in huge gulps, heart slamming in his ears.

“Oh God, oh God,” he gasped, hand shaking as he reached for his phone. “Oh fuck, pick up, pick up, pick up.” His stomach churned as the phone rang once, twice, three… four times.

“Tell me you’re calling in the middle of the night because you finally got laid.” Weston’s voice came through the speaker like a lifeline.

If only.

“No. I need the name of your shrink. The dreams keep getting worse.”

Weston’s voice became instantly alert. “How bad?”

He couldn’t tell him. No one could know how bad this dream was. He wanted to puke from it. “Killing people I know. Confusing them with former ops.”

“I’ll text you the number right off. Anything happen tonight to trigger it?”

“I kissed Elaine.”

“’Bout damn time.”

He might laugh if the dream hadn’t been so horrifying. “You know I can’t do that.”

Weston sighed into the phone. “Don’t sell me that truckload of manure. Not interested. You need to kiss her and keep kissing her until it’s okay. Or until she tells you to get lost for good.”

“Oh, that’s brilliant advice.” His voice dripped with sarcasm.

“All it is, is sensitization. Just like the horses. If kissing Elaine triggers you – kiss her more. If storms trigger you, go do a Goddamned rain dance until you can do it naked and laughing. But if you don’t believe me – talk to Doc Munger about it. All I can say is it helped me.”

His heart rate had slowed but was still racing. As long as he lived he’d never get that vision of Dax blotted from his head. “I think I’m gonna go take a walk.”

“That’s a good place to start. And Travis? This campaign is gonna be stressful. It’s good you’re dealing with this at the start.”

If this was the start, God help him when the going got tough as Weston had warned the other day it would. Still, if this was a wake-up call, maybe it was a good one. He didn’t ever want another dream like that one.

He grabbed his shirt from earlier, draped over the chair by his desk. Threw it on over his pajama bottoms and took the stairs two at a time. He had to get out of the house before the walls closed in on him. The tightness in his chest eased once he’d stepped off the porch. The moon cast everything in a pale silvery glow. Plenty of light for navigating through the pasture. He avoided his path this time, needing to focus his thoughts on where he stepped. Focusing on the unfamiliar always seemed to help drive the thoughts from his brain. He counted two rises before he saw the figure standing on the other side of the fence line.

Cassie.

Good. He needed to have a conversation with her anyway.

Judging from the way she held her body and the fact she was wearing pajama bottoms like he was, she’d had a rough night, too. “It’s the same moon over Kandahar,” he called out softly. “But the stars are brighter there.”

Cassie yelped, spinning around. “Jesus, Travis, you scared the shit out of me.” Her horse nickered in agreement and flicked her ears. “You scared Winny too. How in the hell do you do that?”

“Walk silently? How do you think?” The hard edge had returned to his voice.

She cocked her head studying him. “You okay?”

“If I was, I wouldn’t be out here. And neither would you.”

“Humor me, Navy boy.”

He laughed harshly at her jab. She had enough problems of her own, he wasn’t about to burden her with his. And she was the closest thing he had to a kid sister. He was supposed to be helping her. “Let’s just say it’s nothing that a moonlit walk won’t cure.”

“Why’d you rat me out to my mom?”

Travis cocked his head. “Who says I ratted?”

“Mom said she’d talked to you. Said you’d told her to tell me not to be late tomorrow.”

This time, he chuckled in earnest. “Your ma’s no dummy. But I didn’t rat you out.” He’d never betray her near miss, but he wasn’t above using her healthy fear of her mother to get her to show up to the Hansens’. “I might have applied a little tactical pressure though.”

“Hmph.”

His voice turned steely. “You blew me off today.” Had that really been today? So much had happened since then that his morning workout with Flipper seemed like ages ago.

“About that…” A cow lowed in the distance.

Travis placed his hands on his hips and studied the stars. “I’m waiting,” he muttered after a long silence.

“I had a nightmare after I fell asleep while on call the other night. I thought Parker was a Taliban fighter when he tried to wake me up.” She spoke so softly he barely heard her. But it registered, and when it did, he couldn’t help the sharp gasp as Dax flashed before his eyes again.

“That sucks.”

“Yeah.” She leaned her forehead into Winny, stroking the mare’s shoulder. “Surprised Parker, too. He landed on the floor. Woke up the whole unit.” She let out an embarrassed chuckle.

“You know, he may not have said it, but it doesn’t take an genius to see that Parker’s crazy about you.”

The pain in her voice echoed his own. “I don’t see why. I’m a fucked-up hot mess who can’t make it through the day without freaking out.”

So was she going to throw in the towel? Just give into it?

“You don’t have to be,” he yelled in frustration, more at himself than her, as Weston’s words fell out of his mouth. “You get to decide if your combat experiences are just a part of your story, or if they’re your only story.”

Fuck.

Weston was right. He had to get over this latest round of shit for himself. And for the sake of the town he loved. After a long while, he spoke softly. “No one ever goes on a mission solo. You’re part of a team, Cassie. And a smart warrior knows when to ask for help.”

“You know as well as I do, they’ll think I can’t hack it anymore, or they’ll try and medicate me.” Her voice was thick with worry and unshed tears. “I don’t know who I am when I’m not in the thick of it.”

And I don’t know who I am when I’m just Travis.

The awful truth of it hit him like a freight train. He might not have the addiction to adrenaline that she did, but he was no better off, hiding in his daily routine, keeping a rigid schedule. Protecting himself with rules and regulations so he didn’t have to think about who the real Travis was, outside of his chosen role as community protector. Hearing her was like holding up a mirror. Could he do the same for her? Be her mirror?

Travis pulled his gaze from the sky and focused on her. “So when you come home, you get a job as a firefighter and take unnecessary risks on the back of your bike. And you keep searching for that adrenaline high because that’s what you know.”

“But I love what I do,” she answered softly.

He nodded. “I know, I know.” He fisted his hands at his hips and looked up at the sky again. Maybe they could help each other. “Look at me. I’m no better. I went from killing machine to community protector.”

“At least you keep people safe.”

“Do I?” he asked harshly as names and faces flashed through his head. “Ask Parker’s uncle Warren or the others who died in the tornado how well I did that.” Ask my unit how well I protected them. Guilt hit him, fresh and hot as the hours after they’d died.

Did you ever get over it? Maybe that was a question for Dr. Munger. Could you ever go back to a normal, happy life? And if there was no going back, how did you move forward?

She scraped a hand over her face, nodding. “I was a coward today for blowing you off. I’m sorry. I’ll be there this afternoon.”

He grinned at her. He’d find a way. For himself and her too. “Admission is the first step to recovery. And this time, I’ll bring you myself.”

“Screw you, Travis.”

“I think the correct answer is hooya.”

“That’s hooah, Navy boy.”




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


“Don’t go far, Dax,” Elaine called. “Travis will be here any second to pick us up.” She grabbed a very full trash bag from the bin, tied it and hauled it out. She’d have just enough time to run it to the dumpster before Travis arrived promptly at four. He was never late.

The late July heat beat on her neck as she walked the distance to the dumpster. She simultaneously loved and dreaded every afternoon. She’d been surprised to discover she enjoyed the analytics of voter identification. Because of her work, Travis’s first piece of mail was about to be sent out to targeted residents across the county. It felt good, knowing she was making a difference. But it didn’t quite make up for the ache at the base of her throat that sprang up when she occasionally snuck a glance his direction.

It was for the best, their enforced distance, even if it felt awkward when they were alone. She could tell that Weston was doing his best to act as a buffer, staying for dinner every night. Even going so far as to offer to run her and Dax home. But one thunderous look from Travis and he’d backed off, allowing Travis to continue making the nightly trip.

An SUV she didn’t recognize pulled up, and Travis leaned an elbow out the window.

“What’s this? Did something happen to Weston’s truck?”

Travis shook his head and grinned. Her stomach tap danced right up to her heart. He didn’t smile nearly enough. But when he did, she couldn’t help but smile back. The hard planes of his face softened, and even though they were obscured by his aviators, she could tell his eyes sparkled. “Nope. Thought it might be time to retire my beat-up Chevy. Drive something more sheriff-like.” He hopped out of the car and opened the passenger door. “And check this out.” He gestured for her to look in the back seat. “Built-in booster seats.”

She leaned in, enveloped by new car scent. Sure enough, the middle of the back seat was folded down, and she could see how the seatbelt had been adjusted. “Sweet. Dax will love this. I don’t think he’s ever ridden in a new car.” Neither had she for that matter.

“Do you like it?”

She backed out of the door and shut it, turning to study him. There was something in his tone of voice that pulled at her. Was he looking for her approval? “Sure. I think it’s great.”

He seemed to relax. “Good, good.” Putting his hands on his hips he scanned the picnic area. “Where’s Dax?”

“He was here a second ago. Let me go find him.”

“No need.” Travis took off before she could stop him, calling back over his shoulder. “He’s probably on the swings.”

Elaine bit back a sigh. The view was just as gorgeous from behind as it was from the front. His worn Wranglers molded to his ass and cut into the back of his thigh. The man filled out a pair of jeans perfectly. She could keep her libido in check, but it was the sight of Travis and Dax returning together, hand in hand, that made her go gooey on the inside and had her fighting to find air. Dax was grinning from ear to ear and bouncing when he walked. The last time he’d bounced was the afternoon the tornado hit, when she’d given him a few dollars to get candy at the Five ’n Dime, and he’d bounced out of Dottie’s without a care in the world. Thanks to Travis, she was seeing a glimpse of her little boy again.

Not trusting herself to talk, she hurried around the front end and settled in, awed by the electronics and buttons on the dashboard. She’d relaxed into the very comfortable seat by the time they pulled to a stop at the end of the drive. Dax launched himself out of the back seat and made a beeline for the porch, shouting as he ran.

She hurried to catch up. “What’s this?” she asked when Travis reached her. Propped up against the porch was a brand-new bicycle. It was obviously for Dax, but she couldn’t understand why.

Travis shrugged, avoiding looking at her, instead watching Dax with a small smile. “He seemed bored inside. I thought he might like to learn.”

Elaine shook her head vigorously, staving off the panic that fluttered at the edge of her consciousness. She couldn’t be indebted to Travis like this. He’d done so much for them. Too much. “That’s so kind of you. But we really can’t–”

“Of course you can.” The tightness returned to his mouth. “Every kid needs to learn how to ride a bike.”

“But what if he falls? Gets hurt?” If anything happened to him, she’d never forgive herself.

“Elaine.” Travis turned, clasping her shoulders. “You’ve got to stop treating him like he’s porcelain. You have to let him be a kid.”

His touch warmed and comforted her. But not enough to let it go. Her throat caught. “But Warren died keeping him safe.” She shut her eyes, fighting the tears that sprang up at the thought of Warren’s sacrifice. She still couldn’t think of him without crying.

Travis pulled her into an embrace. She sagged against him, letting herself lean into his solid strength. Maybe it made her weak, that she needed his reassurance. But she couldn’t help it. She’d nearly lost her son. She couldn’t risk losing him again.

His hand came to her head, fingers massaging her scalp. “Warren did die protecting your son. And that is as wonderful as it is awful. But you have to let Dax be a little boy. If you teach him to stay afraid, he’ll go through his whole life that way. You can’t do that to him. I know you don’t want that for him.”

She nodded against his shirt, eyes wet.

“He’ll be okay. Even if he falls and scrapes a knee.”

She nodded again, taking a big shuddering breath, his masculine scent setting her head buzzing. Travis’s arms tightened around her and the air between them shifted. Became tense with sexual energy. Heat surged through her, setting her skin tingling and dropping with an ache to her core. Squeezing her eyes shut, she fought the butterflies that had taken flight in her stomach. With a small sigh of defeat, she pushed on his chest and stepped out of his embrace. But not before the lust in his eyes licked through her in another surge of awareness. She wanted that look. Wanted what came after a look like that. The kisses and caresses. And God help her, she wanted his cock. In her hand, in her mouth, pushing into her and filling her up six ways to Sunday, putting a glorious end to the tension that strung her out like a junkie.

Tearing her gaze away, she turned to the bike. “You have a helmet?” Her voice didn’t sound like her own.

“On the porch.” Neither did his. His words came out strangled. Tight.

She could do this. Act like there was nothing there. Be professional. Forcing a smile to her mouth, she called to Dax. “Let’s get your helmet on, kiddo.”

Dax grabbed the helmet hanging on the lintel and put it on his head. “I know how this works.”

“Let me help you snap it under your chin.” Travis moved to the bike and bent, securing the helmet. “Okay buddy, you can use the bike and go anywhere in the yard, but don’t use the pedals yet, got it?”

“Why not?”

“You’ve got to learn to balance first.” He gave Dax a fist bump.

Elaine cocked her head in wonder. “That’s very clever.”

“It’s how I learned. It doesn’t take long at all. Sometimes just a few hours. Did you learn with training wheels?”


She shook her head, shame prickling up the back of her neck. Yet another example of her pathetic childhood. “Never learned,” she said with an offhand shrug, hoping it came off like she didn’t care. There’d barely been food in the cupboards, let alone money for something as extravagant as a bike.

A muscle ticked in Travis’s jaw as he shook his head and he stalked around the corner of the house. Her insides burned as she watched him disappear. Was it that bad? That she’d never learned to ride a bike? She bit the inside of her cheek, focusing on the sharp pain instead of the dull ache in her chest. At least Dax had opportunities.

“Here, have a try.” Travis returned with an adult sized bike.

“Are you kidding?”

That hint of a smile was back, doing funny things to her insides. “Does it look like it? Never too late to learn.”

She crossed her arms. “Oh, no. I’m too old.”

“C’mon. I promise I won’t let you fall.”

Of course he wouldn’t. He’d stand right next to her, a protective tower of testosterone. And she’d fall over, not because she couldn’t balance, but because all she could think about was rubbing herself against him. A nervous giggle escaped. “But you don’t have a helmet.”


“Didn’t wear one when I learned. And you’ll be fine here in the yard.”

There was no getting out of this. She could tell by his determined stance. Opening her hands, she gave in. “Fine. Teach me how to ride a bike.”

The smile he gave her pulled at something deep inside her. He looked as excited as Dax. “Okay, same rules as Dax. Hop on and I’ll adjust the seat.” He held onto the handlebar and stood aside so she could swing a leg over the seat.

She covered his hand with hers, just for balance, of course. And stood still while he squatted down and ran a hand up the side of her leg. She was pretty sure touching her thigh had nothing to do with adjusting the seat, but she wasn’t about to complain. Not with the waves of electricity shooting up to rest at her apex. She clenched her thighs, but that did nothing to stave off the sweet ache. Only one thing would do that, and it wasn’t in the cards for them.

Travis’s voice was husky in her ear. “There. That should be better. Sit back.”

She settled on the seat and discovered she could easily keep her feet flat on the ground.

He nodded his approval. “Great, now walk the bike around in a big circle. Get a feel for how it moves.”

It was awkward going, at first. The backs of her legs hit the pedals. But she widened her stance and the bike moved more easily.

“Travis,” Dax called. “Chase me.”

His grin returned. “Duty calls. Will you be okay?”

“Of course.”

He jogged to where Dax was scooting across the yard, waving his arms and making monster sounds. She laughed out loud. If her camera hadn’t been in her purse, she’d have taken a video. She’d gone crazy over the last few weeks, taking pictures and videos of Dax, entertaining them both. She didn’t have any baby pictures of him, so she wanted to make up for lost time.

Elaine continued scooting around the yard, keeping half an eye on the pair. What would happen if she gave a hard push? Sticking one leg out, she pushed with the other. The bike wheeled forward with a little wobble. She tried it on the other side. Still a wobble. Stopping, she made sure her weight was evenly divided and pushed again. This time the bike went a little further with no wobble. Confidence surged through her. She could do this. Giving a harder push, she tried a little turn. The bike tipped. Down came her foot. Okay, not ready for turns. But balancing was coming.

“Mommy, look!” Dax called from across the yard. Travis gave the boy a push and he rolled across the yard, feet sticking out to the side before the bike wobbled. He’d gone about three feet, but it was a start. “Good for you, honey,” she cheered.

The proud smile on his face spoke volumes. “Your turn, Mommy.”

She gave a push, imitating Dax, and getting almost as far before the bike wobbled.

“Good job, Mom.”

She couldn’t help the happy laugh that bubbled out of her. “I’m getting there.”

“Here,” Travis’s gravelly voice slid over her. “Let me give you a push. On three.” He counted off and sent the bike flying, feet crunching close behind. Elaine kept her feet out as long as she dared, laughing at the pure joy of it. He was right there, wrapping an arm around her shoulder once she’d rolled to a stop. “I knew you could do it.”

She warmed at the pride in his voice. Wanted to wrap it around her like a blanket. Letting out a sigh of pure contentment, she leaned her head against him. “Thank you, Travis. This means so much to me.”

He stiffened, dropping his arm. Clearing his throat, he stepped back, a scowl on his face and all business again. “Time to head in.” He turned and marched back to the house without a backward glance.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Travis pulled to a stop in front of Elaine’s trailer and reached for the box on the front seat. He seemed to have a soft spot for Dax he couldn’t shake. Last week it had been the bike, and this week when he’d returned to the police station from Manhattan, package in hand, Weston had cocked an eyebrow and shaken his head.

“What?” he’d growled. If the kid was gonna learn to ride horses, he needed a real pair of boots. And what kid didn’t want a cowboy hat?

“When you gonna wake up and smell the coffee?” Weston had asked.

There was no coffee to smell. Dax was a good kid. And he enjoyed having Dax at the house. Why wouldn’t he want to do things that put a smile on the kid’s face? He hadn’t exactly had the easiest life to date.

And the SUV had made good sense. Granted, it dug into his nest egg a little more than he’d wanted. Okay, a lot more. But he was tired of borrowing Weston’s truck to bring Elaine and Dax back and forth. The built-in car seat in the back was just unexpected bonus. Nothing more. Grabbing the box, he opened the door and jogged up the short walk.

It was only seven in the morning, but already the air was thick and heavy. The heat and humidity had been building for days, and one of these afternoons it would storm. Thankfully tornado season was over, although technically, with the right conditions another one could spin up. Unease prickled up his spine. No one looked at the skies the same way anymore. Not even him.

Elaine’s door stood open but he still knocked twice, pushing away the flash of irritation at her insistence on leaving her home unsecure. That was a battle he wasn’t going to win.

“Come in,” she called from inside. “Dax is finishing breakfast.”

Stepping in, he tucked the box behind his back. Not that it got past the eagle eyes of a seven-year-old.

“What’s that?” Dax pointed to the box.

“Something you need for today.”

Elaine gave him a look of exasperated pleasure that had his cock jerking in his shorts. By the time the special election rolled around, he’d be immune to her, right? Ha. Tell yourself another lie, asshole.

Ignoring the voice in his head, he laid the box on the table. “Go ahead. Open it.”

Dax dug into the box with the enthusiasm of a kid on Christmas morning. He couldn’t wait to see the boy’s reaction to the boots. His chest pulled tight, then relaxed at the delight on Dax’s face. It felt so good he almost wanted to bring him something every day. Just to feel that warmth spreading across his chest again.

“Travis,” Elaine reprimanded, but unable to keep a smile off her face. “You really don’t have to do this.”

“Nonsense. Every boy around here needs a hat and boots.” He glanced back over at Dax, who’d immediately put on the cowboy hat, and was sitting on the floor, pulling on the boots. His heart twisted. For a split second, he’d flashed to a memory of Colton yanking on a pair of boots, excited to ride with their dad. He ignored the tickle in his throat and kept talking. “If he’s going to spend a day helping us with the horses, it’s a requirement.”

Elaine reached for her wallet. “At least let me pay you, then.”

He widened his stance, crossing his arms. “Nope.” He hadn’t intended to buy anything on his weekly trip up to Manhattan, but he’d found himself in front of the western wear shop on Poyntz, and he couldn’t resist taking a look.

“Travis.” Her face softened and the faintest whisper of pink crossed her cheeks. Maybe her plain white shirt was his favorite. It set off her pale skin and brought out the color in her cheeks, as well as the blue of her eyes. She opened her mouth to speak, but Dax interrupted.

“Mom, mom, mom. Look.”

She swung her gaze to her son, her face lighting. Her reaction was even better than Dax’s. He’d definitely bring them something every day to be the recipient of that look.

“Every inch the cowboy.” She turned back to Travis, eyes full of concern. “You’ll make sure he stays safe?”

He nodded. “Of course.” There was no way he’d let anything happen to Dax. “Remind me where you’re off to?”

Dottie crowded into the living room. “I’m driving Elaine to Manhattan to take her GED today. You ready, sweetie pie?”

“What?” His stomach sank. He should be the one to take her. “Why didn’t you tell me? I could have–”

A flush rose up Elaine’s neck. “I wanted to do this on my own. You’ve done so much already.”

God, he wanted to hold her. Reassure her and kiss away her worry. He hated seeing her face pinched with anxiety. It made his chest hurt. He would do anything to see her smile. He cleared his throat. “I’m sure you’ll knock it out of the park.”

And there was the smile that warmed his belly. “Thanks. Dottie’s been a great tutor. I’m prepared.” And her quiet confidence. “Are you sure you’ll be okay with Dax?”

“Don’t you worry about Dax, sweetie pie,” Dottie reassured her. “Between Travis and the Hansens, someone will have eyes on him at all times.”

Elaine bent and gave Dax a hug. “You be good, ’kay? Listen to Travis?”

He squirmed out of her hug. “I’ll be fine, Mom.”

She stood and took a deep breath, turning her focus to him. “Thanks again. Call if you need anything.”

The urge to take her in his arms and press away the wrinkle above her nose had his hands twitching. But he stepped aside to let her pass, fisting a hand at his side so he didn’t reach out.

“All set, kiddo?” Travis asked, dropping a hand to the boy’s shoulder.

Dax grinned up at him. “I’m having a man’s day, huh?”

“You bet, buddy. But let’s go get some grub first. How does special breakfast at the food truck sound like?”

Travis fought to keep from laughing as Dax’s eyes narrowed shrewdly. “Can I have chocolate milk?”

“Does your mom let you have chocolate milk?”

He looked a little guilty. “Sometimes, but not at breakfast.”

This kid. He should say no. “Well, I bet once won’t hurt. Chocolate milk it is.” Warmth spread across his chest as he was rewarded with another toothy grin.

Hours later, Dax stood on the rungs of the pen, arms draped over the top as he watched Hope coach Cassidy through a pattern with a big gelding. Travis slung an arm over his narrow shoulders as Cassidy left the ring. “What do you think, buddy? Would you like to do that someday?

Dax nodded eagerly. “And I want to ride a bucking bronco too.”

Again the pang. Colton had become obsessed with bucking broncos at roughly the same age. “First, let’s get you riding tame horses. How does that sound?”

Hope returned to the paddock with a small palomino mare. “This is Sunny. She’s half Arabian. I picked her up in Oklahoma about a week ago. She’s real gentle and on the small side. Does she fit the bill?”

Travis nodded. Pleased. She’d be the perfect first horse for a new rider. He tilted his head and eyed Dax. “What do you say? You want to ride her?”

“Yeah,” he shouted, hopping off the fence.

“First rule of horseback riding,” he said as he caught up to Dax. “No yelling around the horses. It scares ’em, right? And what do you think would happen if a horse got scared?”

Dax thought for a minute. “Would it buck you off?”

“It might. And we promised your mom safety first, right?”

Dax nodded.

Hope bent. “Okay, Dax. I’m going to teach you how to join up with Sunny here. You know what that is?”

Dax’s eyes were saucers. He shook his head. “It’s when the horse and rider get to be friends. Would you like to be friends with Sunny?”

He nodded rapidly.

She handed him a looped lead line. “Okay, I’m going to be right here next to you the whole time.”

Travis hung back by the gate, watching with a combination of excitement and pride as Hope took the boy through the same process she’d taken the adults.

Cassidy came to stand next to him, her eyes fixed on the pair in the ring. After a minute, she spoke. “You were right, you know. About the horses helping. Thanks.”

“I know someone you can talk to if you decide to take the plunge. It’s been… helpful.” He wouldn’t admit that to many people, that his sessions in Manhattan with Dr. Munger had helped him. But maybe by being the example, she’d see that talking to someone wasn’t as scary as being afraid to go to sleep.

Cassie narrowed her eyes. “Does this bend toward self-improvement have to do with running for sheriff or with a certain lady?”

He shrugged, avoiding her gaze. “We all have shit to deal with. Maybe I just got tired of hauling mine around for so long.”

“Hhmph.”

“Hey Travis, look!” Dax called enthusiastically from atop Sunny. “I’m riding all by myself.”

The warm spot in his chest grew. “Lookin’ good there, kiddo.” He pulled out his phone. “Let me take a picture and send it to your mom. She’ll be so proud of you.” Dax gave him a huge smile and he snapped a picture, sending it off in a quick text to Elaine.

Cassidy nudged him. “Your grin is about as big as his. What gives?”

His smile froze. “Nothing. He’s a good kid, that’s all.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “I always knew the Navy was filled with bullshitters.” Pushing off the fence, she gave him a finger wave as she headed for her old Yamaha motorcycle. “See you ’round.”

Cassidy was wrong. He’d be proud of any kid who had begun to turn around the way Dax had. It was his job to be kind to all the children in Prairie. Teach them that police were friendly, safe. Sure, he liked Dax. Dax was a great kid. But it wasn’t like he was related to the boy.

The breeze shifted, bringing with it the scent of rain. Travis turned and studied the sky. Clouds were building to the southwest. They probably had another ten, maybe fifteen minutes before the rain came. Thunder rolled in the distance. Travis glanced over to the pen. Dax had stiffened in the saddle, face scrunched up.

Poor guy. He didn’t like storms much either since the tornado.

“Hope, let’s wrap things up. Storm’s a comin’”

She gave him a thumb up.

Travis circled the pen and came around to where Hope’s mustang, Buttercup, stood. “Come on, girl. Time to get you back to the barn.” He took the reins, and began leading the horse around to the barn. By the time Buttercup had been put in the stall and the tack put away, the sky had gone dark and big fat raindrops were splatting on the ground.

When he reached the pen, he could see Dax with his hands full of rope, eyes wide with fear. “It’s just a storm, Dax. No one’s going to get hurt. Take the rope to the tack room, and then head up to the house, will you?”

Hope handed Travis the reins to Sunny. “Take Sunny to the barn and tie her to the post. We can unsaddle her once we’ve put the rest of the stuff away.” She gestured to the remaining obstacles and tack at the far end of the arena.

He hurried to the barn with Sunny, looping her reins around a post halfway down the aisle, and turned just as a bright flash of lightning and an instant clap of thunder ripped across the sky. The heavens opened up, and the rain came down in curtains. Hunching his shoulders, he jogged to the pen, instantly soaked through. “I’ll take the rest. You head up to the house,” he shouted over the din. Hope handed him the last of the tack, and he raced for the barn.

The storm was a doozie. The rain came in sheets as black sky glowed where lightning popped around him. He hurried through the rest of the chores, glad that Hope was around to reassure Dax.

When he arrived on the back porch several minutes later, Hope handed him a towel. “I hope Cassie made it home before the rain hit,” she said breathlessly. “I haven’t been caught in a downpour like that in ages.”

“Me either.” Shaking out his Stetson, he scanned the porch, then went cold. “Where’s Dax?”

Hope gave him a funny look. “I thought he was following after you?”

He shook his head, icy fingers of dread clutching at his heart. “I sent him to the tack room with the ropes and told him to head up here.”

“I’ll check inside.”

Wind screamed through the trees as the rain pelted down furiously. But the sky didn’t have any of the sick green color that indicated tornadoes were close. This was just a big summer thunderstorm. Totally normal for Kansas in August. Travis tried to calm the rising panic in his chest. He was probably hiding somewhere inside, scared of the storm.

Hope returned, shaking her head. Travis was off the porch in a flash, running through the mud to the barn. Dax had to be in the barn. Goddammit. Why hadn’t he thought to check the weather today? Or ask Elaine how Dax had reacted to storms since the tornado? “Dax?” he called out as soon as he’d pushed open the barn door. “I’m here, Dax. Everything is okay.”

Nothing but the deafening sound of rain and thunder shaking the timbers. The storm was louder out here than in the house. Much louder. “Dax,” he yelled. Dread gnawed at him. He was a cop for chrissakes. Elaine had relied on him to keep her son safe, and he’d gone and lost the boy.

Travis searched the empty stalls. No Dax. A sick ache fisted in his chest as he checked the tack room. He paced the aisle. Where in the hell was he? Maybe in the loft? “Dax?” he shouted as he climbed. He would not give into panic. “Panic is not productive,” he chanted in time to his climbing. He squinted through the dim, looking for anything unusual or out of place. Nothing. And the storm was even louder up here. No place for a scared kid. Surely he couldn’t be out in the storm? Travis slid open the second-story door to look out, just in case, but he couldn’t see for shit. The heavy rain had reduced visibility to a few feet. Another bang of thunder shook the barn.

The ache in his chest grew, squeezing on his throat. “Think, Travis. Think. If you were scared, you’d try to make yourself as small as possible.” The boy had to be somewhere in the barn. He must have missed it in his panic. He climbed down the ladder and looked again in the stalls, giving extra care to the dark corners.

“Dax. Come out, buddy,” he choked out. “I’m here, kiddo.” He’d never forgive himself if anything happened to the boy. He stepped inside the tack room, flipping on the light this time. He passed over a pile of blankets, then paused, looking closer. “Dax?” He crossed the room in two steps, sinking to his knees. He pulled back the blanket and sagged with relief, hands shaking as the adrenaline released.

The sight of Dax curled into a tiny rigid ball, eyes squinched shut, a grimace on his face and fingers stuffed in his ears, shredded him to his core. His throat grew tight with emotion and his eyelids prickled. “I’m here, son. It’s okay. You’re safe. I’m here.” He hauled Dax into his lap and leaned back against the wall, rocking him and stroking the boy’s back, repeating the words over and over. He tightened his embrace, aware that Dax was shaking like a leaf.

Travis had never been so afraid in his life, nor so relieved. Not even when his unit had been ambushed. The realization slammed into him with the force of a freight train, momentarily stealing his air. He loved this little guy. More than anything. Travis dropped his head back to the wall, blowing out a breath. Fucking hell. What was he supposed to do now?




CHAPTER NINETEEN


Travis paced the kitchen like a caged lion, alternately checking on the burgers he was prepping for dinner and on Elaine, who sat at the table with her back to him. How many times in the past month had he wanted to quit their stupid charade and kiss her? She belonged with him. They just fit. He couldn’t explain it any other way. The house felt like a home with her here at the table and Dax running around in the yard. He no longer felt uncomfortable with the way the front door stood open, so they could keep an eye on Dax. The election would be over in three weeks’ time. Then what? He couldn’t go back to the way things were. Wouldn’t.

“What do you think of this ad?” Elaine called from the table.

Travis stopped behind her and braced an arm on the table beside her. Heat licked up his spine as he caught a whiff of her shampoo. He shut his eyes against the zing of awareness that had his cock doing a happy dance.

He slid a glance her way. She sat perfectly still, jaw tight. He itched to trace a finger down the line of her jaw, melt her cool facade. See her drop her head and expose the creamy curve of her neck. His cock jerked against his jeans as he stared hungrily at the pout of her mouth. How many restless nights had he endured over the last month? How many of his dreams had she haunted? He’d lost count. What he longed for, hell, needed, was to feel what they’d felt that first night in the kitchen at the beginning of the summer. A world of possibility had opened up for him in that moment, and he’d been too much of a chickenshit to seize it. This distance was his fault.

She glanced over, her eyes widening, mouth parting. Could she hear his heart pounding? “Elaine,” he rasped, dipping his head.

Weston burst in the door. “Did I interrupt something?” he asked with a smirk.

Asshole.

Travis stepped back with a growl. “Yes,” he snarled, done with the bullshit.

“No,” Elaine answered at the same time.

“You two will have to work out whatever’s going on between you another time. Right now we have to talk about the First Responder’s Ball in two weeks.”

“Not going,” he gritted out, crossing his arms. He hated those damned events. He’d happily give them his money, but he wasn’t going to stuff himself into a suit and stand around making small talk with a bunch of young responders who only wanted to get drunk and dirty dance with their girlfriends.


“Not going to what?” Dottie poked her head in the door behind Weston.

Jesus Christ on a pogo stick. Were they all conspiring against him today? “First Responder’s Ball.”

Dottie stepped around Weston, holding an envelope and skewering him with a pointed look. “Considering the funds raised this year are going to defray my future son-in-law’s medical bills, I hope that’s not the case.”

Shit. Parker had recently been injured in a burnover out in Colorado and had barely escaped with his life. “I’ll write a check. Double it. But I’m not going to that thing. You know how I hate them.”

Weston crossed his arms. “I know you’ve refused in years past, but this time, Mr. Candidate, you’re going. Half the town is going this year. First responders are your people. You need to go shake hands. I guarandamntee you that Lawson will be there, so you’re going, too.” He narrowed his gaze, eyes snapping. “Unless this candidacy is pure BS. In which case, quit wasting Elaine’s and my time.” Weston’s tone brooked no argument.

Elaine stood. “Maybe I should check on Dax?”

Dottie shook her head. “He’s riding his bike in the yard. And I need to talk to you.” She waved the envelope and held it out. “This came in the mail.”

Travis didn’t miss the way Elaine’s shoulders tightened. She pushed her chair back. “Do you think?”

Dottie nodded expectantly. “Open it.”

She shook her head. “I can’t. I’m too nervous.”

“Don’t be, sweetie pie. You were ready for that test.” Dottie pressed the envelope into Elaine’s hands.

Even from across the room, Travis could see how her hands shook, pulling apart the paper. But her smile had him crossing the room before she squeaked, “I passed.”

With a shout, he pulled her into a hug and spun her around, kissing her forehead. “I knew you could do it! I’m so proud of you.”

She laughed, eyes shiny with unshed tears, and hugged him back. He knew the exact moment when she caught herself because she stiffened in his arms. Biting back a groan of frustration, he let her slide down his body, not releasing her until her feet touched the floor.

“We all knew you could do it, sweetie pie,” Dottie stepped over and wrapped her in another hug.

Weston caught his eye and arched a brow. God, he wanted to fucking punch something. Why shouldn’t it be the most natural thing in the world for him to swing her around? He loved her. The realization pulled him up short. Weston was right, maybe he’d loved her from the start. There was no denying she’d crawled under his skin day one and taken up residence. But the transformation had been so subtle. Like he’d been walking north without a compass and ended up facing south. And everyone had seen it but him. It shouldn’t surprise him, he loved Dax. Would do anything for the boy. And how could you love one without the other?


The problem was, what to do about it? This changed everything. For starters, their self-imposed distance needed to end, pronto. They could figure out the rest later.

“I only popped in for a minute,” Dottie said as she moved to the door. “And Travis, I better see you at the First Responder’s Ball.” She gave him a no-nonsense glare that had him squirming down to his toes.

“Yes ma’am.” He never could say no to Dottie. She’d been like a second mother to him.

As soon as the screen door clicked shut behind her, Weston tossed a thick manila envelope down on the table. “Elaine, you’ll need to go with Travis. He’ll need someone to help him remember everything in this dossier. It’s a list of names and photos of all the police chiefs, assistant chiefs, fire marshals and fire chiefs in the county, as well as any pertinent cases from the last five years.”

Elaine’s eyes grew wide and she backed up, shaking her head. “Oh no. That’s a bad idea. I’m no good at that sort of thing. An-an-and I don’t have a dress.”

Weston crossed his arms, mouth drawing down. “You have time to get one. It’s a week away. Besides…” His mouth twitched. “That’s why Travis pays you the big bucks.”

“I need to check with Dottie, too. You’re not the only person I work for.”

“Don’t you think she’d have said something just now, if it was going to be a problem? Besides, it always looks better when the candidate has a date. Voters want to see Travis as settled and capable. And Lawson is the kind of guy who’d show up with… someone less classy than yourself. It’s an opportunity to point out the difference between the two without saying a word.”

She was grasping at straws. And he knew why she was doing it. Would she change her mind once they’d talked? He didn’t want to put on a penguin suit and parade around shaking hands any more than she did, but he could manage it with her by his side. Hell, it might even be fun.

Weston continued. “There will be other dignitaries there as well, and likely a few people from the unions and the governor’s office. They’ve rented out the ballroom at the Bison & Bull Inn. I’ve already reserved adjoining suites for the two of you. Elaine, you’ll have to find someplace for Dax to spend the night.”

“Oh no. I’m not spending the night away from him. What if he needs me?” The fear radiating off Elaine was palpable, but it wasn’t like Dax was a baby.

“He’ll be fine with Dottie and Teddy,” said Travis. “And we can head back early the next day.”

“Travis never sleeps past zero dark thirty,” added Weston.

“But if Dottie is going who would stay with Dax?”

Damn, the woman was stubborn when she made up her mind. He admired it, even as her refusal to join him irritated the heck out of him. “Dottie won’t be spending the night, she’s got to open up the food truck. My guess is he’d stay with Teddy. Teddy hates these things as much as I do.”

She shook her head firmly. “No. I’m sorry. You can go, but I’m going to stay here.”

“Dax will be fine, and if he’s not at first, he’ll learn to be fine.”

Elaine bristled, voice rising. “Don’t you tell me how to parent my child. I know him better than anyone.”

That got his hackles up. Didn’t she see what she was doing? “You suffocate him,” he countered, voice tight. “You hardly let him be a kid. He needs to fall down. He needs to be scared and know he’s going to come out of it okay.”

“What do you know about parenting?” she yelled. “You just come around like a jolly uncle. All fun and games. None of the worry, none of the anxiety.”

That stung. Especially after his experience with Dax in the storm. “I know I was raised by a single dad and it wasn’t easy, and I turned out fine,” he yelled back. Except Colton hadn’t turned out so fine. And when their dad had died not long after he’d passed his SEAL Tactical Training, Colton had been pretty much left to fend for himself. No wonder he’d made bad choices.

Elaine’s eyes sparked with anger and hurt. “You don’t know what he’s been through. He’s had enough fear to last a lifetime.”

“Then he damn well better learn how to handle it,” he roared. “All you’re teaching him is to be afraid of everything.”

“Stop it, stop it,” cried Dax from the door. “Stop yelling at my mommy.” He stood just inside the door, a look of worry and fear on his face, covering his ears.

Fuck. The fight drained out of him. He was an asshole. How many times had he pleaded with his parents to stop the yelling before his mother had finally abandoned them? How many times had he hidden on the stairs, half covering his ears, terrified of what he’d hear but unable to block it out completely? His stomach churned.

“I should go,” Elaine said quietly. She looked over to Weston. “Can you bring us home, please?”

No. Nononono. Shit. He had to make this right. He crossed the room and squatted down to get eye level with Dax. “I’m sorry you heard me yelling, buddy. I didn’t mean to scare you. Sometimes adults have disagreements. Even–” Even adults who love each other. Voicing that thought scared the shit out of him. “Even adults who are… good friends,” he finished lamely. God, he was making a clusterfuck out of this.

He turned back to Elaine. The look on her face cut him to the core. He had to make this right. Had to. He stood and closed the distance between them, taking her hand between his. “Please don’t go? I’m sorry I lost my temper.” A knot formed at the base of his throat. “I was out of line. But I want you to know…” he swallowed, the words sticking in his mouth. “I-I want you to know how much I care about Dax.” She looked like she was about to cry. Because of him. What an ass. “Please say you’ll stay?”




CHAPTER TWENTY


Weston’s voice cut in. “All right kids, time to get back on track. I’ve got to get back to the station.” He strode to the door, stopping to ruffle Dax’s hair. “You two need to put this aside and remember the election is in twenty-one days. The work only gets more intense from here on out. I’ll see you two tomorrow.” He gave them a little salute and shut the door behind him with a click.

The sound echoed through the room.

Elaine inhaled deeply, trying to steady the riot of emotions swirling through her. The urge to run, embarrassment at the realization that Travis was right. She did hover over Dax. She couldn’t help it. Sitting in Dottie’s basement in the dark, wind screaming around them – her life had flashed before her eyes. More importantly, her life without her son had flashed before her eyes.

She covered her face, momentarily overwhelmed. “You’re right. I helicopter. And I don’t mean to. I’m just. So. Scared,” she said thickly. Hot tears rose up, and try as she might, she couldn’t stop them this time. “I couldn’t live if anything happened to him.”

Travis’s arms came around her, pulling her into his chest. His strength, the steadiness of him, was her undoing. The tears came freely. “You have no idea how terrifying it was. Sitting there, in the dark, not knowing if he was okay. If I’d ever see my baby again.”

“Hush, now,” he soothed, rubbing her back. “You’re both okay now. And I promise I’ll do my best to keep you both safe.”

The conviction in his voice drove right to her heart, twisting in the most bittersweet way. She loved him. And it hurt that this was the most she could hope for – a gentle hug and words of encouragement when she needed it. It could be worse. He could hate her. She sniffled, dragging in a rough breath. Her job with him would be over in three weeks. Maybe it was time to think about moving on. Travis would be elected sheriff. He’d have to move to Marion. And someday, he’d find some nice, respectable lady to settle down with. Someone without an embarrassing past who’d make a nice sheriff’s wife. And she wasn’t sure she could handle watching that. She had limits.

She stepped out of Travis’s embrace, instantly missing it. But it was for the best. She couldn’t torture herself this way. Wiping a finger beneath her eyes, she nodded. “Weston was right. We need to get to work.”

Travis gave her a hard look, then nodded slowly. “Right. I smell the burgers. C’mon Dax. Why don’t you help me put dinner out?”

The burgers were delicious, but did nothing to cut the tension between them. Even Dax remained subdued. Elaine studied Travis, sneaking glances at him throughout the meal. His face was alternately thunderous, then soft. The lines of his mouth would grow deep at turns, then soften. As if he was wrestling with some kind of inner beast.

After dinner was no better. Travis was distracted, missing every question she directed at him, and when he finally heard them, only answering in one-word grunts. “Enough,” she said sharply, pushing back from the table. “Please take us home. We’re not getting any work done here.”

He gazed at her intently, eyes inscrutable. “Weston was right.”

“About what?” Why did her heart pound when he stared at her like that?

“All of it. About needing to go with a classy date.”

“I’m not classy.” The words were out of her mouth before she realized it.

“Of course you are,” Travis objected flatly.

Fine. He wanted to go there? “I’m a high school dropout, Travis.”

“Who just earned her GED.”

“I had Dax when I was seventeen.” She shuddered at the memory. “You know what they called me in school? Slut. Whore.” She held out her scarred arms, unable to stop the barrage now that she’d let go. She was like a bubbling pot of shame and humiliation. “And I know you’ve seen these. I see the questions in your eyes when you look at them.” Her chest flamed. “Classy, isn’t it? A girl who slept around and cut herself? Who has a track record of shitty choices?” She stopped short of telling him the worst. The words were right there. But she couldn’t bear to see the disappointment that would surely cover his face. It would break her.

She brushed her eye and took a shuddering breath, diving back in to press her point home. “You know who’s classy? Emmaline Andersson. She makes beautiful dresses that everyone oohs and ahhs over.” She couldn’t stop. It was like he’d unscrewed a faucet. “Millie Prescott is classy. Look how she opened up her store after the tornado and gave everyone food. I’m just a single mom who works two jobs to barely get by. I don’t even know how to drive.” Her neck was on fire. Her cheeks too, from the feel of it. How pathetic was that? Twenty-four and she didn’t even know how to drive. She shook her head, lowering her gaze so Travis wouldn’t see the tears threatening to spill over again.

The silence weighed heavy between them. “All that shows is that you’ve done what it takes to support your son. You’ve never said an unkind word to anyone or about anyone as long as I’ve known you. And Dottie sings your praises. She doesn’t do that for just anyone.”

She glanced up at him through wet lashes, surprised by the gentleness in his voice. His expression took her breath away. His eyes lit with earnestness, his face a mixture of frustration and admiration. “You’re plenty classy, Elaine.”

Well, color her stunned.

First, he called her beautiful, now this? That he thought she was classy? She opened her mouth to object, but the fire went out of her. She snapped it shut. “Fine. I’ll consider going.”

The car ride home was quiet. Nobody felt like talking, and that was fine with her. She was all out of words anyway. Dax’s quiet snores filled the interior. Travis shut off the car. “Wait here.”

She laid a restraining hand on his arm. “You really don’t have to do this.”

“Of course I do,” he growled, and slipped out the driver’s side door.

Of course he did. He’d never let her enter a space that he didn’t know for certain had been secured. Not in a million years. Sighing, she stepped out of the SUV and leaned against the side, studying the stars. They were just enough on the edge of town, the sky was littered with stars. Not as many as on the ranch, where it was truly dark. But more than in town. She traced the few constellations she knew while she waited for Travis to complete his nightly ritual.

The first time he’d done it, she’d been mortified. She’d left a pile of laundry on the bed, including her underthings waiting to be folded. Now she didn’t leave the house until her room looked tidy. She turned toward the sound of Travis’s boots crunching on the gravel, heart thudding extra hard at the smoldering look he sent her way as he opened the rear passenger door to grab Dax. Her son still looked small, draped over his shoulders, snuggling into his neck. She shut the door behind Travis and followed them into the house, casting about for someplace to stand while Travis put Dax to bed, and finally settling for perching against the banquette where she and Dax usually ate.

Travis covered the few feet between Dax’s bunk and where she stood in three steps. He stopped in front of her, his bulk dominating the space. Something was different this time. Energy radiated off him and she couldn’t look anywhere but into his intense eyes. He brought a palm to her face, thumb caressing her cheek, before sliding his hand around to cup the base of her head. Her hand landed on his chest, drawn there as if by a magnet. His rough voice, skated over her skin, drawing it tight. “We need to talk. But first…”

She registered his intent a millisecond before his head dipped and his mouth came crashing down on hers, hot and possessive. Fireworks exploded in her head with the force of a Fourth of July grand finale. She softened and melted as his arm came around her, pulling her against his hardness. With a sigh of homecoming, she opened to his tongue, thrusting and licking against him in a timeless dance. Heat burst through her nerve endings, turning her skin to a sensitized, tingling mass. His mouth was at her throat, her ear. Every place he touched drove the flames higher.

Somewhere, in the recesses of her brain, a saner voice cut through the haze. “Travis, we can’t,” she gasped, fighting for some kind of control. “We agreed.”

“Mmmm,” he rumbled, peppering her face with kisses and sliding his hand over the curve of her hip. “Now who’s worried about the rules?”

She pressed on his chest, and he lifted his head, eyes hazy and unfocused with lust. “It’s not good for Dax. I won’t be that kind of single mom – where there’s a revolving door of men.”

The heat in his eyes scorched her before he took her mouth again, this time softer. Sweeter. “Has there ever been a revolving door of men?” he murmured against her lips.

“Not since… No,” she whispered, shaking her head.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

His mouth was on hers again, hot and insistent, and she surrendered to the sensations ripping through her, tearing down her carefully constructed defenses. Sweeping her up into his arms, he settled them on the couch.

Nestled in his embrace, engulfed in his masculine scent, her resistance melted away. How could she deny this when it felt so right? She twined an arm around his shoulder, fingers skating through the hair at his neckline, and slipped her tongue across the inside of his lower lip. His answering growl set her core throbbing, and he slid his tongue against hers, thrusting then teasing until her breath came in harsh puffs.

Travis lifted his head, running a hand down her arm. “I don’t know what to do with you, Elaine. You break all my rules and yet I can’t get enough of you. I think about you when I’m not with you. I’ve tried staying away and made myself crazy in the process. I’m all in, Elaine. And we can take things as fast or as slow as you like.”

He kissed her forehead with so much tenderness, her heart squeezed painfully. “I mean it when I say I’m not going anywhere. I think I fell for you the first day I saw you at the diner.”

She gasped, her heart taking off at a gallop, as she tried to wrap her mind around his words. He drew a finger down the bridge of her nose, giving her a funny little grin. “You looked scared, but determined. You made mistakes, but you kept going and didn’t break down. And you’ve raised a great kid who I happen to adore.”

It was too much to process. Her brain was going to overload from it all. “What are you saying, Travis?” she whispered.

He smiled all the way up to his eyes, and kissed her again. “That I love you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I’m crazy about you, Elaine. I want to be with you, and I want the world to know it.”

Was she hearing right? “But you said…” She cocked her head, half afraid at what he’d say next. “Are you sure about this?”

“That I love you? Yes.”

He angled his head to place a kiss in the hollow below her ear. The tingles went zinging straight to her nipples, hardening them into expectant peaks. At this rate, she’d lose what little rational thought remained, oh… in about six more kisses.

She leaned back, eyeing him. “But I leave the doors unlocked.”

He nipped her earlobe, breath skating across her neck. “We can figure it out.”

“What about the fact you think I’m too young?”

He kissed down the column of her neck, sending cascades of shivers straight to her toes. “Over it.”

“Or that I’m working for you?”

“Don’t care.” He kissed along the edge of her shirt.

“Or that I live in town?”

“So?” His hand slipped under her tee, finger pads skating across her bare skin.

She was so close to giving in. Heck, her body already had. But she owed it to him to try and explain. “Travis… I- I’m not perfect.” She took a shuddering breath, mustering her courage. “I-I did things when I was younger that I’m not proud of.”

He raised his head, eyes serious and intense. “We all have a past, sweetheart. And I’m not interested in swapping war stories right now.” He took her mouth, punctuating his words with a kiss that made it very clear what he was interested in right now. But his hands stayed planted on her hips, playing with the skin just underneath her shirt, as if he was waiting for a signal from her to move.

She loved him for that. And she’d give him that signal. Loud and clear.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Elaine scrambled off his lap and stood, bright-eyed and pink-cheeked, lips swollen from his kisses. She held out her hand and tilted her head toward the sliding screen that comprised a bedroom door in the tiny trailer. “C’mon.”

His cock jerked in anticipation. He’d made up his mind somewhere between dinner and the drive over that he was done hiding from what was between them and had stuffed a handful of condoms in his front pocket on the off chance he’d need them. But he wasn’t going to pressure her into moving faster than she wanted. “Are you sure?” He placed his hand in hers, lacing their fingers, and stood.

She grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled as she raised on tiptoe to reach his mouth. He swallowed a groan when her tongue slipped into his mouth again, hot and sweet. But he held himself in check, letting her take the lead. His breathing was ragged when she broke away. “Absolutely.” She tilted her head back, eyeing him. “But we have to be quiet, and you can’t be here when Dax wakes up.”

Fair enough. He nodded and followed her into her room, eyes on the sway of her hips. He pulled the screen shut and latched it with a click as she bent to turn on a small lamp on the side table, casting the room in a yellow glow. “Light stays on,” he rasped. He wanted to see all of her.

Her eyes lit at his command, and her hands hovered at the hem of her shirt. A teasing little smile played at the corner of her mouth. She pulled it up a few inches, exposing the creamy soft skin at her midsection. If it was any time other than their first, he’d devour her right now. Instead, he clamped down on his tongue and watched, rapt. Her eyes snapped to his, gauging his reaction. He crossed his arms and leaned against the wall, waiting to see what she’d do next. She dropped her shirt, hands fluttering to the button on her jeans.

“Elaine,” he said, voice strangled. He took a step toward her, and she scrambled onto the bed, rising to her knees. “Are you trying to kill me?”

Her breathy laugh filled the room. “Yes? No… Maybe?” She laughed uncertainly, eyes darting back to his. “Is this okay?”

“Perfectly.” His cock could wait all night if need be.

“Take off your shirt?”

He reached a hand behind his neck and pulled off his tee in one move, dropping it to the floor. She studied his chest hungrily, tongue darting out to lick her lips. Yeah. Lick me, baby. He might have puffed his chest out under her heated gaze. The back of his neck burned, and it suddenly felt fifteen degrees hotter in the cozy room.

She inched up her top, stopping at her bra line. Maybe she was trying to kill him. Then she snaked her body sideways as she shimmied her shirt over her head. Damn, that was hot. Where had she learned that? It didn’t matter, because he was riveted by her rosy nipples peeping through the mostly mesh bra. His cock pressed painfully against his zipper. He sure as hell hadn’t expected that.

Her breasts thrust upward as she rolled her shoulders down. That teasing little smile had returned, and damn if he didn’t want to lick the corner of her mouth. She did that snaky shimmy again, hand behind her back, and in a blink her bra was gone and he was staring at her gorgeous tits. Perky and high, the hard rosy peaks an island in an expanse of glowing skin.

An ache built in his balls. He jammed his hands in his pockets to keep from reaching for her. Or himself. He swallowed hard and cleared his throat when she cupped her breasts, thumbs flicking against her nipples. His mouth watered at the thought of finally taking a peak with his tongue. He was dying. He fucking loved it.

“Pants off,” she said breathlessly, a sharp edge to her request. His ears perked up. She was as turned on by this as he was.

“You ready for that?”

Her eyes lit in anticipation, and she nodded slowly. “Very.”

He pulled the condoms from his pocket, tossing them before her. Keeping his eyes on her face so he could see the exact second she reacted to his nakedness, he toed off his shoes then slowly unbuttoned his pants. Her eyes flamed. But he wasn’t going to give it to her just yet, not after her little tease show. He waited, thumb hooked under the waistband of his shorts. And when her tongue darted out again to slick her lower lip, he pushed down, letting his cock spring free.

Her sharp intake of breath acted like a match on tinder. His skin flamed as desire roiled through him. He kicked out of the legs and stepped to the edge of the bed. Immediately, she reached for him, drawing a finger up the underside of his cock and circling the head, slicked with pre-come. It took all his self-control to hold still while she explored, the ache for release growing more intense as she moved her finger down his hard length.

“You’re driving me wild,” he groaned.

“You’re… huge,” she breathed out.

His chest puffed at her pronouncement. “All for you.”

But two could play this game, and he drew the back of his finger up from her waist, slowly circling one breast, then the other. Her skin pebbled as he circled closer and closer to her nipple, finally brushing back and forth against the hard peak. She dropped her head with a sigh, and he bent, taking the bud in his mouth and sucking as he swirled his tongue over and around it until she cried out and clutched his head. “Yes,” she hissed. “So good.”

“You have the most perfect tits,” he muttered as he moved to worship the other breast in the same fashion. He slipped a finger inside her waistband, and her hands joined his, helping him push down her pants. Lying her back, he pulled them off her legs and tossed them aside, heart sticking in his throat at the vision of her naked before him.

How many nights had he dreamed of this?

“Open for me, Elaine. I want to taste you.”

Her eyes went hooded as her knees dropped open, exposing her glistening pussy, partially hidden by pale curls. He was going to take this slow. Even if it killed him. He’d waited so long, what was a bit more agony if it blew her mind?

Settling himself between her knees, he stroked up her silky soft thighs, lightly drawing a thumb through her wet slit. A shudder wracked her body, and she gave a little moan. His mouth traced the same path until he came to the juncture of her leg. He could sense the trembling just underneath her heated skin. Her hand came to his head, fingers threading through and clutching his hair. The pull sent a jolt of electricity straight down his spine.

He inhaled, letting her heady scent fill his senses, before sinking into her sweetness. She tasted like everything he’d dreamed of. Spring after a rain, late summer heat, and cool autumn mist all rolled into one. Of laughter and sunshine and everything that is good in the world. Drawing his tongue slowly through her essence, he brought the flat of his tongue to her hardened clit, caressing and teasing it. Her sharp hiss and increased grip on his hair told him he was on the right path. Hell, he’d let her pull his hair out if that helped her have the orgasm of a lifetime. He wanted to make sure she never forgot this moment between them for as long as she lived.

He licked and sucked until her body shook from head to toe, and she whimpered when he pulled away, reaching for a condom. Sheathing himself, he paused at her entrance, the head of his cock teasing through her folds.

She tilted her hips, making a humming noise in the back of her throat. “Yes, Travis.”

Her words hit a place deep inside him, and he slowly entered, heart slamming. His whole body tensed as he sank into her glorious pussy, so tight and hot. Need spiraled low and hard, pushing him closer and closer to the edge. But he refused to give in and let go. Dropping his head to her neck, he grazed her collarbone, nipping and sucking along it while he moved slowly within her.

She fit him so perfectly and moved her hips against his, writhing and panting as she chased her orgasm. “That’s right,” he whispered in her ear. “Do what makes you feel good. I want you to feel so good.” Her thighs squeezed against his hips as he continued his slow thrusts, fully entering her before pulling partially out. He found her mouth again, taking it in the same slow way, tongue thrusting languidly into her recesses as her breathing intensified. Her hands were everywhere across his back, grabbing, clawing, seeking release that only he could give her. It wouldn’t be long now.

With a cry, she came apart, her orgasm wracking her body, her pussy spasming around him. And he let go, climaxing with her, vision hazing from the intensity of it. He continued to move within her as they rode the waves of ecstasy back down to earth.

He brushed a tendril of hair from her face. “You’re amazing.” Never in his life had he come so hard he’d seen spots.

She smiled up at him, sated and soft. “Can we do that again?”




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


“Dax,” Elaine called, leaning her head out the front door. “Come eat your breakfast. Dottie’s coming to pick us up and take you to school.”

Dax came galloping around the corner of the trailer on an imaginary horse, shooting an imaginary gun. “When am I going to help Travis with the horses again?” He clambered up the steps and slid into the banquette where she’d laid out a bowl of cereal.

“You like the horses?” She polished off the last of her coffee and placed the dish in the sink.

“Yeah. And I like Travis too.”

Warmth spread across her chest. Travis had definitely made a positive impact on Dax.

“Is he your boyfriend?”

Her breath caught in her throat. It had only been a few days. And while they’d tried to stay low key, especially around Dax, they hadn’t exactly hidden their relationship. And better that he hear from her than through the rumor mill. She nodded. “Yeah. I guess you could say that. Is that okay?”

Dax gave her a big smile, nodding vigorously. “I think it’s great.” He lifted his spoon for emphasis. “I love Travis.”

Her heart squeezed so hard it hurt to breathe. “I do too, bud. I do too.” Then tell him.

“Are you gonna marry him?”

Shit. She hadn’t prepared for this line of questioning. “I don’t know, kiddo. Grown-up relationships are complicated. Not like the fairy tales I read you.”

“Well I think you should live happily ever after.” He brought his dishes to the sink.

Elaine wrapped him in a hug, marveling again at how much he’d grown over the summer. “I think you should too, sweetie pea.” A car pulled up outside. “Dottie’s here. Grab your backpack?” Pride surged through her as he ran for his bunk and came back a second later with a backpack slung over his shoulder.

This was the first year she hadn’t had to rely on the kindness of others to provide for Dax’s school supplies. Travis had taken the two of them into Manhattan and helped Dax pick out a backpack and lunch box. And when her back was turned, he’d purchased a few new Transformers for Dax as well, much to the boy’s delight. She’d purchased him brand new clothes and shoes, and grabbed some additional items in bigger sizes, because at the rate he was growing, halfway through the year, he’d need the next size up.

Once she got past today, she’d begin to feel like she really had made it through the tough times. Dax leaped down the steps, clearing all three in one jump, and ran for the car giving Dottie a quick hug where she stood by the rear passenger door. Dottie beamed up at her. “Ready?”

“Let me grab my papers and I’ll be right out.” She grabbed her purse from the bedroom, double-checked her manila envelope and ran down the steps to join Dottie. As soon as they’d dropped off Dax and made it out of town, Dottie glanced over, giving her a critical stare.

“I like your outfit. It’s new, isn’t it?”

Elaine nodded. “Travis insisted I get something for myself when we went to Manhattan to do Dax’s school shopping.” After collecting Dax’s school supplies, he’d ushered her into Yee-Haw and refused to budge until she’d purchased something for herself. While she’d never be more than a jeans and t-shirt kind of gal, she’d fallen in love with the skinny jeans, white tunic top and thigh length tailored brown suede jacket on a mannequin. She’d splurged and purchased a pair of tall brown riding boots to go with the ensemble.

“Good man.” She nodded her approval emphatically. “I’d have done it if he hadn’t. It’s high time you did something nice for yourself.”

She felt different in the outfit. More confident. More… respectable. Someone to be proud of.

Dottie looked over again. “Reach into my purse, hon. There’s an envelope for you.”

“What’s this?” she asked when she’d pulled it from Dottie’s giant sack.

“I think you need to apply to get your probation reduced. You’ve earned your GED, you’ve been the steadiest employee I’ve had in a decade, and you’ve really turned your life around. You’ve grown up a ton since coming to Prairie, and I’m real proud of you. You’ve made a good life here, and I hope you’ll stick around once you’re released.” She smirked a little and raised an eyebrow. “I think Travis would like that real much.”

She couldn’t speak from the tightness in her chest. Gratitude for this woman who’d become like a mother to her overwhelmed her. “I don’t know what to say.”

Dottie reached across the console and patted her knee. “No need to say anything, sweetie pie. I love you like you were one of my own. Give your officer that letter, it outlines all the important stuff. There’s no reason why they should say no.”

The thought she could finally be free of her past, the darkness and pain, in a matter of weeks or months, instead of another year, made her stomach dance with hopefulness. “I don’t know how I can possibly thank you enough for giving me a second chance at life. I’m forever grateful.”

Dottie waved a hand. “Hush, now. You’re not the first one I’ve done this for, and you won’t be the last. I know there’d be many in town scandalized by the notion that I hire folks who need a leg up, but all I’m doin’ is paying it forward. Once upon a time, someone I loved didn’t get the second chance they deserved, and that didn’t set right with me. So I made sure I could do somethin’ about it when the opportunity came callin’.” She tapped the steering wheel. “Now, have you mentioned any of this business to Travis?”

The knot in her stomach tightened and she shook her head. “I’ve hinted at it. But the opportunity hasn’t really presented itself. And until recently, it didn’t seem important.”

Dottie gave her a stern look. “And now?”

She understood the older woman’s meaning. Loud and clear. “I want to, I really do. But not until I’ve put it all behind me and I can show him I’m standing on my own two feet. That I’m more than a record.”

“You’re doing that. You’ve been doing that for two years.”

“What if I hurt his chances to become sheriff? If people knew, he might be guilty by association.” She frowned, worry consuming her. “You know how people are. And I would hate to reflect badly on him in any way. I’ve made a fresh start, Dottie, thanks to you. I don’t want to ruin things for you or him. I just want to leave that awful chapter of my life behind.” She would have to tell him soon. It wouldn’t be right to pretend it had never happened. Especially since they’d become intimate. But telling him now? At the most stressful point of the election? Surely waiting a few more weeks wouldn’t hurt?

The crease at the corner of Dottie’s mouth deepened. “I don’t see how he could think badly of you when he…” She pursed her lips and shook her head. “Travis is no saint either. But you’re right. It’s probably best not to stress him out any more than he already is. Just promise me you’ll tell him as soon as the election’s over.”

“I promise.” Anxiety churned her stomach. Dottie was right, as soon as the election was over, she’d share everything. She blew out a nervous breath casting about for something to say.

“You have a dress picked out for the First Responder’s Ball?” Dottie asked, keeping her eyes on the road.

She nodded, relieved the silence was over for the moment. “Emmaline is working on something for me.”

“You’ll look like a princess when she gets done with you. That gal can make magic from potato sacks.”

“Dottie, I have a favor to ask. I–”

“Is this about Dax?” Dottie waved her hand again. “Weston mentioned you might need some help. Teddy’s staying home. Won’t go near those things with a ten-foot pole. And I’ll be back before midnight. Do you feel okay about that?”

The tension in her shoulders released as relief washed through her. “Thank you so much. Weston says it’s really important Travis has a date.”

“And you deserve to go have a nice time, sweetie pie. Besides, it’ll be ages before I have grandchildren. Cassie and Park might never want them. And right now, they’re just focused on Park’s recovery.”

Dottie launched into a lengthy explanation of Cassie and Parker’s upcoming wedding details, and before she knew it, Dottie had pulled into the parking lot at the Shawnee County Courthouse.

Dottie shut off the engine and swiveled in her seat. “You gonna be okay, hon? Do you want me to come with you?”

Feeling a newfound shot of confidence, Elaine shook her head. “I’m good. Time for me to stand on my own two feet.”

Dottie reached over and gave her an encouraging squeeze. “I’m right here if you need anything.”

Clutching the manila envelope and Dottie’s letter, Elaine marched into the courthouse. Maybe it was the new clothes, maybe it was her improved confidence, but the building didn’t look as scary as before. Didn’t seem so intimidating. She pushed the elevator button and studied a swirl in the polished floor while she waited. Her phone buzzed, and she pulled it out, seeing a text from Weston.

W: I need you to prep call sheets for the south county precincts tonight.

She typed back a quick response as she stepped into the elevator.

E: They’ll be waiting for you when you arrive :)

W: thx

“Well, well, well.” She froze at the sound of Steve Lawson’s voice, the phone slipping through her fingers and clattering to the floor. “Look what the cat drug in… Ellie May.”

Backing up a step, she fought the panic that rose through her at light speed. The sound of her heart beating wildly filled her ears. “What are you doing here?” Her voice came out shaky and small.

Lawson advanced, casually bringing a hand up to the bank of buttons and stopped the elevator between floors. Warning bells, both real and imagined, filled the space as he smiled coldly. “None of your business, sweetheart. But it sure looks like luck was on my side today.”

“W-wh-what do you mean?”

“Took a little digging, but I knew you looked familiar. What would Prairie’s police chief say when he finds his treasurer is nothing more than a common criminal?”

“That was–”

He cut her off, expression smug. “And once I’m sheriff, you better watch out, because I’ll have you in my sights.”

In spite of her terror, his threat triggered something deep inside of her and she pulled herself up as tall as she could. “I haven’t done anything wrong. That part of my life is over.”

“Is it ever? Ellie?”

“Stop calling me that.”

He took a step closer, voice silky. “How badly do you want me to keep your dirty little secret?” His eyes went hungry, sending a chill up her spine.

Her throat went dry and she swallowed. “You wouldn’t.”

“I think you know I would,” he said with an edge of menace. He stood so close she could reach out and touch him. “Think about it. All the good folks in town double-checking their change. Clutching their purses a little tighter. Eyes filled with suspicion when you walk in their store. Knowing you’d taken their beloved police chief for a ride.”

Nononono. Not after all she’d worked for. To rebuild. “Don’t. Please,” she whispered, panic darkening her vision.

“You know what I want… Ellie Mae. What I’ve always wanted from you. It would be so easy to make all this go away.”

Rage blasted through her. “You’re a disgusting pig. I wouldn’t give into your demands then, and I won’t now,” she reached past him and slammed the elevator button, shutting off the dinging alarm. The silence was just as loud.

“Play it your way then, bitch,” he snarled, as the elevator came to a stop. “I made you pay the price once, I have no problem doing it again.”

Her blood turned to ice, but something inside her snapped. “Don’t forget, I know what you tried to do.”

His eyes narrowed. “And who do you think the public will believe? A lawman? Or a girl with a rap sheet? Go up against me, little lady, and you will lose. And so will that cop of yours. Big time.” He turned on his heel and stalked out of the elevator as it opened, leaving her trembling in the corner.

She let out a half sob. He’d do it too. Lawson was too big and powerful. There was no doubt in her mind. He’d hurt Travis if she said anything. Her hands turned to ice. No matter what, she couldn’t let him hurt Travis. And he was right, too. In the court of public opinion, no one would believe her. They’d never believe that a cop would try what he had. Her stomach flopped at the memory. She’d been lucky to escape with only bruises on her arm.

Hurrying to exit before the doors shut again, she sniffed and rolled her shoulders. It took the entire walk to the probation officer’s door to still her shaking hands. Her confidence shattered, she could barely make eye contact with the secretary, and she stood quietly in front of the woman waiting for the pee cup while she tried to collect herself. The secretary offered up a cup without even glancing up. “You know what to do,” she said in a monotone.

Biting back a snarky comment, she grabbed the cup and headed for the private stall. She wasn’t even a person to these people. Just an unfortunate cog in the wheels of justice. A moment later, she returned and set the sample down on the edge of the desk and took a seat.

Ten long, silent minutes dragged by. It didn’t matter that she was expected to show up promptly. Once she was here, she was on their time. She was convinced they did it on purpose, to keep them off-balance.

“Elaine?” Officer Marshall asked. “Come on back.”

She forced a smile onto her face as she followed the man back to his office. Down past the permanent stain in the carpet, past the photo of wildflowers and the broken ceiling light, turning the corner to the second door on the left. Forty-two steps closer to never coming back. He held the door open and shut it behind them.

While the door didn’t lock, her pulse still ratcheted up. Every time. She perched on the edge of the chair, hands folded in her lap, spine like a steel rod. Her defense attorney had taught her well, and somehow, over the course of two years, it had given her a small measure of confidence – that she could be scared to death and not cringe.

Officer Marshall took a seat behind the desk that took up most of the office. “Have you used drugs since I saw you last?”

The same questions every time. Of course not. Have I ever peed positive? “No.”

“Alcohol?”

“No.”

He looked at her sharply. She met his gaze head-on. He never believed her when she answered no.

“Are you driving?”

He already knew the answer to that. “No.”

“Still employed?”

“Yes.”

“Same place?”

He knew the answer to that too. She tamped down the irritation that flared to life inside her. She didn’t have the right to be offended by his questions. Her future was in his hands. “Yes.”

“Still living in the FEMA park?”

“Yes.”

“Son in school?”

“Yes.”

“How’s he doing?”

His tone of voice belied his interest. “Fine. He likes school.”

“Anything else you’d like to tell me?”

She hated the open-ended questions. Say too much, or the wrong thing, and it could hurt you. Don’t say enough, and that could hurt you too. This time, she had an answer prepared. She laid the manila envelope on his desk. “You’ll see here that I earned my GED.”

His eyebrows shot up in two perfect arches. “Good for you.”

She swallowed hard, gathering her courage, and laid Dottie’s envelope on the desk. “I-I would also like to request that my probation be shortened.” Her heart galloped a mile a minute. Taking a belly breath, she continued. “I’ve been a model citizen over the last two years. I’ve held the same job, and this letter is from my boss. I’ve completed my GED per the terms of my probation, never been late to or missed a meeting, never had a positive drug screening, and my son has thrived in his new environment.”

Officer Marshall sat back, hands clasped behind his head. “You understand you’ll have to petition the court?”

She nodded.

“There’s a lot of paperwork to fill out, and it needs to be signed by both the prosecuting attorney and the defense attorney. Are you sure you want to do that?”

“Yes.” So that she could get her life back and never step foot in this building again? Hell, yes.

Officer Marshal leaned forward and stood. “I’ll bring it to the judge as soon as you have it on my desk. You can probably get a hearing in ten days’ time after that.” He narrowed his gaze, studying her. “I have to say I’m surprised. Most of you never make it out of the system.”

She didn’t miss the dig, and it raised her hackles. “What do you mean?”

He shrugged, pulling the envelopes across the desk. “You know, women like you.”

Asshole. She stood, clamping down on her temper just enough to ensure she didn’t say something that would ruin her chances. But there was no way in hell she was going to let that dig slide. “You mean women who’ve had a tough break? Who weren’t lucky enough to have a stable home life? Who did everything they could to make sure their children eat?” She glared at him for a long second. “Tell me exactly, and in small words so I understand. What does ‘women like you’ mean?”

Officer Marshall’s mouth thinned to a line and a flush pinked the skin on his neck, right above his collar.

“I will get you your paperwork as soon as possible. Thank you.” Shaking, she turned and marched out of his office clenching her jaw the forty-two steps to the secretary’s desk. All the way back to the elevator where she punched the button and a tear squeezed out of her eye.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Travis gave a low whistle as Elaine turned once for him, silk chiffon swirling around her legs. Dottie was right, the dress Emmaline created made her feel like a princess. “You look incredible.” He pushed off the bed and came to stand before her, skimming his hands down her arms. “I want to peel this back off you.”

She shivered the sexy burr in his voice, offering her mouth for a kiss. “We’ll miss dinner if we start again.” They were already running late, but they’d had to take advantage of being alone in the suite.

“Fine with me,” he growled into her neck, tongue darting across her collarbone. “We can order room service.”

She giggled pushing at his chest. “Weston is going to have a heart attack if we’re any later.”

Travis shrugged into his jacket while she fixed her lipstick. She hated the stuff, but Emmaline had insisted it made the outfit. Not that the outfit needed anything additional. The soft pink material felt like a cloud, the design somewhere between a Greek goddess outfit and a 50’s cocktail dress. The woman was a genius, and she’d never felt sexier.

“Showtime,” Travis said as he held out his arm.

Too bad the dress did nothing to ease the knot of worry filling her chest. Lawson would be here tonight, but surely he wouldn’t make a scene? She hoped so. A wave of nausea roiled her stomach, making her hands clammy. She wanted nothing more than to hide in the room and wrap herself in the soft sheets. But that wouldn’t help Travis, and she wanted this night to go well for him.

Focusing on the floor lights above the elevator, she tried to quell the nervous energy zipping through her. Two orgasms hadn’t done a thing to relax her. She bit down on her lip, rolling it between her teeth, then stopped. Her lipstick would come right off if she persisted.

“Hey.” Travis tipped her chin, voice gentle and sweet. “You’re gonna be great. We’re in this together, remember?”

She nodded, giving him a half-hearted smile.

“All we have to do is get through dinner.” He ushered her into the elevator and took her hand. “One step at a time. First we find Weston.”

Weston was waiting for them when they arrived in the lobby. “Lighten up you two. You’re not going to a funeral.” He flashed them a grin. “Elaine, you look stunning.”

Travis tightened his grip on her hand and leaned in. “He’s right, you know.”

Weston continued. “Cocktail hour is in full swing. All you need to do is circulate. I’ll be with you, and running interference if necessary. Lawson’s already in there. He’s too smart to be an asshole tonight. If you run into each other, just smile politely. Don’t say a word. Got it?”

They both nodded.

“And another thing. No booze tonight. I want you two to be the sharpest tacks in the room. Booze loosens people’s tongues and inhibitions, especially in a stressful situation. Got it?”

They nodded again. Apprehension settled in her bones, drawing her shoulders tight. She prayed Weston was right about Lawson. In eleven days it would all be over, and she could tell Travis everything.

“Once you sit for dinner, you’re home free,” Weston reminded them. “No one expects you to stay for the dancing. Ready?”

“Let’s get this over with,” Travis grumbled.

“Keep smiling. No matter what. I don’t care if the mayor’s wife jabs you with her stilettos, take it with a smile on your face.”

Elaine gave Travis an encouraging squeeze. “Got it, boss.”

They followed Weston into the crowd, and first thing, he introduced them to the fire marshal from Marion. They were off and running. The remainder of the hour passed in a blur of handshakes, platitudes, and so many smiles Elaine’s face hurt when she finally sat down in the chair Travis pulled out for her.

Weston had ensured their table was filled with their circle of friends and close colleagues. Dottie and Jeanine from dispatch sat across the large table. Weston to Travis’s right, Parker’s mother, Peggy Hansen, and Zack Forte to her left. On the other side of Zack sat Chief Castro and his wife, whose name she couldn’t remember. And lastly, Mason Carter. Mason and Zack, both gazillionaires, had set up a foundation to promote rebuilding and new businesses in Prairie, and had both been named to the future Warren G. Hansen Memorial Clinic board of directors. For billionaires, they were surprisingly down to earth. Zack always made a point of bringing Dax puzzle books when he came to town.

Chief Castro stood and struck the side of his glass with a spoon, quieting the tables. “Thank you all for coming this evening. Tonight, we honor one of our own. Parker Hansen, who many of you know is one of the finest firefighters and medics we have in the region. What you may not know is that he also runs a Forest Service hand crew, protecting a wider community from out of control wildfires. If you’ve read the pamphlet left on each plate, then you know he was injured in a burnover in Colorado. And while he’s projected to make a full recovery, the bills as you can imagine, are crippling.” Chief Castro paused and took a sip of his water. “I want you to look around this room. All of us act as safety nets for our individual communities. But we’re also part of a wider community. And tonight, it’s up to us to be that safety net for Parker. Give back to him in his time of need. Now, I don’t doubt that we’d do that for any one of us. But tonight, it’s Parker’s turn. None of us is a silo. We live and work in community, and it’s an honor to be a safety net for someone who has been that so selflessly for others on a daily basis.”

Sitting there, contemplating the smiling faces at the table, listening to Chief Castro, she was struck. She’d only ever considered her net to be Dottie, and recently, Travis and Weston. But she was wrong. Everyone at the table cared about Dax, went out of their way to say hi to him in town, do nice things for him. And not because he was a charity case. But just… because. How many others in Prairie had she overlooked? Jamey Sinclaire for sure. The Hansens. Gratitude for this community of people filled her.

Travis nudged her and leaned in close. “Hey. You okay?”

Blinking hard, she turned to him. So close, she could kiss him if she leaned in a little further. “Yeah.” She nodded. “Yeah. Just… happy.” It hit her like a load of bricks. She didn’t need a perfect life to be happy. Right here, with Travis at her side, surrounded by people she loved and cared for, she was happy. It bubbled up inside of her, like a spring that had just been uncapped.

She smiled at him without worry or reservation.

“I hope I have a little bit to do with that?”

“A lot, actually.” The words caught in the back of her throat, and she hesitated. Say it. Tell him. Letting out a shaky breath, she stepped out into what felt like thin air. “I love you,” she murmured so only he could hear.

Surprise registered in his eyes followed by delight, then fire. He reached an arm across the back of her chair and leaned in close, placing a soft kiss above her ear. “Can we leave yet?”

She huffed out a little laugh, warming at his innuendo. “Not soon enough.”

The remainder of dinner felt like the most exquisite torture. Every look, every hidden brush of their thighs or hands under the table designed to make the other squirm. After coffee had been served, the bar reopened and couples began to drift out to the dance floor. Travis pushed back from the table and stood, offering his hand. “Dance with me?”

Her body buzzed with anticipation, and her mouth curved in a slow smile. “Love to.”

Electricity snapped up her arm when he took her hand and her heart thudded a little faster. When they reached the parquet flooring, he spun her and pulled her flush against his body. “No it’s not a cucumber. Yes, I’m happy to see you,” he murmured into her ear.

She giggled breathlessly, even as her nipples pulled tight, aching for his touch. “We can go now, if you want.”

“Oh no.” He moved them in a slow circle. “I like feeling you like this.”

The music changed but their rhythm didn’t, and he sang the lyrics to Despacito soft and slow into her ear.

She tilted her head back, impressed. “I didn’t know you spoke Spanish.”

“Comes with the territory.”

“You mean when you were with the SEALs?” He nodded and pulled her closer. “Shall I translate?”

She flicked her gaze up to him as he serenaded her in Spanish. She didn’t have to know Spanish to understand what he was singing. The heat in his lively hazel eyes told her everything she needed to know. His hand settled at the base of her spine and pulled her closer as he gave a twist of his hips. The movement made his intentions loud and clear and sent her heart beating up somewhere around the hollow of her throat. A rush of heat pooled in the lace between her thighs. Her skin drew tight, goosebumps erupting everywhere.

He ducked his head, breath warm against the shell of her ear. “I want to see your hair dance. I want to be your rhythm. I want you to teach my mouth… your favorite places. Let me pass over your danger zones until you cry out and you forget your name.”

His words about did her in right there. Fire raced up her limbs setting her insides ablaze. The man’s voice was like liquid sex. Her mouth went dry at the thought of his mouth on her. Licking and sucking until she floated with the stars.

Her desire must have shown on her face, because he gave a low chuckle as he skated his fingers up and down her spine. “Remind me to play this song when we’re alone, and I’ll take you through it phrase by phrase.”

“I might combust if you do that.”

His eyebrows swept up and he gave her a smile full of sexy promise. “I hope so.”

Elaine glanced around, scanning the crowd. Bodies of the younger attendees writhed together on the dance floor and most of the older guests had drifted out to the bar in the lobby. “Travis?”

“Mmmhmm?” his chest rumbled.

“How about now?” she offered breathlessly.

He met her gaze, eyes hooded and heavy. Threading his fingers through hers, he navigated them out of the room and to the elevator. His body was taut, tight, as they stood at the back of the crowd. The elevator opened, but the crowd hardly moved and it was full again. Letting out a growl of frustration, he gave her hand a tug and led them to a side hall. He pulled open the door to the staircase, led her through, then spun her against the wall, caging her with his arms. “I haven’t been able to take my eyes off your tits all evening. They’re so perfect.” He slipped a finger under the deep vee of her neckline, grazing the swell, before taking her mouth in a searing kiss.

There was something so right about his mouth on hers. It settled her nerves while it lit up others. His tongue flicked at her lips, teasing until she opened with a little sigh, letting him claim her, giving back with her own licks and thrusts until her chest burst into flames.

“Someone will walk in on us here.”

“I don’t care,” he growled, nipping at her earlobe.

“Not exactly the image you want to convey as future county sheriff.”

Letting out a frustrated sigh, he pressed his forehead to hers. “Tell me why I’m doing this again?”

Before she could form an answer, he swept her up into his arms as if she weighed nothing and turned for the stairs, taking them two at a time.

“Travis,” she squealed, a giggle bursting from her. “I can walk.” Her protest was half-hearted. She had to admit, she liked it when he got bossy and took over.

“Not fast enough,” he muttered.

In no time they were on the top floor. The man wasn’t even winded. He pushed open the door and stepped into the hall, striding the short distance to their suite. He kissed her again before letting her slide along his length as he returned her to the floor. So. Hot.

He whipped out the key card and tossed it on the credenza as he pulled her into the room and locked the door. This time, there was no hitch of fear, no niggle of worry. Only naked anticipation of what was to come next.

“Now,” he said, voice sliding over her like hot caramel. “Where were we?”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Elaine slowly backed into the room, pulse racing. “I think you were about to very gently, without ripping my pretty dress, remove my clothes.” She turned around, and peeked back over her shoulder. “You might want to start with the zipper?”

Travis closed the distance between them, eyes hungry. She lifted her hair off her neck and his hand came to her waist. The sound of the zipper broke the silence and cool air hit her back as the dress split open.

“No bra?” he asked as the zipper paused.

No other things either. But he’d discover that soon enough. The zipper tugged again continuing down the curve of her back and exposing the skin all the way to her bare bottom. Travis hissed out a breath as his hand slipped through the opening and caressed a cheek. “Naughty.”

She loved the effect her little surprise had on him. And the way her body responded to the husky burr in his voice. Her clit pulsed expectantly and a needy ache blossomed between her thighs.

Travis slipped the dress down her arms and the dress pooled at her feet, a sea of pink chiffon. “Like Venus rising from the sea,” he murmured as he drew a finger along the bottom curve of her ass. “Widen your stance,” he said thickly. “And hold onto the chair.”

Grabbing the back of the chair, she opened her legs and gasped as his finger dove into her slippery recesses, rubbing over her clit. She leaned into his fingers, wanting more, and relishing the electric shocks moving through her. His hand came to her breast, and his breath was hot on her ear as he teased her nipple. “You’re so hot in nothing but a pair of heels. I want to fuck you hard and fast tonight.” His words incinerated her, and when he gently squeezed her clit she came undone with a cry.

He chuckled low and kissed the back of her neck. “We’ve just begun.” His tongue blazed a trail down her spine, starting another fire in her belly. Dropping to his knees, he slipped his fingers from her, replacing them with his mouth.

She threw her head back, moaning. He licked through her slit, flicking his tongue across her sensitized clit before sliding back and thrusting into her entrance. Her head swirled deliriously as the sensations ripped through her body.

“You taste so good, smell so sweet,” he groaned, starting his pattern of licking and flicking again.

“That feels so good, Travis,” she gritted out between gasps.

He squeezed her thighs, pulling her legs wider. “Come for me, sweetheart. Come on my tongue.”

She canted her hips into him pursuing the building ache, riding his tongue to a crashing release. Her knees buckled and he caught her, gently lowering her to the floor. Through a blissed-out fog, she heard his jacket hit the floor, followed by the jingle of his belt. Propping herself up on her elbows, she watched avidly as he stepped out of his pants, erection springing free. Her mouth watered at the thought of taking him into her mouth, tasting him. She flipped to her knees, drawing her palms up his thighs.

“Grab hold of the chair,” she said, turning his words on him.

He braced his hands on it and gazed down at her through hooded eyes which turned molten when she cupped his balls. His cock bobbed, hard and heavy in front of her. The scent of his arousal hit her, spicy and hot. She leaned in and sucked the top of his thigh where it met his torso, washing her tongue over his heated skin. Reaching up, she ringed the base of his cock with finger and thumb not quite touching and stroked up. He groaned and thrust into her hand. Delight at his reaction surged through her, stoking her own fire.

Then she dipped her head and drew her tongue from his balls to the base of his cock, then slowly up the underside of his thick shaft. He let out a feral growl and dropped his head. When she reached the engorged head, she flicked her tongue across the slit where a drop of pre-come sat. He tasted salty and sharp, and she loved it. Her body buzzed with anticipation.

Slowly, she licked around the head before drawing it into her mouth and sucking. “God, Elaine, you’re killing me.” His hand dropped to her head, fingers tangling in her hair. She swirled and sucked on him, her hips beginning to move in time with his. Then she opened wide and drew as much of him as she could into her mouth. His breath was coming in harsh pants now, muscles on his legs bulging with tension. When his cock hit the back of her mouth, she swallowed. “Enough,” he grunted, and pulled out. “I want your sweet pussy,” he said roughly, hauling her up and walking her back to the bed.

When the back of her knees hit the edge, she scrambled to the center while he rolled on a condom. “Shoes stay on.” His eyes were wild with lust as he climbed over her and pushed her back. “Remember, hard and fast.”

A thrill rippled through her as she dropped her knees. With a possessive growl he thrust home, mouth crashing to hers in a claiming kiss. He filled her completely and she nearly wept with the joy of it. She lifted her hips, meeting him stroke for stroke as their sweat-slicked bodies raced for oblivion. Travis’s ass clenched and he let out a long, low moan as he thrust deeply into her, his climax wracking his body. Two more thrusts and she chased him over the cliff, bright lights exploding behind her eyes.

He collapsed on top of her, and she welcomed his weight pressing her into the mattress. “I love you, Elaine,” he said softly, almost reverently. “It’s like we were made for each other.”

A fire glowed brightly in her chest, expanding to encompass her whole body. She brought a hand to his cheek. “I love you.” She lifted her head to kiss the corner of his mouth.

After a moment, he rose and disappeared into the bathroom, returning with a warm washcloth and curling her into his arms once he’d finished ministering to her. He kissed her temple and took a deep breath, chest expanding into her back. “About seven years ago, I was in charge of an op that went wrong. We ran into a teenager while we were in transit between locations. We should have taken him out. But the look in his eye…” He sighed heavily. “It was too much like my brother. I couldn’t pull the trigger. He must have alerted the insurgents in the area we were there and they must have tracked us to the next town, because in the middle of the night, the building we were sheltering in was compromised. We lost half our team.”


Her stomach dropped at his confession. She turned in his embrace and her heart broke for him. His face was tortured, eyes lost in the memory. “Oh, Travis. I’m so sorry.”

“I’ve never talked about it outside of the survivors, and when I made the report.” His voice was heavy, resigned. “But after the tornado I started having nightmares about that op again. Only this time, there were people from town in my dreams.”

Pain for him needled her. She didn’t know what to say. What could she say? It explained so much.

“I’d gone through counseling right after I got out, but Weston suggested I talk to this guy up here.”

“Did it help?”

He took a deep breath, nodding. “Yeah, it has.”

“What do you talk about? He’s helped me get a better perspective. Figure some things out.”

“Like what?”

“Like I want to return to ranching once I retire from law enforcement.” His eyes searched hers, and she met his gaze steadily. “I’ve learned a lot, working with Hope and Flipper. The physical labor is good for me. For my mind. It settles me.”

“Then shouldn’t you do it now?”

“Hard to be a rancher of one. And I’m a good police chief.” He stroked along her side, hand coming to rest on her hip. “A lot of small towns have crippling issues with substance abuse, and we don’t. I like to think it’s because I’m doing something right here. That we’re doing something right. And if I’m sheriff, maybe I can help other communities in the county.”

This man had her whole heart. She cupped his face. “I love you, Travis. I love your passion and your commitment to this community. I love the way you’re gentle with Dax and how every choice you make is driven by care for people.”

His eyes warmed. “I love that kid. You too.” He kissed her nose. “If no one’s told you this, you need to hear that you’re a great mom, and you’re raising a great son.”

“I haven’t always… Prairie gave us a fresh start.”

He pulled on her wrist, exposing her arm, and brushed tiny kisses along her scars. “Whatever caused you to do this,” he murmured against her skin. “I’m so sorry. If you ever want to talk about it.” He raised his head, eyes glowing intensely. “Whenever you feel ready. I’m always here for you.”

She shut her eyes against the hot sweep of emotion pricking her eyelids. “Thank you.”

He kissed her gently, brushing his hand through her hair, then settling it at her hip. “Tell me your dreams Elaine. You must have dreams.”

His voice wrapped around her, settling heavy in her bones. Calming her. “I was too concerned with survival to have dreams.”

“What about now?” He pressed a kiss to her forehead, thumb making lazy circles at her waist. “There must be something?”

Heat crawled up her chest. She’d never told a soul because saying the words would surely mean it would never come to pass. But she could share this much with him. “I always wanted to go to college.”

He tightened his embrace. “It’s not too late. The community college takes rolling admissions. You could start in January.”

She lifted her head and met his gaze. His hazel eyes sparked with excitement. With belief in her. Her heart constricted. She didn’t deserve this man. She tucked her head under his chin and burrowed into him. “I’ll think about it after the election.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


“You know you should be out talking to voters, right?” Weston said, full of disappointment. “The election is nine days.”

“Help me unload the horses,” Travis answered, stepping out of his old beat up truck.

“How many phone calls did you make last week?” Weston called after him as he walked around to the back of the trailer.

“Hundred and fifty,” Travis grunted as he slipped the bolt and swung open the door.

Weston caught the gate, frowning. “This is a close election, dammit. You could win this thing, but not if you don’t ask for votes.”

Travis stepped into the trailer and grabbed Flipper’s halter, turning the mare and guiding her out, tying her to a corral post. “Isn’t that what my mail is doing for me?”

“Of course. But a personal ask is always more powerful.”

Travis pulled back the interior gate, and reached for Sunny’s halter, leading the mare out of the trailer and setting her next to Flipper. Hope had introduced the two horses and over the last few weeks, gotten them to accept each other. Excitement fluttered in his chest. Dax’s eyes would be saucers when he saw Sunny here. “I never should have let you talk me into this.”

“A little late for regrets now that you’re neck deep in it,” Weston snapped. “Polling shows the tide turning in our favor if we hit him hard. But we have to take the punch.”

Travis bent over the trailer hitch, releasing the electric cord first. “I’ve already told you, I’m not gonna run DC politics in Prairie. I don’t care what you or your family know about campaigns. Not gonna run my campaign that way. Period.” He flicked the safety chains to the ground, where they landed with a clatter.

Weston placed his hands on his hips, gazing skyward. “That’s the problem. You’re not running a campaign at all. I’ve done all the op research you need, and Lawson ain’t clean. You need to go for the throat this final week and knock him out. Don’t be naive and think he’s not researching you. He’s going to hit you where you’re most vulnerable. I’ve left a dossier on your desk at work sent to me from one of our friends. You might want to spend a little time researching.”

He knew exactly which friends. Weston had maintained deep connections with several units of SEALs in the years since he’d retired. Many had ended up in private security, or in shadow ops. He presumed that some of the collecting methods were… not quite above board. He’d never risk his reputation as a lawman by using the information. However useful it might be. “Never. You know that bends the rules.”

“Not like you haven’t bent the rules.”

“Not at the office. Never at the office.”

“C’mon,” Weston pleaded, a note of desperation in his voice. “Aren’t you the least bit curious? About him? Lawson’s as greasy as they come.”

“Course I am.” His fingers itched to research Elaine too. Dig into the past she guarded so closely. Only he never did it out of a sense of propriety. And the hope she’d share her secrets with him the way he’d shared some of his. He sighed heavily, chest tight. “Look, I do it for one person, what’s to stop me from spying on anyone else? No way, man.”

Weston’s brow drew tight. “What are you going to do if you lose?”

Travis stared at him for a long moment, then threw his head back, laughing. “You really do want my job, don’t you?”

The corner of Weston’s mouth twitched.

“Ha. I knew it.” Travis slapped his thigh, still shaking with laughter. “If I lose, you’ll have to wait a little longer for my job.” He shrugged. “And maybe I’ll become a dilettante rancher, now that I’ve got horses to tend to. Help me get them settled. Storm’s a comin’ and I want to check on Elaine and Dax.”

The clouds were piling up to the west, tall and imposing. The air felt sticky and heavy, the kind that produced ugly storms. A shiver slithered down Travis’s spine. It wasn’t tornado season, but that didn’t amount to a hill of beans in Kansas. Hell, he’d heard the sirens pop in November. They could just as easily sound in September, especially with the weather so topsy-turvy lately. Given Dax’s reaction to a simple summer storm, he wanted to be there with them, or bring them back home if the weather was going to turn dangerous.

The realization hit him like a two-by-four to the head. Home. The thought had slipped out as naturally as breathing. Elaine and Dax belonged here. Belonged home. Would she consider moving in after the election? He’d make a nice dinner and ask her as soon as everything was over.

The sky rumbled ominously by the time he turned his SUV toward town. It was only four, but the sky had gone black. The sirens began their eerie whine as he pulled up to the sole light in Prairie. “Dammit,” he spat, hitting the accelerator. Two minutes later he skidded to a stop in front of Elaine’s trailer, glowing in the eerie dark. Worry thrummed in his veins. Prairie couldn’t survive another direct hit. Crossing the walk in two leaps, he burst in the door, grateful for once that she always left the door unlocked.

His heart wrenched at the sight. Elaine sat huddled on the floor looking up at him through terrified eyes, a very scared Dax cowering in her lap. Crossing and dropping to the floor next to Elaine, he pulled Dax into his lap and draped an arm around her, pulling her close. “It’s okay. We’re safe. I’m here. Everything’s gonna be okay.”

“But the sirens,” Elaine answered tightly just as a clap of thunder opened up the heavens. Rain pounded on the roof of the trailer, turning the tiny space into an echo chamber.

Keeping his voice calm, he raised his voice enough it could be heard over the noise. “Check the weather app I installed on your phone. It should pull up the satellite image.”

Dax buried his head into his shoulder, trembling. Travis rubbed his back and kissed his head. “It’s okay, kiddo. I’m here now. We’re gonna be just fine.”

He was damned well gonna make sure of it. This trailer was a fucking death trap. Anger at himself rising with each flash of lightning. He couldn’t believe how many storms they’d endured over the summer in this din, and she’d never said anything. His brave, sweet Elaine. Soldiering on, an army of one. No more.

She handed him the phone. Relief melted some of the tension in his neck. The worst of it was to the north. They were in for a doozy of a storm though. As if on cue, the lights flickered and went out, casting them into shadow. Dax whimpered and Travis automatically patted his back.

Then a clunk hit the roof, followed by another. And another.

“Hail,” Elaine murmured.

The pinging and clunking increased in speed until the trailer sounded like they were underneath the bleachers at a stadium when fans stomped their feet like crazy.

Elaine turned to him, eyes wide. “Travis. Your car.”

He shook his head. “Will be fine. What’s important is that we’re safe.” He tightened his embrace on the two. At that moment, nothing else mattered. They were together. They were safe. Fuck the election. It wasn’t important. At least not as important as Elaine and Dax. They were his life. His family, his home. Nothing mattered more than having them in the center of his world. “That’s it,” he growled when the hail had passed. “You’re not staying here a second longer. You’re coming home.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


It was still raining heavily, but the worst of the storm had passed as Travis turned onto the drive. He lifted his chin, talking into the rearview. “Once the storm has passed and you’re settled, I’ll take you out to the barn. I have something to show you.”

Elaine’s mind reeled. The whole way over she’d been in a quandary. If Travis was asking them to move in, she would have to notify Officer Marshall, even though her final probation hearing was scheduled for the day after the special election. On the other hand, if she was just ‘staying over’… but Travis had made his intent very clear. And strangely, it felt right. They already spent so much time together over here that Dax had a toothbrush and a spare set of pajamas for the nights they worked late. How would Dax feel about her sleeping in the same bed as Travis?

Only one way to find out.

Travis brought the SUV to a stop and turned to her. “Wait here.” He hopped out and sprinted to the porch, returning a moment later underneath an umbrella, with a second in his hand. He opened her door and handed her the folded one. “I’ll bring in Dax.”

She opened the umbrella and hopped through the puddles, jumping up the porch steps. Dax clung to Travis, arms wrapped tightly around the big man’s neck, as he carried the boy from the vehicle. The tenderness he demonstrated to Dax hit her smack in the center of her chest. Travis set Dax down next to her and unlocked the door. “Welcome home.” He turned to her with an eager smile and extended his hand.

She’d have to get used to carrying a key. Taking a big breath, she smiled back, and slipped her hand in his.

He pulled her across the threshold and led them upstairs. He opened the first door on the right. “This is my old room. Now it’s my weight room. Dax, you can come in here anytime, as long as there’s an adult with you. Got it?”

Dax’s nodded solemnly, eyes like saucers.

Then Travis opened the next door on the left. “This is your room, buddy. It used to belong to my brother, Colton. Come on in. Take a look.”

Dax stepped into the room, taking in the rodeo posters plastered on the walls. “Is your brother a cowboy?” he asked, voice full of awe.

Travis’s face pulled tight and a muscle ticked in his jaw. Dax didn’t notice, he was too busy staring at the posters of cowboys on bucking bulls and broncos. But she could tell it pained Travis to be in here. His shoulders tensed and he kept drumming his fingers on his thigh. If they stayed, maybe they could paint the room for Dax, make it new for both of them.

“He is,” Travis answered warily.

“Can he show me how to do that?” Dax pointed to a picture of a cowboy on the back of a bucking bronco, feet airborne, head tossed back, hand in the air.

Travis huffed out a wry laugh. “He rodeos and isn’t here.” He reached down and ruffled Dax’s hair. “But, you get good at riding Sunny and we can discuss the rodeo later.”

Dax stared up at him critically. “Promise?”

Elaine smothered a laugh. There was something totally endearing about the way Dax negotiated concessions from Travis.

Travis stuck out his hand. “Promise.”

They shook, and Travis pulled him into a hug. “C’mere. I want to show you something.” He straightened and led them across the hall to another shut door.

Elaine stared uneasily at the enormous lock protruding above the handle. It looked like a deadbolt. There was no way she was staying in a room with a lock that big on it. She’d rather camp out on the couch.

The door fell open silently with a turn of the handle. Travis gestured into the large master room, dominated by a king-sized bed. “I thought your mom and I could sleep in here, so we’re right across the hall from each other.”

Elaine’s throat clutched. This was all happening too fast. She should have thought to prepare Dax. Suss out his feelings beforehand. She gave Travis an apologetic grimace but he shook his head just barely.

Dax looked at the bed and back to Travis, a serious expression on his tiny face. “Like you’re my dad?”

All the air squeezed out of her lungs. The longing in his voice was palpable. Travis would make a great dad, but she couldn’t ask him to be that to Dax. This was too much. She never should have agreed to come. She’d talk to Travis as soon as Dax went to bed and set things straight.

Travis bent and placed his hands on his knees, gazing steadily at Dax. “Well, I was hoping we could discuss that, man to man. See, your mom and I love each other. What do you think about that?”

Dax lifted his eyes to the ceiling, thinking. After a moment he nodded. “I think that’s okay.”

“Now, I’ve never been a dad before, but if I was a dad, I’d want a kid like you.”

Dax puffed up, a smile spreading across his face.

Her heart had to still be beating – she was still standing. Her insides felt tossed around like an upside-down salt shaker. She bit down on her lip unsure of what to expect next.

Dax toed the fringe of the rug. “I’ve never had a dad.”

“Would you like one?” Elaine perked up at the husky note in Travis’s voice. She wasn’t the only one with her heart in her throat.

Dax shrugged and nodded. Of all the things she’d never been able to give her son, raising him without a father hurt her the most. But raising him with a revolving door of bad examples would have been far worse.

“Do you think we can try it for a bit?” Travis asked. “See how it’s like?”

Dax nodded slowly. “Does that mean you love me?”

Her hand flew to her mouth, too late to cover the astonished squeak that escaped.

Travis’s face was a study of emotion, but he nodded and pulled Dax in for a hug. “Yeah,” he said throatily. “It does. I love you kiddo.”

Hot tears pierced her eyelids as Dax snuggled into Travis’s embrace. She caught a muffled I love you too as Dax spoke into Travis’s midsection. When their gazes locked, Travis’s eyes were shiny and soft. Thank you, she mouthed silently. He shrugged, an expression of wonder on his face. “I mean it,” he said gruffly. “All of it.”

Once Dax had run off to play downstairs, Travis pulled her into an embrace. “You think he’ll like it here?” he asked gruffly.

“I think he’ll do just fine.” She swiveled her head eyeing the door. “But you can’t lock this door.”

His body tensed. “Why not?”

“I can’t sleep in a room with a locked door.”

“The door locks for your safety.”

“But we’re safe here, Travis. I can understand and agree to locking the front door at night. This is a big house. But not the bedroom.” Heat prickled over her scalp. “Besides, if Dax is across the hall, I want him to know he can come in if he needs me.”

“And I don’t want him to barge in on us accidentally,” Travis growled back.

Elaine pushed against him, stepping back. “I don’t see why you’re so obsessed with keeping everyone in.”

“It’s keeping people out that I’m worried about, and you know why,” he ground out. “And I’m slowly getting better, you know that.” He crossed his arms. “But what I don’t know and you’ve refused to say is why you’re obsessed with keeping things unlocked.” He stared pointedly at her, raising his eyebrows in expectation. “Start talkin’ darlin’.”

Fear raced down her spine, chilling her all the way to her fingertips. She’d never confessed this to anyone. Not that she’d ever been close enough to anyone to confide something this personal, this… mortifying. She snuck a peek at him through her lowered lashes. Immovable.

“When I was small, younger than Dax, I-I…” Heat exploded on her face. She squeezed her eyes shut tamping down the ugly memory, the terror. “I was locked in a closet as a form of discipline.” Even now, she could feel the darkness pressing in on her. The stuffy, hot air choking her.

Travis made an awful noise and her eyes jerked up. Every muscle in his body clenched, poised to pounce or mete out justice. Fear snaked through her. How would he react when she disclosed the rest? “There’s more,” she murmured thickly, struggling to push out the words through a constricted throat. Keeping her eyes pinned to a square on the rug, she forced out the rest. “A few years ago… before we moved here, there was an incident.” She swallowed down the bile that rose up her throat. Lawson had made it clear what would happen to her or to Travis if she ever spoke of the incident. “I… a person locked me in a room and tried to hurt me,” she blurted, fighting the wave of nausea that swarmed her belly. “I-I got away before anything significant happened, but I promised myself I’d always have an escape route after that.” Her heart pounded ferociously.

“Who?” Travis’s voice was lethal. Hard.

“I-it doesn’t matter.”

“Like hell it doesn’t,” he bit out. “I’ll deal with him.”

She’d never seen him like this. Unyielding. Deadly. This was Travis the warrior. For a terrifying moment, she imagined seeing his face on the other end of a rifle. Or worse. A shiver skittered across her shoulders.

“Did you ever report it?”

She shook her head once. “It wouldn’t have made a difference.”

“Why not?”

She let out a bitter laugh. “Who would I have told? He had all the power. And no one saw us. He made sure no one saw him. It would have been my word against his, and who would believe a–” she caught herself. Who would believe a girl with a record accusing a cop who’d positioned himself as unassailable? No one. “Someone like me?” she finished sadly.

Travis scrubbed a hand across his jaw and shook his head. When he looked at her, his eyes were bright with anger. She cringed, bracing herself for his unleashed fury. She couldn’t help it, and hated herself when she saw the hurt look in his eyes. “I will never hurt you.” His voice came out full of gravel. “Never. And I will deal handily with anyone who does.” He swooped down and gave her a hard kiss. “The lock will come off tomorrow.” He stalked out of the room before she thought to stop him.

She wanted so badly to lay everything out. To explain herself. But she couldn’t do that to him right before the election. Not only would it add to his stress and pull his focus from the campaign, but the backlash over her record would ruin his chances. Cause such a big blow up. Not to mention cost Dottie precious business. People in this town weren’t ready for a known criminal in their midst. She couldn’t do that to either of them. Once her hearing was over and she’d been released, and it was all in the past, then maybe she and Dottie could talk to Travis together. Explain everything. Just nine days.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


“Travis, you’re not thinking like a winner,” Weston banged his hand on the table.

“Like hell I’m not,” Travis countered, voice rising.

Tension had been building all week and had finally spilled over at dinner.

“Guys, Dax is asleep upstairs,” Elaine scolded.

She was on pins and needles too, expecting the worst every day when she rushed to the mailbox. So far Lawson hadn’t gone on the offensive, but their conversation kept ringing in her ears. They just had to get through the next four days in one piece, but everyone was exhausted and on edge.

“You need to sew this up, Travis, and to do it you’ve got to go negative.”

Travis crossed his arms, triceps bulging under his shirt. “I won’t. I have a reputation to uphold in the community. I won’t resort to mudslinging.”


“All it would be doing is raising questions about your opponent. Legitimate questions.” Weston paced the length of the table. “Look. I can call my dad’s designer and have something put together by midnight. There’s a printer in Wichita we can pay for an expedited run. They’ll be finished by mid-afternoon tomorrow and I will personally deliver them to the post office. We’ll have to pay first class postage, but they’ll arrive in some boxes Saturday and the rest, Monday.”

“You’ve thought this through completely, haven’t you?” You could cut the tension in Travis’s voice with a knife.

Weston rolled his eyes. “This ain’t my first rodeo.”

“It would cost $14,097.44,” she said more to herself than to anyone else.

The men swung to stare at her.

“How do you know?” Travis asked.

Weston smacked his shoulder. “I told you she was lightning fast with numbers. Break it down?”

Elaine sighed, cheeks flaming under their stares. “10,623 voters, times point seven-nine for a six by eight mailer. $8,392.17 in printing costs. Multiply the voters by a first-class stamp and that’s an additional $5,205.27. Add five hundred for expedited printing.” She shrugged. Not that hard.

Travis grinned at her. “I knew there was a reason why I loved you.” He turned to Weston, frowning. “I’m not spending fifteen thousand more of my nest-egg just to hit Lawson in the balls.”

Weston’s jaw flexed. “How bad do you want to win?”

“I guess not fifteen-thousand more bad. I could use that to get the tractor running again. Or buy a half-dozen calf-cow pairs.”

“Thinking like a rancher already?”

“Just trying to keep my perspective.”

“Try this perspective. You lose, Lawson becomes your boss. And mine,” Weston added. “The guy’s bad news, Travis. Is it worth fifteen grand to make sure an asshole doesn’t ruin the county?”

Travis’s face pulled tight. “You can’t put that all on me, and you know it.”

Weston paced away again. “At least there’s nothing negative Lawson can use on you. Maybe we’ll squeak this out, but mark my words. If he wins, it will be harder to unseat him as an incumbent.”

Elaine’s stomach somersaulted at Weston’s words, and she nearly missed what Travis said.

“Elaine? What do you think?”

Both sets of eyes trained on her. She froze. What was she supposed to say? Lawson’s threat rang in her ears. Lawson would lash out if he felt backed into a corner. She looked back and forth between the two men. Weston’s eyes flaming with intensity and the desire to win. Travis’s guarded. Exhausted. What would Lawson do if he lost? Would he still find a way to ruin everything she’d rebuilt? It was too risky. “I-I think we should give him a wide berth.”

Triumph flashed in Travis’s eyes. Weston looked crestfallen. “I’m sorry Weston.”

Weston threw up his hand. “What the candidate wants…” He grabbed his jacket draped over the end chair. “As long as you have no regrets, man. I don’t want you coming back in a year or two when Lawson is running the county like a mob boss and telling me you wished you’d spent the money.”

Travis’s mouth flattened. “Not a chance.”

“My work here is done, then. You know what you need to do over the weekend. I’ll show myself out.” Weston let himself out, quietly shutting the door with a click.

Travis’s shoulders sagged, and after locking the door, he flopped on the couch cradling his head in his hands. The poor man was exhausted. Heck, they all were, but the stress of it was finally evident on his face and in his body.

Going to him, she curled herself up next to him on the couch, laying her head on his shoulder and draping an arm across his back. “Hey. You okay?”

Tension radiated off him in waves. She drew her hand up, working the knots at the base of his neck. After a long moment, a shudder wracked his body and he let out a heavy sigh. “Weston warned me this would be stressful.”

“Do you regret running?”

He flicked a glance at her, eyes tired but glowing. “Not for a second. I just want it to be over. And I want to know the outcome so I can move on.”

Her heart sank a little. So he could move on? What about her? Or them? Or Dax? Maybe it was just a slip of the tongue because he was stressed. But what if it wasn’t? And what would he say when she finally told him about her record? Would he still want her then? Even if she was about to be released from probation? She didn’t know what to say, so she kept working the knots on his backside. “Yeah, me too,” she finally answered quietly.

*     *     *

“More coffee?” Elaine smiled down at Anders, one of her morning regulars as she started to refill his cup. “I can run and get your cream.” Anders always put three creams in his coffees.

He scowled at her yanking his cup away. “I didn’t ask for more, and I’ll get my own cream.”

“I’m so sorry,” she responded automatically, reeling.

Anders wasn’t naturally crusty like some of the other old-timers. He usually greeted her with a warm smile and a question about Dax. Maybe he was worried about the reconstruction efforts for the Feed ’n Seed? Builders had broken ground on the new building last week. A shiver snaked down her spine. But what if it wasn’t? Her stomach filled with dread.

She shook herself. According to Weston, anything bad would have hit by now. She only had to get through two more days. She was just anxious about the election. About talking to Travis after. That was all it was. Nothing more than a few jitters. She replaced the coffee pot and grabbed a washcloth from the bleach bucket.

Dottie stepped out of the food truck. “You okay, sweetie pie? You look like you’re carryin’ the world on your shoulders.”

Elaine put on a smile. “Yeah. Just worried about the election tomorrow.” She lowered her voice. “And Wednesday.”

Dottie wrapped her in a hug. Dottie might be squishy on the outside, but she was steel on the inside. Elaine sagged against the older woman, absorbing her resolve. “I’m going to be fine,” she said thickly. “This will pass.”

“Damn straight you’re gonna be fine. Your man’s gonna win tomorrow, and then we can talk to him about Wednesday. I’ll stay with you every step.”

She squeezed her eyes against the hot swell of emotion that stuck in her throat. “I love you, Dottie. I couldn’t have done this without you.” She sniffed, blinking hard.

Dottie gave her a squeeze. “I love you too, sweetie pie.” Her voice grew husky. “I’m so proud of you. Now get back out there and finish up so you’re ready when Travis comes to pick you up. You have an election to help win.”

Brushing her eyes, she stepped back and took a big breath. This time, her smile felt genuine. Dipping the washcloth in the bleach water, she wrung it out and headed for the tables. As she rounded the corner of the truck, she recognized Travis’s brawny figure moving through the tables. “Hey there,” she called out, thrilled to see him in the middle of the day. Her smile froze in place when he turned, a thunderous expression pulling on his features.

He stalked to her, holding out a large, glossy piece of paper. A mailer, from the looks of it. His eyes glittered hard and cold. “What in the hell is this?”

She took the piece, hands shaking. Facing up at her was a photo she’d never seen before, but one she would remember for the rest of her life. She hardly recognized the scared eyed, pink-haired girl from more than two years ago staring up at her. But there was no doubt it was her. The red GUILTY stamp through her name just made it worse. Her world tilted sideways, sending her stomach with it as she went hot and cold all at once. But what made her want to have the earth swallow her up were the big words “Campaign Treasurer – CRIMINAL”.

Over her picture, big dark words grabbed the reader’s attention.

If TRAVIS KINCAID hires criminals for his campaign, WHO will he hire as County Sheriff?

The blood rushed from her face. She’d ruined everything for Travis.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


The wide scared eyes staring up at him matched the eyes of the girl in the picture. He didn’t want to believe it. Couldn’t believe it. Say something. But she didn’t. She just stared at him, a pained expression on her face, eyes deep dark pools of sorrow.

“What is this?” he gritted out. “Is this you?” Dammit, he wanted to hear her admit it. Own up to the extent of her betrayal.


He’d been shocked when Jeanine had placed the mailer on his desk not twenty minutes earlier. There was no way the woman in the picture could be his sweet, strong Elaine. And yet he’d recognized her instantly.

“I-It’s not what you think,” she finally uttered, barely above a whisper.

“Then you damn well better start explaining.”

She barely tilted her head, scanning the area. “Can we go someplace private?”

“Your mug shot is in the mailbox of every resident in the county and you want to go someplace private?” he barked. “Everyone’s gonna know your story before dinner hits the table tonight darlin’.”

She winced, pink flushing her cheeks.

Maybe that was too harsh, but at the moment he was too angry to care. She’d singlehandedly destroyed months of effort. Not to mention the thousands of dollars down the drain. His stomach churned at that. It would take him years to recoup his losses. He crossed his arms and glowered at her. “Well?”

Her eyes darted up, spearing him with a look of such pain that his gut twisted. But she would not play him again, and he tamped down the urge to soften. She’d slid under his defenses and it had made him weak. Compromised his judgment. God, it was Kandahar all over again. When would he fucking learn?

She looked down at the space between them and spoke so low he had to lean in to hear her. “Three years ago, Dax and I lived in Topeka.” Her voice came out in a monotone, devoid of emotion. “As you know, I was a high-school dropout. There weren’t a lot of employment options available to me, especially with a four-year-old. I ended up with a cocktailing job at a gentleman’s club called Naughty Nellie’s.”

Gentleman’s club, his ass. “You worked at a strip club,” he said flatly. A hot flash of jealous rage drove through him. The thought that creeps and criminals had seen her tits or worse, and had undoubtedly attempted to put their hands all over her had his vision spotting. The law enforcement community was very aware of Naughty Nellie’s. It had a well-earned reputation for being the favorite booty call joint for some of the slipperiest criminals in Kansas. Even drawing some of the rougher elements from Kansas City.

“I swear I never took off my clothes,” she rushed, a note of panic sounding in her voice.

“Let me guess,” he said sarcastically. “You just made introductions for the ladies who did?”

Her eyes flashed. “I had a child to feed. The DJ lived in my building and hooked me up with a job.”

“Interesting choice of words.”

She gasped, cheeks going from pink to red.

That was a low blow. One he might regret later when he was drowning his sorrows in a bottle of whiskey, but at the moment, he didn’t care.

She took a step closer to him, eyes flashing angry hurt. “I never did anything to be ashamed of. The only thing I’m ashamed of is–”

“The fact you got caught,” he finished for her.

“No.” She shook her head, voice vibrating in anger. “That I was too scared to level with you early on. But I… I couldn’t.”

“Bullshit,” he ground out. “I’m the goddamned police chief. You damn well should have leveled with me.”

“I wanted to put the past behind me. Coming to Prairie was a chance at a fresh start. The chance to be the person I wanted to be.”

“And it was all built on a lie.”

“I swear, Travis it wasn’t.”

“How’d it happen?” Maybe he was an ass for pushing this way, but she was in the wrong. “You accept a proposition in a sting?” The thought made him sick, and he hated himself for asking, but he had to know.

“No.” Her eyes glittered with unshed tears. “Why are you assuming the worst?”

“Maybe it’s because your mugshot is plastered all over the county with the words ‘guilty’ and ‘criminal’. You tell me. What the hell was it?”

She glowered at him. “There was a sweep. Hard drugs were found in my purse. But I didn’t put them there. I’ve never used. Not once. Not the hard stuff,” she amended. “Pot a few times before I got pregnant, but nothing since.”

“That’s what they all say,” he snarled. God, she was just like Colton. What a sucker.

A tear oozed from the corner of her eye and slid down her cheek. He would not soften. Could not. “Don’t do this, Travis. Please.” He barely recognized her voice through the tears. “I’ve worked hard to straighten out my life. I haven’t been anything but honest with you.”

“Except for this,” he snapped, gesturing to the mailer. “I broke all my rules for you. Every. Damned. One. How could you not tell me?”

“I should have told you,” she shot back angrily. “But I was afraid if anyone knew, that something like this,” she shook the mailer, “would happen and hurt your campaign. I didn’t want to bring you down.” She brushed at her eyes.

“How can you say you love me and keep secrets?”

“You keep secrets too,” she raised her voice.

“That’s different.” No one needed to know what really happened between him and Colton. He’d bear that burden alone.

She crosses her arms. “How so?”

“I shared my deepest secrets with you. Told you about my team. And this is how you repay me?” He might be deflecting, but he didn’t care. She’d wormed her way past his defenses. He’d let her see his soft underbelly, and then she’d stabbed him where he was most vulnerable. He couldn’t forgive that.

“This isn’t about repayment,” she countered, voice rising. “It was never a transaction. I did what I felt I had to do to feed and care for my son.”

“So you’re saying the only reason you took the job was for the money?” Pain knifed through his chest.

She shook her head, eyes dull. “You don’t get it, do you?” Her voice caught. “I thought you had more faith in me than this. More faith in us.” She narrowed her eyes, a muscle in her jaw ticking. “I see I was mistaken. Well you can take my resignation on the spot, Chief Kincaid. And don’t bother paying me the rest of my salary.” She started to rip the mailer. “In fact, I will bring you a check tomorrow for all of it, minus Dax’s school things and the clothes I bought. I will pay you back for those out of my tip money. Consider it a campaign donation.”

She tossed the pieces of the mailer to the ground and spun away.

The burning in his chest grew as he watched her disappear behind the food truck, shoulders slumped. He made the walk back to the police station in record time. “Weston,” he roared as soon as the door had shut behind him. “Weston.”

Weston came around the corner, another mailer in hand, jaw set. “You know you’re well and truly fucked.”

“Yep.” All that time, all that money, gone in a mailer. Judging from the size alone, one that cost significantly more than fifteen grand.

“Did you talk to Elaine?”

He nodded curtly.

“Did you tell her we’ll do what we can to shield her from the fallout?”

Travis stilled, a finger of guilt needling him.

Weston groaned. “Jesus. Don’t tell me you were an asshat.”

“She lied to me.”

“By keeping deeply personal information personal?”

“We’re LIVING together, for fucks sake. She should have told me.” He had to hold onto his anger. It was all he had left, now. He was right, dammit.

“It’s not exactly the kind of embarrassing information you volunteer to someone you’re crazy about. To someone you’re afraid might judge you.” Weston folded his arms. “You could have vetted her.” His voice became hard. Clipped. “Are you pissed at her or yourself?”

Travis scowled at the wall.

“Could you or could you not have run a background check on her?” Weston asked harshly, raising his voice.

“Not without her consent and you know it,” he bit out.

“You know there are other ways.”

“Yes, and I also said I’d never use them.”

Weston got in his face, eyes blazing. “You realize that Lawson did? To get at you? That guy’s a sick sonofabitch. You want to be pissed at someone? Be pissed at him. He’s not only ruined your campaign, he’s ruined her life.”

Weston turned and paced the length of the hall, before stalking back and jabbing him in the chest. “Did you think about that even once in your righteous indignation?”

He opened his mouth but Weston held up a hand. “Save me your sob story. I’ve known you for years, man. I know what pushes your buttons and you need to get the fuck over yourself. What kind of man are you that you’re in here sucking your thumb while you’re letting a single mom with not much safety net, and who you love, spin in the wind?”

There was that finger of guilt again, poking at him. “But I broke the rules for her.”

“Fuck your goddamned rules, Kincaid,” Weston shouted, mouth tight. “Haven’t you learned anything from seeing Dr. Munger? Your rigid rules are a fucked-up coping mechanism that are destroying you and any opportunity you have at happiness.”

“TRAVIS KINCAID,” roared Dottie from the other end of the hall.

He couldn’t win today. Why had Jeanine let her in?

“What on God’s good green earth did you do to that poor woman? She’s beside herself.”

Travis snatched the flyer from Weston and handed it over. Maybe now she’d climb down off her high horse. “Maybe you’ve seen this.”

Dottie’s eyes widened then narrowed as she shifted her gaze to him. “Tell me you were gentle with her.” She raked her gaze over him with a mother’s ferocity. The finger of guilt turned into a fist. How was it she could reduce him to about twelve-years old with a scathing glance?

She crossed her arms, mouth pinched into a line. “I see you haven’t learned a damned thing, have you?”

His chest burst into flame, crawling up his neck.

“You’ve judged that sweet thing by the same harsh standards you judged your brother, Colton. I always disagreed with you kicking him out of the house when he was seventeen, but I wasn’t there when it happened and figured you’d ask for help from Teddy if you needed it.”

Why was she dredging up the past now? And in front of Weston?

Dottie barged ahead. “But you never did. And now it’s you all alone at that ranch. Your daddy would be rolling in his grave to see how you’ve let the Kincaid legacy dwindle to nothing. I had high hopes when Elaine finally moved in with you that you’d made a step in the right direction.”

He had to make her understand. She of all people should understand. “Do you know what she did Dottie? She was caught up in a drug sweep in one of the most notorious titty bars in Topeka.”

That would shock her into siding with him. She knew about Colton’s drug and alcohol problem in high school.

“I know that,” she railed. “How do you think she ended up here? I’ve worked with probation cases in the past, giving people second chances. Some worked out. Some not. Elaine was a dream come true. And yes, surprise, surprise – she was human and made mistakes. Mistakes she’s paid dearly for. She’s done everything right to get her life back on track. Now don’t ruin it for her.”

She ripped the flyer in two and shoved it back at him. “I should have stepped in years ago, and I regret that I didn’t. Someone shoulda told you to get off your high horse when it came to Colton. I know you were young and full of yourself, running off to those missions, doing your duty to your country.” She scowled. “But you had a duty here too. Everyone but you could see that boy was hurting, and all you did was come at him with crazy rules. So I’m gonna tell you what I shoulda said then.” She gave him a blistering gaze. “You fix this Travis Kincaid. You fix it. And don’t come around until you do.” She spun on her heel and marched back down the hall.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Dottie’s footsteps echoed through the hall. Weston stared at him grimly. “Why don’t you start with Lawson you dumbass? Did you ever look at the dossier I gave you?”

Motherfucker.

Shamefaced, Travis shook his head.

Weston pushed open his office door. “How the hell you became police chief when you’re so stubborn and hard-headed is beyond me.” A moment later he came back with a folder. “Open it.”

Travis shook his head. “Elaine first. I want to know everything.”

Weston eyed him critically. “Are you sure? I don’t want you using this shit against her.”

Weston might as well have kicked him in the balls for the pain that burst through him at his accusation. A tendril of fear curled through him. He wanted to know. Wanted to believe her. At the same time, confirmation that he’d been played would break him.

“Well? What’s it gonna be?”

He clenched his jaw so hard his molars squeaked.

Weston’s voice softened a fraction. “The truth will set you free, man. You’ll know for sure, and you can figure out how to move forward.”

He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Fine, fine. Make the call.” Weston was right. If he knew definitively, he could deal with the fallout. He wanted to puke.

“Mac, I need a favor.” Weston’s voice bounced off the wall as he walked down the hall.

Travis walked into his office and sat down, tossing the folder back on his desk. He propped his head in his hands, trying to control his churning stomach. If Dottie and Weston were both right and he was wrong, that made him the biggest asshole outside of the US Navy. And if he’d been wrong about Elaine, did that mean he’d been wrong about Colton too? Dottie sure as hell thought so. Had he been too hard on his little brother? His stomach gave a growling answer to the question. A weight pressed down on him. He’d always looked out for his team. How could he have failed his brother? He’d let the rigor of his training spill over into his personal life, and it hadn’t mixed well with a seventeen-year-old trying to find his way. Fuck him.

Footsteps sounded at the door, and Weston’s polished boots came into view. “Check your phone.”

Travis raised his head. He hadn’t seen Weston’s face that taut since… he shuddered. Not for a very long time. “I really don’t wanna know what connections you have, do I?”

Weston shrugged, mouth a rigid line. “Probably not.”

Travis’s phone beeped. He pulled up the email from what he presumed was a dummy account. Elaine’s mug shot flashed on the screen and then a summary. He skimmed through the bullet points. A runaway at fourteen, juvenile detention, repeated failed attempts at fostering, a group home, underage drinking, pot possession. A baby at seventeen, likely father a known criminal five years her senior, who died in a prison gang riot when she was nineteen.

His stomach churned. Good riddance. No wonder she’d turned to cutting at some point. Guilt stabbed through him as everything he’d learned about dealing with self-harm came slamming back to him. Weston was right, what kind of a hack cop was he? He continued scrolling through the summary.

After Dax was born, a string of low wage jobs but no criminal activity – until the night she was arrested in a drug sweep at Naughty Nellie’s. According to the document, she’d submitted a request for a hearing to have her probation reduced. Hearing set for the day after tomorrow. He raked a hand through his hair. “I’ve really fucked this up, haven’t I? With Elaine?”

Weston frowned and leaned in the doorway. “Elaine’s a good woman, Travis. You know that. You have to fix this. This is all Lawson’s doing. You want someone to pay? Make it him. Elaine’s paid enough.”

He reached for the file and opened it. Lawson’s formal police chief photo smiled back at him. His hand twitched. God, he needed a heavy bag. But he wasn’t going to drive all the way home just to release the energy stuck inside him.

Everything Weston had hinted at was there, right on the page in black and white. And the farther down the page he read, the hotter he grew, blood pounding in his ears.

Lawson was shady. The kind of cop you heard rumors about but didn’t quite believe could be true. Or that they only happened in big cities like Chicago and New York. The man had questionable connections with drug dealers and prostitution rings, but no one could ever seem to pin anything on him. Twice, he was accused of assaulting a female suspect in holding, but nothing was ever proven.

He flicked a glance at Weston. “You knew this? And you’ve been sitting on it?”

Weston raised his hands. “I tried to tell you, but you were more concerned with doing things by the book. Honorable trait in a police chief.”

For all the good it did him. He glanced through the last page, eyes catching on the words Naughty Nellie’s. “Did you see this?” He quickly scanned the last paragraphs, heart racing. “Lawson was the arresting officer at Naughty Nellie’s the night Elaine was arrested.”

Weston’s eyebrows shot up. “Huh.”

“Did you know this?”

Weston shook his head. “Nah. There was enough on the first page to convince me the guy’s scum.”

Travis’s mind raced. He was missing something. And then the missing link dropped into place. The abject fear on Elaine’s face when he’d seen Lawson talking to her after the 4th of July parade. The look that had made him spontaneously decide to jump in the race for sheriff. He slammed a hand on his desk and stood. “Holy shit, Wes, Lawson knows her. He knows Elaine.”

“How do you know?”

“I just know,” he growled. “And I’m going to get to the bottom of this once and for all.” He tossed the folder on his chair and brushed past Weston.

“If you’re going to confront Lawson, be careful,” Weston called after him.

Adrenaline pumped through him, narrowing his focus. All he could see as he slipped into his vehicle was Elaine’s terrified face. The entire drive over to Marion he replayed every encounter with the man, honing his anger. He took the police station steps two at a time and smiled politely at the gray-haired front office lady just inside the door. “Lawson in?”

He walked silently down the hall, pausing just outside the open door. Lawson’s voice drifted out. He was on the phone with someone. A quick glance around the corner showed an office similar to his, with the desk facing sideways into the room. Lawson was behind it with his feet up on the desk, at an angle to the door.

Travis slipped into the office and silently shut the door, turning the lock. As Lawson turned, he ripped the phone out of the bastard’s hands and slammed it on the receiver.

“Whaa?”

Before Lawson could say more, he’d pulled the man out of his chair and shoved him against the wall. “Right now, you sonofabitch,” he bellowed. “This stops right now. Tell me how you know Elaine.”

Recognition bloomed on Lawson’s face, and he sneered. “So you finally figured out the bitch was playing you?”

Travis punched him in the gut. He’d start with the soft spots first.

Lawson wheezed and squirmed, but he had six inches on the guy and rage fueling him. Lawson was going nowhere. “You’ll pay for that, Kincaid,” he choked. “Once this gets out,” he gasped, “Your career is over.”

Travis punched him again. Harder. It felt entirely too good. “I don’t give a shit you asswipe. You’re scum. What did she ever do to you?”

Lawson’s eyes lit fanatically, full of hatred.

Of course. The locked door. “Wait. She turned you down didn’t she? You wanted a piece and she told you to get lost. So you tried–”

“She’s nothing but a whore,” Lawson spit.

Red hazed his vision and he came unleashed. This time, hitting higher. “Don’t.” A fist to the ribs and an accompanying crack. “You.” Another fist to the ribs. Upward, punctuating each word with a blow. “Ever. Call. My. Future. Wife. A. Whore. Do. I. Make. Myself. Clear?” He took aim and slammed his fist into Lawson’s nose with a sickening crunch.

Lawson gave a strangled cry and went limp, sliding down the wall and collapsing in a heap when Travis let go. He stood a moment, letting the shaking in his body dissipate, then flexed his hand and silently left the office closing the door quietly behind him.

Calm settled over Travis. All his years in the SEALs, he’d saved his fighting for the battlefield. But he’d learned an important lesson today. There was something deeply, viscerally satisfying about delivering cowboy justice to an asshole. He parked his vehicle back at the station and gave the roof a pat as he shut the door. Keeping his pace measured, almost leisurely, he climbed the stairs and pushed open the glass door. Acknowledging Jeanine with a wave, he didn’t stop until he reached Weston’s desk. “Congratulations, you just earned yourself a promotion.” He tossed his badge on the pile of papers scattered in front of him.

Weston swiveled around, eyes moving back and forth between his bruised knuckles and his face. “I should see the other guy, huh?”

He nodded once, not trusting his voice.

“What next?”

He took a deep breath, releasing it slowly. “I find Elaine and beg her to forgive me.”

“Prepare to grovel.”

“Yep.”

“Lots of groveling, Travis.”

He nodded again.

“Unprecedented groveling.”

“I get the picture,” he growled. Leaving Weston with a two-fingered salute, he hit the locker room for the last time. He hung his vest and stowed his weapon in the lock box. He pulled on his Wranglers and slipped into his boots, buttoned up his favorite flannel plaid and secured his belt buckle. He gave a last look around the bare room and tossed his uniform in the laundry.

He stopped at Jeanine’s desk. “I probably haven’t told you as much as I should’ve, what an asset you are to us. I’m sorry about that.”

Jeanine tilted her head giving him a funny look. “Aww you’re sweet, Travis. See you tomorrow for the party?”

The party. Weston had organized a watch party at the ranch. There would be no victory for him now. But it would be sad to waste Mike McAllister’s victory brew he’d created just for tomorrow night. “Yeah. See you tomorrow.”

Travis crawled into his SUV, tossed his phone on the passenger seat and sat, hands on the wheel. If he breathed deeply, he could still detect the faint residue of Elaine’s perfume. He couldn’t bring himself to start the vehicle. He’d never been a full-fledged civilian. He’d gone right from the military to the police academy, and from there, straight home to Prairie. Apprehension fluttered at the edge of his conscious. His new life started the second he pulled out of the parking space. The cell phone taunted him from the middle of the seat. Thoughts spun in his head like they were on a wash cycle.

Don’t be a chickenshit.

Letting his head fall back, he shut his eyes, mustering the courage to pick up the phone. “Fuck it.” He reached for the phone before he could psych himself out, or come up with a million reasons why what he was about to do was a bad idea. He scrolled through his contacts, thumb twitching when he reached the name. His pulse raced, sounding like a drum in the small space. He hit the call button, stomach tightening with each ring.

And voicemail.

Clearing his throat, he waited for the brief greeting to end. “Colt. Travis. Look… I know this is long overdue, and I’ve been an ass.” He laughed harshly. “Hell, worse than an ass… I’d like to properly apologize. Call me?”

He clicked off and stared at his brother’s contact information. The lost years, the countless missed opportunities hung before him like a banner. His throat closed, remorse washing over him. He took a shuddering breath. He’d made a start, and it might not come to anything, but it was a start. He started the engine. One down, one to go.




CHAPTER THIRTY


Hope flamed to life in Travis’s chest as he pulled away from the Grace home. There were only four places Elaine was likely to be, and she wasn’t at the first three. It was unreasonable for him under any circumstance to hope that Elaine would be home, waiting for him. But as he made the turn onto his own drive, hope was there, burning inside him. And when he saw her sitting on the front porch with Dottie, who bristled like a prairie chicken defending its turf, it spread like a grass fire down to his toes.

The urge to race to the porch and sweep her in his arms was powerful. But instinctively he knew that would only make it worse. What had Weston said about unprecedented groveling? Worry niggled at him, but he brushed it away. He was a man on a mission and defeat was not an option. His heart slammed into his chest as he kept his pace unhurried and stopped a few feet from the bottom step.

He kept his eyes laser-focused on Elaine, even though the mistrustful look in her eyes gutted him. With a jolt, he recognized her expression. She looked just like that in her early days at the diner. Scared yet determined. What an idiot. Beating was too good for him. He alone was responsible for putting the hurt there, the mistrust.

“Where’s Dax?”

“Over at Hansen’s with Hope and Gunnar. They’ll bring him home after dinner.” Dottie answered with a note of accusation in her voice.

Still keeping his gaze riveted on Elaine, he opened his hands. “It’s okay Dottie. I’ve been an ass. I know. I reacted and I couldn’t listen.”

Something flickered in Elaine’s eyes, feeding his hope. “I took care of Lawson.”

“I don’t understand.”

He rolled his fingers, flexing his hand. “Let’s just say he’s not gonna look too pretty in his election day victory photo.”

Dottie snorted and threw up her hands. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I can’t serve as sheriff if I’m not currently holding a law enforcement position.”

“Talk plain, Travis.” Dottie snapped, having clearly run out of patience.

“Fine, you want plain talk?” He stayed focused on Elaine, watching for any signs that she might be softening. He’d work with any opening she gave him “I read your file.”

She winced and looked down, two bright spots slashing her cheeks.

“All of it. I also read up on Lawson and put two and two together. I paid him a visit and took action that cost me my job as police chief.”

She gasped, covering her mouth, eyebrows at her hairline. “Oh no, Travis. You shouldn’t have. He’ll come after you.” Fear filled her beautiful blue eyes.

That was a good sign, wasn’t it? That she was worried about his safety?

“Nope. He won’t. Weston has put his source in touch with the attorney general. I think we’ll see an investigation opened.” He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops. “But I resigned. It wouldn’t be right for me to stay police chief after what I did. Especially because it felt damned good to punch his lights out.”

Elaine let out a strangled noise tinged with hysteria.

“On the drive back, I realized what’s most important in my life is right here. You and Dax. That is if you can forgive me.” He offered his hand, hope pounding in his chest. “I also remembered that the night of the First Responder’s Ball I told you that you didn’t have to tell me anything about your past until you were ready.” He took a deep breath. “And obviously from my behavior, you were justified. I failed you and I’m sorry.”

Her eyes darted to his outstretched hand then back to his face. Once. Twice. She worried her bottom lip between her teeth, clearly distressed. He couldn’t breathe in or out. Like bailing wire had been wrapped too tight around his chest.

“I’m so sorry I didn’t trust you enough to tell you. Dottie was the only person who knew, and she promised to keep it to herself.”

Everything in him itched to go to her, wrap her in his arms and kiss the pain from her face, but he couldn’t. Not until she met him halfway. He’d laid everything out for her, and if he’d blown it because he’d been an assfuck, then so be it. He’d have to live with the consequences.

She took a ragged breath, eyes searching his. “I wanted to start over here. To give Dax a safe and stable place to grow up. And Dottie gave me that chance. I didn’t want to blow it.”

“You didn’t, I did,” he murmured.

She looked at him sharply, but continued. “I know how small towns can be. I was afraid that if word got out, people would treat us differently – would treat Dax differently – if they knew that my past was… less than pristine. And you…” Her cheeks turned the prettiest shade of pink as her voice turned husky. “Always made me feel like a lady. I didn’t want that to go away. I didn’t want to disappoint you, and I’m so sorry I did.”

His feet disobeyed a direct order from his brain to stay put. He was on the porch in three steps, clasping her shoulders. “You didn’t, sweetheart. I’m the disappointment. I’m not happy you didn’t confide in me, but I understand why, and I’ll do better, every day, to earn your trust. To show you how much I love and value you.” His mouth was on board with his feet too, completely ignoring his brain’s command to stop talking before he ruined things again. “Your strength, your kindness, your patience, your–”

“Travis,” Dottie interjected. “If you don’t ask this girl to marry you right now, I am never serving you coffee again.”

Elaine laughed, tears spilling out of her eyes.

He kissed her wet cheeks, salt from her tears sharp on his tongue. “I’m stubborn and set in my ways.”

“I break rules,” she spoke barely above a whisper.

“Break them all, I don’t care. As long as I can come home to you and Dax every night.”

Her eyes filled with worry. “What are you going to do now that you don’t have a job?”

“I’ll figure it out. Right now, I don’t care. All I care about is right here.”

Dottie sighed loudly. “Well, you two kids are gonna be just fine.” She gave them both a quick embrace. “I’m gonna get on home and check in on Cassidy. She’s been helping Parker with his physical therapy. I think they’re about to set a wedding date. You kids these days, not a one of you has had a decent engagement. And now Carolina’s making noise about getting married by Christmas. Expect us all to make a celebration overnight.”

Dottie reached up and clasped his chin. “You’re a good man, Travis. I’m real proud of you.”

Warmth spread across his chest. His voice grew rough. “Thanks. For always being there.” The remaining words stuck somewhere in the back of his throat.

She patted his cheek. “Love you too, sweetie pie. See you two tomorrow night.”

When her truck disappeared down the drive, Travis turned to Elaine. “Well?” Her eyes turned to dark pools and he held her gaze for a long moment. He could lose himself in her. Hell, he was already lost. “Will you make a life with me? Here?” He couldn’t keep the gravel out of his voice. Or the hope.

A thousand emotions crossed her face while his stomach did jumping jacks. “I want to…” Her voice was full of hesitation. Not the enthusiastic response he’d hoped for. He tried to tamp down the feelings of despair. “But?” He wasn’t going to give up easily. Not if there was an outside chance for them.

“I think we need to ask Dax what he thinks.”

“Done.”

“And I don’t want to commit to anything permanent until I’m free and clear.”

“I can’t say I like that, but I get it.”

“With any luck, all of this will be behind us on Wednesday. Would you ask me again?”

He’d keep asking. But a man could only live with so much uncertainty “Only if I already know the answer.”

She tilted her chin, eyes glowing. “If you haven’t figured out that I’m crazy about you, I don’t know what else to do.”

“You can kiss me for starters.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Travis looked around his crowded living room with a sense of satisfaction. The last time it had been this full was at his dad’s wake. Tonight, instead of casseroles and jello molds, Jamey Sinclaire and Dottie had driven the food truck over and set out platters of sliders, French fry cups, and a fancy kind of coleslaw. In the spirit of election night, they’d invited everyone to cast votes for their favorite slider. The winner would be featured on their menu and called The Sheriff.

A small group was gathered around the television he’d brought downstairs, others were checking their phones as the results trickled in. Dax stirred in his lap and burrowed deeper into his shoulder, lightly snoring. He eyed Elaine. “What do you think? Should I take him upstairs?”

She nodded. “His teeth are brushed and it’s a school night. I know he didn’t want to miss anything, but let’s tuck him in.”

“I’ve got it. You stay right here.” Before she could object, he’d stood, draping the boy over his shoulder. Bedtimes were fast becoming a favorite part of his day. Tucking in Dax, reading him a story, and receiving goodnight hugs and kisses hit a place deep within him. A place where everything was right with the world. After pulling up the covers around his chin, he brushed a kiss on Dax’s temple, and quietly shut the door, tamping down the pang of regret as he caught sight of Colton’s posters on the wall. It had only been twenty-four hours. He was silly to hope Colton would call back right away. He slipped back into his chair and caught Elaine’s hand, twining their fingers and bringing the back of her hand to his lips.

Elaine’s eyes lit up. “No matter what happens, I’m proud of you. You ran a good campaign.”

“Even if I lose?”

“Even if you lose.”

“I still think you should have hit Lawson with mail.” Weston flopped into a chair next to them, and shoved two bottles of Mike’s root beer their way.

“My fist was so much nicer,” said Travis flexing his hand with the bruised knuckles.

“Speaking of.” Weston leaned forward, eyes gleaming. “Have you given any thought to what’s next?”

Travis scoffed. “No. I spent the day playing with Dax and Elaine. Time enough to think about it when the results are finalized.”

Weston pulled a pen from his breast pocket and grabbed a paper towel lying in the middle of the table. He started to sketch. “So I’ve had this idea rolling around my head for a few weeks. And now that you’re done with law enforcement…”

Travis groaned. “Oh no. Not another one of your crazy ideas.”

“Hear me out.”

Travis eyed Elaine. “This is how I ended up running for sheriff.”

“That turned out okay, didn’t it?” Elaine teased with a wink.

“Fine. Lay it on me.”

Weston kept drawing. “You’ve always said you can’t be a ranch of one.”

“Right.”


“How many would you need? To run your ideal operation?”

“Depends on what you’re looking to do. Minimum five, but maybe more.”

“Who’s your family?”

He didn’t have the patience for this tonight. “Are you going to explain or put me through twenty questions?”

“Go with me. Who’s your family?”

“Colt. But he’s a lost cause.”

“Give him time.” Elaine squeezed his hand. “He hasn’t heard from you in years.”

Weston nodded. “It’s not like he’s going to come running back and sing kumbaya the first time you call. Hell, maybe never.”

Hearing Weston put it like that, stung. But it was a truth he’d have to live with. Colt might never come back. He stowed his regret. Plenty more time for self-examination after tonight.

Weston continued, an enthusiastic light in his eye. “Who else is your family?”


“You. Cash. Braden.”

“Count me out because I have a new job that suddenly taking up a lot of my time. That gives you three.”

“I’m four,” Elaine offered shyly.

Hearing her say that warmed him to his toes. “You’re going to start community college soon though.”

“I can still help.”

“Fair enough. So we have four.”

Weston pushed the drawing in front of him. “Resolution Ranch. Where healing and husbandry come together.”

Travis made a face. “I don’t get it.”

“That’s because you’re not thinking. What do we have right here in Prairie? Land. Hope Sinclaire helping people like you and Cassie train wild mustangs. We’ve got buildings, and people who can build more. You’ve got a fixed-up barn, and space for bunkhouses.” Weston’s face grew more animated as he spoke. “You think we’re the only ones who’ve struggled returning to civilian life? Why not create a safe landing space for our brothers in arms? A place to get physical and emotional help? We could ask Dr. Munger if he’d consult with us. I’ll admit, he has some harebrained ideas about physical labor and sensitizing our triggers, but I think we can both agree he’s helped us. Why not help others?”

Travis rocked back in his chair, chewing on the idea. He chuckled, shaking his head. “I’ll hand it to you, Wes, you never think small, do you?”

Weston’s face lit up. “Go big or go home.”

Elaine squeezed his hand, eyes bright. “I think that’s a wonderful idea, Travis.”

Travis’s thoughts raced. Would they come? It had been months since he’d talked to either Cash or Braden. He still had some of his nest-egg left. “It might be worth a few calls to gauge their interest.”

A collective groan came up from the group gathered in front of the TV. Someone cursed, and it grew unnaturally quiet. He brought the chair down with a thunk and Elaine shot him a worried look.

Gunnar Hansen spoke up, disappointment clear in his voice. “Final count has you down by thirty-six votes. Sorry man.”

Even though he’d prepared for it, disappointment stabbed through him. Not because he lost, but because Lawson won. “Damn.”

Elaine wrung her hands, face scrunched. “Oh, this is all my fault. I’m so sorry.”

“Shh.” He draped an arm around her pulling her close. “We’re not going to kick that dead horse. Yesterday’s mail didn’t help, but it was already close. And I didn’t play the endgame right. I could have hit Lawson and I didn’t. But I have to look my friends and neighbors in the eye when this is all over, and I couldn’t do it. Wouldn’t do it.”

“My new boss is going to have it in for me,” Weston smiled grimly shooting him a heavy look. “I hope the AG goes after him. I may have encouraged my friend to share his information.”

Whatever it took. Maybe the attorney general could get something to stick.

Elaine’s brow creased with worry. “Do I need to worry?”

Travis shook his head. “I’m quite sure Lawson will be avoiding this part of the county unless absolutely necessary. He knows we’re onto him, and eventually he’ll slip up, if he hasn’t already.”

Weston’s face grew tight and a muscle twitched high on his cheek. “Good news is, we only get his sorry ass for eighteen months, and I will file to run against him tomorrow. I won’t be such a nice opponent,” he said with a hard glint in his eye.

Travis stood. “Thank you all for coming, and most importantly, for your support.” He gestured to Weston. “I have no doubt Prairie’s newest police chief will do an excellent job, and I’m committed to helping Prairie make a full comeback. Together we can make Prairie the most vibrant town in the Flint Hills.”

A cheer went up from the small gathering.

“Thank you, Travis, for all you’ve done for us,” Jamey Sinclaire added sincerely. Echoes of her words rippled through the group. Six months ago, he couldn’t see himself doing anything but law enforcement, but so much had changed. In spite of the loss, he felt more hopeful than ever. Complete.

Dottie clapped her hands. “Listen up. You’ll hear it at the food truck tomorrow, but we might as well end this evening on a high note. Cass and Park have set a date. Clear your calendar three weeks from Saturday.”

More clapping and cheers went up. Travis wrapped Elaine in his arms. “Maybe we’ll have an announcement of our own soon?” he whispered in her ear, heating at the pretty pink that tinged her cheeks when she nodded.

Weston clapped him on the shoulders. “Think about what I said? I think it could work.”

Travis nodded, a flicker of excitement rippling through him. “Wes?” his voice grew thick. “Thanks for everything, man.” He hugged his best friend.

When they were finally alone, Travis shut the door and locked it behind him. Then pinning Elaine with a look, began working the buttons on his shirt as he stalked toward her. “We need to talk.”

“Oh?” Her eyes lit with anticipation, and she licked her lips.

He tossed his shirt to the floor and pulled her close so he could slip his hands underneath her shirt. She gave a little sigh when his fingers skated across bare skin. He buried his face in the satin skin of her neck, breathing her in. “But we can’t have this conversation with our clothes on.”

“Oh.” Her hands came to his belt, working the buckle free.

“How do you feel about being a ranch wife? Hypothetically?” Her shirt floated to the floor.

She dropped her head, exposing the creamy column of her neck. He followed, tasting a trail from the hollow of her throat to the sensitive spot beneath her ear. The noise she made in the back of her throat went straight to his cock. As did her words. “I’d be open to that,” she ended on a gasp when he nipped her.

Pants jingled to the floor joining shirts.

He traced the swell of her breasts with his thumbs, finding her nipples through the thin fabric and driving them to hard peaks. “And hypothetically, how do you feel about ranch babies?”

“Babies?” She moaned as he rolled her nipples between his fingers, arching into him. Her hand slipped between his legs, skating up to stroke his balls through his shorts.

“Lots of them,” he grunted as he thrust his hips, need spiraling through him.

Her throaty laugh made his cock jerk, and he groaned as she slipped her hands inside his shorts to firmly clasp his length. “You have ideas, cowboy?”

“Yes,” he hissed out as she gave a little tug, thumb circling the sensitive head. “Sooner the better,” he grunted, hooking a finger inside her panties and giving a tug. A second later his shorts joined hers. He slid a finger back and forth through her wet folds, drawing a needy whine from her.

“Oh, yes,” she panted.

“Yes to babies? To ranching?”

She lifted her head, eyes dark and glazed with desire. “Yes. All of it.”

His heart filled to bursting as he lowered them to the rug and settled himself between her legs. “Tell me again.”

“Yes,” she cried out as he drove into her slick tight heat, filling her up. She clasped his cheeks, gazing straight into his eyes as he began to thrust slowly, “I want your babies, Travis.”

That was the hottest thing she’d ever said. Heat pulsed through him, building with each slow thrust. Her hips rocked against him and he kissed her deeply, thrusting into her mouth. Tongues tangling and moving together in time with their hips until she cried into him, shaking with release, pussy clenching in waves and pulling him along with her over the edge into sweet ecstasy.




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


Morning sunlight streamed through the curtains as Elaine drifted into awareness. Travis stretched out against her backside, arm loosely draped over her belly. His grip tightened as he nuzzled her neck. “Happy Thanksgiving.”

“Mmmm, you too.” She smiled, appreciating the calm before the storm.

“Happy wedding.”

She wiggled her toes and grinned, angling her neck for a kiss. “Mmmm. Happy wedding.”

His hand skimmed over her belly. “How’s our little person this morning?”

She shrugged, delighted at Travis’s excitement. “So far so good.”

He moved behind her, planting a kiss on her shoulder. “I know it’s early, but can we tell everyone at dinner?”

She shook with laughter rolling over to study him. “I’m barely pregnant.” She bit her lip, a tendril of worry twisting her insides. “What if something happens?”

Concern flickered in his eyes. “Then we don’t grieve in secret. And we have friends to help us through it.” He tucked a tendril of hair behind her ear then traced a finger down her jaw. “But that’s not going to happen. I have a good feeling about this. Besides, Dax is excited too. We can’t ask him to keep a lid on that today.”

Contentment settled over her. She could never have imagined feeling this happy. Some mornings, she still had to pinch herself. “It’s settled then. We’ll let the cat out of the bag.” She pressed a hand to his chest, enjoying the prickle of his hair against her palm. “Have you heard from your brother?”

Travis’s face clouded, and he shook his head giving her a pained smile. “I’ve gotten pretty good at talking to his answering machine though.”

Her heart ached for him. “We’ll set an extra place, just in case.” She brushed a kiss across his lips. “It’s only been a few months after years of silence. He may not be ready.”

Travis puffed out a breath, nodding. “You’re right. I hope someday I get the chance to make things right with him.”

She tucked her head under his chin. “You are a good man, Travis. I’m proud to be your wife.”

He kissed the top of her head, chest rumbling with laughter. “Don’t you have primping to do before that happens?”

“Posse’s on their way over to help with that and dinner.”

He landed a light smack on her bottom. “Then get going, woman.”

“And what are you going to do while we slave away in the kitchen?” She grinned up at him.

“Smoke cigars and fry up some turkeys.”

“Thank God you’ll have half the fire department here.”

“No one’s gonna get hurt,” he kissed her forehead.

“Mom, mom, mom,” Dax pounded on the door. “Someone’s here, can I let them in?”

“Yes, we’ll be right down.” She drew a finger down Travis’s chest. “I could stay here all day.”

“Tomorrow, and the rest of the weekend.” He kissed her nose.

A knock sounded at the door. “Elaine. It’s time to boot your man out,” Dottie hollered through the wood. “We’ve got work to do.”

Smothering a laugh, she hopped out of bed and threw on a pair of leggings and one of Travis’s flannel shirts. “Coming. I promise.” Blowing Travis a kiss, she hurried into the hall and down the stairs. Eleven smiling faces waited expectantly at the bottom of the stairs. Jamey, Hope, and Maddie Sinclaire, along with Hope’s mother, Martha Hansen. Next to her stood Gloria McPherson and Peggy Hansen, the newest Posse member and Parker’s mom. Emmaline Andersson and Millie Prescott stood holding trays of mimosas. Finishing the group were Dottie and all four of her daughters – Cassidy, Lydia, Lexi, and Carolina. Lydia held out a shoebox. “You can’t open these until later, but I made you a little something to go with your wedding dress.”


“I don’t know what to say.” What could she, when there was so much love directed at her? Her chest grew tight. “I promised I wouldn’t cry today,” she squeezed out, blinking rapidly.

Dottie enveloped her in a great hug. “Oh sweetie, there are gonna be happy tears all day. I hope you bought waterproof mascara.”

She laughed against Dottie’s chest, settling into the woman’s strong, steady embrace. “I did.”

“You’re set then. Now, have a mimosa.”

Crap.

She lifted her head, brushing at her eyes. “How about some juice instead?” she said brightly.

Dottie’s eyes narrowed.

There was no way she could keep a lid on this. Not with her cheeks flaming.

“Are you?”

She nodded.

Dottie whooped and squeezed her again. The others followed suit as Travis clamped down the stairs, buttoning a shirt. “What’s this?”

Martha handed him a mimosa. “We couldn’t be happier for you two.”

Travis caught her eye and winked, downing the glass in a long gulp. “Why thank you. We can’t wait. Now if you ladies will excuse me, I have to supervise a turkey fry.”

The morning flew by, and the smell of frying turkeys wafted in the front door, mixing with the aroma of pumpkin pie, mashed potatoes, and stewing cranberries. Before she lost her nerve, Elaine struck a glass. “I know it’s just about time to get ready, but I wanted to thank you all for being here this morning.” She met each woman’s gaze. “All of you have been so kind to me, and to Dax. I came here afraid and alone, and now I feel like I have a family.”

“You’ve always had a family here, Elaine, sweetie.” Dottie gestured to the women. “You might not have known it, but we’ve been here rooting for you the whole time.”

The women nodded and murmured their agreement.

“Lydia,” Dottie called. “Grab your box. We won’t all be able to fit upstairs.”

“Sure, Ma.”

Lydia retrieved the box from the couch and handed it to Elaine. Elaine loosened the satin ribbon and slowly lifted the lid. “Oh,” she breathed. “These are beautiful, Lydia. How can I ever thank you?”

Lydia beamed. “Wear them. That’s thanks enough.”

Nestled in the silver and white paper, were a pair of white satin slippers with a curved heel embroidered in silver and white. Across the top of the shoe and along the outside were tiny silver embroidered branches topped with tiny white embroidered flowers. “How did you think of this? They’re perfect.”

She shrugged, obviously pleased with the praise. “Mom showed me a teacup you liked. I thought it would make a nice pattern on a shoe.”

“I can’t wait to see what they look like with my dress.”

“Well, let’s get you upstairs then, hon. Emmaline and Millie have offered to help with your hair and makeup. The rest of us will help ourselves to more of Millie’s champagne.” Dottie made quote marks with her fingers.

Elaine tilted her head. “I don’t get it?”

Millie giggled. “The technical term is Methode Championése. But that’s a little too hoity-toity for out here and no one would want it. But I can’t legally call it champagne, not that it matters right now,” she rushed on. “I’m not selling it.”

“Why not?”

“It’s a big undertaking, and with running the market, I don’t have the time. But someday I’m going to put Prairie on the map for winemaking.” Her face turned dreamy. “In the meantime, it’s nice to share at local parties.”

“We’ll hold back a bottle for after the baby comes.” Dottie winked at her. “Now upstairs with you. I’ll make sure your men are ready by three.”

Elaine, Emmaline and Millie headed upstairs. When it was finally time to slip into her dress, she’d been buffed and puffed from head to toe. Elaine wiggled her fingers. “You did a great job on my nails, Millie.”

“Thanks.” She beamed. “One of my side jobs growing up on the road. I could always find ladies who wanted their nails done.”

A knock sounded at the door and Lydia popped her head in. “Have you tried the shoes on? How do they fit?”

“Let’s find out.” Elaine pulled them from the box and slipped them on. “I don’t know how you did it, but they’re perfect.”

“Shoemaker’s secret.” She winked. “Everyone’s waiting downstairs, it’s time.”

Emmaline slipped the dress off the hanger and over her head. The satin lining cascaded over her body, soft and cool. “Shut your eyes,” Emmaline suggested.

Elaine shut her eyes as the dress tightened around her ribs and the buzz of the zipper sounded in the quiet room. But they flew open as something cool touched her collarbone. “What’s this?”

“Dottie sent her family pearls up. Something borrowed,” Millie cooed.

Elaine blinked hard, determined not to spoil her makeup with happy tears. She didn’t recognize the glowing young woman smiling back at her in the mirror. Emmaline’s dress was a work of art. Simple in its glory. A princess bodice of white silk satin slightly flaring at her hips and falling in soft folds to the floor. On top, a wide vee neck and simple three-quarter sleeves. She wore a little crystal and pearl bracelet that Dax had given her this morning. Travis must have taken him to pick it out when they picked up their wedding suits.

Millie had braided white roses into her hair and clipped a short veil below the flowers. “You’ve outdone yourself Emmaline. And I felt like a princess in the last dress. Now I guess I feel like a queen.”

“Mom?” Dax poked his head in, eyes widening as he saw her. “You look like the lady in the fairy tale.”

“Thank you. And you look like a fine young man. So grown-up. Are you ready?” She kissed his head, then held out her hand.

Dax nodded eagerly. “So does this mean I have a mom and a dad now?”

She melted at his sweetness. “It does.”

“And I can call Travis Dad?”

“If you want to. I’m sure he’d love that.”

He nodded seriously. “I want to.”

She gave his hand a squeeze. “Let’s go then.” She turned, extending a hand for her bouquet. Emmaline handed her the bouquet of white roses and hydrangeas and slipped out the door.

Dax helped her down the stairs and she paused on the bottom step, taking it all in. The smiling faces spilling into the kitchen, Travis and Weston looking smashing in gray suits at the fireplace next to Judge Brewer. Travis caught her eye and smiled. Only she could see the faint disappointment lingering in his eyes. She smothered a little sigh. Even Colton’s absence couldn’t ruin today. Nothing could.

Keeping her eyes trained on Travis, she stepped off the stair, taking his hand as soon as she reached him. He leaned in, brushing her cheek with a kiss. “You look stunning.”

“So do you.” She kissed him back setting off a smattering of applause and catcalls.

“No kissing until the I-Do’s,” Weston ribbed.

“Then let’s get this show on the road,” Travis grumbled good-naturedly.

Judge Brewer cleared his throat. “We’re gathered here today, not just for Thanksgiving turkey, but to celebrate the love shared by Travis and Elaine. And to recognize and witness their decision to journey forward together as husband and wife.”

Judge Brewer looked over the gathering. “Is there any legal reason why this couple cannot wed?”

A knock sounded at the door and Elaine’s stomach dropped like a stone. She looked from the door to Travis, failing to quell the panic rising through her. He looked as surprised as she did. The knock sounded harder.

“Someone open it,” Travis snapped.

Brodie Sinclaire, who was in the seat closest to the door, stood. He gave Travis a sardonic grin. “You sure you don’t want to seal the deal before I open up?”

Nervous laughter rippled through the group.

Travis’s mouth flattened. “Open it.”

The door creaked open, and a figure in a black Stetson towered in the doorway. He took off his hat and Travis gripped Elaine’s elbow. Murmurs rose up around them, but Elaine couldn’t stop staring at the man in the door. On second glance, he was obviously younger and his hair was a shade darker, but he could easily be mistaken for Travis’s twin. When he spoke, he sounded like he’d had too much smoke and whiskey. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

For a split second, the young man’s bravado slipped. He was nervous. But then the swagger was back and he flashed a grin to the room.

“Say something,” she whispered to Travis. He blinked and stepped forward, eyes guarded.

“Colton.”

“Travis.”

The tension between the two men was palpable. Someone in the back coughed. A chair squeaked. Then Travis pulled him into a hug. “You’re just in time,” he said hoarsely. “Just in time.”

Colton’s arms slowly wrapped around Travis, giving him a pat, then he extracted himself. “I’ll just stand in the back.”

“Wait.” Travis laid a hand on his arm. “Stand with me?”

Elaine’s heart shot into her throat. Travis would be crushed if this went badly. After a pregnant pause, Colton nodded once, face a mask. The tension swept out of Travis’s shoulders and out of the room. Like the whole place breathed a collective sigh of relief.

Weston moved over to make room for Colton and Travis resumed his place at her side taking her hand in a vise-like grip. But when she met his eyes, there was only burning elation.

Their vows were exchanged in a blur, and Travis’s mouth was on hers in a searing, joyous kiss. “Now I have a dad and an uncle,” Dax shouted gleefully.

Applause and shouts echoed around them, but all that registered was the heat of their kiss and the rapture in her heart.




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Travis sat down, draping an arm around his wife. Elaine snuggled into him and covered a yawn. “Tired?”

She smiled, eyes aglow. “We can sleep in tomorrow.”

Kissing her head, he glanced around the table filled with the last of their friends. At the far end of the table, Colton sat playing tic-tac-toe with Dax. They locked eyes over the boy’s head. He was a man now. Filled out and broad. It shouldn’t shake him, but it did. The last time they’d seen each other, Colton had been four inches shorter and half a man slimmer. There was a hard edge to him now, too. To the uneducated eye, he looked relaxed next to Dax. But Travis could sense the tension in him, coiled and ready to spring. He’d own his share in that, as soon as they could manage a little one-on-one. They’d hardly shared two words in the chaos. But the fact Colton was here, meant everything. They’d sort out their differences. He’d make sure of it.

Elaine squeezed his hand as if reading his thoughts. “It’s enough that he’s here. Save your talk for tomorrow.”

His throat squeezed tight, stealing his words. She was right. Colton had come home, and that was what mattered.

Weston leaned in, swirling a glass of bourbon. “Have you given anymore thought to Resolution Ranch?”

Brodie perked up. “What’s this?”

“Nothing.” Travis waved him off. “Just a harebrained idea of Weston’s to get the ranch running again and turn it into a place to help veterans land on their feet.” Right now, he wanted to celebrate with Elaine. Everything else could wait.

“Using animal husbandry, like what Hope does, and working with a counselor I know,” answered Weston.

Hope leaned in. “You know, I’ve been thinking along those same lines. Using what I’ve been teaching you with others. Would you be interested in collaborating?”

“Heck yes,” Weston said enthusiastically.

“Not so fast, Tex.” Travis turned to Hope. “There are a lot of logistics to overcome. We don’t have space yet, so we’d have to spend time building a complex of bunkhouses, not to mention acquiring livestock, and figuring out an income stream or three to keep the ranch in the black.”

“Maybe you could start a non-profit?” suggested Hope’s husband, Ben. He was usually pretty quiet, but rumor had it he was the reason Sinclaire & Sons ranch did so well.

“I hadn’t thought of that,” considered Weston, eyes lighting.

Travis shook his head. This was spinning out of control, just like running for sheriff. “We still need more capital than my nest egg will afford.”

Emma Sinclaire’s head popped up. “I’d be happy to volunteer my time working on your PR and helping connect you with sponsors. I could even organize a big fundraiser.”

Brodie Sinclaire chimed in. “Take her up on that, Kincaid. Emma works for one of the biggest marketing and PR agencies in Kansas City.”

“I know I’ll get razzed to death for even thinking of helping a Navy boy,” added Cassie. “But you should talk to Sterling Walker. Sterling was good at everything in high school, and his parents mentioned the other day he might be coming home. I’m sure he’d be an asset to the ranch. And I’ll vouch for Dr. Munger. He’s been very helpful to me too.”

It was a nice idea, Resolution Ranch. But he couldn’t see it getting off the ground without a significant influx of capital. Together, he and Elaine could handle a small operation if they hired seasonal help from town. Anything bigger would have to wait.

“I’d be willing to invest a portion of my earnings,” Colton offered quietly.

Travis’s stomach dropped as he locked gazes with his brother. “No way. I can’t let you do that.” All eyes swung from Colton to him, then back to Colton. He coughed, trying to clear away the shock that stopped up his voice. “I appreciate the offer. But you only just got home. I don’t even know how long you’re staying.”

“Silent partner only. I’m not ready to settle down yet,” Colton countered firmly, mouth thinning into a determined line.

Travis recognized the set of his brother’s mouth. The ‘once Colton decides on something don’t even think about stopping him’ expression. Some things never changed. But if Colton was serious… maybe the ranch could become a reality.

Elaine squeezed his hand again, and placed a kiss on his jaw. “You know I can help with managing the books, among other things.”

Anticipation thrummed through his veins as he surveyed the excited faces around the table. The kind of energy he’d only ever felt before big missions. “Are you sure?” He turned to his wife, amazed at her enthusiasm. “It would be asking a lot. Seven days a week. Fourteen-hour days. No time off. Always something that needs fixing.”

“I already work like that now. I’d much rather do it with you.”

His heart swelled to bursting as he pressed a kiss to her forehead. His strong, beautiful wife. He’d never tire of calling her that.

Elaine gestured down the table. “And we wouldn’t be alone. We’d have a family with us.”

The nodding faces of the Sinclaires, Hansens, and Graces overwhelmed him. She was right. Together they could bring Resolution Ranch to life. Together they could overcome any obstacle.

Weston lifted his glass. “To Elaine and Travis, may your love infuse this ranch with new life, and bring second chances to those who need it most.”

Travis bent to take her upturned mouth. “I’ll seal that deal with a kiss.”

THE BEGINNING OF HAPPILY EVER AFTER

Did you like this book? Please leave a review! Independent authors rely on reviews and word of mouth. If you enjoyed this book, please spread the word!

Want more?


A HERO’S HEART – Sterling Walker & Emma Sinclaire (On Sale Now)


A HERO’S HAVEN – Cash Aiken & Kaycee Starr (On Sale Now)

A HERO’S HOME – Jason Case & Millie Prescott (Coming 2018)

A HERO’S HOPE – Braden McCall & Luci Cruz (Coming 2018)

A HERO’S HEART (On Sale Now!)

The town superstar has just met his match

When retired Army Captain and Prairie’s favorite son, Sterling Walker, returns home to join Restoration Ranch, he finds himself face to face with his biggest rival – Emma Sinclaire, the sole daughter of Prairie’s oldest family – all grown up, gorgeous, and glaring daggers at him.

Will it be winner take all in this battle of hearts?

A rising star at Kansas City’s internationally acclaimed Royal Fountain Media, Emma agrees to personally oversee the marketing and fundraising campaign for Resolution Ranch. But she never expected to come face to face with her high school nemesis, Sterling Walker, let alone have to work closely with him. As they face off across the boardroom, she can’t deny her attraction to the smart, sexy, soldier who engages her in battle at every turn.

When a moment of carelessness threatens to shut down the fundraiser before it starts, Sterling will put everything on the line to protect Emma’s reputation. Will it be enough to win Emma’s heart for good? Or will the fallout be the ruin of Resolution Ranch?

WHERE IT ALL BEGAN: THE COWBOYS OF THE FLINT HILLS SERIES


PRAIRIE PASSION – Brodie Sinclaire & Jamey O’Neill (on sale now!)

PRAIRIE DESIRE – Ben Sinclaire & Hope Hansen (on sale now!)

PRAIRIE STORM – Axel Hansen & Haley Cooper (on sale now!)

PRAIRIE FIRE – Parker Hansen & Cassidy Grace (on sale now!)


PRAIRIE DEVIL – Colton Kincaid & Lydia Grace (on sale now!)

PRAIRIE FEVER – Gunnar Hansen & Suzannah Winslow (coming in 2018)

PRAIRIE BLISS – Jarrod O’Neill & Lexi Grace

PRAIRIE REDEMPTION – Cody Hansen & Carolina Grace

COMING IN APRIL 2018 – PRAIRIE DEVIL

He’s the Devil she shouldn’t want

Thrown out of the house when he was seventeen, bad boy Colton Kincaid left Prairie in the rear-view mirror and never looked back. Determined to make something of himself, he scrapped his way to superstardom at the top of the rodeo circuit, leaving behind a string of broken hearts. He’s perfectly happy with his no-strings-attached life until a chance encounter with hometown good girl Lydia Grace leaves him questioning everything and wanting a shot at redemption.

She’s the Angel he can never have

All Lydia Grace needs is one break. After having her concepts stolen by a famous shoe designer, she returns home to Prairie to start a boot company on her own. But when her break comes in the all too sexy form of Colton Kincaid, she wonders if she’s gotten more than she’s bargained for.

They say be careful what you wish for

To get her boot company off the ground, Lydia makes Colton an offer too good to refuse, but he ups the ante. Will the bargain she strikes bring her everything she’s dreamed of and more, or did she just make a deal with the devil?

Help a Hero – Read a Cowboy

KISS ME COWBOY – A Box Set for Veterans

Six Western Romance authors have joined up to support their favorite charity – Heroes & Horses – and offer you this sexy box set with Six Full Length Cowboy Novels, filled with steamy kisses and HEA’s. Grab your copy and help an American Hero today!

Subscribe to my Newsletter for updates and release information for Prairie Storm and the rest of the Cowboys of the Flint Hills Series.

Join my reader group on Facebook – The Prairie Posse this is where I post my sneak peeks, offer giveaways, and share hot cowboy pics!
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