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BLIND TRUST

An ice-cold mountain. A deadly enemy. A scorching-hot desire they can’t ignore.

After escaping from kidnappers in the Montana wilderness, Lindsey Garcia is her best friend’s only hope for rescue. But when her enemies trap her on the mountain with a sexy stranger she’s not sure she can trust, both her life and her heart are in danger.

Former special operator Todd Brennan is on a personal hunt for a killer when he saves Lindsey from a deadly fall. He plans to get her to the nearest town and renew his pursuit, but a fatal encounter forces him to choose between love and justice.

For book release news, free short stories, and a chance to win, join my newsletter at http://gwenhernandez.com/newsletter.













For my dad.

Thanks for teaching me how to have fun and find the adventure in everything.










CHAPTER ONE










THE TRIP TO Montana was supposed to be a celebration. Instead it had become a nightmare.

Lindsey Garcia’s pursuers were so close she imagined she could feel their hot breath on the back of her neck. The narrow trail that cut across a steep hillside offered nowhere to hide, and she could see the men a few turns back, running toward her with purpose.

A shot of adrenaline pushed her forward on blistered, half-numb feet, but her muscles were twitchy and uncoordinated from dehydration and fatigue.

Don’t give up. Meg was counting on her to get help. Sucking air, Lindsey tried to match her breath to her pace, out for three steps, in for two, just like she did when running on the beach back home. Except she was nowhere near her typical pace.

Unless she could somehow round the bend and scramble up or down the hill before they realized what she’d done, the men would be on her in minutes.

Sidling up to the trail’s edge, she peered into the brush-covered valley. Yesterday, she and Megan had marveled at the resplendent yellow of the faraway aspens that stood out from the pine like torches. Today, the mountains appeared treacherous, the mood only enhanced by the low clouds snagged on the peaks, breaking the sun into a thousand shards of light.

One wrong step and she’d break her neck.

Maybe the better option was to find a weapon and lie in wait, get the jump on these guys somehow. Squinting against the sun’s glare, she hobbled around a curve, searching the ground for anything she might use to defend herself.

Oof. Lindsey collided with something solid.

Make that someone.

Oh, God. Had one of the men circled around to cut her off?

Scrambling backwards, the rubber shower shoes she’d been forced to flee in slipped on the loose dirt.

Her legs flew out from under her.

As if on ice, her feet shot right off the edge of the trail. Her hip slammed the dirt, following her legs over the precipice as the ground beneath her gave way in an avalanche of rocks, twigs, and soil.

She screamed, her stomach bottoming out as debris scraped along her ribs and her hands scrabbled for purchase on the soil.

I’m sorry, Megan. I tried.

Squeezing her eyes shut, Lindsey prayed her parents knew how much she loved them, prayed that someone would find her body so they’d have closure.

Something caught her wrist in a tight grip and her body jerked to a halt with a wrenching pain in her shoulder. What the hell?

“Hang on,” a deep voice said from overhead.

Lindsey opened her eyes and blinked up at the man. Despite his fair complexion, it was obvious to her now that he was a hiker, not one of her pursuers. He lay on his stomach, dark aviator glasses shielding his eyes under a gray brimmed cap. A large backpacking frame covered him like a turtle shell.

His long, muscular arm hung down from the now-ragged edge of the trail, shaking with the effort of arresting her descent. “I’ve got you.”

The flip-flops dropped from her feet and she found a toehold on a tree root, using it to ease some of the man’s burden.

His other arm extended down. “Can you grab my wrist?”

Her throat had cinched so tight she couldn’t speak, so she nodded and reached up, her arm trembling. Where was that superhuman strength you were supposed to get when threatened? She couldn’t lift herself, let alone a freaking car. Instead, she curled her fingers around the man’s forearm in a death grip.

“I’m going to pull you up slowly, alright?” he asked, the barest hint of a twang in his strained voice.

He grunted, biceps bulging as he hoisted her up the rocky hillside, snaking backwards as he tugged her closer. His hat caught the wind and sailed away, revealing thick, red hair that flopped over his brow. Sweat slicked her palm, but she held tight and tried to help by pushing with her toes until her arms rested over the edge. Then, he grabbed her shoulders and helped her scramble onto flat ground.

She rolled onto her back and closed her eyes for a moment, catching her breath, tremors rolling through her body like an earthquake.

She should be dead.

“Are you okay?”

Lindsey scoffed. She was so far from okay it wasn’t even funny. None of her limbs would move, and everything hurt, but she was alive. “I will be.”

She finally opened her eyes. Her rescuer had removed his pack and sunglasses, and sat on the ground next to her, breathing hard. He wiped the sweat from his face with the hem of his T-shirt, revealing chiseled abs, before he scanned her from head to toe with brilliant blue eyes. Dirt streaked his cheeks and dusted his auburn whiskers, but did nothing to hide how handsome he was.

“I’m Todd.” He frowned. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“Lindsey,” she said, without thinking.

His pale brows furrowed at the sight of her bare feet. “You’re the first person I’ve seen on this trail today.” 

Oh, shit. She sat up, still shaky. For one blessed moment, she’d forgotten about—

“And now you’ve seen three,” a man said.

She gasped, her gaze locking onto the two men. The tall one was JJ, the shorter, thicker man went by Harris. Both made her stomach turn.

“Are you okay?” JJ asked, the apparent sincerity in his voice belied by the permanent scowl on his rugged face.

“I’ve been better.”

He nodded, his cruel green eyes hidden behind mirrored lenses. “Let’s go.”

“Hold up.” The redhead looked between her and the men as he stood. “Do you want to go with them?”

Not a chance in hell. But she couldn’t let some innocent guy—one who’d saved her life no less—take a bullet trying to protect her. Especially when it was two against one and his death would be in vain. She hadn’t made it to town to get help for Megan, but she could help this man. Assuming JJ would let him go.

“It’s okay,” she said, blinking back tears as she pushed to her throbbing feet. “Thank you for saving me.” Somehow, he’d reached down like the hand of God and snatched her out of thin air, and the only way she could repay him was to protect him from these two assholes.

“Are you sure?” Her hero looked at her then, his Pacific-blue eyes full of concern and confusion.

Let him think she was a battered wife or something. The truth could get him killed.

She nodded, trying to mask the pain and frustration coursing through her. If she thought she had a chance, if she thought the pair to her right wasn’t armed to the teeth, maybe she’d fight. Instead, she lifted her chin and looked up at JJ. “Yes, I’ll go.”
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Goddammit. After weeks of chasing leads—first all over Idaho, and now Montana—Todd stood within hours of a compound where he believed Pete, his cousin’s murderer, was hiding out. So fucking close. But he couldn’t walk away from Lindsey, because there was no way in hell she wanted to go anywhere with these two men. Her curled-in stance and tight voice screamed “no” even as she agreed to leave.

His brain ran rapid-fire through scenarios. Domestic abuse, kidnapping, sex trafficking. 

Maybe she was worried the men wouldn’t let him walk? They gave off a military vibe. Or maybe militant, especially given the number of survivalists and militia groups in the area. At least one of the goons was armed—he had a telltale bulge at his right hip that his thick plaid shirt didn’t quite hide.

Could these men be affiliated with Pete? If so, was there some way Todd could use that to his advantage?

Stalling them could help him and the woman. He’d spent the last decade of his life rescuing and protecting others. Might as well put it to good use.

“Would you mind if I look at her wounds first?”

The men stared at him with identical “what the fuck?” expressions.

“I’m a trained paramedic, and I have a decent first aid kit on me.” Todd addressed Lindsey. “At least let me treat your feet and give you some socks.”

“No,” she said, all color leaching from her tan face. “I’m fine. Really.”

“Don’t worry,” the guy wearing mirrored sunglasses said, “we’ll take care of her.”

That’s what I’m afraid of. Todd held up his hands in defeat. “All right. I tried.” He forced an easy smile. “I’ll get back on the trail.” Turning to the side, he took a step toward his pack, as if planning to leave.

Behind him, Lindsey gasped.

Doing an about face, he caught the stout man, who hadn’t yet spoken, lunging forward as he reached for something behind his back.

Todd was faster.

Pointing his gun at Shorty, he kept the other guy in his peripheral vision. “Drop it.”

Lindsey scrambled behind Todd as the shiny Glock hit the dirt.

“Kick it to me,” Todd said.

Glaring and red-faced, the man did as instructed.

“Now you,” Todd said to the spokesman of the pair, who followed suit with defiant slowness.

“You a cop?” the guy asked, removing his shades to reveal hard green eyes. He hooked the glasses in the V of his heavy, button-down work shirt.

“Nope.”

Green Eyes put his hands on his hips and shook his head. “You have no idea what you’re fucking with.”

“I have some idea.” Not that it mattered. “Lindsey, if you look in the middle outer pocket of my pack, you’ll find a roll of duct tape.” He never went anywhere without it.

She disappeared from view, reminding him how much he was trusting her. But she hadn’t fallen off a cliff—barefoot, no less—just to get his attention. She returned to his side. “Got it.”

“You okay with this?” What if he’d completely misread her discomfort? Or overreacted?

“Definitely. I just didn’t want you to get hurt.”

The tightness in his neck eased a fraction. He’d made the right call. She’d even tried to sacrifice herself for him.

“Toss the tape to that one.” He gestured to the green-eyed goon.

“Not a chance, dickhead.” The sun glinted off a five-inch blade in the stocky man’s fist as he lunged toward Lindsey.

With a shrill cry, she threw herself sideways and landed on her knees in the dirt.

The thick man’s momentum put him on Todd’s right, and he took advantage, kicking the side of the attacker’s knee while keeping his gun aimed at Green Eyes. Shorty dropped like a bag of wet cement, howling and releasing the knife to grip his knee in both hands.

The injured shit-for-brains spouted creative insults against everything from Todd’s mother to his manhood while his buddy—following Todd’s orders—bound the man’s wrists and ankles.

In silence, Green Eyes let Lindsey secure him under Todd’s watchful gaze, the scowl never leaving his face.

Once both men kneeled or lay before him with their hands and feet tied behind their backs, Todd finally dropped his guard an inch, returning his Sig to the holster hooked discreetly onto the front of his waistband. He searched both men, netting another hunting knife, two more guns, and two radios.

He removed the radio batteries and stuck them in his pack before crushing the hardware under his boot heel. The guns he unloaded and tossed up the hill, keeping the ammo because he wasn’t going to leave lead in the forest.

One blade went into the cargo pocket of his pants. He offered the other to Lindsey. “You want this?”

With a shudder, she clipped the sheath onto her waistband at her right hip, her gaze hopping from Todd to the men on the ground.

“One more thing,” Todd said. He crouched behind the injured man. “I’m taking your shoes.”

“Fuck you!” The man kicked out, striking Todd at the hairline, and then locked up, howling like a demon.

“Forgot about that knee, huh?” Todd shook his head against the stars crowding his vision and unlaced the lightweight tan combat boots, similar to what he’d worn in the Air Force, sliding them from the man’s feet. “Size nine.” He glanced at Lindsey. “Think they’ll fit?”

She wrinkled her nose, but nodded. If the redness and scratches were any indication, walking wasn’t going to feel good no matter what she wore, but boots were far better than bare feet.

“Let’s get you bandaged up first.” He kept an eye on their attackers and retrieved his first aid kit.

Digging into his supplies, he turned his attention to her cut and blistered feet. Once satisfied that they’d staved off potential infection, he handed her the softest, thickest pair of socks he had with him, and then carefully donned his backpack. “Don’t worry,” he said to the green-eyed man glaring at him. “When we get to town, we’ll be sure to let the police know where we left you.”

A tiny crease appeared between her dark brows. “You’re coming with me?” She winced as she rolled on the first sock.

“Unless you don’t want me to.” If these guys were friends with Pete, it could send the man deeper into hiding, setting Todd back days or weeks. But he couldn’t very well leave Lindsey in the wilderness with no supplies and who-knew-how many more goons on her trail.

Especially not when she stared at him with a mixture of confusion and awe. Close up, her eyes were a fascinating shade of mahogany, clear and bright with scattered flecks of black. Just looking at her made him a little breathless.

“But you were going the other way.” She put on the left sock and began loosening the laces on the boots, pointedly not looking at the trussed-up assholes nearby.

“And I’d prefer to keep going that way, but you’re not equipped to be out here alone. I can’t just walk away.” Maybe a one-day detour wouldn’t make a difference. And if it did, he’d keep pushing until he got a lead on Pete again. “So, as long as you’re okay with it, I’ll accompany you down the mountain.”










CHAPTER TWO










WOULD LINDSEY BE comfortable being accompanied down the mountain by the badass backpacker who’d just saved her life?

Uh, yeah. Normally, the gun would freak her out, but under the current circumstances…

She glanced at the two men on the ground, both of whom watched her exchange with Todd with avid interest. At this point, she’d just be happy to get as far away from them as possible. Trusting a total stranger wasn’t ideal, but she didn’t have a wealth of options right now. He was her best chance at escape. “I’d appreciate that. Thank you.”

“Of course.” Todd’s gaze flicked toward JJ and Harris. He looked as eager as she was to ditch the pair. “Let’s get out of here. We can talk later.”

Happily.

After they’d put at least a quarter mile between themselves and her attackers, he stopped. “How’re you doing?”

Her ribs and hip ached, her feet throbbed, and she was dehydrated, physically depleted, and scared. “I’m fine.”

He scoffed. “Hardly. You look half ready to collapse.”

She felt fully ready to collapse, but she couldn’t afford to let anything stop her from reaching the police. “I’ll live.”

He looked skeptical.

“Do you have a phone?” she asked. “I’d like to call the cops.”

 “I did, but I had it out to take a picture when we collided.” He grimaced. “It went over the edge too.”

“Damn. Sorry.” A phone would’ve meant getting help for her friend Megan much sooner, especially given Lindsey’s current level of fitness.

Todd shrugged. “Nothing we can do about it now. But, tell me, what exactly did I walk into here?”

Fair question. “My friend and I were kidnapped, but I managed to escape.”

“Shit.” He rested his hands on his hips. “So your friend is still there?”

Her heart cinched. “Yes. Which is why I can’t stop moving. I need to get help for her before…” She didn’t want to think about it. “As soon as possible.”

“If you’re struggling, I can carry you.” His cheeks turned pink, and that hint of a blush on this big, strong, confident man made him seem less intimidating, more human. He cleared his throat and lifted his chin. 

“Um…” Part of her was tempted, but she also didn’t know this guy. If she’d collapsed or something, then it wouldn’t seem strange for him to carry her to safety, but to voluntarily jump into his arms when she was perfectly capable of walking, albeit not very well, would feel like taking advantage.

Or flirting.

Megan would do it in a heartbeat. She was far more confident and playful and daring. Lindsey could almost hear her friend whispering in her ear, “Do it, LinLin. He’s hot!”

“I’m okay for now, thanks.” His arms had to be tired after pulling her off the side of a mountain, right? And she was no lightweight. At six feet tall—and not what anyone would describe as willowy—she was almost as big as him.

“You need anything?”

She shook her head and they resumed walking. Thirty minutes later, Lindsey was rethinking her choices—pretty much back to childhood—but especially her decision to walk. Todd’s arms sounded better and better as she hobbled along, slower than the line at the DMV.

The socks he’d given her were silky smooth and blessedly warm, but on her ravaged feet they might as well be made of loofah. The boots weren’t much better. Rocks and sticks were no longer a threat, but the shoes seemed to rub every scratch and blister.

When did I become such a whiny baby?

Who cared if her throat was parched and her head pounded and her legs were ready to give out? Meg might be in far worse shape. If nothing else, Lindsey had her freedom, and now, her own personal savior. The rest meant nothing.

“You all right?” Todd asked from behind her.

“Still fine.”

“Let’s take a water break.” He stopped and lowered his pack to the ground.

Oh, thank God. She dropped onto a wide, flat boulder at the side of the trail, forcing herself to stay upright rather than tipping onto her side and closing her eyes.

He took a swig from an aluminum bottle as if to assure her its contents were safe before handing it to her. “You look dead on your feet. When was the last time you ate something?”

She was too busy drinking to answer.

“Whoa, slow down.”

Reluctantly, she stopped and took a breath before sipping at the crisp water like tea. “Thank you.”

His pale brows furrowed. “How long have you gone without water?”

“What time is it now?” Her watch had broken loose in the fall and was probably partying it up with the flip-flops right now. She took a few more greedy sips of cool liquid.

“Nearly four-thirty,” he said.

“Almost a day.”

He frowned. “And food?”

“Same.”

Without a word, he produced an energy bar. She didn’t even bother to protest, just took it with sincere thanks and dug in.

While she ate the bar and finished off the water, he pushed his sunglasses onto his head and smeared sunscreen over his face, ears, neck, and arms. The strong, capable arms that had pulled her to safety.

He was long and lean, superbly built without looking like a gorilla. Maybe a couple inches taller than her.

Based on the fine lines around his eyes and the hollow of his cheeks, she’d peg him in his early to mid-thirties. Basically, her age. And way out of her league. Not that she should be living in a swamp or anything, but he was beautiful.

And, what the hell was wrong with her? This wasn’t a freaking blind date.

“Feeling better?” he asked, jolting her out of her thoughts and offering her the bottle of sunscreen.

“Much.” The food and water had revived her somewhat, but she still felt the deep pull of fatigue as she rubbed the coconut-scented cream into her skin. “Thanks.”

“Your color’s definitely improved. How are your feet?”

Throbbing. Along with everything else. “I can walk.”

“I know you can. I’ve watched you for the last half-hour.” He crouched before her, resting his elbows on his knees. “But you’re losing steam.”

“I’m—”

“And, frankly, at the pace we’re going, we don’t have a chance of getting off the mountain tonight.”

All the fight drained out of her. He was right. She was slowing them both down. Why was she being so stubborn? A long sigh escaped her. “You think you can carry me all the way down? I’m not exactly petite.”

From behind his sunglasses, he looked her up and down and then pressed his lips together. “Honestly, I probably can’t. Not without making a sled or something. But given what I have available, I don’t think that’d be very comfortable.” He scratched at his short beard. “I mean, I could get you pretty far in a fireman’s carry, but that would be super unpleasant for you, and I’d have to leave my pack behind.”

Okay, then. At least he didn’t try to act like some macho superhero, blustering his way past her objections. His forthrightness was refreshing.

“How far to town?” she asked.

“About six miles.”

Six miles? She could feel herself collapsing like an old dog. Normally, she could spend hours running and jumping in the sand. Now she couldn’t imagine walking another hundred yards on flat-packed earth. “I don’t think there’s a chance in hell we’ll make it today.” It wasn’t even her bumps and bruises so much—though they didn’t help—but that she was dehydrated and undernourished and exhausted from not sleeping for more than twenty-four hours.

“Probably not,” he agreed, “but we should try to put as much distance between ourselves and those men as possible. My guess is they’re already free of the duct tape and are either closing in on us, or heading back to wherever they came from. Although, one of them probably isn’t moving any faster than you with that knee injury.”

She shivered despite the warm sun and waggled the empty water bottle. “Thank you for the water and food and everything. If you hadn’t come along, I’d probably be dead.”

“If I hadn’t come along, you wouldn’t have fallen off the cliff in the first place.”

“Maybe, but I was already on the edge of collapse.” She knew the feeling of hitting the wall, and she was well beyond. “And JJ and his bulldog were right behind me.”

“Well then, I’m glad I came along.” He squinted at her. “JJ is the one with green eyes?”

“Yes. The other guy is Harris.”

A little groove formed between his brows. “How’d you end up getting kidnapped in the first place?”
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Maybe the details of Lindsey’s kidnapping were none of Todd’s business, but now that he was involved, he wanted to know what he’d gotten into. And maybe determine if JJ and Harris knew Pete.

Lindsey’s pretty brown eyes blinked slowly as if she could barely keep them open long enough to answer Todd’s question. “My friend, Megan, and I were hiking up to a cabin one of her clients loaned her for the week, and we got lost.” She scowled. “Such a rookie move. We stumbled onto private land and two armed guards found us and said they’d take us to someone who could help. That was JJ. Obviously, he didn’t help. Instead, he had them lock us up in separate cabins.” With a sigh, she said, “We should have tried to run before it ever got that far, but at first I thought maybe they were actually going to give us directions.”

“You couldn’t have known.”

“Of course I could have. Or at least been more suspicious. As a woman, I’m always on my guard with men I don’t know, or when walking into an unknown situation. But we were desperate, unprepared to spend a night on the mountain, out of cell tower range, and had no idea how to get back to the trailhead. So we chose to trust.”

“Like you’re doing with me now.” He hadn’t thought about how much she risked by putting her life in his hands. Tall enough to look him in the eye when standing, she struck him as athletic and tough, but still no match for most men unless she had the advantage of a weapon or some training.

She nodded, her eyes wary, as if she’d forgotten for a minute that she didn’t know him any more than JJ and Harris. “Except, you’ve done nothing but protect me so far. I’ll take my chances with you over them any day.”

What more could he ask for? “They didn’t hold you at a compound with about a dozen cabins near the top of the hill, did they?”

She narrowed her eyes. “Yes.” The word came slowly and full of questions. “How did you know?”

Damn. What the hell had Pete gotten mixed up with? “I saw it on the map when I was planning today’s hike. It’s the only place I can think of in the direction you were coming from.”

“Oh. Yeah, it looked like some kind of scout camp for grownups, complete with shooting range.”

Of course. “What happened to your friend?” Todd was almost afraid to ask.

Lindsey flinched. “I don’t know.” She hugged her waist. “When I escaped, I tried to find her, but there were men with rifles everywhere. I figured it was better to go for help than try to defeat that kind of security on my own.”

“Good choice.”

“Feels like shit.”

“The hard decisions always do.” He knew better than most.

Lindsey stared at him for a moment, those beautiful eyes seeing through to his soul. Despite being covered in dirt, with her dark hair in a snarled ponytail, her lips chapped, she was arresting. His fingers twitched, already planning the bold strokes of pencil that would commit her essence to paper.

All irrelevant because she was in danger, and he would get her to safety and return to his mission. Period. The End.

To do so, he needed her trust, and the only way to earn it was to see her as just another rescue, nothing more. Helping people was the one thing he knew he was good at. And helping Lindsey was the only thing that might ease the ache of failing to protect his cousin from her son-of-a-bitch husband.

He blinked and broke eye contact.

“That sounds like the voice of experience,” she said.

“Too much.” He rose and put some distance between them so he could think. “Why didn’t you take the road down from the cabins?”

“I tried, but there were too many guards in that direction. I wandered into the woods, towards the rising sun, and eventually found the trail.”

No wonder she was dead on her feet. She wouldn’t make it much further, assuming she could even stand back up at this point. And he couldn’t carry her for more than half an hour, tops. He glanced at his watch. The day was rapidly edging toward five o’clock, which meant just over two hours till sunset.

Scanning the mountainside, he spotted a dark depression at the base of the cliff about half a mile ahead. Cave, or trick of the shadows?

Turning back to her, he said, “I might have found a spot off the path where you can rest out of sight.”

“What about Megan? From what I overheard, the men plan to be at the compound for at least one more day—they were packing boxes and loading trucks when we arrived—but that doesn’t mean they’ll keep her around that long.”

Todd grimaced. “There’s nothing we can do for her today. I’m sorry.” For a split second, he considered turning around and heading for the compound. Now that he had a good lead on Pete, he was anxious to corral the motherfucker. Saving Lindsey’s friend would be a bonus.

But he had no backup and no idea how many men he’d face. Armed men. He couldn’t leave Lindsey behind unprotected, and he couldn’t take her with him. The only responsible choice was get to the police as soon as possible and let them handle Megan. With any luck, Pete would be caught when the cops went after JJ and Harris, and then Todd could go home and try to face his mom.

Lindsey frowned and looked out at the trees, letting out a long sigh as she gave a resigned nod.

“We can get an early start tomorrow.”

“Yeah.” She tried to push to her feet, but sank back onto the boulder with a groan. “Just give me a minute.”

“I can carry you. Really.” Despite her height, she was thinner and lighter than any of the men he’d had to drag around in training. It might be awkward, but they’d make it. “I promise to be professional, but feel free to keep your knife handy.”

With a short laugh, her shoulders relaxed a fraction and she gave a resigned sigh. “All right.”

He donned his backpack while she struggled to her feet. Her entire body drooped like a willow, but she stayed upright.

“Ready?”

“Yep.”

Bending at the knees, he scooped her into his arms, managing to hold in a grunt. She was probably already self-conscious about being tall, and he didn’t want her to think she was too heavy.

Or, frankly, that he was too weak to get the job done after all of his assurances.

He adjusted her with as little jostling as possible, ignoring the warmth of her against his skin. She smells like sweat and dirt. Focus on that.

She kept her face averted, mitigating the intimacy. “Do you want me to hold on?”

“Uh, that would help.”

Her bare arm slid across the side of his neck, raining shivers down his spine. Jesus. What kind of lowlife was he?

Human. You’re human.

Which meant he could have thoughts without acting on them. He’d be dead if he didn’t notice the woman in his grasp. He’d only be an asshole if he took advantage.

A distraction was still in order, though. “How’d you escape?” he asked, focusing on the trail so he wouldn’t trip on a root or rock and send them both crashing to the ground.

“The front door of the cabin was locked and guarded, but I was able to squeeze through the bathroom window. I guess they figured I was too big, and that I’d be afraid to run if they took my shoes. I stole a pair of flip-flops from the bathroom, but you saw how well those worked.”

“Sneaking out took guts,” he said.

She shrugged. “Or an extreme dose of fear. My hips were almost too big, and for a minute I thought they’d find me there the next morning, a human Popsicle.”

Jesus. “I’m glad you made it.”

“Don’t jinx it. I haven’t made it yet.”

“Ah,” he said, hoping to lighten the mood. “You’re superstitious.”

“I mean, rationally, no,” she said. “But also, a little bit.”

“I get it.”

“Really?” Her gaze met his. “What are you superstitious about?”

Damn. He’d walked into that one, hadn’t he? “I always throw spilled salt over my shoulder.”

Her eyes dropped in disappointment. Sure, he’d punted, but he barely knew this woman. Not even his best friend Jason knew Todd’s deepest fears.

“Do you always carry a gun?”

“Yep. I’ve been packing for so long, I’d feel naked without it.” He left the trail and trudged through the tall grass and scrub toward the depression he’d seen in the rock.

“I’ve never even touched one.”

“That’s probably good. Despite being from Oklahoma, and learning how to shoot at an early age, I don’t think most people should have them.” Pete, for one. “The risk of being shot with your own weapon, or accidentally killing someone else, is pretty high.”

“I have no interest in ever owning a firearm, but after today I feel like I should know the basics of how to handle them.”

“Couldn’t hurt.” They moved into the shade of the mountain and the temperature dropped several degrees. The change felt good to him, but he was working extra hard now, his already tired arm muscles aching with the effort of holding her close.

“Is the gun related to your job?” she asked, shivering.

“Yeah. I’m a security specialist in DC.”

“Like a security guard?”

Sure, on steroids. “More like a short-term bodyguard for C-suite corporate types and wealthy families. But we also run audits on companies or individuals to find the weak spots in their physical and network security.”

“Huh, okay.” She sat with that for several minutes, her hip chafing his stomach with every step. “Why didn’t you keep the guys’ guns or radios?”

“There was no way to know if those weapons have been involved in anything illegal. I’d rather not possess one without knowing its provenance.”

“Ah,” she said. “Makes sense.”

“As for the radios, the cops don’t usually monitor short-wave frequencies, so we couldn’t call for help anyway. And I didn’t want those two to be able to call anyone to come after us.”

“I never would have thought of that.”

“I wish no one ever had to.” Todd set her gently on her feet before the cave that had turned out to be nothing more than a shallow depression. “Well, shit.”










CHAPTER THREE










TODD GAVE LINDSEY a sheepish grin. “So, not a cave.”

The warm imprint of his arms across her back and legs had already dissipated now that the sun eased toward the horizon and the wind had picked up. She shivered. “Back on the trail?” she asked, trying to fake an enthusiasm she didn’t feel.

Her muscles had begun to stiffen, and pretty much everything throbbed. Sleep tugged at her, an inescapable anchor.

He glanced around, maybe picking up on her distress. “We could make a spot here between the rock and the pine trees. It’ll provide concealment and give us some shelter from the wind.” He dropped his pack and rummaged around before producing a zippered fleece. “Here. This’ll keep you warm until I can get the tent set up.”

“Thank you.” She slid her arms into the jacket, letting the heat soak into her bones, and sank onto a log. “Do you need help?” Her words slurred a little.

He shook his head and gave her an indulgent smile that made her stomach flutter. “Nope. Just give me five minutes.”

True to his words, he had a one-person tent with arcing aluminum poles set up with practically the snap of his fingers. He rolled out a sleeping pad and bag and gestured her inside the shelter. “Leave your boots in the vestibule on the tarp.”

The tent had an overlay that extended beyond the door to create a “covered porch” effect that could zip closed for extra protection. Just being out of the wind felt like a miracle. She removed the pilfered boots from her ravaged feet.

Todd said something about checking her bandages, but she lay on top of the slick sleeping bag and closed her eyes with a sigh.

In her entire life, no mattress had ever felt so wonderful.

Hours later, she awoke in the dark, still groggy, but refreshed. Outside, insects buzzed and chirped. Or were those frogs? She’d never camped before and didn’t know much about Montana’s fauna. Her stomach growled and her mouth tasted like tar. She sat up, ribs protesting. How long had she slept?

She tried to run a hand through her hair, but her fingers tangled in the wild mass. Little particles of what felt like twigs and leaves fell into her lap. And she didn’t smell too great either.

Not that she needed to impress anyone. Nor was she particularly bothered by sweat or dirt. And her highest priority was getting to Megan. But since that was off the table until daylight, maybe she could take a minute to clean up and feel more human than wild animal.

Unzipping the tent flap, she peered out into the dark vestibule—as Todd had called it—and felt around for the boots. Loosening the shoes as much as possible, she slipped them on, unzipped the outer cover, and crawled into the faint moonlight.

Frigid, damp air quickly infiltrated the gaps in her clothing, but nothing stirred.

She found Todd sitting up against the rock wall on the lee side of the tent, eyes closed, barely visible beneath a knit cap and a shimmery blanket.

Her heart plummeted. Was he warm enough? What if he got hypothermia and died?

Careful to keep her distance, she called out softly, “Todd.”

He didn’t startle, or lash out, or any of the other responses she’d worried about. His eyes opened and he watched her serenely for a second before speaking. “Everything okay?”

“I think so.” The unforgiving air cut right through her fleece jacket and jeans. “Aren’t you cold?”

“Probably not as cold as you.” His words were thick, tinged with sleep.

“The tent was perfectly comfortable. I feel bad that I took the whole thing for myself.”

“Hog-em-all.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. Did the cold go to your head?” Her teeth chattered in earnest now. Maybe the cold was going to her head.

He chuckled softly. “It’s something my brothers and I used to call anyone who wouldn’t share. As in, ‘don’t be a hog-em-all.’ I have no idea where it came from.” He opened the blanket wide like a set of wings. “Come here before you freeze to death.”

She crawled onto his lap and into his arms without hesitating. “I’m sorry. I stink. And I’m dirty.” How mortifying. She was sitting in a hot guy’s lap and she looked and smelled like one of the bison she and Megan had seen from afar while hiking.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “I can’t smell you over me anyway.”

He closed her into the delicious, warm cocoon he’d created inside the fleece-lined blanket and eased her back against his chest, partially covering her head since she didn’t have a hat. It should’ve been weird, basically spooning with a complete stranger, but somehow it wasn’t. Sure, some women met a guy in a bar and were naked and sweaty with him twenty minutes later, but even if she’d experienced that kind of desperate attraction, she’d never have let herself act on it. Far too risky.

But Todd wasn’t just some random guy. He’d saved her from falling, and had been keeping her safe and alive ever since, even sleeping outside presumably so she wouldn’t feel threatened.

What better way to learn who someone was than to see how they reacted in a crisis? So far, he’d been nothing but selfless, respectful, and kind. And honest to the point of bluntness. She could be forgiven for trusting so quickly.

“We can clean up in the morning when it’s warmer,” he said.

“That would be great.” The cold bit into the skin of her face, but her shivers had subsided, and she could talk without endangering her tongue. “I feel beastly. I know it shouldn’t matter…”

“It doesn’t make you weak, or even selfish, to want to feel good. Especially after the couple of days you’ve had.”

She sighed and fully relaxed into him. “I just keep thinking about Megan stuck in that compound with JJ and—”

The tears came out of nowhere catching her completely by surprise. Todd held her as she sobbed in a way she hadn’t since her grandmother died, her throat so tight she gulped for air. “Oh, my God,” she said, wiping her cheeks and trying to will the waterworks to cease. “I’m sorry.”

“Lindsey, stop apologizing. You’ve been under extreme strain for days now. Let it out. I can handle it.”

So she did. She cried over losing Megan to JJ and his asshole crew, the stress of being chased, the stark fear of almost dying on the side of a mountain, and the constant worry about whether she’d be able to save her friend. She even cried over the shit that had gone down with Cruz, her asshole of an ex-boyfriend.

And through it all, Todd simply held her close, his rough cheek against hers, his chest rising and falling in a soothing rhythm at her back. When she finally calmed down, she was depleted but alert, acutely aware of the muscled body supporting hers, the arms holding her in their circle of protection.

“Look up,” he said softly, his breath on her ear setting loose a hummingbird in her chest.

She tilted her head back and gasped. The stars were a thousand times brighter than she’d ever seen. Out here—especially now that the moon had set—the dark was pure, unnerving.

“Incredible, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “There are so many layers of stars, it seems endless. Now I understand how sailors could navigate by starlight.”

 “Right? It’s no wonder people were obsessed with the heavens in the old days. You could hardly ignore them.”

A satellite tracked across the sky, steady and fast, and disappeared into the trees. Several minutes later, a shooting star streaked overhead in a shower of sparks, followed by dozens more in the space of thirty or forty minutes.

Good thing, because she had plenty of wishes, all of them for the same thing. Keep Megan safe. No matter how soon they found help, nothing could save Megan from whatever was happening now.

“I’m surprised a Sinzian Empire fan like you hasn’t spent more time studying the cosmos,” Todd said in a teasing tone.

“How did you— Oh, my shirt.” Her old “WELCOME TO THE SYZYGY” tee hadn’t been in great shape before the hike, but now it was covered in dirt and had a tear to the left of her belly button that let in the cold air. She’d only held on to it this long because it was silly and nerdy and reminded her of her goofy dad—a huge fan of the series. She loved it. “I think my interest in the movies lay more with the story and the characters than the space element.”

“Meaning you watched for Brandon Marlowe.”

Duh. “Who didn’t?”

“Denae Washington’s more my type.”

“Isn’t she great?” Lindsey couldn’t help but gush. “Last year, Megan and I waited in line at the LA Festival of Books for hours to meet her and the author of the original books. They were both so gracious and friendly, even though it was unseasonably warm for April, and they’d been greeting people all day who were upset that Brandon backed out at the last minute because he got strep throat or something. Meg was so bummed he wasn’t there, but we still had fun.” The memory made her smile. “She’s good about dragging me to fun things I’d never think to do on my own.”

Initially, that had been part of Cruz’s appeal too, but unlike him, Meg was okay with Lindsey’s limits.

A sob built in her throat. Would she see her again?

As if sensing her mood change, Todd gave her arm a squeeze. “Tell me more about your friend.”

Lindsey took a deep, shaky breath, her thoughts of Meg all jumbled together in her mind. “Well, she’s really smart, and super ambitious. She used to work in marketing at the same company where I started out after college, but then she began offering freelance graphic design on the side. A couple of years ago, she quit her day job to do it full time.”

“Nice.” Todd shifted slightly, renewing her awareness of every millimeter of contact between them.

“Yeah, but she didn’t stop there. She created these online courses on design, and later about how to start your own freelance business, and she’s making a killing.” Lindsey had helped Megan with her taxes this year—was, in fact, still tying up loose ends to prep for next year—and couldn’t believe anyone would pay such high prices for a course. Her friend had clearly found a niche. “This trip was supposed to be a joint celebration of our success.”

Lindsey’s throat tightened. Would they ever get to celebrate? “I also think Meg secretly wanted to get me out of LA for a few days.”

Damn. Why had she said that out loud?

“Why’s that?”

Her stomach clenched. No way could she tell him the whole humiliating story, but sharing some of it wouldn’t hurt. She’d never see the guy again after tomorrow anyway. He was a good listener, and being in the dark where he couldn’t see her face made it easier to talk. “My last boyfriend, Cruz, cheated on me, and Megan thinks I’m still in a funk over it.”

Todd’s muscles tensed. “Jesus, that sucks. I’m sorry.” He was quiet for a moment, softening his hold, as if forcing himself to relax. “Are you? Still in a funk over it, I mean.”

Another satellite blinked its way across the cosmos on an unnaturally straight path. “Probably.” Too much. “Not because I miss him or anything. We were only together for six months, and the last half wasn’t great.” She almost laughed at her grand understatement.

Cruz had started to chafe at her straight-laced, homebody ways, but she’d stuck it out because he’d made her feel so special—sexy, beautiful, desirable—in the early days, and she’d thought if she could figure out how to loosen up a little, maybe they could recapture that magic.

Looking back, the warning signs had been there from the beginning—the way he flirted with her volleyball teammates and then claimed she was overreacting when she called him on it, for instance—but she didn’t like to fail, and she’d been reluctant to return to being alone.

Only now could she clearly see that being on her own was far preferable to letting that jerk tear down her self-esteem bit by bit. “I’m an analyst by nature, though. I can’t stop going over our time together to figure out where things went wrong. How I misjudged him so badly, why I stayed with him as long as I did.”

“I think the laws of inertia apply to more than physics,” Todd said. “Bad relationships, nightmare employers, toxic family members. For some reason, at least up to a point, it’s easier to stick with them and put up with the pain than to leave.”

Wasn’t that the truth? “I guess the thought of being alone is sometimes scarier than being with the wrong person.” She sighed. “Until a situation gets really bad, it doesn’t feel worth the effort to make a change.”

He made a noise of agreement and they fell silent. 

She watched the stars, lulled by the sound of his breathing and a faint rustling of trees, letting the peace settle into her battered soul. “What time is it?”

“Probably about three a.m.”

Still middle of the night. “We should get back in the tent. It’s only going to get colder until the sun rises.”

“It’ll be a tight fit,” Todd said. “Are you sure you’re okay with that?”

“Todd, I’m sitting on your lap right now.”

“Fair point.” He let her go, taking back all his heat and comfort. “You go first, I’ll join you in a minute.”

His boots crunched on the dry leaves as he moved away from their camp into the trees. She removed her shoes in the outer shelter and slid through the zippered opening. Lying on her side, facing the entrance, she strained her eyes to see in the inky darkness as she heard him zip the vestibule shut.

“Where are you?” His voice was maybe a foot away.

“Right here. Trying not to be a hog-em-all.”

He chuckled. “We should put the blanket down first, then open the sleeping bag and use it like a comforter.”

“I didn’t want to get the inside dirty.”

“It’s fine,” he said, his rich voice skimming across her nerves like a lover’s touch as he tugged the bag onto his lap. “I’ll shake it out tomorrow.”

He handed her the blanket, and she folded it in half and spread it over the floor with the fleece side up, crawling around until it was flat under her. “Okay. All ready.”

“Will it hurt too much to lie on your left side?”

“No, that’s my good side.” If she had such a thing right now. She spread out on the fluffy blanket and squished herself as close to the far wall of the tent as possible to give him room.

He knelt and shut the tent flap before carefully stretching out beside her, sandwiched against her back, and slid the puffy bag over them, tucking in the edges around their bodies to trap the heat.

“This okay?” he asked, his intimate voice and full-body contact in the dark triggering all kinds of foolish fantasies.

God, for all she knew, he had a girlfriend. Or a boyfriend. Or both. And she wasn’t looking for either. She had enough going on in her life right now. “Do you have anyone back home who’s going to be mad about this?” she asked, unable to help herself.

“No.” He held himself deathly still. “Are you mad about this?” he asked.

“About Megan and those guys, yes. About you? Never. I’d be dead without you.” She grimaced into the darkness. “I’m just sorry you got dragged into my mess.”

He made a dismissive sound. “I don’t mind being in your mess. In fact, I kind of like it. Keeps me out of my own head.” He paused for a moment, somehow retreating while maintaining full-body contact. “I hope that doesn’t freak you out.”

Not in the way he was thinking. “I think it’s a bit late for that. Besides, if today was a tryout, you’d definitely be my end-of-the-world pick.”

“What’s that?”

Later, she’d blame her nerves for making her babble like a dork. “I have this weird thing I do pretty much anytime I’m in a room with other people—yoga class, a Metro car, the DMV—where I look around and try to decide who’d I’d want to pair up with if the people in that group were Earth’s only survivors.”

“That is weird.”

She pushed her shoulder back into him playfully. “Hey.”

“Seriously, it’s kind of strange.” His obvious amusement made her smile. “But interesting. Do you ever decide that you’d be better off alone?”

“Sometimes. But I’d rather not face the apocalypse by myself.” 

“Do you have a type?” he asked. “Like do you go for the person who seems like they can fight, or is it all about looks?”

“I mean, looks are nice, but I usually go for the semi-nerdy type. I figure you can build physical strength, but it would be harder to acquire knowledge after everything’s wiped out.”

“You’d never choose me, then. I went into the Air Force, not college.”

Did she detect a hint of defensiveness? Her fault. She’d just flat out told him she wouldn’t go for the hot guy. “I just did.”

“Out of a field of one.”

“Honestly, out of a field of every man I’ve ever met. I think you’d be pretty freaking handy during Armageddon. It’s you who’d be getting the short end of the deal being stuck with me.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I’m stuck with you now, and it doesn’t seem so bad.”

Her face grew warm and she fought a smile. Don’t be ridiculous. He was probably one of those guys who flirted with everyone. The kind who’d been born with their default setting on “hel-lo there.” Like her asshole ex. Her pulse skipped anyway. “Did I mention I’m an accountant?”

His laugh did strange things to her insides. Or maybe it was his warm body pressed against hers. Or…all of it.

“You’re right,” he said. “You’d be unbearable.”










CHAPTER FOUR










LINDSEY GAVE A small laugh, apparently unaware that Todd was losing his mind. What was it about this woman? In the short time he’d known her, she’d tried to sacrifice herself to save him—and her friend—she’d pushed through her pain and fatigue until she nearly broke, and she’d cried in his arms.

She was part intellect, part strength, somehow fierce and vulnerable at the same time. Not to mention, easy on the eyes.

He’d never met anyone like her.

And he couldn’t stop thinking about what it would be like to get her into a real bed, naked and willing.

He’d thought letting her sit in his lap was a trial of patience and control until he spooned with her under a sleeping bag, bodies touching everywhere. Well, almost. He kept ample space between his hips and her backside. The last thing he needed to do was give her something else to worry about.

But damn, not only was she tough, she made him laugh. Fucking end-of-the-world picks. Who thought like that?

“I do have certain skills you might find appealing,” she said, her voice pulling him along like a toy on a string.

He clenched his fist to keep from touching her. “Oh, yeah?” A dozen ideas had already popped to mind, none of them PG. Completely disrespectful to her intelligence and other qualities, and proof that he didn’t deserve her now, or at the end of the world. “Like what? Can you build a shelter?”

“A tax shelter.”

Todd groaned. “I wouldn’t keep you around for your sense of humor.”

“But you’d keep me around?”

“Sure. Someone has to count the actual beans.”

She gave a little snort. “Then I’m definitely your woman.”

I wish. And where the hell had that come from?

“What success were you supposed to be celebrating?” he asked, floundering for a distraction.

“I recently landed some big new clients, so I was able to hire another full-time accountant to start in October.”

He whistled. “Impressive.”

She shrugged, her shoulders tugging at the sleeping bag. “I’ve had my own firm for almost five years and this is the first time I’ve been able to do more than hire seasonal help. It’s pretty exciting. And a little scary having someone depend on my success for their livelihood, to be honest.”

“I can only imagine.” 

They fell into silence, and he drifted off with her in his thoughts. When he woke several hours later, a pale glow lit the inside of the tent. Next to him, Lindsey slept soundly, her deep breaths slightly raspy in the quiet air. She was a disheveled mess, but still beautiful and serene with her eyes closed, her face relaxed.

Snap.

Todd froze. Had JJ caught up with them?

Slowly lifting the covers, he grabbed his weapon and slid out of bed, tucking the edges of the sleeping bag around Lindsey. He sat up and peeked through the ventilation flap.

Just a pair of squirrels chasing each other up and down the trees.

As quietly as possible, he left the tent and relieved his bladder. That done, he grabbed two collapsible water containers, and walked up and over the deserted trail to a stream bubbling merrily on the other side. Ice framed the edges of the creek, reflecting the sun as it crested the mountains, painting the frosted forest in glitter. He took a deep breath, filling his lungs with crisp, clean air, and basked in the sun’s faint radiant heat.

Maybe he should never go home.

As if that would change anything. It wouldn’t bring back his cousin Bethany or heal his friend Jason’s wounds. But he wouldn’t have to face his family or his best friend either.

Focus on Lindsey. He could help her.

Maybe.

And then he could get back to his purpose here. Locating Pete Lassiter wouldn’t turn back the clock, but it could give everyone closure. Justice.

Todd dipped each container in the running stream until full, and then added water purifying tablets. Back at the camp, he let the containers sit for thirty minutes while he gathered everything he needed for breakfast and a basic wipe-down.

After heating several cups of water over his tiny camp stove, he added a bit of fresh water to cool it down. Inside the vestibule, out of the cool breeze, he began a quick wipe-down routine. Normally, he wouldn’t bother, but they were heading into town today. And, if he were honest, Lindsey made him acutely aware of his dirt. He’d just pulled one arm out of his shirt when she unzipped the tent and peered through.

“Good morn— Oh.” Her eyes widened. “Sorry.” She dropped the flap.

He laughed. She acted like she’d never seen a man’s chest before. But he didn’t want to make her uncomfortable. They’d slept together, but with several layers of clothing between them, and she was in a desperate situation. For all he knew, she was only putting up with him so he’d keep helping her.

Sobering thought.

He finished up, threw on a new shirt and his puffy jacket, and moved outside. “All clear.”

A few seconds later, she emerged slowly, blinking against the bright sun. “I don’t suppose you have a comb I can borrow?”

“I can do better than that.”

He doodled on a small drawing pad and sipped at his coffee until she reappeared twenty minutes later in one of his clean shirts, her long waves combed back into a neat ponytail. “Feel better?”

“Yes,” she said on a long sigh, plopping down next to him and offering him a grateful smile as he handed her a blanket and a cup of coffee.

He started making oatmeal.

“I almost feel human again,” she said, snuggling into the blanket with both hands wrapped around the mug.

“You look better.” Not just better, stunning. “You have color in your cheeks, and you can keep your eyes open. How’re your feet?”

“Still tender, but better. I should be able to keep up with you today.”

“Any other injuries that need tending? I really was trained as a paramedic.”

She shook her head. “My ribs are a little sore, and I’m scraped up, but nothing serious. Maybe dehydrated.” Reaching out, she stopped short of touching his face and winced, dropping her hand. “How’s your head? It looks painful.”

He gently pressed the tender spot where Harris had kicked him the night before. “Probably looks worse than it feels.”

She made a little noise of disbelief.

“Trust me. I’ve had worse.” He’d put a cold pack on it last night.

“What’s that?” she asked, pointing to his sketchbook, which he’d accidentally left open when she’d appeared.

He shrugged, feeling his face heat as he fought the urge to snatch up his drawings before she could see. “Just something I do to keep myself busy when I have downtime.”

She leaned over for a better look at the squirrels he’d captured from his memory of this morning’s encounter. “Wow. That’s really good.”

“Thanks.” Before she could ask to see more, he stuffed the little book into his pack and focused his attention on their breakfast.

“I can barely draw a straight line.”

“Straight lines are more useful in architecture than art anyway,” he said.

“You know what I mean.” She made a face at him. “I’d love to be able to recreate what I see like that. I’m in awe of how you can get the essence of something with so few strokes. Have you ever considered an art-based career?”

“Nah. It’s just something I do for fun.”

She hunched over her drink and watched him. “What do you think you’d be doing if you weren’t a security…what did you call it?”

“Specialist.” He threw some raisins and almonds into the thickening oats.

“Right, that.”

“Physical therapy.”

“Really?” She tilted her head. “That’s a big change.”

“Not so big from my old job as a medic. Helping injured people, and not stuck behind a desk. The big difference is that I’d get to see the patients improve, rather than just handing them off and never knowing the outcome.”

“You think you’ll ever pursue it?”

“I doubt it.” No. “It’s a doctoral program, and I don’t even have a BS. Plus, the space is really limited. It can take years to get in. Not sure I have that kind of patience.”

“So you’ve looked into it,” she teased. “I had no idea it was such a commitment, but it seems like it’d be worth it if that’s what you want to do.”

“Yeah, maybe.” Long before Pete killed Bethany, Todd had been ready to change gears. He wasn’t getting any younger. He could only play bodyguard for so long before it took too much of a toll on his body. And his mind. But he couldn’t imagine leaving his team. Steele Security had become a second family for him, and he couldn’t imagine going solo.

Which is why he’d jumped on Kurt Steele’s offer to take over recruitment and training once the new year rolled around. He’d have more responsibility, even better pay, and fewer days away from home.

He just needed to see Pete behind bars first.

“What’s wrong?” Lindsey asked, far too perceptive for his taste.

“Nothing. Just thinking about everything we need to do to get moving.”

They ate their oatmeal in silence, letting the food warm them from the inside. After breakfast, he filled a water bottle for each of them, and they finished off the remainder of the purified stream water before packing up and heading out. The sooner they got on the trail the better.

Once they started walking, she kept up a good pace, her stride nearly as long as his. “Where are you from?” he asked.

“LA. Specifically Hermosa Beach, if you’re familiar with the area.”

“Not really, but I know it’s one of the few places with worse traffic than DC.”

“Depends where you have to go. I’m lucky,” she said. “I’ve always worked pretty close to home.” Her pretty mouth twisted. “I don’t get out of The Bubble much.”

“Are you from LA originally?”

“Yep. One of those rare specimens who was actually born and raised in the area, only a few miles from where I live now. There’s an Air Force base nearby, and my parents both work for one of the defense contractors.”

“I was in the Air Force for ten years, but I was never stationed there.”

“Oh, my dad too. What did you do?”

“Security police to start, then pararescue.”

“You were a PJ?” she asked, shading her eyes to look at him. She wore his extra knit cap down over her ears, but he didn’t have another pair of sunglasses, and she wouldn’t take his when he offered, making the argument that blue eyes were more sensitive to the light. Probably true. “That’s what you meant by having paramedic training.”

He nodded.

“Bit of an understatement,” she said with a playful push against his arm. “That’s like calling a Navy SEAL a soldier.”

“Technically, they’re sailors.” But she was right. PJs were far more than just paramedics, both in medical knowledge and operating environment. As part of the Air Force’s special operations, they rescued service members and allies trapped behind enemy lines or under fire, including pilots and special operators—the old joke was that when a SEAL was in trouble, he called the PJs. “I’m surprised you’ve even heard of the PJs. The SEALs and Delta get all the media attention.”

“My dad made the same argument once, grumbling about how the Navy had a better PR machine. Top Gun easily could’ve been an Air Force movie with F-16s or something.”

Todd laughed. “He has a point. What did he do in the service?” 

“Engineer. Just for four years. He’s much happier designing airframes,” she said with obvious fondness for her dad. “My mom too.”

“So you come by your affinity for numbers honestly.”

“Not sure I had a chance. But I don’t have the spatial intelligence they do. I can’t turn objects around in my head and tell you what they’d look like from another angle. Or read upside down. My mind doesn’t work that way. But numbers? They’re my bitch.” She grinned.

Todd laughed. Damn, he liked this woman. A lot. “Why’d you choose accounting and not a math major?” He couldn’t imagine anything worse than sitting at a desk running numbers all day.

“I guess I like the structure of it. The rules. Everything has to add up, to balance.” She watched a hawk circling overhead. “Numbers are consistent and reliable. They don’t lie.”

“Unlike people.”

She nodded. “Exactly.”

Lost in their own thoughts, they trekked on. Todd soaked up the golds and greens and the vivid blue sky, taking in Montana’s incredible scenery and shedding layers as the day heated up. Despite the freezing temps overnight, it would probably hit the sixties by noon.

As the morning wore on, they talked about his two older brothers, and what her life was like as an only child. He told her about his mom, who’d been an X-ray tech in the Air Force until he was six and then returned with Todd to Oklahoma after she and his dad divorced.

“That explains the accent.”

“What accent?” he deadpanned. It wasn’t that strong, but he didn’t sound like a West Coaster either.

“Okay, twang, maybe. Faint, but there.”

He shrugged.

“I like it.”

“I’m fixin’ to take a break,” he said, playing it up by mimicking his granddad’s much heavier accent. “You might oughtta join me.”

She laughed and followed him just off the trail to a large fallen tree where they sat side-by-side after he dropped his pack. “Might oughtta?”

“Might oughtta, might could, might should.” He found two protein bars and handed her one. “No commitment required.”

“I might could get used to that.”

He ripped open his snack, unable to hide his smile. “I knew you were a quick study, Cali girl.”

Her grin made his heart skip a beat. “Like, totally.” She tossed her ponytail, making the sun throw sparks off the red and blond highlights in her dark hair.

Todd couldn’t look away.

She caught his gaze and they both stilled.

Her eyes darkened as she stared deep into his soul, past the barriers he’d erected long ago, beyond all of the death and pain he’d witnessed, straight to his core.

She licked her lips, and something sparkling and liquid slid through him, warming his chest like a shot of whiskey.

He stopped breathing and leaned in, pulled by an invisible thread.

With every ounce of patience he possessed, he waited. Waited for her to stop him. Waited for her to shift away.

He shouldn’t have lowered his head, but she was so goddamned compelling, how could he not? He watched her face as he moved closer, expecting her to pull back and break the spell.

But then, hot damn, his lips were pressed against hers and he was lost.
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Lindsey welcomed the soft press of Todd’s mouth, the searing heat of his tongue as his confidence seemed to grow and he teased her to open to him. She cupped his face, letting her fingernails scrape through the thick stubble before sliding her hand around the back of his neck.

He groaned and deepened the kiss, caressing her cheek. His touch sent sparks zinging through her body and her breath picked up. She was floating, moored only by the feel of his hot skin, aware only of this moment, of this man and the rasp of his beard on her face, the slide of his tongue against hers, the growing heat between them.

Wait until she told Megan what—

Lindsey abruptly pulled back. “I’m sorry, I…”

He dropped his hand, his breath coming fast as he shook his head slowly. “Don’t apologize. I know this is shitty timing.”

“Yeah.” That too.

What the hell had she been thinking? They’d be parting ways within the hour. All too soon, she’d find the police, hopefully get Megan back safe, and go home to California. That was all that mattered. How selfish to want to linger with Todd while her friend suffered God-knew-what at the hands of those horrible men.

Reluctantly, she tried to shake off the lust that tugged at her like an undertow.

Awkward now, they finished their snacks, took turns relieving their bladders, and resumed the trek downhill, saying little.

Her mind pretty much played the kiss on a loop. She’d never been that taken in by such a simple act before. Nothing she’d experienced even came close. New categories needed to be invented to describe kissing Todd.

Was he particularly skilled, or was it just kissing him that made it so different? So special?

Him. Definitely him.

She was thirty-two, not nineteen. She was nowhere close to being a virgin. Yet, not a single man, not even one of her three long-term boyfriends, had prepared her for Todd.

A man you’ve known for a day.

Maybe she was more susceptible to him because of her current state. Hell, she’d nearly died and he’d saved her life. That could do a number on anyone.

Plus, he was still helping her. She considered herself too much of a feminist to be into the whole knight-in-shining-armor thing, but she’d read about how shared trauma and danger brought people closer. And she couldn’t deny the appeal of a man who was willing to risk himself on her behalf.

But then, he’d been a PJ and was now a bodyguard. Risking himself for others was his job. He’d probably do it for anyone.

But, he’d rescued her.

Dammit, she wanted to kiss him again. And do more. She’d had another glimpse of his incredible body this morning, and—holy wow. He was all carved abs, sinewy arms, lightly freckled shoulders…

She fanned herself and removed the long-sleeved quarter-zip he’d loaned her, tying it around her waist.

Gorgeous as he was, being a good guy was his best asset. Caring, competent, confident. The whole package was so sexy she could hardly look away. 

Get a grip, Linds. 

“I see the trailhead from here,” he said, bringing her mind back to the mountains, “but it’ll be another thirty, forty minutes.”

“Okay.” Her toes throbbed and her ribs ached, but she was too close to take a break now. “Thanks.”

“You doing all right?” He lifted his sunglasses and looked at her.

She nodded. “Fine.”

“I’m sorry if I made things awkward between us. I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

“You didn’t force yourself on me,” she said, not wanting him to regret the best kiss of her life.

“I know, but you’re under stress and depleted and in a state of heightened emotion. I feel like I took advantage.”

“Maybe I took advantage of you.”

He gave her a wan smile. “You’re welcome to do it again, anytime.”

She held his gaze and her heart crashed against her ribs. His piercing blue eyes held her rooted to the ground. She could stare into them all day.

No. Bad Lindsey.

Forcing herself to start walking again, she asked, “How long are you in Montana?”

He waited a beat and then followed, shoving the shades back onto his nose. “As long as it takes.”

“For what?”

“To be ready to go home.”

What the hell did that mean? Was he on some kind of journey of self-discovery, like that woman who hiked the Pacific Crest Trail and then wrote a memoir about it? Lindsey glanced over her shoulder at him. “You can just stay out here as long as you want?”

He shrugged, and something dark gnawed at her stomach. He was hiding something. But then, they barely knew each other, were less than an hour from never seeing each other again. He didn’t owe her his entire life story. He owed her nothing. Nada.

She returned her attention to the trail, unaccountably disappointed. The humidity had dropped drastically over the last few hours as the air warmed, but at the same time, the wind had picked up and now tore strands from her ponytail, whipping them around her face. She fought to get her hair under some semblance of control.

Up the hillside, a stand of aspens shimmered like golden sequins against the backdrop of dark green pines. Or firs. Something evergreen. She knew little of foliage except that Montana was as beautiful as she’d hoped. Too bad she could take little joy in it now.

“Were you just starting out when you ran into me yesterday?” she asked.

“No. I’m about ten days in. Exploring the different trails.”

“But you weren’t planning to come back this way,” she said, still marveling at his generosity.

“True.”

“Why here?”

A full minute passed. He shoved his hands in his pockets and stared down the valley. “I’m chasing something.”

The look on his face made her want to wrap her arms around him. “What’s that?”

“Closure, I guess.” He gave a humorless laugh and shook his head at her confused expression. “I…lost someone and I’m not sure how to process it.”

“Oh.” Wow. She’d been so wrapped up in her own ordeal, she hadn’t given any thought to what might be going on with him. How selfish. “I’m sorry.”

“Me too.” Something in his voice broke her heart.

Tempted to take his hand, she clenched her fists. They were so close to the bottom of the valley, she could see the tiny town of Tuttle, its homes and buildings scattered across the narrow valley like a child’s toys in a sandbox. “You’re chasing, and I’m running away.”

“From that cheating asshole Cruz?” The anger in Todd’s voice warmed her heart, even as she cringed. 

Why had she told him about it again?

“Right.” She’d needed a break from the gossip at volleyball, the worry that she’d run into Cruz at the mall, the constant reminders of what a fool she’d been to stay with him.

She’d originally hoped this trip would give her a chance to hit the refresh button and go back to LA in a new frame of mind. Now, she was just ready to go home.

“You know a guy like that doesn’t deserve your energy,” Todd said.

“I know.” Lindsey sighed. “Easier said than done though. I’ll be beating myself up over it for a while.”

“Trust me. I understand.”

She wanted to ask what he meant, but they’d reached the trailhead and a dirt parking lot with a smattering of cars. Her heart thudded. They were so close to getting help.

Ten minutes later, they walked across a lonely highway and followed Center Street, the main road lined with several small shops, a diner, a bakery, and a Mexican restaurant. Two smaller streets ran perpendicular to form the core of downtown, with a park at the far end.

The streets were pretty quiet. A trio of twenty-something men sporting beards, large frame packs, and snap-back Patagonia hats passed them with friendly nods.

In the road, several men and a woman wearing maintenance uniforms stood around a hole in the asphalt, talking and laughing. The woman’s blond ponytail swung wildly as she did a double take at Todd. Who could blame her?

Lindsey licked her lips. They still tingled. She’d been lucky enough to kiss him today. Maybe she’d have more good luck and Megan would be back with her by nightfall.

Grabbing Lindsey’s hand, he tugged her to the end of the street where it dead-ended into a park about the size of two football fields. A white gazebo sat in the middle of the grassy expanse, like something out of a Hallmark movie.

“This way,” he said, heading left with her in tow. Was he so eager to get rid of her that he could no longer hide his impatience?

“How do you know where it is?”

“I don’t. I’m following the flag pole.” He pointed to the US and Montana flags snapping loudly above the brick buildings.

Sure enough, they rounded the corner and found a complex that housed a town hall, the sheriff’s office, a post office, and an elementary school that proclaimed itself “Home of the Foxes.”

Todd reached for the door handle and froze. Lindsey nearly crashed into his back, stepping aside just in time.

But the sign on the door nearly made her legs give out.










CHAPTER FIVE










TODD STARED AT the “WANTED” poster that had stopped him in his tracks. Mother fuckity fuck.

A sketch of him and a captioned photo of Lindsey dominated the top half. The bottom half explained that they were wanted for an attack on county Sheriff John Joseph Decker and deputy Kendall Harris the day before that had left Harris dead.

Todd went cold. What the hell? That stocky motherfucker had been alive when they’d left him on the trail, and his injuries had hardly been fatal.

Lindsey gripped his arm. “JJ is the sheriff?” Horror filled her eyes. “Megan and I were kidnapped by the sheriff?”

“Looks like it.” Todd released the door handle and guided her away from the building as casually as possible. “I’m assuming the picture and info are from your driver’s license. It won’t be long before they find one of the hotels where I stayed and get all of my info too.”

She nodded. “JJ’s guys took my backpack at the compound, but he can explain it by saying I dropped it during our ‘altercation’ on the trail.”

“Exactly.”

“I’m confused, though,” she said. “We didn’t kill Harris.”

“I have no idea.” They were in some deep shit. “Maybe he fell…”

“Or we’re being framed.” Her grip on his hand tightened.

They walked to the end of town in silence. He tried to pretend he wasn’t eyeballing every person within his field of vision. Not the other backpackers and disheveled hiker types, not the group of workers in reflective vests digging a hole along the shoulder of Center Street, and not the family of four whose pre-teen boy wore a Seattle Seahawks hat and stared at his phone while he shuffled behind his parents and little sister.

Harris was dead and JJ was the goddamned sheriff.

Todd could hardly wrap his mind around it. Not that law enforcement officers were never corrupt, but damn. This did more than put a wrench in his plan to get Lindsey to the cops and be on his merry way, it ran a fleet of armored vehicles right through it.

He rubbed the back of his neck and tried to think. He couldn’t drag her along on his quest to run down Pete, but if he waited too long, the man could be in the wind again. And who knew how long it would take to find him next time?

But he couldn’t very well leave Lindsey either. Just the idea of it made him twitchy. Their fates were now linked.

When they reached the highway, she stopped and looked at him, face ashen. “What do we do now?”

Todd shook his head. “I don’t know, but my hair color just became a serious liability. We need to get the hell out of town.”

“Where to?”

 He dug a knit cap from his bag and snugged it down around his ears. “Let’s find someplace to lay low and figure out our next step.” He routed them across Center Street and along the back side of town, zigzagging through the residential section until they came to a tree-shrouded stream running parallel to the highway. “Did you stay in a hotel when you first got to town?”

“In Mullanburg. But just the first night after our flight so we’d be rested to hike up to the cabin. Apparently this guy’s place is so remote there’s no road.” She shrugged. “It looked like the perfect retreat in the pictures.”

He could almost see her coming to the realization that she’d never get to the cabin. “The day I found you, I stayed overnight in Mullanburg, and then ate brunch at the diner here in Tuttle, before getting a late start on the trail. I think we should avoid going that way.”

“Okay. That’s south of us, right?”

He nodded.

“What’s north?” she asked.

“If we go far enough, Bozeman, but we should probably steer clear of towns as much as possible for now.”

“What about Megan?”

Fuck. Todd stopped and faced Lindsey, crossing his arms so he wouldn’t touch her. “I don’t know. We need to get somewhere that feels safe so we can think for a minute.”

“Shouldn’t we go to the FBI? If JJ’s dirty… Don’t they investigate police corruption?”

“Probably.” He rubbed his face. “But if we go in there while there’s a warrant out for our arrest, what do you think will happen? We’re being painted as cop killers.” Forcing himself to take a deep breath, he said, “I’m not saying the FBI wouldn’t listen to us eventually, but I’m more worried about being stopped on the way. Right now, the police are more inclined to shoot first and ask questions later. We need someone who can negotiate our safe surrender. Then maybe we can convince them to look for Megan.”

She opened her mouth and then clamped it shut, her face reddening. Hands on hips, she stared at the sky. “God, he totally fucked us.” Eyes wide, she caught Todd’s gaze. “We have to get to her. She’s a liability now. He can’t afford to keep her around in case we get someone to listen.”

She was right. JJ couldn’t risk keeping Megan at the compound for long. “He may have already moved her.” He forced himself to hold eye contact. “Or worse.”

Lindsey swallowed hard and nodded, her gaze dropping.

Damn, maybe he should have kept that thought to himself.

“I can’t just abandon her,” she said. “Especially now. You don’t have to come along, but without her testimony, we might not be able to beat this, so you need her too.”

Hard to argue with that. “I’ll go. And not just because your friend is the only one who can exonerate us.” Did she really think he’d turn his back on her now?

Besides, if there was any chance Pete was mixed up with JJ’s guys, Todd might get everything he wanted after all. Except it wasn’t going to be as easy as just calling in a tip about Pete’s whereabouts to the cops. Not anymore. With a deep sigh, he walked uphill toward the trees.

After a beat, she followed.

They’d paralleled a tributary for about fifteen minutes when he noticed she was slowing. “You holding up okay? How’re your feet?”

“Sore, but fine.” She twisted her ponytail nervously. “It’s probably not great that I’m wearing the deputy’s shoes, huh?”

He couldn’t even muster a smile. “Probably not. But they have to find us for it to matter, and I think the shoes are the least of our worries. I’m going to do everything in my power to keep us from getting caught,” he said, trying to buoy her spirits. “At least until we find your friend.” Hopefully alive, though he was having a hard time staying optimistic about the woman’s chances.

But on the bright side, he’d managed to keep the dismal thought to himself this time.

Lindsey stopped and faced him. “Thank you.”

“Of course.”

She scoffed. “There’s no ‘of course’ about it. I’m so sorry you got sucked into this with me.”

“Not your fault. I’m sorry you and Megan landed in this shit in the first place.”

“It’s my fault she’s still there. I left without her, and now she’s the one suffering for it.” Lindsey’s pretty eyes blazed.

He placed his hands on her shoulders, unprepared for the jolt of lust that hit him when he touched her. Foolish, because it happened every time. “Don’t beat yourself up. Given the circumstances, you did everything you could.”

She sighed and crossed her arms. “You make it sound so simple to let go.”

If only. “Simple, sure. Never easy.” Todd knew that as well as anyone.

Reluctantly releasing her, he opened his senses to the world around them, looking, listening, feeling, as they started walking again. There might not be a single person hunting for them right now. Or JJ might have mobilized a hundred-man posse with tracker dogs who would be on them within the hour.

The way Todd saw it, they only had a few choices: go after Megan, run, or turn themselves in. But without Megan, it would be difficult to prove they were innocent.

They might be able to prove she was missing, but that meant nothing. Worse, if she was found dead, JJ could accuse Todd or Lindsey. If Todd were the sheriff, he’d frame Lindsey for the murder and say the women were fighting over Todd. That, or say Lindsey convinced Todd to do it.

Either way, he couldn’t prove he didn’t already know the women. Plus, it’d be a simple enough thing for JJ or one of his deputies to kill Todd and Lindsey in a “shootout.” The two of them were now considered a threat to law enforcement.

No one would question the sheriff’s use of lethal force.
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Lindsey wanted so badly to see things Todd’s way, to believe that she’d made the right choice by leaving Megan behind and going for help. But she could hardly think straight while she digested that they were wanted for murder, that the world now thought they’d attacked the sheriff and killed his deputy.

Her stomach threatened to revolt.

JJ had painted an enormous target on her back, and she couldn’t stop shaking.

Being with Todd was the only thing keeping her from going off the deep end into hysteria. She had no real skills to protect herself, no experience as a fugitive, and no idea how to prove she was innocent if they didn’t find Megan.

It sure felt like the end of the world. 

But he helped her focus, even forget a little. And somehow, he seemed to understand what she’d gone through. No surprise. Surely as a PJ and a bodyguard he’d faced tough calls. Far worse than any she’d had to make.

“Can I ask you a question?” She let some low-hanging pine boughs scrape their little spikes across her palm.

“Sure.”

“What’s the big regret that you can’t let go of?”

Todd’s laugh held no humor. “My list is far too long to get into now, but I don’t regret pulling you off the side of a mountain.”

His response warmed her, and Lindsey decided to let him sidestep the question. Something specific was definitely eating at him—beyond their current situation—but it was none of her business. He didn’t owe her his private pain. Especially since he was wanted by the police for doing nothing more than saving her life.

He was a freaking hero on so many levels and he’d proven himself to her in every way possible. He deserved better than to be on the run for having the bad luck to run into her on the trail.

“This is going to sound selfish,” she said, her feet protesting as she tromped through thick grass, “but as bad as I feel about you getting caught up in my drama, I’m grateful you’re with me.” Her cheeks heated and she kept her gaze firmly on the barely visible path of depressed plants in front of them.

“Drama,” he scoffed. “You make it sound like a feud with an ex or something.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I do.” He snagged her hand and pulled her to a stop, his intense gaze making her heart stutter. “I’m glad that neither of us has to face this alone. We can’t change the circumstances, but our chances are better if we stick together.”

“You sure about that?” With her free hand, she tugged at the rough tips of the grass blades. “Being with you definitely benefits me. You have all the tools, all the knowledge about how to survive, how to fight. I’m just an anchor weighing you down. I can’t exactly bring my accounting skills to bear on this, and I don’t think being able to spike a volleyball will help much either.”

“At least you’re an optimist.”

She laughed. God, given half a chance—and better circumstances—she could fall for this man.

What a ridiculous thought. For so many reasons. “Well, if we’re going to stay together, we need disguises.” She slipped her hand free and began walking again. Touching him made her want impossible things. “The cap helps, but your red hair is still far too recognizable. How do you feel about getting rid of the beard?”

“Pretty salty, actually.”

She couldn’t hold back a smile.

“I didn’t even bring a razor,” he said. “My plan was to go completely wild on this trip.”

An image of him going wild on her flashed through her mind and her body flushed from head to toe. Head in the game, Garcia. The voice belonged to her high-school volleyball coach, deep and gravelly, and had her snapping to attention.

“We can stop walking soon, but stay alert,” Todd said.

Alert seemed to be his natural state, aware of everything and everyone around him. Probably being in combat did that to a person.

He’d served his country, saved countless lives, survived, and now he faced this injustice.

Sometimes the world sucked.

Ten minutes later, they finally came to rest in a small meadow hidden within the thick forest about thirty yards from the stream.

“I want to get in touch with my boss,” Todd said, “but even if had my phone, I wouldn’t risk using it now. Better to pick up a burner somewhere.” He rubbed the heel of his hand against his forehead. “We can’t risk being seen until we make some changes. Even then…”

“What if I go into town alone?” she asked. “People are looking for a couple, and I look nothing like my driver’s license photo right now. I’d just be another brunette. No one would look at me twice.”

He snorted.

“What?”

“I doubt there’s a man or woman out there who wouldn’t give you a second glance.”

Her stomach fluttered, but she knew what he really meant. “Because I’m tall.”

“That too.”

She made a face at him. “You don’t need to over-flatter. If you want another kiss, all you have to do is ask.” Breaking eye contact, she plopped onto a rock, leaving a couple feet of space between them. Heat filled her face. Usually being that direct with a man required some liquid courage, but now, at literally the most inappropriate time…

“I do want a kiss. Always.” He said matter-of-factly. “And false modesty doesn’t suit you.”

He always wanted a kiss from her, or just in general? She had no idea how to deal with someone who flat out said what he was thinking. It was both unnerving and reassuring. She preferred cut-and-dried to fuzzy, but she wasn’t used to actually getting it from people. And she didn’t know how to give it back. Maybe that’s why she didn’t excel at dating. “It’s not false modesty, just reality. I think I’m pretty enough, but I’m not supermodel material. And I don’t inspire second looks.”

Not from guys like Todd. Not unless they saw her as an easy target.

“Then the guys in LA don’t have a lick of sense.”

“Or maybe you don’t.”

He laughed, and it was magical. They way his face lit and his features softened had her heart working overtime. Down, girl.

“Besides,” he said, studying her face, “looks aren’t everything.”

Her heart thumped and she broke eye contact. Only someone who’d won the genetic lottery would honestly believe that looks didn’t impact every aspect of life. She hadn’t been above using her own in the past, but she also understood her limitations. “So about that shopping trip…”

He sobered. “I don’t like it.”

“What’s our other option? Sneak in like thieves after dark?”

“We can’t wait that long,” he said with a frown. “JJ can’t afford for us to talk, so I foresee an outsized response from the sheriff’s department.”

Fear buffeted her in a relentless tide. “Then, it’s better to act now before word really spreads.” While there was a chance Megan was still at the compound. And alive. But if they moved without taking precautions, Lindsey might never get to her friend at all.

She fought the urge to stomp her foot or kick something.

Todd scratched his forehead beneath the black knit cap. “I could probably use a knife to shave my beard, and keep wearing the beanie to cover my hair.”

Ouch. No way would a knife blade be sharp enough. “I have a better idea.”
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Lindsey’s eyes sparkled with intelligence, her face coming alive with whatever idea she had for Todd’s hair. How had every man she’d ever met not fallen all over himself to spend time with her?

“Should I be worried?” he asked. What if she wanted to shave his head too? It had worked as a disguise for his boss’s friend, Mick, a few years back, but Todd’s head was weirdly shaped. Something he’d learned the hard way in fifth grade.

“Coffee,” she said.

“I don’t follow.”

“We’re going to dye everything brown. That way you won’t have to hack off your hair or your beard.”

“That works?” Coffee?

“It should. I had a friend in high school who was into DIY, all-natural cosmetics. Made her own eyeliner and everything. Dark roast coffee worked on her hair, though she was more blond.” A smile ghosted across Lindsey’s sweet lips. “Maybe save the knife as a last resort.”

“And you thought you had nothing to offer.”

She shrugged. “Unfortunately, I can’t make myself shorter.”

“Too bad we don’t have a prayer in hell of making you look like a guy. That’d really throw people off the trail once my red hair’s gone.”

Her lips rolled in. “You don’t think with enough padding and some baggie clothes, maybe a hat—”

“Not a chance.” Despite her stature, given her delicate facial features and womanly curves, the way she walked, no one in their right mind would mistake her for a man. Or even a boy.

“Okay.” She rested her hands on the shapely hips he’d spent half the night wanting to caress. “I’ll think of something else. Maybe dealing with your hair is enough.”

Doubtful. Her driver’s license photo was a pretty good match.

Setting that issue aside for the moment, they brewed several cups of coffee with boiled stream water, and then Lindsey mixed the grounds with sunscreen, her makeshift stand-in for conditioner. While the coffee cooled, they looked over the satellite map of the area Todd had brought for his trip, complete with topographical overlay to show elevation.

“Here’s about where we first met,” he said, pointing to the area on the trail where she’d nearly gone off the mountain. A shudder ran through him at the memory.

Every part of him wanted to stash her somewhere safe, but he had no idea where that would be. Unfortunately, she was probably better off with him, out looking for her friend, than sitting in an anonymous hotel somewhere, waiting for the police to knock on the door.

He couldn’t risk it. 

Scary how much she mattered to him already. The last decade of his life had been dedicated to saving and protecting people, but this was different somehow. Lindsey was different.

He clicked with her. He’d felt it instantly. It wasn’t just her looks, though she was attractive as hell. So far, he liked the whole package. Her strength, her loyalty, her integrity, her sense of humor. The more he got to know her, the more beautiful she got.

Maybe he finally understood what had turned most of the other guys at Steele into dedicated family men.

Jesus, what was he thinking? He’d literally met Lindsey the day before and now he was ready to…what? Marry her? Have kids? Hardly. He didn’t believe in love at first sight, or insta-love, or whatever it was called. But, damn, he did want to explore the possibilities.

Comically bad timing. Assuming they didn’t end up in jail or worse, they lived and worked on opposite sides of the country. And he had a killer to track down. That was his core mission until Pete was behind bars. Or dead.

Lindsey’s shoulder brushed his as she leaned in for a look at the map. He held still, maintaining contact, hardly daring to breathe.

“And this is Mullanburg?” she asked.

“Uh-huh.” Todd scoured the area around the small town. He pointed to the red circle he’d made around a small cluster of buildings the day before. “And here’s the compound.”

The temptation to tell her everything needled him like an invisible sliver, but he couldn’t afford to lose her trust right now, and revealing that he’d misled her about his true purpose in Montana—and how Pete might be tied up with the very same people who had her friend—might cause Lindsey to rethink their alliance.

And then he wouldn’t be able to protect her.

Besides, if Pete wasn’t linked to JJ, or wasn’t at the compound with Megan, Todd would’ve come clean for nothing. No need to ratchet up Lindsey’s stress levels any higher.

She rose to check the coffee. “It’s cool enough. You ready?”

A few minutes later, he lay shirtless on his back in the shade, head hanging over the edge of a rock while Lindsey kneeled at his side, her beautiful face set in concentration. His stomach wouldn’t stop doing flips, so he focused as much as possible on the woods behind her, alert for threats.

After applying sunscreen around his hairline to prevent staining, she slowly poured the coffee over his head, cupping her hand above his brows to keep the liquid from splashing his face. The real torture started as she moved behind him to massage in the coffee paste. Her fingers were like magic, every stroke lighting his body on fire. Goosebumps chased over his skin and he clenched his fists at his sides to keep from moaning aloud.

“You cold?” she asked, stopping her heavenly ministrations.

She leaned over him with concern, little tendrils of her hair falling around her face. Their gazes met and her lush lips parted.

He reached up with both hands, slipping the errant strands of hair behind her ears for her.

Her breath hitched and her cheeks flushed. “Thank you.”

Instead of withdrawing, his hands seemed to move of their own volition, sliding slowly across her soft cheeks and around to massage the tender skin at the nape of her neck. She came with the gentlest of tugs, her lips pressing hungrily to his, her tongue slipping inside to tease him until he groaned.

Kissing upside down was new to him, but it was already his new favorite angle. The way their tongues aligned, her chin nuzzling his nose, the overall novelty fired him up.

When she resumed caressing his scalp, he turned hard as the granite beneath him. Jesus. He couldn’t get enough. Didn’t want to stop. Not ever.

One of her hands trailed through his beard and curved around his chin.

He laughed and spoke against her lips. “Trying to multitask?”

She pulled back with a sad smile. “I wish we had time.”

He closed his eyes on a frustrated sigh as their reality splashed over him like cold water. “Sorry. I’m starting to lose my head around you.”

Her cheeks flushed and her expression shuttered. “Me too, obviously. But Megan has to be my top priority right now.”

“No, I understand.” Was it better or worse that his attraction was reciprocated? “I’ll be good.”

“I know.”

She did?

At least one of them believed in him.

She cleared her throat and scooted back a few inches. “Normally, we’d wrap your hair in plastic to keep it from dripping, but hopefully it’ll work anyway. The sunscreen’s thicker than conditioner.” She walked on her knees until she faced him. “You can scoot down to rest your head and I’ll work on your beard.”

She must have seen something on his face as he found a more comfortable position, because she said, “If that’s okay.”

“Sweetheart, you can touch me any time.”

Pink washed over her cheeks again, and the devil in him wanted to keep making it happen. “Stop it,” she said without heat.

“Sorry.” He gave her a contrite look and laced his fingers over his stomach to keep them in check.

She nodded and started rubbing the brown mixture into his facial hair, keeping her eyes firmly on her task. 

He returned his gaze to the trees over her right shoulder and tried to pretend it was his regular barber back home rubbing oddly scented shaving cream into his beard instead of the woman who brought every nerve in his body to attention.

Tough sell.

Once she finished applying the goop to his eyebrows and beard, he set the timer on his watch for an hour. “Now we need to figure out your transformation.”

“I don’t have any way to bleach my hair, and I’m not sure cutting it would help much if it’s the same color. Can I borrow your cap and tuck it all inside?”

“Go for it.” Why did he like seeing her in his clothes so much?

She created a sort of bun at the back of her head and pulled the beanie over her hair, even covering her ears. The look did nothing to hide her magnificent cheekbones or pert nose, but it did slightly change the shape of her face and make her long dark hair less obvious.

“I suppose if you’re with me, and I’m not a redhead, it might be enough.”

It had to be.










CHAPTER SIX










AN HOUR LATER, Lindsey and Todd had a plan. They hadn’t physically moved any closer to Megan, but it felt good to be doing something to aid that goal.

Kneeling in the dirt next to the flat boulder where Todd lay, Lindsey rinsed his hair with boiled-and-cooled stream water, running her fingers through the short, wet strands. His reaction to her touch, both earlier and now, made her want to slide her hands lower.

If she ever got him alone in a shower…

Not happening.

She sighed. Once as much of the sunscreen mixture had been washed out as possible, she let him clean up his own face.

“How do I look?” he said, rising to his knees to rub a towel over his head.

Like a god.

But no longer a red-haired god. The transformation was actually pretty amazing, especially now that his brows were dark enough to frame his blue, blue eyes. His lashes were still pale, but more blond than red. It was unlikely anyone would notice unless they got within a couple feet, and even then only if they were suspicious.

“Different.” She tapped her finger on her lips, drawing his gaze. Her stomach dipped. The taste of his mouth still lingered on her own. Who knew upside-down kisses were so freaking hot? Well, besides Mary Jane and her webbed superhero. Obvs.

Lindsey cleared her throat and dropped her hand. “Like a man with brown hair and a little too much hair gel.” Tilting her head, she said, “Maybe dark auburn hair, but definitely not a redhead.”

“Perfect. Thanks to you. And your friend.” He covered all those distracting muscles with a fresh blue shirt and she could finally take a full breath again. “As if I needed another reason to love coffee.” Handing her a long-sleeved technical tee the color of the surrounding pines, he said, “Let’s stash the fleece for now. Just in case anyone recognized us earlier and reported what we were wearing.”

She sucked in a whole lungful of air and released it in a slow stream. They were about to walk into Pinetop, one of the towns where law enforcement was sure to have gotten the word out about the dangerous fugitives. But if they were going to head back into the mountains, they needed supplies.

And Todd wanted to talk to his boss.

“In case things go south, I need someone to know what really happened,” Todd had said with an apologetic frown. “Plus, he can find someone to help us negotiate our surrender, get Valerie—Steele’s hacker genius—to start digging on JJ, and maybe even send a few guys to help us.”

How wonderful to have a whole team behind him.

Lindsey had a group that she trusted implicitly—her parents, Megan, her volleyball teammates—but they wouldn’t be much use in this situation. As far as she knew, none of them could hack a computer system, and the only lawyer in the bunch practiced entertainment law.

Thank God for Todd and his connections.

All packed up, they took a long route to town, sticking close to the trees, but ultimately paralleling the highway. Ranches dotted the valley, surrounded by low mountains on all sides.

Finally, close to five o’clock, they approached the core of Pinetop, basically a collection of a dozen rustic wooden or corrugated metal buildings centered around the highway crossroads.

“Ninety percent of blending in is looking like you belong,” Todd said as they crunched over a gravel lot toward a building that housed a BBQ joint, a bakery, an outdoor outfitter, and a general store. No sign of any sheriff’s deputies. “We’re tourists, oblivious to the news, with nothing to hide.”

“We need new names.”

“Sure. I’ll be Igor Stansfield.”

She flashed him a look.

“What. Too much?”

She rolled her eyes.

“Sven Johannsen.” He put his hands on his hips. “I’m feeling very Sven-like with my new hair.”

“I was thinking John or Kent.”

“Mike it is. Mike Baker.”

She allowed herself a smile. “Nice to meet you, Mike Baker. I’m Kayla Serrano.”

“Because you’re hot like a pepper?”

She groaned in mock agony. “No, she was one of my teammates in high school.” Back when life had been simple.

“Sounds like a cartoon character. Or a stripper.”

“Don’t be so judgmental.” She resisted the urge to give him a playful push. The less she touched him the better.

“Fine, Kayla it is,” he said oddly, as if tasting the name and finding it lacking.

She followed him up rough-hewn steps and onto the wooden porch of Pinetop Sundries and Supplies. The store’s name seemed redundant, but what did she know? Two older men wearing cowboy hats and worn leather boots sat on a bench, tracking their progress.

She gave them what she hoped was a friendly smile and followed Todd through the door. Nothing to see here.

A bell dinged as they crossed the threshold and the teenaged girl behind the register flipped her long blond hair over her shoulder and smiled at Todd. “Hi, there. Help you find anything?”

The girl appeared a little dazed when he returned the smile and said, “Hi. We’re good for now, but I’ll let you know.”

Lindsey could relate. She felt a little dazzled every time he looked at her too.

They grabbed sandwiches from the deli, sodas from the cold case, and enough packaged food for the next couple of days. Lindsey also found a cheap pair of sunglasses, some warmer clothes, and a small daypack to hold them.

She grabbed a new baseball cap for Todd with a bear embroidered on the front to replace the gray one he’d lost the day before. 

When they’d collected everything, he leaned against the counter, gave the girl full eye contact and smiled. “My phone isn’t getting good service around here,” he said. “Do you know if any of the pay-as-you-go phones work better?”

“Sure,” she said, all perky and ever-so-helpful, her face flushed pink as she ran through the options with her commentary on which phones had the best range. “You heading to Yellowstone?” she asked while ringing up their purchases.

“Working our way down there. We’re staying in Mullanburg tonight and meeting up with friends in Gardiner tomorrow.” The words flowed out of him without a hitch.

Lindsey almost believed him and she knew their plan.

“Well, watch out for snow,” the girl said.

“Isn’t it a bit early for that this far south?” he asked.

She nodded and stuffed their items into shopping bags. “Yeah. Weatherman said we might get a freak storm though.”

Shit.

“Thanks for the warning.” He gave Lindsey a troubled glance.

Ten minutes later, they were eating sandwiches at a picnic table overlooking the parking lot while Todd set up his phone.

“I had no idea you were such a good liar,” Lindsey said, intending the words to come out more playfully than they did.

His brow furrowed. “I can play a role when necessary. Like when I’m trying to infiltrate a company. That usually requires a little social engineering.”

She nodded and looked down at her plate as she shoved several fries into her mouth. Why was this bothering her?

Because he might be playing a role with you.

But to what end? And why should she care?

“Lindsey.” He put his hand on hers and waited until she looked up to see her own reflection in his sunglasses. “I’ve meant every word I said to you. I like you more than seems reasonable given the amount of time we’ve known each other.”

Heat filled her cheeks and any response she might have mustered caught in her throat. Could he tell she felt exactly the same way?

“The only thing I’m pretending when I kiss you is that this attraction between us could actually turn into something more.”
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Lindsey tugged her hand out of Todd’s grasp and gave him an indignant look. “Am I supposed to be flattered or insulted?”

“Shit.” The minute the words left his mouth, he’d known they were the wrong thing to say. Honest, but wrong. “That—”

“Forget about it.” She re-wrapped her half-eaten sandwich and stuffed it into her backpack before extricating herself from the picnic table. “The only reason I’m here is Megan. She’s my number one priority. Anything else is a distraction.”

Is that what he was to her? A distraction?

His own food lost all flavor.

What a hypocrite. Hadn’t he basically implied the same about her just now? If he knew the spark between them couldn’t go anywhere, then kissing her had been pure selfishness, nothing but a pleasant distraction from this massive goatfuck.

“I’m going to the bathroom,” Lindsey said, slipping the backpack straps over her shoulders.

Todd stood. “Wait. I didn’t mean it like that.”

She looked at him. “Yes, you did.”

“Not for whatever reasons you’re thinking. I—”

“Doesn’t matter.” She held up the palm of her hand to stay his words. “I did mean what I said. I’m here for my friend, and I can’t let anything get in the way of that.”

Same. Why was it so hard to remember his purpose when she was around?

She stiffened and her attention shifted to something over his left shoulder.

“What is it?” he asked without turning around.

“Sheriff’s car.”

“Okay, look at me.”

She slowly shifted her gaze in his direction.

“Relax,” he said, a total imposter whose own heart spun like a pinwheel. “If you keep standing there like a frightened rabbit, they’ll know something’s up.”

“Right.” She forcibly dropped her shoulders and gave him a tight smile.

“How about… Can I kiss you?”

“What?” Her head jerked back.

Possibly this wasn’t his best idea. Her entire body had gone rigid, the exact opposite of what he wanted to accomplish. “I just thought…maybe if we look like a carefree couple who’ve known each other for a while, we won’t attract suspicion.”

“Oh.”

He lightly took her hand and she didn’t pull away. Progress. “And, honestly, despite what I said, I’d really like to kiss you again.” More than seemed advisable.

“Oh.” She glanced behind him again and then sighed, her posture easing a bit. Her tongue darted out to wet her lips.

Todd felt that gesture in his groin.

She met his gaze again and said, “Okay.”

Hot diggity. Trying to act natural, he leaned in and pressed his mouth to hers. So soft, so warm, so giving. Irresistible. When they kissed, it triggered some kind of chemical reaction that made him never want to stop. 

Step back.

He heeded the warning before he wrapped her in his arms and made a spectacle of them both. “I’ll make my call while you go to the bathroom, and then we can get moving.”

She blinked and managed a forced smile. “Be right back.”

“Careful,” he said under his breath, unable to stop himself.

Her expression darkened, but she turned and walked away, a slight spring in her step as if she truly were on vacation with a lover and enjoying herself.

If only.

Ensuring he was far enough from anyone to be overhead, Todd dialed Kurt.

“Hey, boss,” he said when the man answered, trying to keep his tone light so his bearing would match. “You have a minute?”

“Yeah, what’s up?”

“Got a bit of a problem.” Todd explained the situation, leaving out his growing attraction to Lindsey.

“Jesus.” Kurt was silent for several seconds before releasing a worried sigh. “Okay, for starters, I’ll get Valerie on this crooked sheriff. How else can I help? Do you want me to fly out there? Or send one of the guys?”

Todd’s breath loosened. He’d been with Kurt since the man had opened the doors of Steele Security five years ago. Todd had stuck with him out of loyalty to one of the best men he’d ever known, and the sense of family and team he’d found with the Steele crew after leaving the Air Force. He trusted every one of them to watch his back.

“I don’t think there’s anything y’all can do here right now, but I was hoping you’d know someone who can negotiate our surrender once we find Megan.” Time to play it optimistic. “I have an FBI contact in the Salt Lake City office, but I still want a lawyer before I get in touch.”

Wendy might not be happy to hear from him, but she was the closest thing to an ally he had in law enforcement right now.

“Sure thing. Let me make a few calls.”

“Appreciate it, man.” Todd started to run a hand through his hair and stopped at the feel of the sunscreen residue still stuck to the strands, patting it awkwardly instead. “If something goes wrong—”

“It won’t. We’re going to figure out how to protect you.” Kurt cleared his throat. “But as long as your emergency info is up to date…”

“It is.” The boss knew who to call if Todd were injured or worse, and had a letter for his family in the event of “worse.” At least he’d seen everyone right before leaving for Montana, even if Mom thought he was simply using this trip to work through his anger.

Well, in a roundabout way, wasn’t he? 

“You sure you don’t want to turn yourselves in now and let the FBI find Lindsey’s friend?” Kurt asked.

“I’d love nothing more, but I don’t think Megan has that kind of time. We’ve already lost nearly a day. If she dies because we put ourselves first, Lindsey will never forgive herself.” Or Todd.

Kurt went quiet, and he could almost hear his boss—his friend—holding back an admonition about Todd’s own guilty conscience. But, thankfully, Kurt didn’t say it. “Call me anytime. I mean it.”

“I know. Thanks.” Todd squeezed the muscles at the base of his neck. “How’s Jason?”

“Impressing everyone at physical therapy with his rapid recovery.”

Todd smirked. “Or his world-famous abs, more likely.” Jason had been a football player and model in college—before joining the Air Force—and there were people who still remembered him from a long-running underwear ad at least a decade old.

“He’s also wondering why his best friend hasn’t contacted him once.”

Fuck. Todd should be the one learning to walk again. “I sent flowers.”

Kurt wielded the silence like a blade.

“Just tell him I asked, would you? I had some shit to work through even before everything went cattywampus yesterday, but I’m coming back.”

“Valerie mentioned that she’d tracked Pete Lassiter to Montana.”

Todd sighed. He couldn’t even be mad at her for spilling the beans. “And I think he and Megan might be in the same place.”

“Christ. You’re going in with a civilian, without backup. Are you sure that’s wise?”

Definitely not, and they both knew it. Unwise, ill-advised, certainly risky, and the only plan he could come up with that had a chance of finding Megan alive. “Last time I took a backup, I nearly got him killed.”

“And yet he’d do it again. Just like you would for him,” Kurt said, his voice hard and uncompromising. “Would you want him to go off half-cocked on his own like this?”

Shame scorched Todd’s chest. “No.”

To his left, Lindsey emerged from the hallway that led to the little shopping center’s public restroom in new tan pants, a long-sleeved black tee, and hiking boots that actually fit. Tension tightened her mouth, but her stride remained casual. As nervous and upset as she was, she hid it pretty well. If he wasn’t so experienced at reading people—and so attuned to her—he probably wouldn’t have noticed. Unfortunately, he couldn’t not notice her. It was like a little kick to the chest every time.

And if he’d had any doubts about going with her, they fled the minute she emerged into the golden evening sunlight, fresh and beautiful and in need.

“Look,” Todd said, unwilling to get his boss more entrenched in his foolhardy scheme, “I’ve gotta go. I’ll call you when I can. Thanks for your help.”

“Of course.” Kurt almost sounded offended that he might expect anything less. “Take care of yourself, Brennan.”

“Always.”

“Good luck.”

Todd’s heart knocked against his ribs as Lindsey reached his table. “Yeah.” He sure as hell hoped there was some of that famed “luck of the Irish” in his blood, because they were damn sure going to need it.










CHAPTER SEVEN










LINDSEY HELD HER breath as she exited the building, but the sheriff’s car had moved on. Still on alert, she approached Todd and tried to decipher his facial expressions as he spoke on the phone. Mostly he looked worried and sad as he ended the call and put the cell into his pants pocket.

“Everything okay?” she asked when she reached the picnic table.

He nodded. “Sure. Kurt’s going to find someone to negotiate for us when the time comes. And he’s going to have Valerie look into JJ.”

“That’s awesome. Thank you.”

Todd shrugged. “I wish I had more to offer.”

Seriously? “If you had more to offer, you’d be Superman.” Or her lover.

Not that she had time to deal with those thoughts right now. And yet, she didn’t have it in her to say no to his kisses, even to protect herself from the inevitable pain when they parted ways.

He was like the super plush blanket you couldn’t stop stroking, the scented candle you couldn’t get enough of, the perfect combination of sunshine and cool ocean breezes that made you want to stay outside all day. Irresistible.

His expression turned hard, his voice flat. “I’m no superhero.”

“No, you’re a flesh-and-blood man who risked his life to save a strange woman despite the danger to yourself. That makes you pretty super, and definitely a hero. At least to me.”

She could feel all of his focus shift to her, sending tingles of awareness and anticipation across her skin.

As if by sheer will, one corner of his mouth kicked up. “Well, now I know you’re strange.”

The tension around them popped like a bubble and the moment to dig deeper into what was bothering him evaporated. She was half resentful, half relieved. Lifting her hands to her ears, she waggled her fingers and stuck out her tongue.

He chuckled. “Exactly.”

Taking a deep breath, she prepared to bring down the mood again. “So, I know we couldn’t report Megan’s kidnapping at the sheriff’s office, but is there a reason we can’t call it in now that we have phones?”

Todd crossed his arms and scanned the picnic area, as he’d been doing pretty much nonstop. “We can try. We’ll have to turn off the phone because once someone on JJ’s crew realizes it was us, they’ll try to track it. Dispatch will also be able to see our location, which means they’ll know where we are, and can probably get our description from someone here pretty easily. It’ll blow my disguise.”

Damn. Lindsey sat down hard on the bench. Why was everything about this so difficult?

“It would be worth the risk,” Todd said, “if we could guarantee an honest sheriff’s response. But if one of JJ’s guys takes the call from dispatch, he can report back that there was no sign of her. And if she’s still alive, it might push them to…take drastic measures.”

“So, basically, it would tip our hand and possibly endanger her more.”

Todd curled his fingers around her hand and squeezed gently. “That’s my take, but I’m willing to give it a try.”

His response warmed her heart, and she shook her head. “No. I think you’re right. The risk is too great.” Talking the situation out with someone who had a different perspective had helped. Why was it so hard to find a man willing to do that without mocking or ignoring her? Was her judgment that poor, or was Todd really that rare?

Or maybe he’d simply turn into a Cruz if they were together long enough. Except that made no sense. He had no motive to pretend her opinion mattered. And thinking back, her former boyfriend had displayed his tendencies early on. She’d just viewed them differently at the time.

In the early stages of her relationship with Cruz, his scorn had come across as teasing, part of their playful banter. Only later did he unleash his cruelty to tear down her self-esteem and gaslight her nonstop. 

She gave a mental head shake and stood, gathering her food waste. Enough of that crap. “Ready to get moving?”

Todd nodded, finished off his sandwich in three bites, and tossed his wrapper and cup in the trash. “Let’s do it.”

Keeping an eye out for law enforcement, they crossed the highway and turned south toward the nearest entrance to the trail network they’d identified while waiting for his hair to turn brown. It actually put them closer to the compound, so their hike up should be faster than the hike down. Especially since she was feeling a thousand times better than the day before.

After following the road for about a mile, the side street leading to the trail appeared. Two sheriff’s cars had angled into the parking lot, partially blocking the entrance.

“Act normal.”

Sure, no problem. The minute she focused on her body, her limbs turned jerky and awkward. “We have to get on the trail.”

“We will.” Todd’s unshakeable certainty soothed her nerves a little. “Keep walking as if this wasn’t our destination.”

Her heart pounded. They might be able to pass other hikers without serious scrutiny, but they’d never get through a police checkpoint.

They marched along the narrow path that paralleled the highway until they rounded a bend.

Todd stopped and jerked his head toward the mountain to their left. “How about we head up here?”

She glanced up the steep, forested incline. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not a goat.”

A brief smile crossed his face as he grabbed her hand. “Come on.”

Like she’d say no.

Keeping a line of trees between them and the deputies, Todd forged a trail up the hillside, using tree roots and jagged rocks as toeholds. The route was steep and inconvenient but not as impassable as it had first appeared. A better thigh burn than a stair stepper, but her legs were strong from playing in the sand for twenty years. Score one for volleyball.

“You doing okay?” Todd asked, pausing on a natural shelf to make sure they both drank enough water.

Her ribs and feet ached, and her legs were turning rubbery, but she knew how to push past the pain. Megan was counting on her. “Fine. You?”

“I’d rather be soaking in a hot tub right now, but it beats jail. Or death by cop.”

“When you put it that way…”

“Yeah,” he grimaced, “sorry. My mouth moves faster than my brain sometimes. If you want little white lies to make you feel better, I’m not your man.”

With an unexpected ache, she wanted him to be her man. She just plain wanted him. She wanted to run her fingers through his short hair and dig her fingers into his beard again, slide her hands all over his hard muscles… Gah! It was ridiculous. She’d just met him, and she was probably suffering from whatever that thing was where you form an attachment to your rescuer due to heightened levels of hormones running wild in your system, but knowing that didn’t diminish the attraction.

Good Lord, what was wrong with her? Megan was out there with those assholes—alive was the only option Lindsey would consider—and she had to be Lindsey’s top priority.

“At least I know I’m getting your honest thoughts,” she told Todd. She’d dealt with enough lies and subterfuge this year to last a lifetime.

“Seriously?” He sounded genuinely disbelieving. His raised brows and crossed arms signaled a vulnerability that she hadn’t seen in him before.

“Absolutely. I’d rather know exactly what you’re thinking than try to figure it out.” Especially after Cruz. “It’s why I always preferred the hard-assed coaches to the rah-rah ones. If I was doing well, they told me. If I needed work, they told me. No games, no reading between the lines to figure out what they really wanted.”

“Sounds like dating,” he said, searching her gaze as if he was trying to decide if she was yanking his chain. The dark hair really did change his appearance, but his stunning eyes were the same mesmerizing shade of blue.

“Yeah. I’m not great at that either.”

“Maybe you haven’t been out with the right people.” He kept looking at her, his expression solemn but friendly.

Her heart flopped over. In spite of all her intentions, before she could think it through, she planted a quick kiss on his lips. Nothing too hot, or too out of control. Just a simple, warm thank you that both energized her and made her sad.

He stared at her for a minute, and then cleared his throat. “Lindsey—”

“It’s okay.” She stood, cutting him off before he said something to ruin the moment. He was already far nicer than any man she’d ever kissed. How sad was that? Maybe she could enjoy that novelty while it lasted and call it a win. “We should get going.”

He licked his lips and stared at her for another beat before nodding. “Right.”

By the time they reached the top of the hill and cut through to the trail, the setting sun cast a warm glow over the trees and they walked in deep shadows. Her legs burned, and she was warm and sticky despite the cool wind.

“How am I doing as an end-of-the-world pick so far?” he asked after they’d walked a couple miles, stopping to hand her a protein bar.

She smiled and ripped open the makeshift meal. If she had her way, she was never eating one of these again for the rest of her life. But for now, hungry as she was, she devoured it. “No complaints. Especially if you keep feeding me.”

“I’ll work on being nerdier.”

“What makes you think you’re not enough of a dork already?”

She wanted to hoard his easy laughter, make him do it again and again so she could fill her soul with that joy. Oblivious to her inner turmoil, he tucked their empty wrappers into a zippered side pocket on his pack and gestured to her to resume hiking.

The sun had slid behind the mountains, and it was nearly too dark to see the trail when Todd donned a red-lighted headlamp and said, “I’ve been thinking. Why didn’t these guys just kill you?”

“Wow, okay.” There was that brutal directness on full display. But, hadn’t she asked for it? It sure beat her concerns about how easily he’d snowed the cashier earlier.

“Not to be harsh,” he continued, “but it’s the obvious question.”

She stumbled and he took her gloved hand. Keeping a tight grip, she shuffled along next to him, trying to make out the roots and rocks that conspired to trip her up.

“I wish I knew,” she said. “I’m not even sure why they took us hostage. They could’ve avoided all this trouble by pointing us in the direction of our hotel and calling it a day.” She hesitated and took a deep breath. “I originally thought maybe they wanted us for…” She winced, unable to make herself say it.

“But they left you alone?”

“I don’t know about Megan”—God, she hoped they’d left Megan alone—“but no one touched me.”

“Good.” His voice was like flint. “Maybe you saw something incriminating and they wanted to check that you weren’t undercover law enforcement or something before they took drastic measures.”

She shrugged despite the dark. “There were armed guards, a few white nationalist tattoos, a makeshift gun range. Worrisome, but not necessarily illegal.”

“Unless JJ didn’t want anyone to be able to place him there.”

“I guess, though I don’t know who would’ve asked us about it later. It’s not like we’d have had anything to report if we’d simply gotten lost and been helped back to the trail.”

He frowned. “Do you think maybe they wanted ransom? You said Megan was making bank with her new business.”

“But how would they know that?”

“True.” He sighed. “Maybe they just hoped one of you came from a wealthy family.”

“Maybe.” She shuddered and prayed again that Megan was alive and unharmed. “Or they wanted to take us somewhere away from the compound so our bodies wouldn’t lead back to them. Stage an accident or something.” How surreal to be discussing her possible murder so casually.

“Jesus.” Despite starting the conversation, Todd didn’t sound any more pleased by the topic.

They crested a small hill, and a scatter of lights came into view, about a quarter mile below them, partially hidden in the forest.

“Is that it?” Todd asked, whipping out a pair of binoculars from his seemingly bottomless bag.

She squinted. Maybe it was time for a new contact lens prescription. “I think so.”

“Law enforcement not affiliated with this group wouldn’t have any reason to suspect we’d come here, but JJ had to figure that you—or someone working on your behalf—might return for Megan.” Todd held the binoculars to his face.

“There were guards last time, but I don’t know how many.”

“I don’t see a large presence from this angle, but we’ll approach with caution.”

The path narrowed and they walked single file, Lindsey holding a strap on his backpack to stay on track. Not nearly as warm or comforting as his hand.

Five minutes later, he stopped short and she barely missed slamming into him. “Hold up.”

“What is it?”

He let out a frustrated sigh and clasped his hands on top of his head. “Trail’s out.”










CHAPTER EIGHT










SHIT ON A stick. Todd stared at the dark crumble of dirt where the trail had been before a small landslide sent it down the mountain.

“No,” Lindsey said from behind him. “No.”

“I’m sorry.” He turned to face her, tucking his gloves into his pocket before placing his hands on her cheeks. His warm fingers met cool skin and he tried to will some of his heat into her. “We’ll have to find another way around, but it’s too dark to do that safely.”

The red glow from his headlight glinted in her eyes as she gazed at him with a look that made his stomach bottom out. “This is the part where you tell me we have to wait until morning, isn’t it?”

“If I knew another way…” He dropped his hands, and urged her to turn around. It was either that or kiss her. “There was a promising spot about a quarter mile back. We can set up camp there and start looking for a new route at first light.”

She heaved a long sigh. “Okay.”

Backtracking slowly, they finally reached the small ring of aspens glowing gold among the pines in the faint moonlight. As he’d hoped, the trees hid a small patch of sparse grass that would be perfect for making camp out of sight.

Within minutes, he and Lindsey had raised and staked the tent, and they now crouched before the small stove where he heated water to add to the packaged meals he’d bought at the store. A fire this close to the compound seemed ill advised, so they huddled close with a blanket across their shoulders.

“Under other circumstances, this would be fun,” Lindsey said. “I’d never camped before, but you make it seem easy.”

“It’s hard to get through PJ training without learning a few useful skills.” He tried to ignore the tingles running up and down his arm where it touched hers. “But my mom also took us a few times growing up. You’ve really never been?”

She shrugged. “My parents prefer sailing. I used to get horribly seasick, but they just kept bringing me along and I eventually outgrew it.”

As if he needed another reminder how different their worlds were. Or how strong Lindsey was. “And you can sail too?” He filled a pouch with water and handed it to her, along with a metal spoon from his small utensil set.

“Oh, yeah. No one gets to slack off on the boat. Plus, it was a safety thing.” She stirred the pasta with marinara and blew gently on it. “I love being on the water. I was never a surfer type, but sailing is amazing. The wind in your face, the fresh air and sunshine, the dolphins playing alongside the boat.” She stared absently at her food. “Have you ever tried it?”

He shook his head. “No, but it sounds great.”

“Well, if you’re ever in LA, I’ll take you.”

“I’d love that.” More than he cared to admit. He could imagine her in a bikini, hair windblown, her gorgeous body drenched in sunlight as she gave him a sexy, carefree smile. He scowled at his penne. Wishful thinking.

He suddenly wanted an excuse to take her to Oklahoma City. To show her Bricktown and the canal, stroll through the Paseo, check out the Cowboy Hall of Fame—or whatever its official name was these days—visit the Memorial.

They ate their food in silence, breaths mingling in the space between them. He’d removed his headlamp once the moon appeared between the low clouds, and the orb’s cool light gave her face an ethereal glow.

Behind them, the tent rippled noisily in the wind. The tent they’d be sharing again soon.

He swallowed hard.

Last night he hadn’t known her yet. Not really. He’d been drawn to her pretty face, her strong curves—her need—but had known little of her mind.

Tonight felt different. He might only know a sliver of the whole Lindsey, but he liked that sliver. A lot.

“How old are you?” she asked, startling him out of his thoughts.

“Thirty-four. You?”

She finished chewing and dabbed at her lips with slender fingers. “Thirty-two.”

“A baby.”

Her little puff of laughter warmed him, but she sobered quickly. “You ever been married?” She placed her empty dinner packet into one of the zip-top freezer bags he kept for carting out food trash, not meeting his gaze.

“No. Never even come close.”

She looked at him, her eyes bright and warm and curious.

“Not that I have anything against marriage, or even a family.” He finished the last bite of his food and sealed up their trash. “I guess I haven’t met the right person yet.” 

Or maybe he’d just met her.

Whoa. The butterflies in his stomach took flight. As a kid, he’d sometimes watched old Love Boat reruns on TV and wondered how people could fall in love over the course of a single cruise. Suddenly, those stories didn’t seem so far-fetched.

Not that he was in love with Lindsey. Not yet.

Never, if he was smart.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked, her voice breathy on the little white cloud of air that escaped her lips.

“Because I want to kiss you.” So much for smart.

She inhaled sharply. “But I thought...”

He sighed and lifted his hand to stroke her cheek. “What makes sense and what I want are not necessarily the same thing.”

Her eyes widened slightly and she skimmed her fingers along the hair on his jawline, a touch he felt clear to his toes.

She was quickly becoming his own personal opioid.

“Our timing is rotten,” he said. “I don’t want to take advantage.”

“Maybe I do.”

His breath caught in his throat. He closed his eyes, heart racing as she leaned in and pressed her lips lightly to his.

Using what he considered medal-worthy restraint to keep from devouring her on the spot, he let her set the pace. Let her coax his mouth open with her soft tongue, let her slip inside and strike sparks across his nerves as she delved deep, let her unzip his jacket and slide her cold hands up his suddenly blazing hot torso.

Something icy and wet hit his nose.

Lindsey jerked back and looked up.

The dark night swirled with fat white tufts of snow.

She laughed and opened her mouth to catch the flakes on her tongue, holding out her hands with a look of wonder. “It’s snowing!”

He grinned, taken in by her childlike response. “You’ve never seen it before?”

“Only on the ground up at Big Bear or on the mountains from town. Never falling from the sky.” She stared up at the storm. “It’s mesmerizing.”

She was mesmerizing.

“Here.” He handed over the gloves she’d abandoned to eat dinner, pulled her back against him, and reclined against his pack.

She sighed into his arms, resting her head on his shoulder as he wrapped the blanket over them, shielding all but their faces against the soft, icy torrent.

If only he could protect her from every storm.

They gazed into the swirling heavens until she turned to him, shivering. “Thank you,” she breathed against his neck.

“For what?” he asked softly, afraid to break the spell.

“Giving me this moment.”

He chuckled. “I can do a lot of things, but I can’t make it snow on command.”

She smiled and gave him a whisper of a kiss. “I’m freezing. Come to bed and warm me up?”
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Lindsey didn’t know where the bold request had come from, but she wasn’t going to take it back, not for anything. Not when Todd’s eyes blazed like blue fire at the suggestion. Not when she could still feel the tingle of their kiss on her lips and ached to feel his mouth on her everywhere.

Snow spiraled around them as they rose, the thick flakes slowly turning the ground white. As fascinated as she was by her first snowfall, she was cold. And craving more of Todd. Their time together could be limited and she didn’t want to waste a minute. Didn’t she deserve one good thing out of this ordeal? A positive memory to stamp out the horror?

Tomorrow they might find Megan, get her to safety, and go their separate ways.

Or, they might be killed.

Lindsey’s chest constricted. Part of her wished she’d never met Todd so he wouldn’t be here, in danger. Part of her wanted to show him how much he’d come to matter in such a short time.

After cleaning up from dinner, they brushed their teeth. Todd demonstrated how to mix a little water in her mouth then spray the toothpaste waste over the grass to avoid leaving a large pile of sweet bubbles that might attract, or even harm, animals. She laughed, feeling silly, and he grinned, wiping stray paste from the corner of her mouth with his thumb.

Her stomach bottomed out.

He hesitated, his gaze on her lips, and she couldn’t catch a breath.

“One more thing,” he said, his voice hoarse as he stepped away.

He placed their food, toothpaste tube, and sealed-up trash in what looked like an oversized opaque jar and set it about five yards from the tent.

“You don’t hang it over a tree limb?” She’d seen the paw prints the length of her shoe, but had managed to avoid any bear sightings so far.

“With a bear canister, you don’t need to.” He returned to her side and unzipped the tent, ushering her in. “It’s safer for people and bears. A little harder to carry, but easier to deal with in general. Plus, a lot of parks require them now.”

“Oh.” She climbed in and lay down, anticipation making her stomach flip-flop.

He removed the holster from his waistband and curled up with her under the sleeping bag. His breath was hot on her neck, the furnace of his body easing her shivers. His arm lay carefully over her own, warm and alive, and maddeningly still.

Had he misunderstood her thinly veiled suggestion? She had felt bold, but maybe he’d taken her request for him to warm her up literally. He was always so careful not to overstep, not to presume she wanted anything from him until she asked. It was part of the reason she trusted him. But it also required her to be more direct about her desires.

Nerves rippled through her stomach.

Which would be worse, the mortification if she’d misread his interest, or the regret over squandering this chance?

Regret. No contest.

Taking a deep breath in the dark, she slid her arm free and placed her hand over the top of his, guiding his fingers to her left breast.

He inhaled sharply, his fingers flexing as if involuntarily. “Are you sure?” he whispered.

She’d never been more sure of anything in her life. “Yes.”

Todd kissed the side of her neck, coaxing every nerve to life as he gently kneaded her aching breasts. He slipped his hand beneath her top, palm rough against her sensitive skin.

She moaned as fire filled her belly and she arched, pressing her hips back, rubbing against his growing erection.

“Lindsey.” He urged her to face him.

She rolled over, leaning into his touch, and kissed him hard. Burrowing her hands under his T-shirt, she skimmed them over the smooth muscles and the coarse hair that sprinkled his sculpted chest and gathered more thickly beneath his belly button. His skin was magic, impossible not to touch.

He cupped her bottom, pressing her close and groaned as their tongues tangled, a competition for who could incite the most pleasure.

Hot now, she wanted to tear off their clothing, but the space was tight, not built to share. She made a frustrated noise.

“What’s wrong?” Todd asked, a thread of amusement in his deep voice.

“Too many clothes.”

He laughed and relinquished his hold on her butt to give her room to move. “Better?”

“Yes.” Free, she sat up and wrestled off her jacket and shirt.

Next to her, he followed suit, his pale skin barely visible in the dark cave of the tent. He lay on his back and reached for her, guiding her to straddle his thighs as he tugged the sleeping bag over her shoulders. Levering up, he closed his mouth around one nipple, teasing the other with his devious fingers.

Her body floated on the increasing high, pleasure surging as he learned what she liked from every twist, every shudder, every breathy exhalation. Lindsey rocked her core against his erection. Had she ever felt this wanton, this desirable, this free to take what she wanted?

He straightened and kissed her, one arm cradling her shoulders as his tongue and his touch coaxed her ever higher, letting her ride him to her heart’s content.

“You’re incredible,” he whispered.

Was she though? Or did he say those kinds of things to every woman in his bed?

She came crashing back into her brain, unable to turn off her thoughts long enough to enjoy the most amazing man she’d ever met. What was wrong with her? She shivered, the air suddenly frosty on her bare skin. Why was she sabotaging this? She wanted him, no expectations, no promises. Everyone said things they didn’t mean during sex. It was part of the fantasy. She knew that.

Just pretend it’s real.

“Hey.” He looked up at her, a ghost in the dark. “What’s wrong?”

She shook her head. “Nothing, I…”

His hands dropped to his side. “We can stop.”

“Is that what you want?”

He scoffed. “If you’re paying attention at all, I’m pretty sure you can tell it’s not. But I will, if that’s what you need, if you’re not ready. No guilt, Lindsey.”

God, where had this man been all of her life? She just needed to get out of her own head and enjoy herself. Was that too much to ask? Come on, brain. Let me have some fun before I die. “I don’t want to stop. I just sometimes have trouble turning off my thoughts.”

“Challenge accepted.”

She laughed.

“Come here,” he said, laying them both gently on the hard ground and covering them with the sleeping bag before wrapping his arms around her. “In spite of the circumstances, I can honestly say that there’s nowhere on Earth I’d rather be at this moment, and no one I’d rather be with.” He pressed his lips to her forehead. “You’ve done everything you can for today. And you survived it. That’s worth celebrating.” He kissed her mouth and she could feel his grin. “Not that we need an excuse.”

She sighed as he trailed soft kisses along the sensitive skin from her neck to her shoulder. Her body melted against him, the fire within rekindling, her thoughts scattering like sea spray.

He deftly unbuttoned and unzipped her jeans, slipping his fingers into her panties. She settled her knee on his hard thigh and thrust her hips forward in encouragement, letting loose an animal sound when he stroked her bare flesh.

Tracing lower, he slid a finger inside her, then out, caressing, torturing, pleading. Then, two fingers.

Their harsh breaths killed the silence and she fumbled with his pants, desperate to touch him, to have him inside her.

He ceased suckling at her breast long enough to say, “Condom’s in my back pocket.”

So he had understood her awkward come-on after all. Thank God for his preparedness.

He didn’t let up with his mouth or fingers and she lost her train of thought for several manic heartbeats before locating the small foil wrapper. She tore it open, trying to be careful not to damage the condom in the dim light of their toasty cocoon.

He lowered her knee and tugged her jeans and panties over her butt, freeing one leg. Attacking his own pants, he pushed them down to his hips and shifted onto his back. “You wanna do the honors?”

Trembling, she reached for him in the darkness, sliding her palm up the hard length of him, so smooth and hot and pulsing with life.

He groaned and pressed into her hand. “You’re killing me, Linds.”

Power surged in her. Right now, this spectacular, powerful man was desperate for her touch, for her body. As desperate for her as she was for him.

With shaky hands, she rolled on the condom.

“Come here.” He grabbed her hips and urged her to straddle him, but didn’t pull her down. Instead, his clever fingers returned to the magic spot between her thighs.

Heat skated across her skin in waves, and light sparked behind her eyelids as she rode his electric touch, her muscles tensing, the breath sputtering in her lungs. Bliss rushed through her blood as she broke, a tsunami of ecstasy that wrung a tortured cry from her lips.

Still riding high, she lowered herself onto Todd’s straining erection, groaning as he filled her body.

A deep rumble hummed in his chest and he tightened his grip on her hips, encouraging her to ride him hard. She happily obliged, letting loose like never before, giving over to the wildness of the moment, her heart unfurling with every intense stroke that touched her deep inside.

Todd made her feel…everything. Joy, freedom, sorrow, hope, courage.

Love?

Her eyes popped open as she came again in a heart-stopping rush, but all she could see was the dim silhouette of him beneath her, his head thrown back, vulnerable, exposed.

For her.










CHAPTER NINE










TODD WAS STILL trying to catch his breath after the most intense orgasm of his life when something cool and wet plopped onto his chest.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

Was the tent leaking?

Above him, Lindsey inhaled a shuddery breath. In the dark, he could just make out her swiping at her face.

Oh, shit.

“Hey.” He sat up, lifting her free so the condom wouldn’t have been in vain, and set her gently on his thighs, already missing the tight clench of her hot body. “What’s wrong?”

She wrapped her arms around him and buried her head in the crook of his neck. “Nothing.”

“Did I hurt you?” Please, no. He stroked her back, praying that some of the best sex of his life hadn’t been awful for her, and held his breath.

“No.” She sat up and held his face in her hands. “I just got a little emotional is all. I didn’t think in the midst of all of this I could experience that much joy.”

“I didn’t know I could experience that much joy, period.” Oops. Too much?

Her relieved laugh loosened the sudden tightness in his chest. Her soft kiss had him trying to remember where he’d stashed the rest of the condoms. “You don’t have to say things like that,” she said, sitting up with a sigh.

What the hell? “Um, no filter, remember?” His pulse hadn’t completely slowed and he struggled to focus because something important was going on. “Especially right now.” He nipped at her lips, finding it difficult to stop. Half-naked together in a forest forever didn’t sound so bad. Reality could go fuck itself. “Did some asshole make you think you weren’t the most fascinating, desirable woman on the planet?”

She stilled and he sensed her folding in on herself. “All of them,” she whispered.

“Dipshits. Give me their names and I’ll happily break their kneecaps.” Or worse.

Her huff of laughter warmed him even as his body cooled. He closed his eyes for a moment and focused on the feel of her in his arms, the slight rasp of her breath, her smooth curves fitted neatly against his, an unfamiliar feeling coursing through his veins.

He used his shirt to remove the condom, shoving the bundle out into the vestibule. Reluctant to lose any skin-to-skin contact, he ignored their half-removed pants and wrapped her fully in his embrace, lying back so he could pull the sleeping bag over them. “A tiny part of me wants to thank those dimwits though. If they’d realized what they had, you wouldn’t be here with me, and I’m having a hard time regretting that.”

Rising onto her elbows, she stared at him in the dark for a long moment and then kissed him like he’d never been kissed before.

His stomach took a dive. They’d been on the run together for little more than a day and they were already swirling into territory he’d never navigated.

Sure, he had a tendency to meet a woman and fall fast and hard—including, at one point, for Kurt Steele’s now-girlfriend—but what he’d felt for those women paled in comparison to the inferno that already blazed in his chest for Lindsey.

Those others had been mere crushes, fun fantasies. This was…well, something more. He wasn’t ready to put a name to it yet—not with all the uncertainty they faced—but it was more than a simple starry-eyed infatuation.

And the intense need to shelter, protect, and provide went well beyond anything he’d felt for those he’d rescued as part of his job. Even the idea of losing Lindsey made him heartsick. He didn’t know how she could be so important in so little time.

She just was.

Fuck. 

Todd put everything he was feeling, everything he couldn’t say, into the kiss. Tasting, caressing, squeezing, entangling.

When she pulled back, they were both breathing heavy. She laid her head on his chest and absently skimmed his side with her fingers, stoking the embers of desire.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice a little slurred.

“My pleasure.” The reasons behind her gratitude didn’t even matter. It was all his pleasure.

He tried to memorize everything. Her wild curls, the faint tickle of her fingertips, the beat of her heart against his chest. He stroked her hair and closed his eyes, his skin cooling, content to serve as her mattress for as long as she’d allow.

Hours later, she startled in his arms, waking them both.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“I don’t know.” Her voice was groggy and confused. “I think I was dreaming, but I don’t remember anything.”

He stroked her hair, caressed her back, smoothed a hand over her buttocks. “It’s three-thirty. We still have a couple of hours before we need to get up.”

“I’m not sure I can sleep right now,” she murmured against his chest, one hand slowly trailing down his arm.

Instantly, he wanted to be inside her more than anything. Sleep could go hang. “What do you want to do?”

“I have a few ideas.”

She kissed him and he was lost, rolling her beneath him to keep her warm. They became a frenzy of hands and mouths and puffs of white breath, and he somehow managed to maintain enough sense to wrangle a condom from the small stash in his bag—something he’d need to replenish soon. Hopefully.

When he entered her, they moaned in unison, finally one in body as much as in spirit.

Physically, he and Lindsey were crammed into a tiny tent built for one, but mentally, he soared over the forest, careened through the valleys, gasping for breath, his heart ready to explode.

Magical, transcendent, astonishing.

Lindsey took him to heights of ecstasy and emotion he’d never experienced, equally scary and intoxicating. The closest he’d ever come to this feeling was during a free-fall parachute jump.

During those missions behind enemy lines he’d faced literal death. Right now, he sped with glee toward la petit mort.

Lindsey’s cry of pleasure reeled him back inside the tent, under the sleeping bag, his hands on her luscious skin as she convulsed around him, flinging him off the edge, his mind shattering.

Holding her as they cooled, he reluctantly pulled out and disposed of the condom, and wrapped her as tightly as she’d allow. The real world was about to creep back in, and he couldn’t shake the fear that if he let her go he’d never get to hold her again.

“I don’t want to move from this spot,” she said. “Ever.”

That made two of them.
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Lindsey woke sometime in the night, still entwined with Todd’s warm body.

“Everything okay?” he asked softly, nearly invisible in the inky darkness.

“Perfect.” She snuggled closer, quickly growing attached to the extreme intimacy of being half naked in the dark in the middle of the wilderness with only him. “I’m not sure what woke me up.”

“My watch alarm went off.” He planted a soft kiss on her forehead.

“Oh.” She came fully awake then. As much as she might want to lie here forever, Megan waited. “Thank you for remembering to set one.”

He switched on the red-filtered headlamp he’d hung from a hook above his head. It gave off enough of a glow that they could find their clothing and awkwardly help each other dress while shivering under the covers. He skipped the shirt he’d used for cleanup the night before and donned a long-sleeved technical tee and his parka.

Once he had his boots on, he moved into the vestibule and unzipped the outer flap. “Whoa, shit.” He pulled back, closed the doorway, and began punching the fabric walls.

“What’s wrong?” Lindsey asked, poking her head into the small space. Kneeling behind him, she pressed close and encircled his shoulders, just that simple touch spiking her blood.

He sighed. “It looks like we got at least six inches of snow overnight,” Todd said, squeezing her cold hand. How was he always so warm? “We can dig out enough to take care of business and clear a space to prepare our meals, but we don’t have the gear to hike through this without risking frostbite. Not to mention how unsafe it is if we can’t see the trail.”

Dismay pushed the breath from her lips. “We’re trapped?” Her body froze from the inside out.

He turned in the tiny space and wrapped her in his strong arms. “If you want to go back to town, we could probably make it, but I’m not comfortable taking you further into the mountains in this. Especially when we have to find a new way to get to the compound. That’s how people die.”

“And so Megan has to wait another day.”

Shifting back, he held her shoulders, his face barely visible in the red light from the main tent compartment. “I’m sorry. But we have no idea if she’s even there, or what her condition is.”

“You mean she might already be dead.” Lindsey’s throat ached.

He sighed. “I hope not, but it’s a possibility you need to prepare for.”

Not a chance. “I’ll deal with it if I have to, but for now, I’d prefer to assume she’s still alive.”

“Fair enough, but I have to go with what I know for sure.” His voice hardened. “You’re here, safe, with me, and your continued safety takes precedence over rescuing someone who may or may not be where we think, and may or may not be alive.”

Lindsey felt like the rope in a game of tug-of-war. Half of her was ready to march out after Meg the minute the sun emerged and damn the consequences. The other half wanted to hide away in the tent with Todd until the snow melted. Or forever.

Guilt gnawed at her insides. Both choices had potentially deadly consequences for people she cared about. Todd had quickly infiltrated her heart, and she couldn’t put him at more risk to rescue a woman he didn’t know, who might not even be at their destination. But how could Lindsey live with herself if she didn’t try to get to her friend?

“What time is it?” she asked.

His oversized sport watch lit up, briefly illuminating his wrist and casting a faint glow across the hollows of his cheeks and the darkened beard that clung to his jaw. In the dark, she’d forgotten his hair was no longer red. “A little after five-thirty. Dawn won’t break for another hour.”

“Let’s go out and see how it looks. The weather’s been warm up until now. Maybe the snow will start to melt once the sun rises.”

“You’re right,” he said, his voice free of the skepticism she expected. “We can reevaluate in the daylight.”

Those words alone tempted her to pull him closer and declare her undying love. His confidence—true confidence, not the blustering swagger of so many men—was sexy as hell. How refreshing that he was comfortable enough with himself that he didn’t have to appear right in order to appear strong.

Her brain spun like a whirlpool as she and Todd scooped the snow away from the tent’s opening. Outside, the ground had gone from a dark void to an eerie white blanket that made the entire forest glow.

“I’ve never seen anything so beautiful,” she whispered, loath to disturb the pristine hush with her voice.

“Pretty amazing, right?” Todd continued clearing a path several feet from the tent. “I love walking around my neighborhood after it snows, especially at night, when it’s bright like this, the fresh powder still untouched, before the plows and cars make a dirty mess of it.”

“I don’t know if I’d want to live in this, but it’s incredible. Does DC get a lot of snow?”

“Not usually,” Todd said, slipping up from behind and wrapping his arms around her.

She leaned into him, shocked by how easily they’d slid into the smallest intimacies.

“The most I can remember getting from a single storm is maybe two feet, but that’s not normal. We usually get a couple of inches, maybe eight to ten once every few years. The county dispatches plows to the freeway onramps, ready to drop salt and scrape the roads as soon as the snow starts falling. Unless they’re caught by surprise, the highways stay in pretty good shape and the city streets are usually clear by mid-morning.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad.”

“I think the wind is worse. Almost as bad as Oklahoma. ‘Today’s high will be forty degrees with a wind-chill of nineteen,’” he said, imitating a well known TV meteorologist. “‘Bundle up.’”

“What were winters like in Oklahoma?”

He set to work heating several scoops of the snow for coffee and oatmeal. “We got a few inches of snow at most, and because it was rare, they didn’t have the resources to deal with it. Even worse was the freezing rain. Everything gets coated in a thick layer of ice. Power lines, trees, cars. It’s beautiful, but deadly.”

“Yikes. Between that and tornados, I think I’ll stick to the beach. The worst I ever have to deal with at home is fog, the rare earthquake, and people running red lights.”

He laughed. “I think red light running is universal.”

He’d know better than her. Part of her envied him for having experienced so many other parts of the world. After all, as much as she’d traveled with her family as a kid, she’d only ever lived in southern California. 

“Where else have you lived?” she asked, gratefully accepting a mug of steaming coffee.

“Texas, Florida, Georgia, North Carolina, Utah, Arizona. Some of that as a kid when my mom was active duty, some from when I was in the Air Force. I guess Afghanistan, too.”

She couldn’t even imagine. “How many tours did you have?”

“Three.”

How did someone decide to give so much of their life—decide to risk giving their life—for others? She couldn’t help but admire and respect Todd’s sacrifices, even if she didn’t understand them. 

Pop pop pop.

She froze, her gaze clashing with his. The sharp sounds were distant, but no less frightening for it.

“Is that gunfire?” she asked.

His expression hardened. “Probably. From the direction of the compound.”

“So they’re still there.” That was good news, right? If the men were there, maybe Megan was too.

“Sounds like someone is.”

Megan was there. Lindsey could feel it. Somehow, they’d sneak past the armed guards, rescue her friend, and get back to town without being discovered. Then they could focus on getting out of this legal mess once Megan was safe and could tell investigators what had really happened with JJ. Logically, she knew it couldn’t be that easy, but if she let herself stew over everything that could go wrong, she’d lose her nerve.

She was as prepared as she could be under the circumstances. And what other choice did she have? She couldn’t count on the police to help them.

Todd finished preparing breakfast with a frown on his face, clearly deep in thought. They sat close together on a tarp to eat, the hot food and drink warming her from the inside. Around them, the world turned blinding white as the day broke, the snow reflecting the first rays of sun and coating the forest and the floor below in fairy dust.

The wet fluff wasn’t as thick on the ground as it had been right up against the tent—likely due to the wind—but it was still four or five inches deep. It blunted the features around them, the way a cloth thrown over an ornate chair only revealed its basic shape. Todd wanted to wait a few more hours to head out, but all she could think about was Megan, who’d been stuck with those awful men for more than two days now.

The oatmeal turned to dust in Lindsey’s mouth. She set the bowl on the ground and looked at Todd. “I have to go after her.”

He nodded. “We will. Let’s see if some of the snow melts—”

“No. If we wait until conditions are better, it’ll be better for JJ and his guys to leave too.” She stood and rubbed her parka-clad arms. “I know you think I’m being rash, but I can’t wait any longer. You don’t have to come. I don’t want to put you in extra danger for someone you don’t even know.”

He rose too, shaking his head. “If you want to go now, we’ll go. It’s not ideal, but maybe it never will be. I’m sure as hell not letting you walk into that compound alone.”










CHAPTER TEN










LINDSEY GAPED AT Todd. Maybe his outburst had surprised her. Or his support. Did she really think he’d let her march off after Megan by herself?

He rubbed his fingers over the knit cap he’d snugged down past his ears. Clearly, she didn’t know him at all. Which, duh. Two days might be enough to start catching feelings, but that didn’t mean they knew each other. Not really.

Whatever. “Help me pack up and we’ll head out,” he said, cleaning up their breakfast mess.

The shooting had stopped, and he could tell the absence of it bothered her almost as much as the noise. Whether that silence meant the men were leaving or had merely finished target practice, they’d find out soon enough.

Todd looked at his snow-dusted tent. If he lightened his load—or better yet, left most of it behind—they could move faster. Plus, depending on her condition, he might need to carry Megan out of the compound. He couldn’t do that with a full pack.

Worst case, they could return here and camp would already be set up.

“Any chance you’d let me go alone?” he asked, running through a mental checklist of everything he needed. He didn’t expect her to say yes—wasn’t sure he wanted her to—but he’d regret it later if he didn’t offer.

“You would do that?”

The tone of her voice made him look over at her. “Of course.”

“Why?”

“Never mind that rescuing people is what I did for a living as a PJ. Or that I have the training and the experience to get in and out alive.” He closed the gap between them and held her gaze as the first rays of dawn washed the sky. “Mostly I hate the idea of you anywhere near those assholes and their guns. If anything happened to you…”

He couldn’t stand the thought.

“What would hurt me,” she said, “is having something happen to you while I sat out the rescue like a coward. Especially because this is my mess, and Megan is my friend. If I were paying you, it might be different, but you’re an innocent bystander.”

Hardly. “It’s not a contest.” Couldn’t she see that he was far more qualified for this op? “I would do it anyway, but I need to save Megan as much as you do. She’s our alibi. You and I were both thrown into something beyond our control.”

“Then we should both go to the compound.”

Shit. He actually laughed. He’d walked right into that one, hadn’t he?

Lindsey crossed her arms. “If I had to wait here, wondering what you were facing, if Megan was alive, when—or if—you’d return, I’d go out of my fucking mind.”

He palmed the back of her head and let his forehead fall against hers, sighing a foggy puff of surrender. “Okay.”

He could tell himself she’d be safer with him than stuck alone in the wilderness as a novice camper. He could make a convincing case that he might need her help with Megan, or to act as a lookout. He could argue that JJ’s men might find her here alone and unprotected and do…things he couldn’t even bring himself to ponder.

But ultimately, he just wanted them to stay together.

He had this—probably misguided—feeling, superstition maybe, that they’d be safer with each other than alone. Honestly, there were no great options. Might as well keep her close as long as possible.

She pressed her cool, dry lips to his and he fell into the kiss, buoyed by her touch, her taste, the hunger that coursed through him. If they survived, he was going to beg her to go someplace where they could be naked for a week, nonstop.

Their tongues wrestled desperately. He wanted to strip her bare and lay her in the snow and love her until neither of them could see straight. Instead, he gave her one last hard kiss before releasing her, both of them catching their breath as they stared into each other’s eyes.

Ten minutes later, he finished stashing everything in the tent and looked at her, more afraid for someone else than he’d ever been in his life. “Ready?”

Steady. He couldn’t afford to lose focus now. The stakes were too high.

She nodded, looking a little goofy wearing the cut-off sleeves of his yellow rain jacket as gaiters to keep the snow out of her boots. The snow pants he’d presciently shoved into his bag at the last minute now protected him. The cold was bad enough. Getting wet would be worse.

Lindsey nodded and they tromped toward the trail.
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Todd had been right about the difficulty of walking through the snow long distance. Unlike sand—which was hard on the calves, shifting under the feet with each step—the snow required Lindsey to lift her knee with each step. Thirty minutes in, her hip flexors starting protesting, but she stretched a bit and kept going.

The tree boughs lining the path hung low, laden with their frosty bounty, dripping under the sun’s increasing glare. Small animal tracks, branches, and leaves marred the otherwise pristine white ground.

Their shoes squeaked through the snow, almost obliterating the sounds of their harsh breaths. How were they going to sneak up on the compound? Between the noise and full daylight, they had little chance of a stealth approach.

Todd had located a different path on his map to avoid the section of trail that had disintegrated. By the time they could see the cluster of trees surrounding the small cabins, they’d been walking for nearly ninety minutes. Sweat trickled down her sides and snaked along her spine, her body finally warm from their exertion. And nerves. 

Lindsey’s blood surged in her ears as they slowed and crept toward the collection of small cabins, carefully lifting their feet with each step to keep their noise level below that of the wind in the trees. She winced with every crunch.

Was Megan still here? Still alive?

Todd led her through the forest, somehow sleek and silent as a leopard. Next to him, she felt about as covert as a hippo.

When they reached the fence at the edge of the open space that had been cleared around the cabins, he crouched behind a tangle of bushes. She followed suit, her breath loud in her ears, and they watched the main cabin unable to see into the high windows.

Two oversized pickup trucks sat on a gravel drive out front, sunlight glinting off their chrome grills.

Footsteps sounded from their left and Lindsey gripped Todd’s arm, freezing like a startled deer.

A man appeared out of the trees, a large rifle held close to his chest in that universal way of military and law enforcement that always made her worry about carpal tunnel syndrome. He wore black from head to toe, like some kind of commando, his pale face a harsh contrast.

He passed slowly, eyes alert, expression bored as he trod a circular path that had been dug out of the snow.

Time ticked by at glacial speeds as she and Todd held position. Quiet. Unmoving.

Brave birds resumed their chirping.

Lindsey tried to become one with the forest, and it was almost peaceful.

Her legs tingled from lack of circulation, limbs shaky as her adrenaline levels returned to the elevated baseline she’d established since being taken hostage on Friday.

Another guard wearing a green watch cap with his black pseudo-uniform passed by about fifteen minutes after the first one, moving in the same direction.

Still, she and Todd waited.

Another fifteen minutes or so and the man in the black cap came around again.

Once the guard had passed out of range, Todd whispered, “Let’s go.”
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Todd pushed his way through a gap in the bushes and grabbed Lindsey’s hand as she emerged on the other side. He helped her climb the chain-link fence and then quickly scaled it behind her, hoping the trees provided adequate concealment.

Intertwining her gloved fingers with his, he carefully jogged along a mostly cleared path toward the side of the main cabin, keeping an eye out for tripwires and booby traps as he tugged her along beside him.

They weren’t exactly quiet, but the wind rustling the trees and rattling the window shutters was enough to cover the sound of their advance. He halted beneath a window on the west end of the small house and encouraged her to crouch beside him between two red-leafed bushes, releasing her hand so he could focus.

The muffled murmur of male voices in conversation filtered through the glass. He waited and listened. Next to him, Lindsey stroked the peeling siding, flaking off a chip of white paint with her fingertip.

She seemed drawn to touching things. More than once, he’d caught her running her fingertips over a bush, a blade of tall grass, or her clothing. The memory of her fingers on his bare skin just about drove him wild.

Dragging his gaze away from her beautiful glove-wrapped hands—yep, he was that far gone—he scanned the surrounding area. Either everyone else was indoors, or they’d left.

If he and Lindsey were quiet enough, it shouldn’t matter either way.

He stretched up to the side of the window and peeked through the gaps in the downward-pointing slats of the wooden blinds on the inside. Two men in their early twenties sprawled on an orange couch. One had a shaved head and brown eyebrows, the other’s short blond hair was mostly hidden beneath a snap-back cap. Both sported tattoos down their muscular arms.

Damn. He should’ve known they’d be jacked. Didn’t mean they were good fighters, but it didn’t bode well, especially if they significantly outnumbered him and Lindsey.

Blue light flickered across the men’s faces, and Blondie laughed at something on the TV screen, nudging his buddy with an elbow.

Sliding carefully to the other side of the window, Todd got a narrow glimpse of a galley kitchen and a pair of legs clad in black cargo pants. The other two rooms in the house were hidden behind closed doors.

Lowering himself to Lindsey, he held up three fingers.

“Megan?” she said so softly he had to read her lips.

He shook his head and pointed left. He hadn’t seen any women, but maybe Megan was in a different room. None of the cabins appeared to be individually guarded, but they would check them all, if necessary.

He crept past one of the closed-off rooms he’d seen—based on the small, frosted glass window, probably a bathroom—and continued on. The far side of the house sat in shadow, but a faint glow came from the single window. Rough, orange curtains had been drawn wide.

Todd stood to the side and hazarded a glance. Beside him, Lindsey peeked in and frowned, then met his gaze, eyes wider.

Inside, two men stood at a table, their backs to the window. The repurposed bedroom looked like a war room. Maps of Montana, Idaho, and Wyoming covered the walls, with little red Xs scattered over each. More worrisome was the stack of paper-and-plastic-wrapped bricks of what Todd could only guess were drugs. 

Not his area of expertise.

But the weapons? Those were easy enough to ID. The men were filling crates with AR-15s, M-16s, a variety of handguns, and boxes of ammo.

What the fuck had he and Lindsey walked into?

Whatever it was, there was no sign of Megan. As quietly as possible, he and Lindsey darted from tree to tree, working counterclockwise through the camp to check the smaller buildings for occupants. They found no sign of her friend until they reached the shack at the top of the circle, and heard indistinct voices from inside.

Nearly all the paint had peeled off the siding of the one-room cabin, leaving behind cracked, gray wood slowly rotting away at the base. Overhead, wind-propelled pine boughs scratched at the shingles, providing some cover for the soft crunching of his and Lindsey’s boots in the snow.

They stilled beside the nearest window. After ensuring neither of the perimeter guards was doubling back, Todd focused his attention on the filtered bits of conversation. There were at least two voices, one deep, one much higher-pitched, most likely female. His brain perked up. Could they have found Megan?

Lindsey caught his gaze, her eyes bright with excitement.

Todd stared at his feet, trying to picture in his mind where the people were in the building and determine if they were the only ones inside. Gesturing Lindsey to stay put and keep an eye out, he crept around the backside of the cabin, past a narrow frosted window, and stopped on the other end of the house next to a window mostly covered by faded green curtains.

“This is fucking boring,” the woman said, her voice louder than from his previous position.

“What did you expect?” the man grumbled.

Holy shit. Pete. Todd’s body throbbed with adrenaline. He was ninety-nine percent sure.

Moving carefully but quickly, he returned to Lindsey. He pointed to himself and then to his eyes and the window. If the pair was facing the other direction as he suspected, they shouldn’t see him.

Revealing as little of himself as possible, he peered through a gap in the curtains. Inside, Pete lounged on a stained brown sofa with a TV remote in one hand and a beer in the other. Todd’s hands curled into fists and he had to force himself not to rush the door. A blonde sat at the other end of the couch with her legs curled under her and a paperback book in her hands. If it was Megan, she must not have been considered much of a flight risk. There was no sign of Pete’s gun, which likely meant he had it holstered. And his posture was relaxed as he watched the silent MMA fight playing out on the small television across from him.

Todd’s mind raced as he turned to scan for threats and let Lindsey take a look. Her friend had appeared unharmed, so she could probably get the woman to safety even if something happened to him. Even better, with the element of surprise, he might get the jump on Pete.

The only problem—one he’d been too distracted by Lindsey and their predicament to give serious thought to until now—was what to do with Pete after that. He couldn’t shoot the man in cold blood, regardless of the asshole’s history. He couldn’t drag the man down the mountain with them. He couldn’t hold him at gunpoint and call the police—basically his original plan—when the police were the enemy right now.

Todd glanced at Lindsey. Could Todd give up catching the man who’d murdered his cousin and nearly killed Todd’s best friend for her? To save her friend?

How were those even legitimate questions? He wasn’t in the killing business, he was in the saving business.

Fuck.

Lindsey retreated from the window, a mile-wide grin on her beautiful face that rendered him mute. She threw her arms around him and excitedly whispered in his ear, “It’s Meg!”

He hugged Lindsey tight and silently asked Bethany and Jason for forgiveness.
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Lindsey could hardly stand still as she watched Todd line up in front of the cabin door. Megan was inside! But they had to get the jump on the guard, a man who appeared bigger and stronger than Todd. And probably meaner for good measure.

Her stomach threatened to reject her breakfast.

With a quick glance to ensure she was out of the line of fire as he’d instructed, Todd raised his foot and kicked the door, right next to the flimsy lock. None of the cabins had deadbolts, save the big one on the opposite end of the compound.

The door slammed open.

Meg yelped.

The man on the couch jumped and turned, reaching for something behind his back.

“Don’t fucking twitch, Pete!” Todd aimed his gun at the other man’s chest, his own stance solid, his face flushed but eerily calm.

Wait, did Todd know this guy?

Maybe he’d overheard the man’s name when he was eavesdropping outside. Reasonable, but unease hooked its claws into her skin.

“Drop your weapon and slide it away from you.”

The big man’s face turned red, but he set his shiny gun on the floor and kicked it toward Meg. “I heard you were sniffing around. You fixin’ to shoot me, Okie?” he asked, in a mocking accent. “One shout from me and you’ll be outnumbered.”

Okie? Either Pete had a knack for accents, or they knew each other.

“You yell, I pull the trigger,” Todd said, his blue eyes glittering like shards of ice. “It’s the least you deserve for Bethany and Jason. Don’t think I’ll hesitate.”

Pete flinched.

What the hell was going on?

“Lindsey?” Megan stood to the side of the sofa with no visible injuries, her eyes wide. “Ohmigod. What are you doing here?”

Lindsey rushed past the men to give Meg a hug. “I’m so glad you’re okay. We came back for you.”

Megan pulled back, her gaze skittering between the men and back to Lindsey, her brows drawn. “Where’d you find the hottie?”

Was that really the most pressing thing on her friend’s mind right now? Maybe she was in shock. “He saved me from JJ,” Lindsey said. “I can tell more you on the way down.” She looked around the single room, which held a ratty couch, a scarred coffee table, a microwave atop a mini-fridge, and a double bed shoved into the far corner. Had Meg been forced to share that bed? Something dark and tar-like slid down her throat at the thought. “Is there a jacket you can grab?”

Megan’s expression was a disconcerting blend of disbelief and uncertainty. “Uh, sure.”

“I’ve gotta hand it to you, Brennan,” the guard said, holding his beefy hands in the air. “I never expected you to chase me all the way to Montana.”

A fist squeezed all the air from her lungs. So Todd had been tracking Pete all along?

It made sense. He’d been heading up the trail toward the compound when they’d met, and she’d sensed several times that he was keeping something from her… 

And yet, he’d kept her safe and done exactly as she asked, bringing her here to rescue Meg. Maybe not for purely selfless reasons after all, but did that matter?

No. But why lie?

Her heart kicked. Unless it had all been lies. She had trusted him almost instantly, but what did she really know?

His character.

His protectiveness.

The touch of his hands, his lips, the way he filled her body…

She flushed from head to toe and mentally shook off the images. She’d taken him at his word that he was a bodyguard, a former PJ. It had explained his skills and his gun and his contacts. But if he were somehow involved with these men—Competitors? Unhappy co-conspirators?—that would also fit.

Oh, God.

“Then you never knew me very well,” Todd said, his voice hard and deadly. And, frankly, scary as hell.

Pete wasn’t the only one who’d misjudged him.

Glancing at Megan, Lindsey said, “Come on. We need to get out of here.” She could get them to town on her own if she had to. Todd and Pete could sort out whatever shit they had going on without her.

She moved toward the door, but a slender arm snaked around her throat, jerking her back and cutting off her air. Something cold and hard jabbed the side of her head.

“We’re not going anywhere.”










CHAPTER ELEVEN










“DROP IT,” MEGAN said, “or I’ll shoot.”

A muffled sound of shock escaped Lindsey’s lips.

Todd’s heart froze. Lindsey stood awkwardly in a chokehold with a Glock held to her temple, beautiful eyes wide with fear, confusion, betrayal.

Jesus, no.

For the first time since he’d kicked in the door, his hands shook.

Whatever the fuck was going on with this so-called friend, the blonde had just painted a target on her own chest. If only Lindsey weren’t in the way.

Pete twitched and Todd refocused on the man, his mind racing to come up with a way to end this standoff. “Not one step.”

The man halted, fists clenched.

“What are you doing?” Lindsey managed to wheeze.

“What I brought you to Montana for,” Megan said, her voice tight with strain. She was shorter than Lindsey, so holding her had to be tricky. “To make sure you don’t go home.”

“Wait, you wanted me dead?” Lindsey asked.

Todd couldn’t see her face, but he could hear the confusion and hurt even in that hoarse whisper. Think. He couldn’t afford to take his eyes off Pete again, but leaving Lindsey with Demented Barbie had his nerves on fire. For all he knew, killing Pete wouldn’t deter her from hurting Lindsey.

“I mean, I felt bad about it—you were my best friend—but you were going to ruin everything,” Megan said. “For once in my life, I wasn’t poor. I had finally made it, but you couldn’t stop asking questions about the money.”

“I was trying to help you—” The rest of Lindsey’s words were cut off by a choking cough.

Anger spiked through Todd like a hot poker. If Megan hurt her… Keeping Pete in his sights, Todd edged closer to the women.

“Bullshit. You just wanted to be right. I hired you to help with my taxes, not do a full-fledged audit of my customers. You should have listened to me, respected my wishes,” Megan said, her face bright red. “I knew what I was doing, and I also knew you wouldn’t approve. So I lied. And we all know that’s sin number one in The Book According to Lindsey, isn’t it?” She scoffed. “As if you’re some kind of saint.”

Which meant if Todd had ever had a chance with Lindsey, he’d probably blown it.

“And you wonder why Cruz was so happy to jump into my bed. According to him, you’re not just a straight arrow when it comes to the law.”

Lindsey gaped. “You slept with Cruz?”

“Duh. I’m surprised he didn’t tell you it was me, just to rub it in.” Megan rolled her eyes. “I thought after you broke up, you’d binge on ice cream and Netflix like a normal person and quit digging into my shit. In hindsight, I should’ve known better. You’re such a nerd for numbers.”

“And so you decided to have me killed?” Lindsey asked, her face drained of all color. “Jesus, Megan, that’s… Why?”

“Well, not originally. I’m not naturally violent, and you were my friend.” The blonde half-shrugged and tapped Lindsey’s head with the tip of the gun as if to prove she was over her pacifism. “Honestly, it was JJ’s idea. When I told him you were curious about all of my affiliate income—”

“Shut the fuck up, Meg,” Pete said without looking at her. 

“Wait, if he’s not holding you captive…?” Lindsey’s voice was tight but stronger. How was she not destroyed by Megan’s story?

“Oh, yeah. Meet my brother, Pete. He and JJ are friends from high school.”

Her brother. Holy shit, that explained a lot. He’d known his cousin’s husband had siblings, but Todd had been in Afghanistan during their wedding. He barely knew Pete, let alone the man’s family. “So you were some kind of go-between for payoffs to the sheriff?” Todd asked Megan, unable to stop himself.

“Ding ding ding!” she said. “Wow, Lindsey. Your new boyfriend is hot and smart. Seems like everything really does turn up gold for you.” She scoffed. “Well, it did. That ends today.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Todd could see Lindsey tugging at her former friend’s arm. He wanted to yell at her not to antagonize the woman holding a gun to her fucking head. Instead, he hoped he could keep Megan talking to buy him some time and keep Pete distracted.

“What was the plan?” he asked.

Across from him, Pete started to fidget, his eyes darting around the room. Todd couldn’t forget that this man had been in the Army. Not a special operator, but he had skills. And he’d killed his own wife, and shot Jason, without hesitating.

Megan heaved an almost comical sigh, but clearly she was enjoying the spotlight. “It was supposed to be simple. These guys make it look like Lindsey fell off a cliff. Then, the deputies ‘rescue’ me, find her body, and clear me of foul play. She’s gone, I get to play the distraught friend without getting my hands dirty, and we all go back to earning our money. Win-win.”

A block of ice settled in Todd’s gut. This woman… Jesus. “So there was never a client with a cabin.”

“Nope.”

“Enough, Meg.” Pete’s face had turned almost purple.

“What? They’re not walk—” Megan screamed in pain.

The women dropped out of sight, pulling Todd’s attention for a fraction of a second.

Pete rushed him with a knife he’d pulled from somewhere.

Todd pressed the trigger repeatedly, filling the air with the ear-splitting sound of gunfire. Pete went slack and slumped forward onto the couch, his gray sweatshirt soaked in red.

One of the women screamed.

A shot rang out.

“Lindsey!” Todd raced to the side of the sofa.

Both women were on the floor in a tangle of limbs, fighting for control of the Glock. The knife he’d pulled off Harris and given to Lindsey two days ago protruded from Megan’s right leg.

Atta girl, Linds.

He plucked Megan out of the fray, ripped the gun from her grip with his free hand and dropped it into his side pants pocket. The blonde kicked and screamed and scratched as Lindsey scrambled to her feet, breathing hard.

Lindsey glanced at Pete and blanched.

“We have to go,” he said, recapturing her attention, though her eyes were glassy and she recoiled from him.

She nodded.

He struggled to keep a wriggling, flailing Megan subdued. He scanned the room for something to tie her up with, but they didn’t have time for a lengthy search. Fuck it. He yanked the knife from her thigh, eliciting an enraged howl, and simply dropped her.
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Lindsey let Todd yank her over the threshold, her mind numb, her body on fire with the need to escape as shouts came from near the main cabin. As soon as he released her, she took off running, arms pumping as she bolted for the heavily shaded stand of trees about fifty yards away.

She fought for breath, lungs burning, her focus single-minded as she struggled not to slip on the slushy snow.

“Lindsey!”

A shot rang out.

She flinched and stumbled, expecting a slam of pain in her back that never came. Catching her footing, she forced herself to zigzag toward the trees rather than run a straight, easy-to-hit route. Another bang had her risking a look over her shoulder. The guard dressed in all black dropped the weapon he’d been pointing in her direction and crumpled to the ground.

“Run!” Todd turned away from the man he’d just shot and rushed another guard who had stopped between cabins to take aim at him with his rifle.

Lindsey came to a halt at the edge of the forest, her entire body trembling.

Todd had saved her. Again.

Dammit, he might have kept his real agenda from her, but he’d protected her repeatedly, without fail. She couldn’t take off and leave him to the gang of men approaching from the other end of the compound. Heart racing, she ran to the side of the dead guard. At least, she was pretty sure he wasn’t alive. Prior to today, she’d never seen a dead person outside of news stories. This man’s eyes were wide open, his chest unmoving. She gagged, recalling the sight of Pete’s blood-soaked sweatshirt.

Head in the game, Garcia.

Right. She straightened and shoved aside all the confusion and fear and thoughts circling like a whirlpool in her brain. She could break down later.

Just pretend he’s sleeping. Taking a deep breath, she carefully pried the shiny silver gun from the guard’s hand and stood. To her left, Todd wrestled on the ground with the rifleman, and appeared to be winning.

She glanced at her new weapon. Did it have a safety? She didn’t see a little switch or whatever. Even if it had one, the man had just shot at her, so the safety must be off. Right?

God, she was in so far over her head.

Crouching behind a bush, she got down on one knee and used the other to steady her right hand. She lined up the sights on the chest of the blond man who was far out in front of the approaching pack. Was she even doing it correctly? More importantly, could she really shoot a man? Even a white supremacist who’d participated in her kidnapping and was dealing in drugs and who-knew-what-else?

But then Todd pushed to his feet alone, a rifle in one hand. The blond aimed his gun without slowing.

Her vision narrowed to her target.

She pressed the trigger.

Bang!

The gun kicked up, probably sending her shot into the trees, useless. Shit. Everything about shooting surprised her. The ease of pulling the trigger—she’d heard it was really hard—how loud it was up close, the smell.

Todd dropped to the ground. Had he been hit, or was he taking cover? The quad filled with gunfire, like something out of a movie. Except it didn’t get more real than bullets slamming into the snow around her. Her throat cinched tight and her limbs shook, even though she barely noticed the cold.

Was it better to move or stay put? What would the men expect? Probably for her to move. Or maybe to be paralyzed with fear. Dammit. She was more paralyzed with indecision than anything.

Motion to her left caught her eye and she swung the gun around.

Todd crouched about twenty feet away, a grimace on his face, a black gun gripped in his left hand, his wet clothes plastered to his body. The relief that washed over her caught her off guard.

The barrage of gunfire ceased, leaving her ears ringing and cottony in the sudden silence. Her stomach turned to stone. This couldn’t be good. She lowered her weapon, and Todd sidestepped closer, keeping his head low. “You okay?” he mouthed, his worried gaze skimming her from head to toe.

She nodded.

He leaned in close and she stiffened, slammed with a confusing mixture of regret, hurt, and desire. And the coppery scent of blood. “Do you trust me to get you out of here?” he asked in a whisper.

“Yes.” God help her, she did. On impulse, she squeezed his right arm.

He hissed and pulled back.

Red stained the palm of her glove. She gasped. “You’re bleeding,” she whispered before she could stop herself.

“It’s fine.”

Yeah, right.

Blood trickled from the cuff of his jacket, leaving a bright drop of crimson on the snow. Scowling, he used a handful of snow to wipe the entire sleeve clean, leaving a pink stain on the ground. Then, he tucked his gun into his pocket, removed the glove from his free hand, and covered it in snow. Finally, he stuffed the folded, ice-crusted glove inside the shoulder of his jacket, wincing as he zipped it closed.

Damn. No matter what, she couldn’t imagine a better companion right now.

He jerked his chin toward the trees and crawled along the thick line of bushes that provided concealment, if not protection, from the other men. Following his lead, she pocketed her gun and kept her head down, moving quickly. What little snow had found its way beneath the shrubs had already melted and, within seconds, the cold mud had soaked through her pants and gloves, turning her knees and fingers numb.

Her ears strained for the crunch of boots in the snow, the snap of a twig, anything to give away their hunters’ location, but the wind rustled the bushes and made it hard to focus. With luck, the same sound would cover their retreat long enough for them to disappear into the forest.

Once inside the shadow of the dense thicket of trees, Todd rose to his full height and darted from trunk to trunk. The snow hadn’t fully penetrated the canopy here, so they could run without leaving an obvious trail. She caught up with him behind a massive evergreen of some kind and tapped his good shoulder.

He glanced back, his expression severe.

“Why are we heading back?” Despite moving in a wide arc, they’d been circling closer to the compound, not away. Then again, if she’d expected them to flee, maybe the men would too. But surely they’d keep someone near the cabins just in case.

He raised a dark brow as if to remind her that she’d agreed to trust him.

She closed her eyes and tilted her head in capitulation.

Faint shouts came from her right, setting her heart hammering. So far, their pursuers seemed to be operating on the assumption that she and Todd would put as much distance between themselves and the compound as possible. Definitely her preference.

Trust him.

On wobbly legs, she let Todd lead her for several more minutes, past where they’d originally entered the compound, until they peered across a meadow at the east side of the main cabin, the bright sun glinting off the expanse of pristine snow. Her sunglasses had been lost along the way and she squinted at the row of oversized trucks parked in front of the small house.

“They’re all too new for me to hot-wire,” he said softly, as if jacking a car were a normal skill.

She almost laughed.

A man burst through the brush surrounding the cabin.

Lindsey covered her mouth to keep from gasping aloud, and Todd tugged her lower, pressing his finger to his lips. A wholly unnecessary gesture.

The man raced up to a gray SUV, his head on a swivel, a shiny gun like the one in her pocket gripped in his right hand. Starting up the car, he peeled out of the parking area and zoomed around the bend, fishtailing in his haste.

Did he hope to catch her and Todd on the road?

Todd beckoned her toward the edge of the trees to a tangle of wild branches that looked like blackberry or raspberry bushes, their leaves just starting to turn red for the season. They crouched at the shoulder of the road’s terminus, a cracked and potholed asphalt lot that had been cleared and salted, probably by the large Dodge with a plow attachment.

Now what?

“Stay here.” Todd bolted across the open ground and disappeared between two trucks, leaving her alone with the trees.

Everything that had happened in the last few minutes—the betrayals, being shot at, watching at least two men die, being forced to stab her best friend—caught up with her in that moment.

She turned away and vomited.
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Todd’s right delt hurt like a motherfucker. The rest of him was pretty much numb from being cold and wet, though the radiant heat from the sun was warm on his beanie-clad head.

He peeked through the windows of each truck, looking for an unlocked door. The last thing he wanted to do was trigger an alarm. He hit pay dirt with an older black F-150 with an open bed that contained a truck box, a couple of plastic toboggans loosely corralled by a bungee cord, and some unopened bags of ice melt partially hidden under a blue tarp.

After scanning his surroundings, Todd opened the passenger door. There was no key above either visor, or in the glove box. He checked the center console, under both floor mats, beneath the seats, in the door pockets, and every other nook and cranny he could find. No dice.

He pushed the door until it latched and then quietly shut it completely, turning his attention—the part that wasn’t tuned in to every sound and movement around him—to the remaining trucks and SUVs. All were locked.

So, they weren’t going to drive out of here. And for all he knew, the goon who’d just driven off in the Explorer was now blocking the road anyway. But it appeared that the men expected Todd and Lindsey to run. They’d sent teams into the forest, down the road, and toward the trail. At least one of the guards was still patrolling the grounds at the far end of the compound though. Todd caught sight of him prowling between cabins.

He waited until the patrol was out of sight again, and peered into the F-150’s truck bed. If they were careful, it might just work.

Glancing around, he made sure the lines of visibility were clear and waved to Lindsey to keep low and join him.

Without hesitating, she bent over and ran to his side, looking as pale as he’d ever seen her. She might be wary of him right now, but she apparently trusted him to get her out of here. He hoped he could earn it.

When he told her the plan, she looked at him like he was speaking nonsense. But ten minutes later they huddled beneath the toboggans with the tarp crumpled loosely over their upper bodies, their lower legs hidden under the toolbox, which had a gap between its base and the floor of truck to allow for ladders and lumber.

Lindsey let him spoon around her to share body heat and conserve space, stiff and impersonal. They both shivered in their wet clothes, the cold creeping in through the uncomfortable floor of the truck bed. The only blessing was the lack of wind and the sun shining onto the tarp, heating his right side. Not much, but he’d take it.

The situation reminded him of hiding out under a mattress in the hallway with his mom and brothers whenever there was a tornado warning. Their house had no basement or reinforced room, and they couldn’t all fit in the bathtub.

As a little kid, it had been both scary and somehow exciting knowing a powerful twister might be hurtling their way. Until he’d seen firsthand the devastation it could cause.

A storm hit OKC when he was fifteen, spawning a tornado that killed dozens of people in a nearby neighborhood and clipped the corner of the Air Force base, less than a half mile from his own house.

The next day, their yard was covered in scraps of photos and documents, insulation, and debris from the damaged homes. There were drives to collect intact pictures and papers to try to reunite them with their owners, to help them salvage whatever they could. The community came together to clothe and feed and house those who were displaced. That had been the one bright spot.

But months later, when the hardest hit neighborhood was reopened to the public, Todd and his best friend rode their bikes down to see the boy’s old house. Craig made a wrong turn and almost lost his shit. All the street signs and landmarks were gone. The area looked like a war zone with the trees stripped bare, houses in rubble—some with only their fireplaces still standing—furniture and construction materials and other detritus lodged in the skeletal trees.

Craig had already been back once with his family to scavenge what he could, but he still cried at the pile of wreckage that had been his childhood home.

The sheer power of nature fully struck Todd then, and it no longer sparked excitement.

He returned home and immediately began campaigning his mom to buy a tornado shelter. He wanted her to have a safe space, especially with him only a couple years away from leaving home and both of his brothers already off on their own. Not that any of them could protect her even if they were there, but he’d worry less if he knew she had a sanctuary.

She balked at the expense, but finally gave in after he took her through Craig’s neighborhood. A month later she had what looked like a bank vault installed in the corner of the garage and the next time they faced a tornado warning, Todd had admitted to himself that the safe room was as much for him as her.

Thinking about his mom pinched something in his chest. Why hadn’t he called her when he’d phoned Kurt? He should have told her he loved her, and assured her he was innocent and unharmed and had a plan. No doubt worry for him was her constant companion right now. Calling wouldn’t have changed that, but it might have eased her mind to hear from him.

But if he were honest, he knew exactly why he hadn’t made contact. He would’ve broken down the minute he heard her voice, and he hadn’t been ready to do that in public, and especially not in front of Lindsey.

Coward.

Right then, he promised himself that he’d get hold of his mother the minute it was safe.

He composed apologies and explanations in his head—for both his mom and Lindsey—and spun out a dozen possible escape plans depending on how things went down. He ignored the pull of Lindsey’s nearness and tried to pretend the loss of her trust hadn’t cleaved him in two.

Would she understand why he hadn’t told her about Pete? Did it matter?

When her shivering intensified, he tightened his arm around her and directed his warm breath across the back of her neck.

He’d begun to rethink the plan of staying hidden until nightfall when voices approached the truck.










CHAPTER TWELVE










LINDSEY HAD BEEN trying to envision a warm, crackling fire, pretending she was one of those monks who’d mastered the art of controlling their body temperature—and failing miserably—when a voice made her freeze in place.

The man sounded close enough to spit on. Footsteps crunched on the wet, salted asphalt, and she clamped her lips shut to keep her teeth from chattering loud enough for anyone to hear. Sharing body heat with Todd wasn’t enough to overcome the cold floor beneath them or their damp clothing, and he had it worse being on the exposed side.

Following his lead, she kept still, holding her breath.

If anyone studied the contents of the truck too carefully, or moved anything, she and Todd were screwed.

“I’ll keep an eye out during my shift,” the man said, right on top of them now.

The truck jerked sideways. Lindsey bit her lip to keep from gasping out loud. Around her, Todd’s body tensed. The door slammed shut and the engine started with a rough growl a few seconds later.

Putting his mouth close to her ear, Todd said, “I guess we’re going for a ride.”

She gave a slight nod, too cold to unclench her jaw for speech. The plan had been to wait for darkness and then sneak away from the compound. Getting a ride off the mountain seemed like too much to hope for. But it could also spell disaster. Who knew where they’d end up, or how long they could go without being discovered?

As they descended the hill, her feet pressed into the front wall of the bed and the tarp’s edges flapped loudly. The metallic scent of exhaust tickled her throat as they bounced over potholes, her already bruised hips getting battered anew.

Fatigue slammed into her. Today’s revelations about Megan and Todd, and everything she’d faced over the last few months, sucked her into a whirlpool of questions and confusion and pain.

Megan hated her. Next-level hatred. Like, happy-to-kill-her-level hatred.

How could Lindsey have misjudged so many important people in her life?

She didn’t even know the extent of Todd’s duplicity yet. A shudder ran through her and he tightened his hold, bracing as they rounded a bend. She ached to be able to trust him. There had to be one person she could count on.

And really, how egregious were his lies? If everything he’d told her was false, she’d be well rid of him as soon as possible. On the other hand, if he actually was an ex-PJ, working for a security company, hunting down a killer, could she fault him for not giving her the full truth?

Sure, they’d had sex, but he’d only known her a couple days. And before that, he’d expected to drop her at the sheriff’s office and return to his mission with her none the wiser. Once they were stuck together, maybe he hadn’t expected to encounter Pete at all.

Maybe she should just ask him.

Her head hurt, and not just from her cold-locked jaw or her temple bouncing against the hard floor every time they hit a bump. Would she ever be able to trust her own judgment again?

Todd’s actions over the last few days had to count for something. He’d saved her, protected her, kept her alive, made her laugh, made her feel…if not loved, something closer than she’d ever had. Respected, valued, admired.

This very second he was keeping her safe, trying in vain to keep her warm and hidden, likely developing a plan for every contingency.

It probably didn’t even matter if she could learn to overlook his lies of omission. Even if they were able to turn themselves in to the police safely, they no longer had Megan to testify on their behalf—Lindsey’s gut burned at the fresh wash of betrayal—and Todd had killed Meg’s brother. If anything, the woman’s animus would now be aimed at both Lindsey and Todd. If she could find a way to send them to jail—or worse—no doubt she’d do it.

The truck bounced and turned right, slamming Lindsey’s head into the metal so hard she saw fairy lights. If she didn’t end up with a concussion, it’d be a miracle.

Finally, the road turned smooth and the truck sped up, wind slapping the tarp against the toboggans. If her sense of direction was right, the truck was heading north, but that didn’t mean they’d end up in a town. There were plenty of ranches along the way.

With a sigh, she clenched her eyes shut, somehow drifting off into a state of half-awareness, half-sleep.

She had no idea how much time had passed when they slowed, made several turns, and then jerked to a stop. The moment of truth.

The driver’s door creaked open, and then slammed shut hard enough to rock the vehicle. Then, heavy footsteps moved out of range.

Her heart thrummed against her ribs and nerves danced across her insides, making her jumpy.

After a couple of minutes, Todd slowly lifted the toboggans and half sat up to peek through the gap. “He’s gone,” he whispered. “You ready?”

She nodded.

He shoved aside the sleds and rolled out from under the tarp. In a flash, he was over the side of the truck and then turning back to her with his arms outstretched. Without stopping to think, she let him hoist her up and over until she stood mostly steady on her feet between the truck and another car, both of them parked in front of a faded red brick building on a quaint little main street.

There were people around, but the town wasn’t busy. No one seemed to notice they’d been in the back of the truck. Even if they had, they probably wouldn’t care.

The streets were dry, and there wasn’t any snow packed on the side of the road, so maybe the lower elevations hadn’t been hit with the storm. The bright sun felt amazing, but she still shivered as the wind cut through her damp jeans.

Todd’s arm slid across her waist and he steered her toward the sidewalk. If butterflies suddenly danced in her belly, it was definitely nerves, not a reaction to his touch.

Yeah, right. Now who was the liar?
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The problem with September in southern Montana was that it was too quiet. Kids were back in school, so there were no families crowding the streets of the communities within striking distance of Yellowstone. Few couples, of any age, vied for lunch at the nearest restaurant.

Under ordinary circumstances, Todd wouldn’t mind the slow pace of the small town he and Lindsey had just landed in, with its old red-brick buildings and snow-capped mountain backdrop. Right now though, he’d be a hell of a lot more comfortable in a crowd. They just needed to find one.

Or a hideout. He glanced up at an old-fashioned marquee advertising Skyscraper with Dwayne Johnson for a two-thirty showing. The word LOFT fronted the building, vertically spanning multiple stories in huge block letters. It had to be a second-run theater, since that movie had come out months ago.

“You up for a flick?” Todd asked, his hand still pressed to the back of Lindsey’s damp jacket, reluctant to stop touching her. “I have some cash, and it’d get us off the street while we come up with a plan.” His wallet was pretty light, but he had enough money for two tickets and some snacks. His stomach growled in anticipation.

She glanced up and nodded. “Good idea. Let me get rid of these first.” She stripped off the makeshift gaiters covering her legs and shoved them into a trash can while he added the F-150’s license plate number to a note on his burner phone.

Five minutes later, after ordering food and using the restroom, they sat in the back corner of the ornate-but-aging theater with elegantly draped, faded red curtains framing its dingy screen. So far, they were the only two in attendance. They couldn’t completely let down their guard, but maybe they could relax an inch.

The twenty-something working the ticket/food counter had looked askance at their dirt-caked, bedraggled appearance, but hardly even roused himself to look them in the eye. Todd kept his injured arm turned away, counting on his dark jacket to hide the drying blood. The understandably bored—and monosyllabic—kid had returned to a game on his phone as soon as he’d handed over the food and Todd’s change.

Now, Lindsey sat to Todd’s left, resting a large bucket of popcorn on one knee and a paper dish of nachos on the other. He held a ridiculous stack of tiny napkins and a giant cup of Coke that barely fit in his hand.

Her entire body trembled and she stared, glassy-eyed, at the seat in front of her.

He set the drink on the floor between them and used a few napkins to wipe some wet blood from his jacket sleeve, holding back a grunt at the fiery pain.

“Want me to take a look?” she asked, blinking rapidly, a deep groove carved between her brows.

Maybe he’d grunted after all. He shook his head, stuffing the soiled napkins into his jacket pocket so they wouldn’t traumatize whoever cleaned the theater later. “Thanks, but there’s nothing you can do right now.” He’d have to give the wound more attention soon, but the quick wash and paper towel compress he’d applied in the bathroom would have to suffice for now.

She scrunched up her nose and stared down at the orange sauce coagulating on the chips.

“How about you?” His seat squeaked as he took the popcorn so she’d have a free hand. “You okay?”

“Maybe,” she said, her voice clipped. “Happy to be out of sight. I couldn’t breathe out there.”

That made two of them. Resisting the urge to put a comforting hand on her leg or shoulder or anywhere, he shoved a handful of tasteless popcorn into his mouth and chewed, balancing the container and the napkins on his lap. As long as the guy working the counter—or anyone who came into the theater—didn’t connect them to the pair in the news, they should be safe for a few hours.

“I’m going to call Kurt,” he said. At her nod, he dialed. The forties big band music being piped into the room was just loud enough to be annoying, but he mostly tuned it out.

His boss picked up after one ring. “Steele.” The man’s voice was a mixture of caution and hope.

“It’s me.”

Kurt let out a relieved sigh. “Did you find the friend?”

“Yes.” Todd glanced at Lindsey, whose gaze kept straying past him to the doorway that bisected their row. Unlike in modern movie theaters, patrons here entered through the rear, down a central aisle. “Turns out she was in on it,” he said, cringing internally at the memory. “Pete was her brother.”

He felt more than saw Lindsey flinch.

“Shit, that’s—” Kurt went silent for a second. “Wait…was?”

Todd’s jaw clenched and he forced away the image. “He came at me.”

“Fuck. That’s going to complicate things.”

His hackles rose. “I didn’t have a choice.” He hadn’t, right? Pete was bigger and stronger—history had proven that—and had been much too close, armed with a wicked blade. If Todd had let the man get any closer, Pete would’ve gutted him like a fish. And then he might’ve gone after Lindsey. Todd had had no other choice but to shoot.

“I know,” Kurt said.

That was it. Just two simple words said with complete conviction.

Thank God someone trusted him. Todd’s muscles loosened a millimeter. Having allies was everything.

“I’ll call the feds about the shootout too,” Kurt said. “The sooner we get legit law enforcement involved the better. Maybe they can keep the locals from destroying all the evidence.”

“Good idea. Before I forget, can you take down this license plate?” Todd rattled off the number. “We stowed away in the back of that truck. The feds might be interested in its owner.”

“Good thinking.”

Todd took a deep breath and glanced at Lindsey. “We’re ready to come in.”

“All right. Scott recommended the criminal defense attorney who worked on his case when he was a kid. Marti King-Okonkwo. She lives in Helena now, so depending on where you are, it might take her a while to get there. But she gave me her cell, so I should be able to get ahold of her pretty quickly.”

The tight band around Todd’s chest loosened. Not just some random lawyer, but one Scott knew personally and trusted. One who would make sure they got a fair chance. It was the absolute best he could ask for. “We’re at the Loft Theater, but I don’t know what town. I’d guess less than an hour north of Tuttle.”

A flurry of keystrokes sounded in the background and then Kurt said, “Yep, there’s a Loft Theater in Cranston, on Broadway.” Kurt had to have a million questions about what had happened, but all he asked was, “Is it safe to call you back?”

Todd let his restless scan of the room pause on Lindsey, her face reflecting the colors from the low-budget, on-screen ad for a pawn shop as she carefully bit a cheesy chip. “For now.”

“Is there anything you’ll need immediately?”

“Fresh clothes and a first aid kit.”

“What happened?” Kurt’s voice was sharp.

“Nothing major. Knife to the shoulder.” The asshole guard at the compound had gotten a cut in before Todd knocked the guy out and took his rifle.

“Jesus, Brennan.” An aggrieved sigh. “All right, hang tight.”

“Roger that.” Todd slipped the phone into his jacket pocket.

“He found someone?” Lindsey reached for the stack of napkins perched on his thigh, the faint pressure of her fingers enough to send a zing of excitement up his leg.

He nodded. “One of the guys I work with got into some trouble as a teen here in Montana and she was his lawyer. If Scott recommends her, that’s about as good as it gets.”

“All right. Now what?”

Was Lindsey starting to trust him again? He looked around, but they were still alone. “Kurt will call back with details.”

They ate their snacks in silence. His body and brain felt numb. Pete was dead. Justice had been delivered, but Todd couldn’t process it. He wanted to go back to how things were before. Before Lindsey realized he’d been hiding his motives from her. Before she’d watched him shoot a man in the chest. Before she’d learned that her best friend was a two-faced, murderous bitch.

“I’m sorry about Megan,” he said.

Lindsey nodded, her eyes blinking rapidly before she dropped the chip in her hand and took a shaky breath. “Me too. I feel like a fool.”

“Don’t.”

“How did I not know?”

He managed to keep his hands to himself as he said, “Probably the same way I didn’t know Pete was capable of killing his own wife. My cousin.”

She gasped. “He killed her? Why?”

Todd rubbed his forehead and took a sip of the Coke. He owed her this. “He was an angry drunk. Probably had PTSD or something, but would never get help. They lived about half an hour from me, and she had called for help a few times before. I’d always managed to talk him down, get him out of the house until he sobered up. So when she texted this time, and refused to call the police, as usual, I grabbed my friend Jason and drove over.”

Lindsey’s dark brows twisted.

“Pete was more agitated than I’ve ever seen. I tried to calm and distract him while Jason hustled Bethany and their son Austin out the back door. But Pete noticed and lost his shit. He pulled a gun and started shooting. I jumped him, but…I was too late.” Todd’s heart pounded in his chest like a trapped animal. His throat tightened.

He’d failed them. All of them.

Bethany.

Jason.

Austin.

Even Pete.
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Lindsey lay a hand on Todd’s thigh, unable to go another second without offering whatever comfort she had to give. Her touch seemed to startle him out of the dark thoughts that had turned his entire body rigid. He glanced around the room, eyes a bit wild.

They were still alone.

After a few beats, he covered her hand with his own, his fingers uncharacteristically cold. “Bethany died instantly,” he said, his voice scorched.

Lindsey sucked in a breath. Oh, God. What an awful thing to witness, to feel responsible for.

“We grew up together. So close she was more like a sister. And I had to tell my aunt and uncle...” He stared at the seat in front of him.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, feeling wholly inadequate.

“Jason survived, but it was a close thing.” Todd clenched his jaw. “He was still in the hospital when I left town. His leg is now held together with rods and pins, and I have no idea what his future looks like.”

“Ouch.” She turned her palm up and squeezed his hand, taking a deep breath. “And the boy?” she asked, tentatively, almost scared of the answer.

“Austin’s fine. Well, unharmed anyway. He lives with my aunt and uncle in Stillwater now. He’s only a year old, so he won’t have any memories of the shooting, but he’ll grow up without his parents. Knowing that his dad killed his mom.” Todd dropped his head back and squeezed his eyes shut. “Fuck. And that I killed his dad.”

Her heart crumpled. “No, he’ll grow up knowing that you saved his life, and tried to protect her. That you avenged her. Besides, you didn’t have a choice.” Lindsey could hardly stand watching him agonize over the loss of a man who’d killed his own wife, who’d planned to help kill Lindsey too. She shuddered, the horror rising anew. “Pete made that choice for you.”

“Only because I was at the cabin. After he escaped his house, when the trail went cold and the police stopped actively looking, I decided to hunt him down and ensure he faced justice.”

She forced herself not to retreat from his touch. “You intended to kill him all along?”

“What?” His brow furrowed. “No. I planned to find him and alert the cops.”

“Why didn’t you tell me this beforehand?” Now, she better understood the reasoning behind his argument to go to the compound without her. If he’d told her the truth, would she have let him go after Megan alone?

Not likely.

“I should have.” He grimaced. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want you to doubt me, to think I was only going up there because of Pete.”

Well. She sat back. It didn’t get any more straight than that. “Were you?”

He shook his head. “No, that’s my point. I would’ve gone after Megan with or without you, Pete or no. There was no guarantee he was there. I was just following a lead.”

She hadn’t doubted him before. And, honestly, she didn’t doubt him now. God help her, she believed everything. But Megan’s betrayal—and her own inability to see it—struck deep. Could she afford to trust Todd again so easily?

It came down to motive. Megan had needed to hide her unlawful activity. What could Todd’s motive be for lying to Lindsey now? Running into her had complicated his life in every way.

Except motives could be invisible, unexpected. She couldn’t see inside his head to know what unfathomable rationale he might have. But her mom always said, “Words mean nothing. Actions mean everything.” Actions were something Lindsey could see. Todd’s very first act had been to pull her off a cliff, and every single thing he’d done since then had been to protect her. Fighting for her, treating her wounds, carrying her, feeding her, concealing and clothing her. Killing for her.

He’d risked his own life for hers from the moment they’d met, and hadn’t once stopped.

So, yeah, she trusted him. “I’m glad you chose to follow Pete to Montana,” she said. “If you hadn’t, those men would’ve caught me and I’d probably be dead.” Just the thought of it made her body turn cold.

His expression hardened as he squeezed her hand and met her gaze. “For that reason alone, I can’t regret it.”

Desire flared to life, her body’s memory of their lovemaking heating her blood and urging her toward him. And desire was far preferable to the shattered sensation provoked by recent events. “For what it’s worth—“ she leaned over to whisper in his ear “—you’re still my end-of-the-world pick.”

His faint smile as she pulled back made her heart flutter. “And with such incredible competition,” he said dryly, gesturing to the empty auditorium as the lights dimmed and the tinny music cut out. “I’m honored.”

“Don’t forget the kid at the counter. All that untapped potential.”

“Maybe a little too untapped.” He set the tub of popcorn near his feet, wiped his hands on a napkin, and shifted closer, his smile slowly leaching away as he searched her face, his gaze landing on her mouth. “Lindsey.” Her name fell rough-hewn from his lips, turning her pulse manic. He tucked a stray piece of hair behind her ear, the brush of his fingers making it hard to breathe.

She should’ve resisted, protected herself, but she couldn’t make herself do it. They were alive, and that was worth celebrating. Instead, she closed the gap between them, pressing her lips to his in a kiss that went from tentative to desperate in an instant.

His mouth was both soft and urgent, melting away all the stress and fear, flooding her body with a new kind of tension, a taut need that twisted her up inside. This was pure truth. The electric feel of his skin, the champagne bubbles of desire that buzzed through her veins, the fiery lust that chased away her chills.

One of them moaned and she pressed closer, ignoring the armrest that dug into her ribs.

Splat.

She pulled back, startled. The nachos had hit the floor, cheese side down, of course. “Shit.”

Todd blew out a breath and bit his lip. “Sorry.”

“I’m not.” She used a few napkins to scoop as much of the gooey pile back into the paper dish as possible. “They were pretty terrible.”

He chuckled.

“My only regret is that we wasted your money on them,” she said.

“My only regret is that dropping them made you pull away.”

It was her turn to laugh, a nervous release, even as her stomach did a slow roll. She might never get used to his directness, but it was one of the things she liked about him. Heat crept into her cheeks. She wanted to kiss him again with a startling intensity, but a little voice inside her whispered that it was a bad idea. That damned prudence.

“Hey.” He sat back in his seat and waited until she looked at him. “It’s okay. A lot has happened since last night.” Last night. When they’d made love. Twice. “So, as much as I’d like to pick up right where we left off, I get it if you’re not there with me.”

She was though. Right there with him. Ready to jump right back into his arms.

Maybe partly because even now he protected her. He didn’t push, didn’t ridicule, didn’t call her a cocktease or worse. Unlike her asshole ex, Todd let her off the hook, even though she’d kissed him.

And now she wanted to do it again.










CHAPTER THIRTEEN










TODD FORCED HIMSELF to look away from Lindsey and take a deep breath as he scanned the still empty theater. What the hell was he thinking? No matter how much he wanted to, he couldn’t kiss her again. Not right now. Even if he was interpreting the look on her face correctly, he needed to keep his wits about him, stay alert for potential threats, and make plans for every contingency.

He couldn’t do that when she looked at him with so much heat in her eyes. Despite her disheveled appearance she was beautiful. Her resilience and capacity for humor under the circumstances only made her more impressive.

Any other time, he would have dragged her into his arms and shown her exactly how he felt. Right now, he needed to stow those thoughts and focus.

“Can you explain something about Megan?” he asked, desperate for a distraction, and also curious.

Lindsey frowned. “What’s that?”

“I got that she was laundering money for the sheriff somehow, but I don’t understand why she went after you.” 

“Cruz must’ve told her I was investigating her customers.”

Todd’s jaw clenched. He wanted to throttle this Cruz asshole. Not only had he cheated on Lindsey—the most incredible woman in the fucking universe—his actions had nearly gotten her killed. “Why were you doing that?”

Lindsey sighed. “Because she hired me to do her taxes. It was late in the game, and everything was so disorganized that I had to file for an extension just to get it done. As I went through her payment processor statements to verify the gross receipts, there were an inordinate number of purchases from a handful of companies through only one or two affiliate accounts. I’d expected most of her customers to be individuals or small businesses coming from all over the place.

“I mean, sure, one affiliate member can drive a lot of traffic if they have a large newsletter list or social media audience, but the customer base should be broad, so I mentioned it to Meg.”

Todd frowned. This kind of thing wasn’t his strong suit. “What’s an affiliate exactly?”

“Oh, sorry.” Lindsey grimaced. “It’s someone who uses their own platform—website, social media, newsletter—to drive traffic to a business in exchange for a cut of the sales.”

“So someone with a popular blog about graphic design might promote Megan’s classes to his followers and she’d pay them for each sale?”

Lindsey smiled. “Exactly. Having a small number of successful affiliates wasn’t necessarily weird, but having so many of those purchases come from the same customer was.”

Todd scratched his beard. “So, whoever wanted to pay off the sheriff—for protecting gun or drug shipments, or whatever he’s up to—could buy one or more of Megan’s courses using the his affiliate link, and she’d get some of the money basically as a laundering fee?”

“Yep.”

“Damn,” he said. “That’s pretty brilliant.”

“And remarkably easy to set up, and hard to catch.”

“But you caught it.” Todd couldn’t hide his admiration.

She bit her lip. “I wasn’t sure. And I assumed, if I was right, that they were using Meg’s site without her knowledge.”

“What happened when you mentioned it to her?” he asked.

Lindsey looked at her lap, a crease forming between her dark brows. “She accused me of being jealous of her success. Of thinking that she wasn’t smart enough to make that kind of money without cheating.”

“Ouch. But you kept pressing?”

“Yes, but I told her I’d dropped it, because I didn’t want to bring it up again unless I had proof.” Lindsey absently stroked the napkin draped across her thigh. “I never wanted to hurt her. I was happy that her business was taking off. I thought I was protecting her.”

Todd covered her hand with his own. “What did you find?”

She flipped her hand palm up and twined her fingers with his. “Most of the businesses that bought big-ticket courses from her looked like shell companies, operating out of common tax haven countries like Cyprus. Theoretically, they could’ve been legit clients with lots of employees taking her classes, but the majority of purchases were for classes on how to start your own freelance business. Why would a company pay for that, and always through an affiliate? It raised some flags.”

“If it’s any consolation,” he said, “you were right.”

“I wish I wasn’t.” Her forlorn look tempted him to wrap her in his arms and kiss her until they both forgot all about Megan.

The phone in his pocket vibrated and Todd snatched it up immediately. Saved by the buzz. “Hey.”

“Brennan?” Kurt asked, his voice faint against the action movie preview currently playing on screen.

“Stand by.” Todd stood, releasing Lindsey’s hand, momentarily torn between leaving her alone and taking her with him. Both of them walking out for a phone call would look strange though, right? “I’ll be back in a minute.”

She frowned but nodded.

Jogging to the end of the aisle, he slipped through the door and stepped into the lobby. The kid was still behind the counter, but the place appeared otherwise deserted. Not wanting to lose sight of the door to the theater, Todd moved to the opposite corner of the open room. “Can you hear me?”

“That’s perfect. You still safe?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, here’s the deal. Ms. King-Okonkwo is on her way to you now. She’ll have everything you need including fresh phones and a secure place to stay.” Kurt relayed the woman’s cell phone number and the rest of the details. “Anything else?”

“Just thanks. To you and Scott. I owe you.”

“The only thing you owe me is a safe return,” Kurt said, sounding annoyed. “Scott might have other ideas.”

Todd scoffed, eyeballing everyone who passed outside the building’s big front windows. He could never give up his Steele crew. “Okay, man. See you soon.” God willing.

He ended the call and returned to the theater. Still empty except for Lindsey seated in the back corner. He let loose the breath he’d been holding, unwilling to examine all the reasons he didn’t want to be away from her.

“Everything okay?” she asked softly.

Sitting heavily as exhaustion settled into his limbs like concrete, he leaned close and said, “The lawyer’s on her way. Timing will be tight, but she should arrive right around the end of the movie.”

Lindsey visibly relaxed, gripping his hand hard. “I’m scared about turning ourselves in. I don’t know if I trust the system to get it right. But I’m so ready to stop running.”

“I’m scared too. This is a fucked-up situation, and there are no guarantees.” He should probably sugarcoat things, try to make her feel better, but she was a smart woman. She understood the world, that the justice system wasn’t always fair. What would be the point?

And supposedly, she preferred his thoughts straight up.

She gave him a wan smile and brought his knuckles up for a brief kiss. “I’m glad I’m not alone.”

Alone in her feelings, or physically? Either way… “Same.” He returned the gesture, pressing his lips to the back of her fingers, both wanting more, and somehow enjoying the comfort of this small act. “And I will do everything in my power to protect you. To make sure the right people go to jail.”

“Thank you.” She kissed him hard on the mouth, stopping long before he was ready. “Me too.”

He smiled. No woman besides his mother had ever declared her desire to protect him.

Lindsey blinked slowly, her body sagging with fatigue.

He curled his arm around her shoulder and held her close against his side, careful not to crush her against the metal armrest with its fraying upholstery. The contact soothed his nerves. “You can rest. I’ll keep watch.”

Her eyelids drifted closed. “Aren’t you tired?”

“It’s okay. I won’t be able to sleep.” Despite his weariness, he was wired, on alert for any threat. He couldn’t let his guard down while they were at risk.

“We should take turns.” Her voice slurred, and his heart tumbled.

Kissing her hair, he said, “I’ll take the first shift.”

She fell asleep with her head on his shoulder before Dwayne Johnson’s character learned about the fire in the high-rise that threatened his family.

By the time the credits started rolling, he was stiff and achy and ready to jump out of his skin. A still-dozing Lindsey was the only thing keeping him in his seat.

He moved to wake her when his phone buzzed with a text message from a recently programmed number.

The lawyer.
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“She’s here.” The low voice slipped into Lindsey’s consciousness on a swell of music. She’d been in that weird state of sleep where you hear everything going on around you, and think you’re awake, but then you wake up and realize you were having weird dreams inspired by the ambient sounds.

These days, though, it was hard for her dreams to be stranger than real life. Lindsey popped up in her seat, reality rushing in like the surf. A stream of names scrolled up the movie screen. Todd watched her, his face drawn and weary. 

“You were supposed to wake me for the second watch,” she said.

“I just did. It starts now.” He rose and held out his hand. “The lawyer’s waiting outside.”

She let her pull him to her feet, still feeling sluggish even as her heart sped up at the thought of relying on another stranger and setting the process in motion to surrender to law enforcement.

“You want a drink?” Todd held out the massive soda cup and she took a swig of the warm, watery Coke.

Not great, but she was thirsty.

He scooped up the half-full popcorn bowl, which also held the remains of her nachos, and led the way down the aisle, dumping their trash in the bin. After they parted for a quick potty break, he met her outside the restroom door, taking her hand. “You ready? She’s parked two spots down on the left in a black Porsche Cayenne.”

Lindsey took a deep breath and nodded. Ready as she’d ever be. Todd gripped her hand and they strolled toward the exit as if they hadn’t a care in the world, his snow pants unnaturally loud in the quiet lobby. The kid behind the counter looked up as they passed and Todd offered a casual wave. The boy jerked his chin in acknowledgment and returned his attention to his phone.

“Head straight for the rear passenger side. We’ll get in the back.”

“Okay.” Even if splashing water on her face hadn’t helped shake off the remnants of sleep, venturing out of the perceived safety of the theater would’ve done it. Her body and brain went on high alert, muscles taut, nerves hypersensitive. She cataloged everyone she could see through the glass walls, and Todd must’ve been doing the same, since he hesitated before pushing open the door and leading her toward the old-fashioned ticket booth that sat under an overhang out front.

The cool air reminded her that her jeans were still damp at the seams, but her body was on fire, sweat trickling down her sides. She tried to look like a normal person and not a scared animal, literally shaking in her boots, but no one on the street gave them a second glance.

She spotted the Porsche immediately. A Black woman with a cloud of light brown hair sat behind the wheel.

Todd strode straight up the passenger side and opened the rear door. “Ms. King-Okonkwo?”

The woman nodded. “Get in.”

He motioned Lindsey to go first and then fiddled with the door before sliding in beside her on the black leather. “FYI, I disabled the child lock on this side,” he said.

That never would have occurred to her. One more reason to be grateful she wasn’t facing this alone. She was nervous as hell even with Todd. Doing this by herself would be downright paralyzing.

The driver glanced at him in the rearview, her brows scrunched. “Okay.”

“I just wanted you to know in case I forget to turn it back on and you have kids.”

“Ah, not little ones.” She smiled and smoothly backed out the SUV, its engine purring. “But, thank you.”

Todd waited until they were out of town and onto the highway before he asked, “So, what’s the plan here?”

“First, you need to consent to my representation so we have explicit attorney-client privilege.”

“I consent,” Lindsey said.

“Me too.”

“Okay, second, you can call me Marti.” Her shimmery pink nails flashed as she navigated a dizzying array of buttons on the dash.

From what Lindsey had seen so far, the woman was beautiful and polished. She appeared to be in her mid-thirties, but was probably older if she’d represented one of Todd’s coworkers in his teens, and had grown children of her own. “I’m Lindsey.”

“Todd.”

Marti nodded. “All right then, the next step is to get you to a safe house. I have a vacation rental in Helena that’s currently unoccupied. Will that work for you? It’s a bit of a drive.”

“Absolutely,” Todd said. “I assume you’ll add it to the bill, but if you need me to pay anything—“

“Mr. Steele covered the retainer and rental expenses up front, so don’t worry about that right now.”

One more thing Lindsey would have to settle up with Todd and his boss at some point. Though he looked almost as stunned as she felt.

“We really appreciate your help,” Lindsey said.

“Of course. I’m glad I was available.” Marti adjusted the stereo to an easy R&B playlist on low volume. “If you can wait a couple of hours, there’s food in the house, along with some clothing and first aid supplies.” Her gaze flicked briefly to Todd. “But if you need anything on the way, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“Thank you,” Todd said, his back straight, eyes scanning the car, their surroundings, Marti.

The middle seat loomed between him and Lindsey, separating her from the heat and comfort of his body.

As if reading her mind, he took her hand, resting their twined fingers on her thigh. “You okay?”

Not really. She needed more sleep, food, more time alone with him. She might get the first two once they arrived in Helena, but sometime in the next twenty-four hours, she would probably be separated from Todd. Both of them could end up in jail.

The idea hollowed her out. How could she be okay? “Fine,” she said. He had enough to worry about. And, after all, things could be so much worse.

He was with her for now, and for the first time in days, they had a chance to survive, maybe even get someone to listen to their side of the story.

All she had to do was trust. Todd, Kurt, Marti. The FBI.
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Sitting next to Lindsey in the warm, pine-scented Porsche, Todd forced himself to relax his grip on her hand. They’d been hurtling toward this moment for days, and suddenly he had to face a future that might not include her. How that had become unthinkable in a matter of days made no sense, but he couldn’t deny it.

Swell timing.

As if he had a choice. Without the bad timing he never would’ve met her in the first place.

To distract himself, he studied Marti. Aside from any physical resemblance, her style reminded him of Steele’s business manager, Tara Fujimoto. Perfectly put together from head to toe, professional but feminine. Todd recognized body armor when he saw it.

Good. They needed a warrior on their side.

He leaned forward. “Doesn’t helping us endanger your law license or whatever? We’re fugitives.”

“As long as I don’t help you commit a new crime, it’s fine.” She glanced back at him. “Especially given that we’re negotiating your surrender.”

“Okay.” If he didn’t trust Marti, they’d be on the run forever. Not that he’d be complacent around her, but he’d go along with her plans as long as it made sense and seemed safe. And Scott trusted her. That counted.

“What kind of law do you practice?” Lindsey asked.

“Criminal. I’m a defense attorney.”

“That sounds hard,” Lindsey said. “Pressure to save the innocent people, knowing you might help some bad ones go free.”

In the rearview mirror, the lawyer’s gaze snapped to Lindsey. “It can be.”

“Why’d you choose it?”

Marti shrugged. “My brother was charged with murdering one of his students at a private high school when I was still in college. It had enough of an impact that I switched from premed to prelaw.”

“Was he acquitted?” Lindsey asked.

The lawyer looked out the window toward the mountains. “Eventually.”

“Jesus.” Not that Todd was surprised it took awhile. “Did they find the real murderer?”

“Yes.” Her knuckles paled as she squeezed the steering wheel. “It was the girl’s uncle. He committed suicide by cop when they showed up to arrest him.”

“Coward.”

In the mirror, her sculpted eyebrows rose and her head tilted. “At least it was over and my brother got his life back.”

“True.” Todd had certainly fantasized about Pete’s death, but he’d planned to let the justice system handle him. Hell, Todd could’ve easily come home from Afghanistan just like him. The things he’d seen, the choices he’d had to make…

But he couldn’t excuse Pete’s actions, the men he’d ultimately become involved with, or the things he’d been willing to do. PTSD—or whatever his issue—didn’t make someone a criminal.

Todd could admit that part of him was glad Pete would never be a threat to anyone else, even as he mourned for the man Pete could have been, and for his own part in the man’s end.

He released Lindsey’s hand and dug his knuckles into his chest. “I need to let Kurt know what’s up. Do you want me to have him contact your parents?”

“Yes, please. I’m sure they’re going out of their minds.”

He nodded and slid the burner phone from his pocket.

She closed her eyes and put her head back, turning her face away from the low sun shining directly through her tinted window.

Todd forced himself to look away and type out a message to Kurt.

TODD: We’re with the lawyer. Heading somewhere safe.

KURT: (thumbs up emoji)

TODD: Let my mom and Lindsey’s parents know?

KURT: Will do.

TODD: And Jason, please.

KURT: Yep. Keep me posted.

TODD: Copy. 

Whatever happened once they surrendered, Todd had a lot to atone for.

While Lindsey dozed, he removed the battery from the phone, and then occupied his time scanning for tails, keeping an eye on Marti, watching Lindsey’s sweet face, and savoring his relative freedom.

When they arrived at the small house, the sun had just set, leaving them in shadow, but with enough light to see their surroundings. The neighborhood was quiet, with little street traffic, a couple of barking dogs, and empty sidewalks.

Lindsey roused as they turned into the driveway, rubbing her eyes and peering through the window at the house draped in twilight.

Marti used a clicker stashed in her car’s center console to open the single garage door before driving inside and closing the door behind them. Once in the house, Todd did a quick sweep of the rooms to ensure they were alone, and closed all the blinds. Back in the kitchen, Lindsey had started a pot of coffee.

Standing at the counter, Marti set out two new, unopened, pay-as-you-go cell phones. Once the phones were activated, they each programmed her number into them. “For emergencies only. I don’t recommend you make contact with Kurt or anyone else you know while you’re here. You never know who’s watching and tracking. Web searches should be okay as long as you don’t log in to anything like your personal email, voicemail, bank accounts, etc.…”

Todd nodded as if this wasn’t usually his role.

“You’re sure it’s okay that you’re helping us?” Lindsey asked with a frown, looking a bit dazed.

Marti removed an iPhone from her oversized purse. “I’m not required to turn you in for crimes already committed. As long as you don’t tell me about any new ones you’re planning…”

“If I have my way, I’ll never get so much as a parking ticket for the rest of my life,” Lindsey said.

Marti smiled. “Okay, then.” Turning to Todd, she said, “Kurt said you have an FBI contact?”

“Her name’s Wendy Parker. Last I heard, she worked in the Salt Lake City field office. I don’t know her number, but Kurt was going to try to get in touch, let her know we’d be willing to surrender to her once we found Megan.”

The lawyer made a note in her phone. “I’ll see what I can do. That’s a full day’s drive.”

“We’ll wait as long as it takes.” Todd ignored Lindsey’s curious look. “She’s the only law enforcement officer I trust right now.”

“Does the FBI actually have jurisdiction over our case?” Lindsey asked. “I assume Todd’s boss filled you in on why we can’t go to the local police.”

“Some. I don’t know what happened after you talked to him.”

Todd gave her a quick outline of recent events, during which she managed to give away nothing of her thoughts.

“The FBI handles cases of police corruption and money laundering, so I think they can justify taking this case. Special Agent Parker is another matter, but it won’t hurt that Helena’s FBI office is a resident agency under the Salt Lake field office. I’ll let her figure that one out.”

He nodded.

“Anything else you need before I leave?”

“No, but thank you,” Lindsey said. “I’m not sure where we’d be right now without your help.”

For a moment, Marti’s mask of indifference slipped. She nodded and cleared her throat. “I’ll call you as soon as I know something.”

Once she was gone, Todd locked the door to the garage and turned to find Lindsey right behind him, holding her arms across her middle.

“Hey.” He held out his arms and she sank into his embrace. God, he’d been so afraid they wouldn’t make it to this moment.

His heart rate slowed and some of the tension melted from his neck and shoulders. Holding her had a near-magical effect on him, and he didn’t want to let go.

She shifted back just enough to trail her fingers over his brow. “So, tell me more about this FBI friend of yours.”










CHAPTER FOURTEEN










THE WAY TODD talked about the FBI agent, with a heavy dose of awe and admiration, had Lindsey wondering why he hadn’t mentioned the woman before. Especially considering that his boss and Marti already knew about her.

“We grew up next door to each other,” Todd said. “Her brother Craig was my best friend, and she was a year ahead of us in school.” He cleared his throat. “We also dated during my senior year of high school, while she went to the local community college to save for OU.”

Ah. Had he worried that Lindsey would be jealous if she knew?

“It ended when I broke up with her to join the Air Force right after graduation.”

“But you still trust her to treat you…us, fairly?” Lindsey asked.

“Absolutely. She’s a professional, and she doesn’t hold a grudge.” He frowned, getting a far away look in his eyes. “Besides, it’s been fifteen years. According to Facebook, she’s married and has a kid.”

There was still something there. If not love, at least nostalgia, shared history, maybe some regrets.

He stepped closer and gently massaged her shoulders, melting some of her anxiety. “Hey, I trust her. I don’t know how things are going to turn out, I can’t make promises, but I honestly believe she’s our best shot at surviving this clusterfuck.”

“Okay.”

Todd flashed a relieved smile and gave her a quick, reassuring kiss that had her forgetting about Wendy Parker altogether. “Sit tight. I’m going to check things out.”

He scanned the house, checking all the doors and windows to ensure they were locked. Then, he began looking under table lamps and plant pots, and behind pictures. He even stood on a chair to inspect the chandelier.

“What are you doing?”

He glanced at her. “Checking for bugs.”

Bugs? Like listening devices? That’s something that never would’ve occurred to her. “You worried we can’t trust Marti?”

Todd shrugged. “We probably can. I mean, Scott must have thought so to recommend her to Kurt, and I trust him with my life. Plus, Kurt would have done his due diligence before contacting her, but you never know what people will do given the right circumstances. Or whether she was compromised without knowing it.” He stepped down and washed his hands at the sink.

“Are you satisfied that the place is secure now?” Lindsey fought the urge to pull back the blinds to look out the front window.

He strode into the living room and tugged her into his arms. “As much as I can be without a scanner.”

When he held her like this, all of her doubts disappeared. Their future was far too precarious to waste the time they had right now, possibly their final moments together. “I suppose if we don’t talk, we don’t have to worry about giving away anything incriminating, right?” She raked her fingers through his thick hair.

A broad grin spread across his face and he leaned closer. “I like the way you think.” He planted a soft kiss on her lips. “But, first I want to check in with Kurt. Let him know we arrived without incident.”

Oh. Right. “I thought we weren’t supposed to contact any of our ‘known associates.’”

Todd shook his head. “I’m not gonna call him. We have a special mailbox that destroys the messages so they can’t be traced. I’ll get through to him on that.”

“Ah.” Of course they did. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

He shook his head.

“Then I’m going to take a shower.” Join me. “I haven’t felt truly clean in days.” Hot water and a bar of soap had never sounded so good. How had Marti stood the stench of them?

He winked. “I wasn’t going to say anything, but…”

She gave him an affronted laugh and punched him lightly on his good shoulder. “I don’t think you’re in any position to talk.”

He grabbed her wrist and pulled her in for another quick kiss and gave her a gentle push toward the hallway. “Go, before I forget what I was doing.”

Still smiling, she entered the bathroom and undressed, wincing at the sight of the bruises on her ribs in the large mirror that hung above the sink. The space was modest, with a single vanity, toilet, and tub/shower combo, but appeared to have been recently updated.

Someone had left them fresh bottles of hotel-sized shampoos and soaps, disposable razors, clean towels, and even new clothes.

She stepped into the hot water and sighed. Taking a shower after days without was pure heaven.

Todd didn’t join her, so she finished up and got dressed. Whoever had guessed at her sizes hadn’t done a bad job. The bra was the stretchy wireless kind that would fit a range of women, and the underwear was a similar fabric, both in white. The black sweater came up a little short in the arms but the jeans were almost long enough.

Mostly it felt great to be clean. Sometimes it was the little things, like not being covered in dirt and sweat, that made all the difference in the world. As if half of the stress and worry of the last few days had also disappeared down the drain.

When she emerged from the bathroom, Todd sat on the loveseat, thumbs flying across the screen of the phone. He looked up and smiled. “Feel better?”

“So much.” She sat next to him in the couch and he shifted away.

“I don’t want to contaminate you.”

“Too late,” she said. “I think I already got your cooties.”

He looked like he wanted to say more about that, but he gave a little shake of his head and gestured to his phone. “I got in touch with Kurt. He sent a picture of Marti, and it matches the woman we met.”

“That’s something, I guess.” She rubbed her hands along the stiff fabric of her jeans. “Do you think the FBI will be able to find enough evidence to exonerate us?”

“I don’t know. I hope so.” He placed his hand on her own, stopping her nervous gesture. “The timeline and some of the events will support our story.” He sighed. “But the deck is stacked against us.”

“That’s pretty much what I was thinking. I appreciate you not sugarcoating it for me.” The last thing she wanted was false hope.

“Do you really?” He looked at her, so close she could discern the many shades of blue in his irises, and the navy band that encircled them.

She scrunched her eyebrows at him. “Yes.” Why did he doubt her sincerity? “I’ve told you that.”

He slid a hand into her damp hair and cupped the back of her head, his gaze shifting to her lips. Her chest tightened, her breath backing up in her throat as he leaned in, serious, deliberate. When their mouths met, he settled in with a palpable urge that matched her own, cherishing her, loving her, devouring her in the best possible way.

The sweater was too hot, and she squirmed in the constricting denim. How did he turn her into a quivering bundle of need with a single kiss?

Okay, this wasn’t just a kiss, it was a mating of the mouths, a full symphony of lips and tongue that sparked lightning in her veins.

He pulled back, breathless. “Dirty. I’m going to take a very, very fast shower.”

She laughed.

He stood and looked down at her, his gaze hot and hungry, making her even more breathless. “Don’t go anywhere.”

She gave him three minutes from the time the shower curtain rings screeched against the rod, before she stood and slowly walked toward the bathroom. She knocked lightly on the door.

“Yeah. Everything okay?”

“Very.” She pushed open the door, stepping into the steamy room, and shut it behind her. “I was wondering if you needed anything,” she said, her voice bolder than she felt.

He pulled aside the opaque curtain and stood naked before her. Gloriously, beautifully naked from head to toe, his pale skin in stark relief against the fancy brown subway tiles.

She’d never seen him fully undressed. The sight made her a little dizzy.

Without a word, he held out his hand, droplets of water falling to the floor like tears, leaving dark spots on the blue rug.

She hastily shed her clothes and placed her hand in his, carefully stepping into the tub.

His darkened hair appeared even darker, flopping gently over to the side, dripping water down his bruised forehead. “I just finished washing the sunscreen out of my hair, but I haven’t soaped up yet.” He stared at her, his eyes bluer than the ocean on a sunny day.

“I couldn’t wait any longer,” she whispered.

He held up the soap and quirked an eyebrow. Yes, please. When she held out her hand, he gave her an impish grin and dropped it into her palm.

At her signal, he turned around, showing off the muscles in his back, buttocks, and calves. Her mouth watered as she slicked the soap over his skin, trying to memorize the feel of him against her hands, cataloging every freckle and scar, working her way over his shoulders, down his straight spine.

She lathered the fine hairs on the back of his legs and even washed his feet, making him laugh.

“Okay, rinse.”

He faced her. “Now the good part.” He winked and toyed with a strand of her wet hair, following it down her neck, trailing his fingers over her taut nipple.

She gasped and arched into his touch. He lifted his other hand and she sucked in another breath at the sight of the angry gash on his right upper arm, which he’d managed to keep hidden from her until now. Her stomach turned and her head spun. Please don’t let me pass out. “Todd. Jesus. We need to take care of that.”

He dropped his hands. “Later.”

“Seriously?” She laughed in disbelief. He’d been knifed and he wanted to have shower sex?

“I’m a medic, remember? I washed it out. You can help me patch it up…after.” He lifted both of her breasts and pressed them together, lowering his head to kiss her nipples.

She managed not to whimper, but she dropped the soap. If his wound really wasn’t bothering him, who was she to say otherwise? “You’re interfering with your cleaning,” she managed, her voice hoarse. “I need to focus.”

With a lascivious smile, he released her, dropping both arms to his sides. She retrieved the soap and lathered the incredible contours of his chest in wide swirls, taking care with his light brown nipples before following the hair that cascaded down to where his penis stood at the ready, thick and dark and eager.

The minute her hand slid up his shaft, Todd moaned and leaned in to capture her bottom lip between his teeth. She made a lusty noise in response and within milliseconds they were a slippery frenzy of hands and mouths and breath and hot, hot skin.

“No fucking condoms,” he growled.

She glanced up at him, still working him between her palms. She could get addicted to seeing his handsome face flushed with pleasure from her touch. “I’m guessing that wasn’t part of the welcome basket.”

He rested his forehead against hers with a frustrated groan. “No, I checked.”

She laughed. “And here I wasn’t sure you wanted to do this again.”

“What?” He stilled, gripping her wrist and forcing her to stop. “Why would you think that?”

Damn. Maybe she was losing her own filter around him. “Because you might worry that I’d get the wrong idea.”

“Which is?”

“That there’s a future for us.”

He stiffened. 

“I like you,” she said. “A lot. If I had my way, we’d never stop doing this. But I’m not asking for more.” Was she trying to convince him or herself? “I don’t have any expectations, so you don’t have to worry.”

She couldn’t bring herself to say it was okay. It would hurt like hell when they either went to jail or went home. But either way, she didn’t want to stop what they were doing. He was the best thing that had happened to her in a long time, and she’d take whatever she could get.

He backed out of reach and rinsed his body, closing his eyes under the spray. The rivulets of water trailed down the grooves of his muscles, riveting. Man, put a bottle of…anything in his hand and take a picture and the product would fly off the shelves.

“You’re not going to say anything?” She couldn’t stand the tension. Especially from a man who didn’t usually hold back his thoughts.

He scrubbed his hair off his face and looked at her, his eyes blazing. “I want you.” He moved closer, caging her within his arms. “I like you a lot too.”

His heat surrounded her, his bare skin millimeters away, tempting her to close the gap. Every desperate breath filled her senses with the scents of soap and desire.

He sank slowly to his knees and looked up at her. Carefully avoiding her bruises, he skimmed his hands up to her breasts, his touch making her shiver. “I like everything about you. Including this little mole.” He dropped a warm kiss at the top of her thigh. “And I only care about right now, right here, with you.”

Warm hands slid down her torso and around to cup her bottom as he suckled her inner thigh and encouraged her to place one foot on the edge of the tub. Her head fell back against the cool tile and her eyes fell closed on a moan when he parted her with his thumbs and hot breath caressed her core.

“Lindsey?”

“Hmm?” Why’d he stop? She glanced down, feeling heavy, her mind fogged like the small room.

“Are you okay with this?” he asked, his expression sincere, as if she weren’t physically begging for his touch.

“Yes.” He needed to just do it already.

A satisfied grin lit his handsome face. “We may not have condoms…” He punctuated each word with an intimate kiss, running his tongue along her center and finally, finally focusing on her clit. “But, luckily, I have other ideas.”

She jolted at the electric contact and let her knees fall wider.

His ideas were good.
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Todd gripped the back of Lindsey’s thighs and feasted on her hidden beauty. This woman was going to be the end of him. The taste of her, the feel of her slick skin, the complete ecstasy on her face as he coaxed her higher. Would he ever get enough?

He nearly came just from the sight of her dissolving into pleasure, cheeks pink, lips parted, golden skin bejeweled with droplets of water. God, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

She slid down the tile wall and sank to her knees, her bare bottom resting on his thighs as she caught her breath. Taking his face between her palms she gave him a long, slow, luxurious kiss that reached into his heart and grabbed hold.

“So it was good?” he asked, somehow managing an expression of pure innocence.

A shocked laugh escaped her. “Either you’re dense, or you weren’t paying attention.”

“Are you kidding? I couldn’t look away.”

She blushed and broke eye contact.

“Hey.” He lifted her chin until she met his gaze. “You’re beautiful, and sexy as hell.” He kissed her again and then helped her to her feet as he stood to rinse his face and turn off the water. Snagging the towel she’d used earlier off the rack, he handed it to her. “And I’m pretty sure you’re my new favorite flavor.”

The heat crept up her neck and across her face. Completely at odds with the innocent gesture, something hot flickered in her pretty brown eyes as she pressed a palm to his chest. “Time to find out if you’re mine.”

Her favorite flavor, or just hers?

His dick twitched, fully on board with both options. “What’s mine is yours,” he said, attempting to keep his voice nonchalant. He wasn’t sure he’d ever wanted anything as badly as he wanted to see her on her knees with her lips wrapped around him.

She swiped at his pecs with her towel. “Then dry off, Slick.” After toweling herself, she grabbed her clothes and opened the door, releasing the steamy air into the dimly lit living room. With a glance over her shoulder, she said, “Meet you in the bedroom.”

He tripped over himself to get dry and follow her, sliding his arms around her waist from behind and nuzzling the spot where her neck curved into her shoulder. She spun in his arms and drew him in for a sizzling kiss that drove the breath from his lungs and the strength from his legs.

Like before, when she’d driven him wild in the shower, her hands glided over his bare skin, caressing, arousing. He returned the favor, weighing her soft breasts in his palms, flicking his thumbs over her nipples just to elicit the tiny moans and that little catch in her breath that made him feel like a god.

As they kissed, she gently steered him around until the back of his legs hit the bed. He would’ve killed for a condom, for the chance to lay her on the sheets and bury himself deep inside her over and over again.

Not that he could complain. Her mouth brushed over his chin, moving slowly lower in concert with her hands, as she licked and caressed every sensitive spot on his body. Hell, they were all sensitive, and growing more so as she moved lower.

“Sit,” she commanded, gripping his hips and tugging him down.

Like he was going to say no. The second his bottom hit the bed, she moved between his knees and took him deep into her hot, wet mouth.

Heaven. He groaned embarrassingly loud and flopped back onto the mattress, closing his eyes so his world was reduced to only her mouth—and holy fuck, her hands—as she sucked and licked and even scraped gently with her teeth. How the hell was he supposed to breathe?

His fingers twisted in her damp hair as she caressed his balls and pumped his lower shaft and did wicked things with her lips and—

Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck.

The orgasm hit him like an armored truck. Just straight up annihilated him.










CHAPTER FIFTEEN










TODD SAT ON the couch ten minutes later, still reeling from pleasure as he finished bandaging his wound. It probably needed stitches, but he’d live. Chicks dug scars, right?

The only chick he wanted emerged from the bathroom with damp hair curling around her shoulders, her face shiny and beautiful. “I wish I had my glasses,” she said, plopping down next to him on the couch. “These contacts are about at the end of their useful life.”

He tilted his head. Her eyes were such a fascinating blend of rich brown with a starburst of gold and those dark speckles. “I’ll bet you look sexy in glasses.”

Her light laughter filled his chest, and her cheeks flushed. “Sexy is not the word I’d use, but they’re fine. I like being able to see, so…” She lifted her hand, palm up. “Contacts are easier, especially since I can use extended-wear, but sometimes I just need a break.”

“I don’t need reading glasses all the time, but at night my eyes get too tired to focus.”

“Ooh.” The way she eyeballed him ignited his blood all over again. “Reading glasses on a hot guy are about the sexiest thing ever.”

“Really?” He grinned and waggled his eyebrows. “What’s the sexiest thing ever?”

“A hot, naked guy, reading. Glasses optional.”

“That could be arranged.”

“Oh yeah? You have a friend who’d be willing?”

He pinned her to the couch. “So you’re just passing the time with me until someone better comes along, eh?” His belly tightened. Wasn’t that exactly what they were doing? Passing time until reality ripped them apart?

Her pupils widened and her smile faded as she reached up to twirl a lock of hair that had fallen over his brow. “I don’t think that’s possible.”

Everything in him ached at her soft words. Suddenly the idea of a future without her seemed unbearable. Which made him every kind of fool.

She kissed him, gently, sweetly, tugging at his heart—and lower. He pulled back before he lost his will and pushed up to sitting. “You want something to drink?”

Her brow scrunched and she nodded. “A glass of water would be great.”

In the kitchen, he busied himself making a cup of hot tea for himself, more to have something to do while his body calmed down than anything.

By the time he returned to the couch, he had things under control again. He handed her the glass and sat with his back to the armrest, one bent leg resting on the cushion between them, one foot on the floor.

Hopefully the position appeared casual, and not like the shield it was meant to be.

“So, what’s your favorite color?” she asked, tucking both feet under her to face him sideways.

“You sure you don’t want to know my sign first?” he teased. At her head shake, he said, “Red.”

“Truly?”

“Yeah, it’s not a joke on my hair, I just like how much energy red has, how vibrant it is. It’s powerful.”

“A lot like you.”

He stared at her, something warm and inconvenient flowing through him. She was like a sledgehammer, knocking down all the walls he’d built for his protection. “Is that how you see me?”

She nodded. “Strong, energetic, caring, honorable…”

He took a sip of his hot drink, hiding from her. He suddenly felt raw and naked—not in a good way—unsure what to do with all of these foreign feelings swirling inside him. He couldn’t let her see how much she affected him.

Without meaning to he’d let her become the greatest distraction, welcoming the respite from the mess of their lives, but deep down knowing that it cost him. “Do you want to watch TV?”

She shook her head, a small frown pulling her lips down at the corners, twisting his heart into knots. “I’m exhausted. I think I’m ready for bed.” Her voice wasn’t coy, just matter-of-fact and rife with fatigue.

His own weariness hit him then. They’d been operating on adrenaline and extreme emotion for days now and the sudden sense of security—whether warranted or not—had his body shutting down, begging for rest. “Okay. Sleep would be a good idea.” The calm before the storm. “Tomorrow’s going to be busy.”

Two hours later, Todd lay beside her in the double bed, his eyes still wide open. He was tired, but all the contingencies, all the what-ifs, were circling through his mind on repeat.

Lindsey rolled to face him, nothing more than an outline and a ghost of her face. “Can’t sleep?”

“Not sure why. I can usually crash anywhere.”

“I’m the opposite. Normally, everything has to be perfect. I even use a white noise machine to block out traffic sounds.” She ducked her head as if embarrassed. “For some reason I’ve slept better the last two nights with you, despite everything. I feel safe with you.”

Her words made him want to pull her close and never let go. Instead, if she felt for him even half of what he felt for her, he was going to break her heart tomorrow. “And yet now that we’re in a safe place”—probably—“you can’t sleep.”

She sighed. “I can’t stop thinking about tomorrow. There are too many unanswered questions, so many scenarios that could play out. My brain is a nightmare in these kinds of circumstances. I can’t turn it off.” She made a self-deprecating sound. “I waste a lot of time spinning on things that I shouldn’t have bothered to worry about. The voice in my head never shuts up.”

He stroked her shoulder, unable to keep his hands off. “If you weren’t doing that right now, I’d worry that you were a psychopath or something.”

She laughed, easing a bit of the knot the base of his neck. The silence stretched between them until she whispered, “If by some chance we don’t go to prison, do you think we’ll see each other again? After tomorrow, I mean.”

Todd rose onto one elbow and looked down at her. He managed to muzzle the discouraging reply on the tip of his tongue. A hard-won feat. He wanted so badly to reassure her, to lie to her and say that he would do whatever it took for them to explore this thing between them. But he hesitated too long, unable to conjure the words that she seemed to want.

She rolled to her back, eyes glistening as she stared up at the ceiling. “Wow, okay. I know we didn’t make any promises, but I thought maybe…” Her hand flapped in the air. “Guess I’d better start getting used to that idea now.”

He reached for her. “Lindsey—”

“No.” The sharp response made him drop his hand. “I’ve already told you, your honesty is one of the things I like most about you. I wouldn’t trade that for some false words of comfort.”

His chest tightened as he lay down on his side facing her. “I want to be able to say yes, but I can’t.” He wanted to say yes more than he’d wanted anything his entire life.

“Can you tell me why, though? You can be brutally honest. If this was simply a fling because we were together, something you could never see doing in your real life… If I’m not really your type…”

He cleared his throat, trying to ease the vise clamped around his vocal cords. “I think you’re more my type than any woman I’ve ever known.” He pushed on, ignoring her soft gasp. “But there’s a very real possibility that at least one of us is going to prison.”

She inhaled, but he continued on before she could speak. “And even if we both skate out of this, I’ve put down roots in Virginia. That’s something I haven’t had since I joined the Air Force. The people at Steele are more than coworkers, they’re like family. I’ve bought a house, I’m taking on new responsibilities at work, and I have a lot to make up for with Jason.” If his friend would let him. “I already abandoned him to chase down Pete. I can’t do it again.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. Why was it so hard to explain? “Maybe that doesn’t sound like much, but to me, it’s everything.”

“No, I understand,” she said with a sigh. “My roots in LA are so deep they probably tap the aquifers. Most of my family is there, all of my friends, my business.”

So, there it was. At least she got it.

“I…” She cleared her throat. “I also can’t imagine my life without you in it anymore.”

Her words gutted him.

“You mean like video chats and text messages and cross-country flights every few months until we both get tired of being alone?” He shook his head. That would be torture. “I’ve seen firsthand how hard that is on a relationship, even when there’s an end date on the separation.” More than a few of his former teammates had been devastated by a breakup or divorce while deployed. “What would be the point if there’s no future in it? That’s not fair to either of us.” 

The words left a sour taste in his mouth. Leaving her—whether by going to jail or heading home—was going to hurt like hell. But he had no desire to prolong the eventual pain. Better a clean cut now than a slow bleed into heartbreak.

They both deserved better than a few stolen moments now and then, the loneliness of being emotionally involved with someone who wasn’t physically there.

“I don’t know,” she said, her voice tight with frustration. “I wasn’t thinking about logistics, I was thinking that I—”

Todd’s heart kicked. She what?

She blew out a harsh breath. “Can’t we at least stay friends?”

“No.” He had to push the words past the lump in his throat. “I don’t think I can be friends with you, Lindsey.”

He’d never get over her if their relationship lingered. Once they both got back to their normal lives, the ones in which their paths never crossed, they’d quickly forget the intense high of their time together and move on with a few good memories to offset their awful experience in Montana.

Fucking liar.

Lindsey was silent for a moment. “Well then...” She reached up in the dark and stroked his cheek “We should make the most of the time we have left.”
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Later, after Todd had fallen asleep, and Lindsey’s body still buzzed from his intimate touch—the last they’d ever share—she rolled away from him and cried into her pillow.

Her heart lay on the floor, shattered.

The worst part was, she couldn’t fault his logic. Even assuming they didn’t end up in jail—a possibility that seemed highly unlikely without a way to prove they’d been framed—she couldn’t leave LA. Not only were her friends and family there, she had a business to run, clients who counted on her, and her new accountant all set to start in two weeks.

The idea of ever walking away from all that was ridiculous.

But in her heart…

She’d thought that maybe, after everything they’d been through, after the incredible lovemaking they’d shared, that together they might find a way to make the relationship last. That maybe a solution would present itself someday if they were committed to each other.

Or had she just expected Todd to uproot his whole life for her?

That was on her for having unrealistic, selfish expectations, for not thinking things through before opening her mouth. So unlike her.

The worst part was that she believed he really cared about her. How could he not, given his actions? But he was willing to throw away something that, if they were exonerated and given a chance at a new life, could be amazing.

She had no idea how it would ever work between them, but she’d wanted to find out.

Lindsey didn’t need Todd, but she wanted him in her life. Any way she could have him, even if she only saw him in person a few times a year. Even if they were just friends who’d fought for their lives together and burned up the sheets—and the shower—once upon a time.

He was the first man in a long time who seemed to like her for exactly who she was, who wasn’t intimidated by her height or strength, who didn’t find her lacking in some way. She knew too well how rare it was to find that kind of a connection with someone.

But now she also knew that it could happen for her, and it gave her hope that when she put the pieces of her heart back together, she might find someone who would handle it with more care.

Except she couldn’t imagine herself wanting anyone besides Todd.

And he wasn’t even willing to be her friend.

She sobbed silently, physically and emotionally exhausted, until she finally found sleep.

When the digital tones of her new phone jolted her awake, daylight filled the bedroom. According to the clock on the screen, it was seven-thirty. She was groggy after a night of fitful sleep, and there was still a hole in her chest where her heart had been before Todd tore it out.

My fault. She’d known from the start that getting attached would be foolish.

She answered the call and turned to find Todd sitting up next to her, looking adorably disheveled and handsome as sin, rubbing his eyes, his bare torso and all those incredible muscles on display.

Looking away, she said, “Hello?”

“It’s Marti. Special Agent Parker just landed. She said to meet her at the government building to surrender. I’ll be there in about an hour. Be sure to eat something, it could be a long day.”

Lindsey’s pulse picked up. It was happening. Talking to the FBI would be both terrifying and a relief, but this was her chance to finally get the process started. Hopefully the process of getting her life back. “Thank you. We’ll be ready.”

Todd caught her gaze. “Marti?”

“Yes. She’s picking us up in an hour.”

He held out his arms and she went willingly, snuggling against his hard, warm chest, breathing in the clean scent of him that would surely haunt her dreams. He nuzzled along her cheek until their lips met in a greedy, urgent, devastating kiss that shredded her heart all over again.

God, she needed to start shoring up her defenses now, or she’d never survive life without him.

Pulling away, he pressed his forehead to hers, their harsh breaths mingling.

There was nothing left to say, so they rose wordlessly and took turns using the bathroom to get ready. They shared a silent breakfast of toasted bagels and coffee at the small dining table.

Would she have been better off if Todd had never entered her life? Maybe she would’ve made it down the mountain on her own and neither of them would be sitting here facing a death sentence. Or maybe the sheriff and his deputy would’ve caught her and she’d be dead by now.

Definitely not the outcome she wanted.

She was thankful to be alive.

And truly, deep down, she couldn’t regret a moment spent with Todd. He might not care enough for her to give their budding relationship a chance, but he’d made her feel more cherished over the last few days than any other man in her life, and for that alone she was grateful.

But now? Right now sucked.

When the doorbell rang, she and Todd both jumped a little in their seats and his gaze met hers across the table. “Ready?”

“No, but let’s get it over with.”

He stood, looking unfairly sexy in jeans and a gray waffle-knit Henley. “I’ll get the door, you hang back.”

“You don’t have to protect me anymore.”

He stared at her for a few seconds, a deep sadness in his eyes. “Will you let me anyway? For a little longer?”

She nodded, the tip of her nose burning. She only managed to hold back the tears through sheer will.
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When they arrived at the FBI resident agency in Helena, Todd and Lindsey relinquished their phones—he’d left his weapons at Marti’s rental—and were taken to one of the government building’s upper floors.

He’d wanted to protect Lindsey, and now everything was out of his control.

As if it had ever been in his control.

He glanced at her as she disappeared through a doorway, flanked by two men in suits, her shoulders back, head high, showing no fear. A freaking goddess.

Averting his gaze, he followed an agent into a different room and sat at a rectangular table as directed.

“Someone will be in shortly,” one of the men said as they left the room, the click of the closing door reverberating through the small space.

Across from Todd, a mirrored window covered half the wall and he stared into it, hardly recognizing himself with his dark hair, untrimmed beard, and the faint bruise at his hairline. Was Special Agent Wendy Parker on the other side of that wall watching him even now?

He forced himself not to fidget or pace or scan the room wildly. Would they try to wear him down, make him wait for hours without food and water?

Patience might not be his strong suit, but he knew how to wait. In his mind, he cataloged every moment since he’d collided with Lindsey on the trail, wracking his brain for anything that could help their case, give credence to their story.

Only ten minutes had passed when Wendy marched into the room, looking pretty much the same as when he’d left her fifteen years ago.

“I wish I could say it’s good to see you,” she said, putting her hands on her hips.

“Same.” Todd nodded. “Thanks for coming.”

“Did you think I wouldn’t?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know how your chain of command works.”

She acquiesced with a tilt of her head toward the towering, broad-shouldered man who’d followed behind her, impeccably dressed in a charcoal suit and a pale blue tie that looked expensive. “This is Special Agent Daniel Ahmad from the local office.”

“Nice to meet you,” Todd said automatically, though he didn’t mean it. Not the guy’s fault, though. The whole situation just sucked.

Ahmad nodded, but didn’t speak or offer to shake hands. His gaze was sharp, his back straight as a steel rod. He posted up near the door, his gaze flicking between Todd and Wendy.

“You’re lucky I could swing this,” she said to Todd. “I had to pull some major strings to make it happen.” 

“I appreciate it. I knew I could at least count on you to listen and be fair.”

“Hey.” Her expression softened. “I’m sorry about Bethany. I know you two were close.”

Todd nodded stiffly, his failure eating at him.

“Give your family my condolences?”

“Of course.”

“Okay.” Wendy clapped her hands together and sat across from him, placing a recorder in the center of the table, and opening a notebook. “Tell me what happened.”

“I’d like Ms. King-Okonkwo to sit in,” Todd said. Wendy might be an old friend, but she was a law enforcement agent first. He planned to tell her everything, but he wanted a witness on his side.

On the drive over, Marti had recommended that she be present for any questioning of either Todd or Lindsey, and they’d both agreed.

Wendy threw him an annoyed look, but gestured to Special Agent Ahmad.

Once the lawyer had joined them, Wendy invited him to start talking.

“I’m not even sure where to start.” Now that the moment to explain himself had arrived, everything became a jumble in his mind. All he knew was that he had to ensure they knew Lindsey was innocent.

“Why don’t you start by telling me why you’re in Montana,” Wendy said.

Todd spent the next hour giving her his version of events, starting with Bethany’s murder, right up until Marti picked them up from the movie theater. The only thing he left out was the details of his and Lindsey’s intimate encounters.

He shared the make, model, and license plate of the truck they’d stowed away in, and every detail he could remember of the drugs and guns he’d seen, the men at the compound, Megan’s and Pete’s actions in the cabin.

When Wendy ran out of questions, and he ran out of things to share, she made a few scribbles on her notepad and then looked up with a sigh. “Damn, Todd.”

“Yeah.”

“An FBI team went up to the compound last night, but I don’t know what we have yet.”

He could see it. How the little evidence he and Lindsey had was circumstantial. How the sheriff could’ve tampered with the evidence around Harris’s death. How without Megan to testify on their behalf as they’d originally expected, there might be nothing to exonerate them. Especially since he’d had a motive to kill Pete and had been tracking the man for weeks.

Fuck.

He swallowed hard. The idea of facing life in prison—or a death sentence—scared the living shit out of him. But failing the people he loved, as he had so many times before, scared him more.

“Unless we find something to tie the sheriff to all this,” Wendy said, “the DA is going to love you for Harris’s and Pete’s deaths.”

 “I know. If it comes to that, I’ll deal with it.” Todd raised his chin and looked her in the eye. “As long as they pin it all on me. Lindsey is one hundred percent innocent.”










CHAPTER SIXTEEN










LINDSEY WAITED FOR over an hour in the small room with only a table, two chairs, and what she assumed was a two-way mirror. Oh, and a ticking clock, high on the wall, like the one she’d watched anxiously in Physics class in high school, waiting for the torture to end.

Feeling self-conscious, certain someone watched her every move, she tried to blank her mind and her expression.

Her thoughts wandered back to the drive over here. It had been her first sight of Helena in the daylight, and she’d been so focused on Todd that she’d missed everything outside the window. They’d held hands in the backseat, fear and tension in the air thick as the winter fog on Interstate 5.

Once the car had gone through the gates, Todd had unbuckled his seatbelt and slid close, cradling the back of her head to look her in the eyes. Without a word, he kissed her over and over, so gently, so sweetly…

A goodbye kiss.

Lindsey’s throat tightened.

After that, they didn’t speak—what else was there to say?—before being swept up by FBI agents, taken through a security screening, and ushered into separate rooms.

She blinked and stared at her hands. Were they questioning him now? Did they believe him? Would they believe her?

God, the wait was excruciating. She kept noticing tense muscles and forcing them to relax, like when she was at the dentist, anticipating pain before it ever happened. Easier said than done. She and Todd had managed to stay alive but their futures still hung in the balance.

A week ago she was looking forward to a fun vacation with her best friend. She was getting over Cruz’s two-timing, and in general life was good. She’d been happy.

And then everything went wrong.

And then she met Todd.

And now she wasn’t sure how to go back to her life without him in it.

Unfortunate, since he didn’t feel the same way.

She resisted the urge to lay her head on the desk and cry. Instead, she looked into the mirror and said, “If anyone’s watching, I could use some water.”

Another five minutes passed before the door opened and a white woman with long blond hair tied back in a ponytail, her trim form wrapped in a dark pantsuit, strode into the room and introduced herself as Special Agent Wendy Parker.

So this was the woman Todd had dated once, broken up with, and still thought highly enough of to request her help. She was pretty in the tough way probably required for her job, and her blue eyes sparkled with intelligence and energy.

A dark-haired man in a suit that had to have been tailored to fit his massive shoulders came to stand just inside the door, ushering in Marti before closing the door.

“This is Special Agent Daniel Ahmad,” Wendy said as she sat across from Lindsey and set out a recorder, a notepad.

Marti bustled in behind him with her large tote bag and placed a bottled water on the table in front of Lindsey. Her expression was on the grim side of neutral, and Lindsey’s pulse sped up. She wanted to ask a million questions.

Instead, over the next hour, she gave her version of events, emphasizing that Harris had been alive when they’d left him, and how Todd had had no choice but to shoot Pete.

Throughout, Special Agent Parker peppered her with questions. “Why were you helping Megan with her taxes?”

“Because I’m a CPA, and her sudden business growth took her by surprise. She didn’t have anyone else lined up ahead of time, and tax season is not the time to try to find an accountant.”

Wendy’s poker face stayed firmly affixed. “At that time, it didn’t occur to you that her sudden success might be due to illegal activity?”

Lindsey shook her head. “No.” Why would it? “At least, not until I noticed the odd concentration of her customers. But even then, I assumed someone was using her site as a pass-through without her knowledge. I’d heard about a similar case at a conference last year.”

Wendy took a few notes and urged her to continue.

By the time Lindsey finished, she was emotionally exhausted, the depth of Megan’s betrayal hitting her afresh. “I can’t believe my own friend tried to kill me.” Her voice broke. “To have somebody you trust, somebody you thought cared about you, only to find out it was all a lie…”

God, the pain was like a dagger to the heart.

Wendy tilted her head and narrowed her gaze on Lindsey. “And yet you’ve only known Todd for a few days, and you seem to trust him.”

“I do.” Lindsey maintained eye contact. “He did nothing but protect me from the moment we met. He saved my life, at great risk to his own, multiple times. I have no reason to doubt his intentions.” Not where her life was concerned. Her heart was altogether another matter.

The agent stared back for a moment and then set down her pen. “All right. Can you point me to anything or anyone else that will corroborate your story?”

Lindsey withheld a sigh. Wasn’t that the whole problem? Without Megan on their side, Lindsey had little to offer. Megan hadn’t managed to kill her, but she’d well and truly fucked her and Todd. “I have the evidence I gathered about the money laundering, but I can’t prove Meg was willingly involved, or tie anything back to the sheriff directly. Maybe a forensic investigator with a warrant…” She glanced at Marti, who frowned back. “For the rest, I was hoping that your CSI people or whatever could tell how the deputy really died, and determine how things went down at the cabins.”

Wendy glanced at Special Agent Ahmad. “I have some bad news on that front.”

Dread coiled in Lindsey’s belly like a snake. “What?”

“Someone set fire to the compound last night.”
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Around lunchtime, an agent who never bothered to introduce himself to Todd retrieved him from the interrogation room, let him make two coffees in the break room, and led him to a conference room.

Inside, Lindsey stood at the window, looking out over the city of Helena and the trees trimmed in fall colors. She was so beautiful, so strong, and he hadn’t expected to see her again.

She turned to look at him, her gorgeous eyes wide, and in that moment, he couldn’t deny it. All those wild feelings? That painful freefall his heart had been in since practically the moment they’d met?

He was in love.

He wanted to kneel at her feet and tell her he’d changed his mind, that he’d been a fool. That he’d do whatever it took to have her in his life.

It was irrational and inconvenient, and probably pointless under the circumstances—nothing had changed since last night—but absolutely undeniable.

Fuck. How had that happened?

Stuffing the unwelcome realization into a footlocker in his mind, he entered the room and set the steaming paper cups on the table. “I brought you a coffee.”

“Thanks.”

As soon as the agent left them alone, Todd crossed the room, eager to hold her, to reassure himself that she was whole and unharmed. “Are you okay?”

She nodded and crossed her arms, shifting away from him. “Neither of us has been arrested yet, so that’s a win.”

He frowned. “What’s the matter?”

“Besides the obvious?” She sidled past him and took a coffee from the table, wrapping both hands around the cup. “Last night you told me in unequivocal terms that our relationship was over, that we couldn’t even be friends.”

Damn his big mouth. “Maybe I was wrong.”

“No. You can’t yank me around like that. Nothing has changed.”

She was right. He didn’t want to hurt her more than he already had. And now was not the time to try to repair the damage.

“Where’s Marti?” she asked.

“She had to go to the office, but we’re not supposed to answer any questions without her.”

“Any idea what’s happening?” Lindsey took a sip of coffee and winced. “Why are we in here?”

“Wendy said they needed the interrogation rooms, and since we’re in a heavily guarded federal building, I guess she’s not worried about us doing a runner.”

They sat in tense silence while Lindsey toyed with the cardboard sleeve on her cup.

How could he regain her trust? Words were cheap. Actions were what mattered. Which meant he needed time.

And patience.

He snorted. Not his strong suit.

Sure, he could sit surveillance or stand guard for endless hours, but that wasn’t the same as wanting something more than you’d ever wanted anything in your life and having to wait for it. He’d always been the first one up on Christmas morning, banging on his mom’s and brothers’ doors and yelling, “Present time!” Yeah, he’d been an impatient little shit.

Probably still was, just taller.

Restless, but also ready to sleep for a week, he snagged a pad of notepaper and a pen from the center of the table and began doodling. Without thought, an image of Lindsey began to emerge. The curve of her chin, the curl of her hair, her warm expressive eyes.

Something in his chest pinched, and he flipped to a blank sheet. The last thing he needed was for her to see him sketching her like some kind of obsessed stalker.

After lunch brought in from a local deli, and another hour of scanning through old issues of Foreign Affairs that one of the agents had scrounged from somewhere, Wendy walked through the door.

“Okay, y’all, I have some news.”

Todd’s heart skipped. “Good news?”

“Mostly.” She almost smiled. “We managed to round up the sheriff and some of his collaborators, including the guy whose truck you stowed away in. A couple of them are willing to flip on Sheriff Decker, and they’ve corroborated much of your story. You’re both in the clear for Harris, and based on the salvageable evidence where Pete’s body was found, the DA isn’t planning to charge you for his death either.”

All the air rushed from Todd’s lungs and he started to shake. He hadn’t realized how tightly he’d been holding it together.

Lindsey sighed, her shoulders dropping. Yesterday, circling the table to hug her would have been a no-brainer.

“What’s the not-good news?” he asked, trying to get his heart rate under control.

Wendy grimaced. “Megan Lassiter fled shortly after your escape yesterday. Passport control has a record of her driving through the Blaine-Surrey border crossing near Vancouver early this morning.”

“She’s in Canada?” Lindsey frowned and rubbed her forehead. “I guess that’s good. I thought if she got away she might come after us.”

“She still could,” Todd said.

Wendy sent him a what-the-hell look. “The money laundering scheme is already blown. You’re no longer a threat to her.”

“Maybe.” The tightness of Lindsey’s mouth told Todd she wasn’t convinced.

“Well, she’s a fugitive now,” Wendy said. “We’ll be monitoring for any activity. If she resurfaces, law enforcement will grab her. But, obviously, be careful until we have her in custody.”

“Be careful?” Todd repeated. “Does that mean you’re letting us go?”

“Soon. Give me another hour or two, and if you need anything, don’t go back to the corridor with the interrogation rooms, all right?”

He nodded.

Wendy’s phone buzzed and she pulled it from her pocket and then frowned at it. “Hang on, I’ll be right back.”

Todd ran a hand through his hair and turned to Lindsey. “Holy shit. I’m not sure I believe it yet.”

“I know.” She braced her hands on her knees and took a shaky breath. “Thank God, though. I was so worried you were going to prison.” A tear streaked down her face.

“Hey.” Todd stood and rounded the table.

She held out her hand and shook her head. “Please, don’t.”

He stopped in his tracks. 

The door opened and Wendy barged in, oblivious to the tension, her expression dark. “Lindsey, I need you to look at something for me.” She slapped a photo on the table. “Do you recognize this woman?”

“Yeah, that’s—” Lindsey frowned and peered closer. “Actually, no. At first glance she looks like Megan, but it’s not her.”

“Are you sure?” Wendy asked.

“Of course. I’ve known her for almost ten years.” Lindsey pointed to the picture. “This woman’s eyes are different, and something about her chin. I don’t know, but it’s definitely not Megan.” She glanced up, her brow furrowed. “Who is it?”

“That’s the woman who crossed the border with Megan’s passport.”

“Fuck,” Todd said. A decoy.

“Unfortunately, it gets worse.” Wendy cleared her throat. “Lindsey, one of your neighbors called the police this morning because someone vandalized your front door.”

“Vandalized how?”

“The picture’s pretty graphic.” Wendy unlocked her phone, tapping on the screen before setting it on the table.

Lindsey gasped and her face turned stark white.

Todd came around and bent over the table to view the photo. Motherfucker.

Someone had tacked a bloody piece of gray sweatshirt—like the one Pete had been wearing at the cabin—to the door with a hunting knife. Scrawled in thick, wet red letters beneath were the words: YOUR TURN.
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The tremors started in Lindsey’s hands and radiated out until she trembled from head to toe.

Megan wasn’t in Canada; she was in California.

She’d been to Lindsey’s apartment.

Nausea climbed her throat as the panic set in. “I need to call my parents, warn them.”

“Sure, but they already know.”

“How?” Lindsey looked up at the blonde, even more grateful that she was a friend of Todd’s and not some random bureaucrat.

“When the property manager couldn’t get ahold of you, they called your emergency contact. Your dad got in touch with Kurt Steele, who I guess had sent him an update on your status yesterday, and Kurt passed it on to your lawyer.”

What a mess. “Can I call them?”

Wendy nodded. “I’ll get instructions on how to call out from here.”

Numb, all she could do was nod.

Half an hour later, after an exhausting, tear-filled conversation with her mom and dad, during which they’d ridden the high of her and Todd’s freedom and the low of Megan’s threat, Lindsey laid her head on her arms and closed her eyes.

Unable to convince her parents to leave town, she’d at least made them promise to stay with her aunt in Long Beach for a few days. She’d also suggested they quit answering their phones, since reporters kept calling for background on their stories.

Would her business survive her becoming a headline?

Large, warm hands slid across her shoulders, kneading gently, releasing the tension in her neck. Her chest fluttered, and she wanted to give in, to let Todd work out every painful knot and ease the tightness in her chest with his loving touch.

But that way lay more heartbreak.

She wiggled to dislodge him. “I can’t.”

“Sorry.” He removed his hands, taking his warmth and comfort. “I just hate to see you suffering.”

Sitting up straight, she lifted her chin and watched him as he sank into a chair several feet away. “You can’t have it both ways. We’re either friends or we’re not. And since nothing has changed, we’re not.”

“Lindsey—”

“Which means as soon as we leave here, I’ll never see or speak to you again.”

He winced.

She continued, forcing out the words, building the wall between them that she needed to survive. “I appreciate everything you’ve done to help me. I owe you my life, and I’ll never be able to make it up to you. But if you care about me at all—”

“You know I do,” he said, sounding affronted.

“Then, shake my hand and say goodbye, because there’s too much crap going on for me to spend my energy on something that’s never going to happen.”

No matter how much she ached to reach for him, doing so would only prolong the inevitable, and she needed every ounce of brainpower to confront Megan’s threat.

Moving to stand before Todd, she etched the lines of his handsome face into memory, locking away every precious moment of their brief affair.

She held out her hand, hoping he wouldn’t notice how she trembled.

He rose slowly, his gaze never leaving hers, and gently pushed her arm down to her side. “No.”










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN










“WHAT DO YOU mean ‘no’?” Lindsey asked, crossing her arms and taking a step back.

The conference room smelled like hot dust, new carpet, and stale coffee, and he wanted to sweep her up and take her back to the mountains where nothing came between them and everything made sense.

Where he could keep her safe, and make love to her under the stars.

“I mean no, I’ve realized I can’t make a clean break and walk away from you.”

“Todd.” Her face reddened. “Goddamn you. Nothing’s changed since last night, and it’s not fair for you to keep flip-flopping on me. I don’t have the emotional bandwidth to deal with it.”

“I’ve changed,” he said softly, hating that he was causing her distress. “I know it seems sudden. It sort of was, but also not.”

“I don’t understand.”

He started to reach for her, to soothe the confusion on her face, but forced his hands to his sides. He wouldn’t touch her until he was welcome.

Heart pounding, he cleared his throat. “I love you.”

Something like hope lit behind her eyes, but she backed away, shaking her head. “No, you don’t. Last night, you said—”

“Last night, I was a coward. Too scared to tell you how I really feel.”

“I thought you had no filter,” she shot back.

“Self-preservation makes a good muzzle. As does denial.” He wanted to pull Lindsey into his arms and never let her go.

He’d put it all out there, placed his heart in her hands, but his rejection the night before had damaged the tenuous trust they’d built. Of course it had. He’d been such a fucking fool. In trying to protect himself, he’d ended up hurting her.

Her lips pressed flat and she broke eye contact. “And how do I know you won’t change your mind again tomorrow?”

He should’ve seen that coming. “You don’t, but I’d like a chance to prove it.” Unable to help himself, he clasped her hands in his, and—thank God—she didn’t pull away. “Lindsey, I’ve never been in love with a woman before. All I knew was that if I let you in for the long haul and we couldn’t find a way to make it work, I’d be devastated.”

Buoyed by her softening expression, he kept going. “It was this morning, faced with the reality of never seeing you again, that I realized what a fucking fool I’d been.” He held her hands against his chest. Could she feel his heart racing? “I’d rather have you in my life in even the smallest of ways than not have you at all. I think I know the truest part of you, but I want to know more. Everything. No one can guarantee the future, but I want to be with you now. As much as possible. Will you give us that chance?”

“I don’t know.” She bit her lower lip and took a deep breath. “I’ve never been the risk taker that you are. Kind of the opposite actually.”

He shook his head impatiently. “That’s bullshit. You risked your life to escape from the kidnappers, and again to save me from JJ and Harris, and to go back for Megan when you could’ve let the police handle it. You put your life on the line for me during the shootout at the compound… hell, you took a chance by trusting me to keep you safe from the very beginning. That’s who you really are when the chips are down, Linds.”

Her eyes widened, but she shook her head. “You’re glamorizing it. I had no choice. I hope I never have to do anything like that again.”

“You always have a choice,” he said. “And I hope I don’t have to face anything like that again too. Whatever you might think, it’s not my idea of fun.”

“But risking your life for others is literally your job.”

“Protecting others is my job. There’s a difference.”

She pulled a face, as if annoyed that he’d won the argument. 

But he didn’t want to win if it meant losing her. “In fact, let me stay with you until Megan’s caught. I can keep you safe, and we can use that time to figure out if this thing between us has a chance.” Before she could object, he said, “I’ll even sleep on the couch or the floor if you want. As much as I’d like to share your bed, I’m after more than sex.” Obviously, best case he’d get all of her, but he’d do whatever she needed in order to start trusting him again, to believe he was serious about her. “Let me show you.”

Her lips parted and she looked down, her gaze clearly turned inward. He’d give anything to know what she was thinking at that moment.

And to hold her.

“It could take weeks or months. They might never find her,” Lindsey said. “You can’t just move in with me indefinitely.”

He’d like to. God, it was too soon, but surprisingly, the idea didn’t induce panic. “You’re right, but I can at least check your current security setup, make recommendations for your home, give you some safety tips based on your current routine. I could teach you some key self-defense moves, gun safety, how to shoot…” He gently palmed her upper arms, electrified by that simple contact. “If not me, get someone.” He had to force the words past the hard knot in his throat. “Otherwise I won’t be able to sleep for worrying.” He was not above emotional blackmail to keep her safe.

“What about Jason?” She asked the one question sure to derail his argument.

Fuck. “He can’t do it.”

She graced him with a disbelieving laugh. “You know what I meant.”

“Yeah. I do need to see him, pronto.” He rubbed her arms, desperate to keep touching her. “You could come home with me for a few days before we go to LA.”

“I have to get back to work.”

He raised an eyebrow, calling her out. “Tell your boss that tax season is over and your new hire doesn’t start for almost two weeks.”

She acknowledged the joke with a wan smile. “She can be a bit of a slave driver.”

A worrisome thought niggled its way into his brain. “Unless you really don’t want me there. If that’s the case, just say so and I’ll back off. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.” He dropped his hands and took a step back. He’d made his case. Now he needed to give her the space to make a decision.

Lindsey shook her head, a hint of amusement in the curve of her sweet lips. “I’m not scared of you, Todd. Not like that. I just…” She blew a piece of hair off her forehead and gave him a rueful smile. “Everything has happened so fast.” 

Plopping into a chair with a long sigh, she said, “One of those annoying quirks you’ll probably learn to hate about me is that I’m a planner. I need as much data as possible to make a decision. I do my research, evaluate the pros and cons, and consider all the alternatives before taking action. You don’t even want to know how much time I spent choosing my car. I don’t know how to just follow my heart. Especially when all the evidence points to failure. Facing all of this uncertainty has thrown me for a loop.”

He suddenly noticed the dark smudges under her eyes, the way her shoulders drooped. She was mentally and physically exhausted and he was pushing her to make potentially life-altering decisions.

“I’m sorry.” He took a knee in front of her so she wouldn’t have to look up from her seat. “How about I sit in one of those chairs outside the door for a while, and you can stay in here and process, make lists, whatever you need to do? I’ll find a way to call my mom, and then check flight times to see if we need somewhere to stay tonight.”

Her grateful expression made his heart skip. At least he’d done something right.

“Yes, that would be great. Thank you.”

He hoped it would be the last time she was happy to see him leave.
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Before the door even shut behind Todd, Lindsey crossed her arms on the cool table and put her head down. She was spent.

She’d hoped for some kind of closure to this whole terrifying trip, but as long as Megan was on the loose and clearly out for blood, Lindsey could never fully rest, never truly feel safe. Not that she’d expected her so-called friend to stick around long enough to get arrested. She’d had hours between the time Todd and Lindsey had fled the cabin and the time they’d contacted Marti. And unlike the men, who all seemed to be locals, Megan had no ties here that Lindsey knew of. Especially with her brother gone.

God, Pete. Part of her felt horrible about Pete’s death. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to lose a brother—especially right in front of her—and the thought of taking any life made her ill. But he’d been plotting her murder, and he’d been prepared to kill Todd, so her sympathy only extended so far.

The thought of losing Todd…

Her stomach knotted. He’d been so good to her. But she’d needed a breather. When he was around, she could hardly think straight. His gorgeous face, the sound of his voice, his woodsy scent. Potent forces, apt to induce her to make a decision without weighing the costs.

Besides, right now, she needed to focus her brainpower on Megan. The woman wanted revenge, and at this point, Lindsey just wanted to get their confrontation over with. To her mind, the risk of losing an encounter with Megan increased with every day that passed. No one could maintain the necessary level of vigilance Lindsey and Todd would need indefinitely. Megan surely knew that, was probably even counting on it.

Which meant Lindsey needed to force a confrontation, controlling the variables as much as possible. The sooner the better. She could not passively wait around with a target on her back. As Megan was probably already learning, that was no way to live.

They needed a way to draw Megan out of hiding and take her down for good.

At the far end of the table, Lindsey spotted the paper and pen Todd had been doodling with earlier. A list would help. She needed to get the whirl of thoughts out of her mind and organize them, capture all of her ideas and then judge them later.

Snatching up the notepad, she flipped back to the first page and sucked in a breath.

Surrounded by tiny drawings of spirals and leaves and stars was a sketch of her face. It was an unmistakable rendering that somehow captured her with a minimum of strokes and made her look…luminous, otherworldly. As if the artist were in awe.

Or in love.

Lindsey’s heart tripped. As a rule, she didn’t do risk, but as Todd had pointed out, she had faced down murderers and lived to tell the tale. She’d risked her life for Todd and Megan. Did it make sense that she wasn’t willing to face heartbreak—again—for a chance to be with him?

She set her shaky hands on the table and took a deep breath.

Tearing the portrait from the notepad, she carefully folded it and slid it into her back pocket.
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The determined look in Lindsey’s eyes when she opened the door an hour later made Todd nervous. He entered the conference room at her gesture and let her close the door behind them.

He shoved his hands into his pockets, his stomach jumping. “How are you feeling?”

She gave him a weak smile. “Better, thank you. Still tired, but less overwhelmed.”

“Good.” He didn’t want to push, so he just stood there.

Warm air flowed from a vent overhead, the muffled murmur of voices from the cubicles outside the door infiltrated the room, the trees outside the window rocked back and forth in the wind.

Apparently in no freaking hurry to enlighten him, she took a sip of water from a paper cup and cleared her throat, studying her hands before finally meeting his gaze again. “I’m not going to shut you out, and I’ll let you be my bodyguard for a little while, but emotionally I can’t jump right back in where we left off.”

He nodded solemnly, holding back the urge to whoop. It wasn’t a declaration of love, but all he needed was a foot in the door with her. He’d take whatever he could get.

“That means slowing things between us way down,” she said. “And I know that’s not really fair to you, but—”

“I’ll go whatever speed you want.” Slow was better than no. “I’ll be a goddamned tortoise if that’s what it takes.”

Amusement lit her face, warming his chest. “Is that faster or slower than a sloth?”

“Which one would get to kiss you first?”

“A sloth, definitely.”

“Sloth it is.” He mimed moving toward her at a glacial pace.

Rolling her eyes with an indulgent smile, she put her hands on his shoulders, leaned in, and gave him a quick peck on the lips before stepping out of reach. This sloth seemed destined for many, many cold showers. 

“What did you find out about travel?” she asked.

If this was her attempt at a distraction, it failed. He handed over the burner phone Marti had given her yesterday. “Wendy returned these, so I didn’t have to borrow a computer. I haven’t booked anything yet, but there are no flights out to either coast until tomorrow morning, so we’ll need to find accommodations for tonight.”

“Call Marti?” Lindsey asked.

Todd nodded and dropped into a rolling chair at the table facing the bank of windows. The afternoon sun bathed the plain conference room in gold, a beam of light turning dust motes into glitter.

He stared at the sight for a minute, his sleep-starved brain mesmerized, then rubbed his eyes.

“I’ll do it.” She sat across from him and tapped the screen.

While she lined up another night at the house, he pulled up the list of flights he’d found earlier. When she was done and had confirmed they had somewhere to stay, he said, “So, DC or LA?”

“DC.” She reached across the table and took his hand. “You need to visit your friend.”

“I do, but—“

“No buts. DC,” she said. “Assuming TSA will let me fly without ID.” Unfortunately, the bag that she’d been forced to leave behind when escaping the compound had never been located, so she didn’t have her own phone, wallet, or anything.

“Let’s find out.”

Thirty minutes later, he had their tickets for flights from Bozeman to Dulles at seven o’clock, and the scoop on TSA. “Getting through security is going to be a hassle, but you can do it. We’ll give ourselves extra time.”

He texted their flight info to Wendy, his mom, and Kurt, assuring the latter that he didn’t need a ride. Todd preferred to get a rideshare over having his friend fight weekday traffic.

Lindsey let her parents know she’d be going to DC before coming home.

“How’d they take it?” he asked.

“They’re disappointed, but also relieved, since Megan’s in California.”

“Assuming she staged that threat herself. She’s already used a surrogate once.”

“True.” Lindsey sighed, her entire body drooping. “Actually, we need to talk about Megan.”

“What about her?” His scalp prickled in warning.

She rolled her lips inward. “You’re not going to like it.”

“Okay.” He tried to keep his voice even, but he wasn’t going to like any plan involving that woman. “Shoot.”

“I want to lure her out.”

Of course she did. Fuck. “Linds—”

“Nope.” She lifted her free hand, palm up. “I don’t want to be looking over my shoulder for God-knows-how long, knowing the moment I let down my guard, she’s likely to strike. I can’t live like that. And neither should you.”

His entire being recoiled from the idea. “You want to willingly make yourself an easy target.”

She frowned. “Not too easy.”

“A trap.” The words left a bad taste in his mouth. The last thing he wanted was to bring Megan’s wrath down on Lindsey’s head willingly. Or his own head for that matter. But he understood her need to get it over with. Hyper-vigilance was exhausting.

Resigned, he asked, “What’d you have in mind?”










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN










BY SIX-THIRTY that evening, Todd and Lindsey were sitting on the couch at Marti’s rental house with a Bureau car out front for protection, and empty takeout containers on the coffee table.

He wanted to close the distance between them and take her into his arms, but she’d curled up in the opposite corner with her hands locked around her knees.

They hadn’t yet come up with a plan to trap Megan. Some sleep would help. As would talking it through with some of his teammates.

“You mentioned wearing glasses when you’re tired,” Lindsey said. “Are you a reader?”

He glanced up, startled by the question, nerves jumping. Was there a wrong answer? One that would shut down any chance he had at winning her back?

Yeah, shit-for-brains, any answer that isn’t true.

Right. He took a deep breath and tried to relax. “I mostly like fantasy. You know, those thousand-page door-stoppers that take months to get through. At least for me.”

“I would’ve pegged you for a thriller man.”

He shook his head. “Some of those fall a little too close to home. Plus, I cringe at all of the inaccuracies.”

“That makes sense. I read a book recently that was set in my town, and the author got so many little things wrong that it kept pulling me out of the story.”

“I guess that’s one of the benefits of fantasy,” he said. “They only get it wrong if they don’t stick to their own rules.”

“True.” She swirled her finger through the condensation on the outside of her soda can before hastily wiping her hand on her jeans. After another sip, she met his gaze. “Why’d you leave the Air Force?”

He got it now. What she was doing. Not testing him, per se, but giving him a chance to share himself with her, to help her know him outside of what they’d been through. Her own private “Ask Me Anything” session. If an AMA was what she wanted, he was more than game. Whatever it took.

“Most of my good friends were already out, so when Kurt gave me a standing offer for a position, I jumped on it as soon as I separated. It didn’t hurt that Jason had been out for a year already and was considering joining Steele too.”

“You’re really close to these guys.”

He smiled. “I am. We went through hell together, either in training or in Afghanistan. In my experience, bonds forged under extreme circumstances are stronger than most.” He hoped she got the hint. “It’s why boot camp is so tough. Among other things, they’re trying to create an instant sense of team among the recruits.”

The way she chewed on her lower lip made him want to lunge across the sofa and kiss her senseless. “Volleyball was like that too. The shared pain brings you closer.”

“Exactly.” He loved that she got it. “Do you still play?”

Her shoulders lifted. “I play beach games a couple times a week. A few of my teammates from high school started the group, and some of them played college ball, so I’m pretty mediocre in comparison.”

“I’d love to see a game sometime.”

“A bunch of girls jumping around in little bikinis?” She wrinkled her nose. “Of course you would.”

When she put it like that… But that hadn’t been on his mind. “No. I mean, I’m a guy, so probably, but I’d really like to see you play. And not just because of the bikini.” He rubbed his palms over his thighs, his mind stuttering on the image of her in a tiny swimsuit. “I’ll bet volleyball is where you got your ability to stay so cool under pressure.”

She barked out a laugh. “That’s ridiculous. I’ve been a nervous wreck since you met me.”

He shook his head. “That’s what makes it so impressive. You might have been freaking out on the inside, but you stayed calm and strong, and handled whatever came at you like a champ. Doubly incredible because you don’t routinely face high-intensity, dangerous situations and you don’t have combat experience.”

Her cheeks turned pink and she toyed with the tab on her drink. “Well…” She cleared her throat, her expression full of skepticism. “Thanks.”

“I mean it.” He leaned forward, resting his palm on the seat cushion. “You were amazing. I think pretty much everything about you is amazing.”

She laughed nervously. “Laying it on a little thick, aren’t you?” Her voice betrayed a deep insecurity, and a longing to believe him that made his heart ache.

Had he done that to her?

No. Not just him. After all, he didn’t know the whole story, but there was the bastard who’d cheated on her. With Megan, no less. No wonder she was gun-shy.

“Honestly, not thick enough,” he said.

She just shook her head and broke eye contact. After another swig of her drink, she said, “Fine. You want to prove to me that you tell it like it is?”

He nodded. If that’s what it took. “Absolutely.”

“Okay.” Setting down her drink, she met his gaze. “Name two things about me that you don’t like.”
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Lindsey wanted desperately to just give in, to let Todd through her gates, but all the pretty words in the world weren’t enough to overcome her fear. Time, an accumulation of actions and interactions, was the only thing that could make her believe they’d work as a couple.

The risk of giving him that time was that she’d fall more in love, and he would hurt her all over again. But the opportunity cost was huge. If she pushed him away, and he truly loved her, she’d be giving up something incredible.

The early days of a relationship made it hard to see the other person’s flaws, and she worried that he was putting her on some kind of pedestal. And when she fell—as she inevitably would—Todd would walk.

So she wanted him to face the reality of her now.

He leaned back in his chair and raised his brows. “This feels like a trap.”

“Probably.” She took a hit of soda, letting the sweet bubbles burn down her throat, distracting her for one blissful moment from his intense gaze and the house’s odd scent of new paint and hot dust.

Across the table, Todd started to lift his arms behind his head, but flinched and quickly dropped them. Someone had treated his wound earlier and given him pain meds, but it wasn’t like a paper cut that would heal in a few days. Her own arm ached in sympathy.

“Damn, Lindsey.” He sighed and rested his forearms on his thighs, tapping those long fingers that had helped bring her to bliss last night. “Okay. One, I don’t like that you don’t trust me. And two, I don’t like that you live on the West Coast, because it gives you another excuse for pushing me away.”

If she were honest, she wasn’t particularly happy about those things either. “Those are cheat answers. They’re not really about me. Especially considering that where I live is one of the reasons you pushed me away in the first place.”

He tilted his head and thinned his lips. “The first one isn’t a cheat. It’s about your confidence in both of us. You don’t trust yourself to make the right choice, and you don’t trust me to know my own mind.” His gaze dropped to his knee, which he absently rubbed with his thumb. “From what little I know of your history, I get it, but I hate that anyone ever made you doubt your worth. Especially me. My part in it goes back to my own insecurities, the things I need to work on.” He looked her in the eyes, softening his voice. “I know I’m not the first man to hurt you, sweetheart, but I for damn sure hope I’m the last.”

Her insides turned to mush, and tears threatened, but she closed her eyes tight and scrunched her nose to hold them back.

What she didn’t like about him was that he said the most incredible things. He tempted her to say “fuck it” and run into his arms. Instead, she cleared her throat and met his gaze. “Fine. I’ll give you the first one.”

“Yesss.” He made a little fist pump.

She couldn’t help but smile.

His sexy grin flashed and then fell away. He stared at her and turned sideways, resting his bent leg on the cushion, closing the distance between them without touching. “Number two.” He stretched out the words, as if buying time. “All right, you know what I dislike about you?”

She shook her head, itching to flee the room. Why had she asked him to enumerate her faults again?

“The little mole at the top of your right thigh.”

Her chin jerked back. The… What? “Why?”

“Because it’s driving me to distraction. Last time I saw it I was on my knees in the shower, about to go down on you, and the memory has been taunting me ever since.” Color washed his cheeks. “I can’t stop thinking about your incredible body, your smooth skin, the look on your face…”

Just like that, she went up in flames. Oh. My. God. She squeezed her thighs together, barely able to breathe as she remembered him worshipping her flesh like a starving man, the sight of his head between her legs as he gave her the most intense pleasure of her life.

She managed not to whimper, but it was a close thing.

“I can’t stand the idea that I might never get to touch you like that again. It’s one of the few ways I can show you how I feel about you.” He rubbed his face and groaned, lowering his hands to look her in the eye. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make it about sex. Wanting to make love to you again doesn’t prove anything.”

Her heart felt too big for her chest, thumping against her sternum so hard that it reverberated through her entire body. “It proves you’re not repulsed by me.”

He scoffed. “As if.”

Her stomach did a little flip. She considered taking another drink of soda to ease her dry throat, but she wasn’t sure if she was jittery from the conversation or all the caffeine they’d been downing to stay awake. Rising on unsteady legs, she turned her back on Todd and gathered the takeout containers.

Putting them in the trash gave her enough time and distance to regain her bearings and calm herself. She got a glass of water and drank half of it standing in the kitchen, letting the icy liquid slide down her throat and cool her body from within. Leaning her hips against the counter, she took a deep breath and faced him across the room.

“You’re really bad at this,” she said when she could speak again, hoping she sounded more flippant than invested.

“You’re not the only one who’s scared here,” he said, softly.

Damn him. How did he see through her so easily? “Who said I’m scared?”

He gave her a knowing look. “If you weren’t, you wouldn’t be fighting so hard.”

“What makes you say that?” She set down the glass. If her hand shook, it was only because she was so tired.

“I know, because yesterday I was right where you are now.” He rose from his seat and rounded the breakfast bar, quickly eating up the space between them. Now she really was scared. She was fine as long as he kept his distance, but up close and personal, he had the ability to turn her resolve to dust. “I hope that means tomorrow you’ll be where I am now.”

He stood in front of her, but gripped the granite behind him the same way she was now hanging onto the edge of the counter to keep herself from doing something regrettable, like throwing her arms around his neck and confessing her love.

“I haven’t known you long enough to know which of your habits will irritate me,” he said, with a sad smile, returning to their original topic. “But it doesn’t matter. Everyone has those. It’s about choosing whose annoying habits you want to live with. I want to learn yours, and show you mine, because I’m betting you and I are so good together that all the little shit will be irrelevant.” He moved in close enough that she could feel the heat from his body, smell the soap on his skin. “I’m sorry I hadn’t figured that out last night. I’m sorry I hurt you.”

Her breath caught in her throat, making it impossible to speak.

Todd filled the silence for her. “I don’t know how we’re going to work this out yet, but if we want it badly enough, I know we’ll find a way. You’re worth the risk, Lindsey. You’re worth all of it.”
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Lindsey rose in the dark after a night of fitful sleep. Todd had insisted he take the couch so she wouldn’t feel pressured. She was both grateful and slightly irritable about it. Maybe he’d known depriving her of his warm body would only make her want him more. Or maybe he understood that if she gave in now, she’d never trust the decision.

Showing her that he valued their relationship over sex went a long way toward convincing her that he really was in love.

Her chest fluttered.

But Megan was still out there, still a threat, and they still didn’t have a plan to stop her.

Even hours later, after a long flight to Virginia, Lindsey hadn’t managed to come up with any brilliant schemes. She’d slept nearly the entire trip, and her dreams had been an unproductive mix of lust and terror.

According to Todd, he lived about ten miles due south of the airport, but heavy afternoon traffic meant she spent an hour enjoying the view of pine and leafy trees that lined much of the highway, not yet touched by fall. It was so much greener than home. For some reason she’d imagined the busy suburbs of DC would have sparse vegetation, but despite wide roads packed with cars and shiny, glowering defense-company buildings towering above it all, the homes and commercial areas were largely hidden behind a wall of forest. 

After the car left the highway, she spotted several deer in a wooded area before they emerged into a tidy neighborhood with a community pool, more thickets of trees, and lots of boxy multi-story homes with columns of windows and colorful shutters. Colonial style, if she remembered anything from her art history class.

The driver stopped in front of a squat, two-story building containing at least a dozen row homes, each with a slightly different facade to mark its boundaries.

Warm, humid air enveloped her when she stepped out of the car, chasing away the chill of endless hours of air conditioning. They thanked the driver and Todd urged her up a concrete walk toward the corner unit with red shutters and a matching front door.

“It’s beautiful here.” As much as she loved the beach, she could get used to this. At least until winter hit.

He stepped up to the door and glanced around with a tired smile. “Thanks. I like it.” Swinging the door open, he welcomed her into a tiny entry that split into a set of stairs going up and a hallway leading forward. Hardwood floors, white crown molding, and white wainscoting on dove gray walls continued the formal theme.

Her apartment was a dump in comparison. She loved the ocean view and vaulted ceilings, but it was still basically a white box with no innate personality.

“Sorry it’s so warm.” He shut the door behind them and strode through the doorway to his left, waving her to follow. “I didn’t have anyone watching the place, and it’s been shut up for several weeks. Also, I don’t have central air, so…”

This was clearly the living room, with its wine-colored couch, a large flat screen TV, and an abstract painting in bright colors. While he opened the front and side windows, she studied the framed photos lining the fireplace mantle.

“Is this your family?” She pointed to a picture of a pretty woman with auburn hair standing next to Todd, two even taller men with similar coloring, and a pretty blonde.

He glanced over. “Yep. From last Christmas.” Joining her, he pointed to the other men in turn, his proximity making her pulse erratic. “That’s John and Roger, and my mom, obviously. And Bethany.”

Damn, she should have guessed. “Where do your brothers live?” She followed him through another doorway into an L-shaped kitchen with Formica counters and oak cabinets. Just days ago, she hadn’t even known this man existed and now she wandered his house, eager to see how he lived. 

“John’s in Oklahoma City. Roger and his husband live in Austin.” Todd opened more windows, including one that overlooked a small private yard of grass with a tiny concrete pad just big enough for two lawn chairs and a grill. A sleek bicycle leaned against the wooden fence. “Is all of your family in LA?”

“Mostly,” she said. “My mom’s parents live in San Diego, and I have aunts and uncles scattered all over California and Arizona.”

The kitchen opened into a small dining room decorated with more explosions of color and she poked her head into a bland half bath, completing the circuit of the first floor. The condo was definitely larger than her apartment, but the broken-up layout and lower ceilings made it feel smaller.

“It’s nice that they’re all close.”

It was nice. “It’s something I’ve always taken for granted, I guess. Do you get home much?”

“Not as often as I should.” He frowned as he filled two glasses of water from the spout in the fridge door. “You want to see the second floor?”

She followed him up the creaky stairs. Dark wood furniture and more colorful abstract paintings filled both bedrooms.

“Is this a specific artist you like?” she asked, pausing in the smaller room that contained only a desk and dresser.

“Charlotte Naidoo.” He shrugged and shoved his hands in his pockets, his cheeks turning pink. “I’m no expert. I just buy what I like.”

If she cupped his cheeks, would they be hot? She curled her palms against the instinct.

Instead, she slid the portrait she’d saved from the FBI conference room out of her back pocket and unfolded it, still stunned by its depth of feeling and how easily he’d captured her essence. “Seems to me you know something about art.”

His eyes widened and the color on his face deepened, spreading down to his shirt collar. “I dabble.” He shuffled his feet and cleared his throat before pointing to an oversized chest of drawers. “So, that dresser is actually a bed. According to Roger, the memory foam mattress is better than a pull-out couch, so hopefully he wasn’t just being nice. I’ll make it up for you later.”

She nodded, afraid to open her mouth, in case she said something she’d regret, like “Can’t I sleep with you?”

Just standing beside him without touching was like a heavenly assault. His heat, his clean scent, his rich voice, his breathtakingly handsome face, all battered her senses.

The only relief was to give in, but she wasn’t ready to fall back into their easy relationship without a little more time to learn to trust him again. Nor did she want to toy with his feelings while she learned to trust her own.

Which meant another night alone, trying to smother the side of her that wanted to tell caution to fuck right off.










CHAPTER NINETEEN










ON THURSDAY MORNING, after a long, lonely night in his own bed, Todd sat at the dining table in Jason Chin’s Fairfax condo, watching his best friend and Lindsey chatting as if they were old pals. Jason looked better than he’d expected. Especially for someone who now had a metal rod in his leg, severe damage to his quadriceps, and wore a brace from hip to ankle that necessitated crutches.

My fault. Except Todd was trying to push past the guilt, to acknowledge that Jason had chosen to help intervene with Pete on Bethany’s behalf. Neither of them had expected Pete to starting shooting.

They’d both been doing the best they could. Todd needed to give himself a break, and remember that Jason was as fallible as anyone.

Hard to do when the woman Todd loved appeared to be falling under Jason’s spell. As most women did. And why not? He was good-looking, athletic, confident, and friendly.

If the man ever decided he was ready to marry, he could snap his fingers and a bride would probably appear as if summoned by a genie. Although, now that Todd thought about it, despite the massive collection of phone numbers he must have, Jason rarely dated.

Why was that?

When Lindsey stepped out onto the balcony to make a phone call, Todd blurted, “I’m sorry.”

Jason brow furrowed. “For what?”

Todd splayed his fingers on the table next to the box of donuts he and Lindsey had brought over. “I haven’t been a very good friend to you.”

“I don’t understand.” Jason absently tugged at the tight curls on his head, which were veering toward the beginnings of an Afro after several weeks without a haircut. He gestured to his injured leg. “None of this was your fault.”

Todd rubbed his forehead. “I’m slowly coming to terms with that, but taking off before you were even ready for visitors was a shit move. I should’ve been here for you, and I don’t know how to make it right.”

Jason nodded and sat back with his arms crossed. “I’ll admit, I was kind of pissed that you left.”

The words sliced through Todd like a hot knife.

“But if our situations were reversed, I’d have probably done the same thing.” Jason toyed with the flap of the donut box. “And, if something happened to you, I’m not sure I’d be able to face it either.”

Emotion clogged Todd’s throat. He blinked and took a swig of coffee. “Aw. You really do love me.”

Jason laughed. “Asshole.”

Todd just grinned.

Until Jason shifted in his seat, the wince he tried to hide twisting Todd’s gut. “Now while we’re on the subject of feelings, tell me what’s up with Lindsey. She seems pretty great.”

“She is.” Todd twirled his coffee cup. “But I fucked up and chickened out, told her I didn’t see a future for us.”

Jason shook his head. “And now you do?”

Todd nodded. How could he have ever thought otherwise?

“What makes her any different from Gabrielle. Or Leti?”

“Everything.” Todd had cared about women he’d dated before, but his heart had never been fully engaged. Lindsey was another matter altogether. With her, his heart wasn’t just engaged, it was already in California.

“Unfortunately, I’ve lost her trust.”

“Obviously not completely. She’s here with you now. I’m sure you’ll think of a way to convince her you’re serious.” Jason plucked a maple donut from the box and set it on his plate. “Or maybe, you’ll be the one to beg off after you get to know her better.”

Not a fucking chance in hell.

His feelings must have shown on his face because Jason smirked.

“She’s here because she needs someone to watch her back until they catch Megan,” Todd said.

“And she chose you.”

She had. That was worth something, right?

In fact… The seed of an idea formed in Todd’s mind and he looked at his friend. “Hey, do you still have a way to contact Brandon Marlowe?”
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“Thanks, Misha.” Lindsey ended the call with her new accountant and leaned against the railing with a sigh. She wouldn’t blame the young woman if she quit, but so far Misha still planned to start work October 1st.

Lindsey took a minute to enjoy the fresh air. Jason’s third-floor balcony overlooked an inviting grassy area with tree-shaded picnic tables. He lived about fifteen minutes from Todd in a bustling part of town, surrounded by a mix of commercial properties, apartments, and condos.

She didn’t mind the traffic noise. Her own apartment was located on Pacific Coast Highway, a busy street with too many stoplights and too many cars.

She ached for it, surprised by how much she wanted to show it to Todd. Although, after it had been vandalized… Her stomach tightened.

Thankfully, the landlord had already hired someone to clean the mess and repaint the door. Tacking the bill onto her next rent payment, of course.

Slipping the phone into the back pocket of her jeans, she peered through the sliding glass door, across the living room to where the men sat at a small round dining table. Based on their expressions, the conversation had turned heavy.

Reluctant to interrupt, she watched squirrels chasing up and down the trees and reviewed her conversation with Misha. She’d reassured the woman that she could start working from home in October if it wasn’t safe to be at the office. And if Misha quit, she’d just have to find someone else.

Goddamn Megan.

Lindsey couldn’t continue to put her life on hold. She needed to find a way to reel in Megan and be done with her.

The door behind Lindsey slid open and Todd stepped onto the balcony, filling the small space with his presence. “Hey.” He stopped beside her, leaving at least a foot of room between them, his hands gripping the rail. “Everything okay?”

No, goddammit. She wanted him to come up behind her and wrap his arms around her, nuzzle her neck, spin her around and kiss her. But she couldn’t afford that kind of distraction right now.

“Fine. Misha is being amazing about the uncertainty.” The warm breeze blew her hair into her face and she impatiently hooked it behind her ears. “But it’s not an auspicious beginning, and I could see her moving on if this thing with Megan drags on for too long.”

Todd faced her, and she slowly matched the move, hesitant to experience the majesty of him in full force. “Jason and I might be able to help with that,” he said, his deep voice curling around her like smoke. “Come inside and we’ll talk.”

She followed behind him, admiring all the rippling muscles exposed by his gray 10K T-shirt and blue cargo shorts. They returned to the table where Jason munched on a donut.

Todd waited for her to take a seat and then said, “Megan’s a big Brandon Marlowe fan, right?”

“Well, yeah. Name a straight woman on the planet who isn’t.”

Jason chuckled.

Todd threw him a frown.

“But, seriously, I’m not sure fan is a strong enough word. Stan is more like it. She spent a lot of time on his dedicated subreddit, and snapped up every bit of news about him she could find. I think she identified with him because he came from humble roots and became a huge success. She had done the same thing in her own way.” Lindsey had been impressed with how Meg had clawed her way out of an impoverished childhood. Unfortunately, wealth had become her only goal, to the point that she’d been willing to kill rather than lose a lucrative source of income. “I told you she was disappointed when Brandon had to back out of the book festival, but that’s too tame a description.”

Meg had been some strange combination of angry and despondent. As if his absence had been personal.

“So…” Todd’s brows rose with the air of someone about to impart a secret. “Jason actually knows him.”

The surprise must’ve been clear on her face because Jason shrugged and said, “We have a mutual friend.”

Had he been an actor at some point? He was incredibly handsome, with a sharp nose, a strong jaw, and plush lips. Not to mention all those golden brown muscles. Honestly, being in the room with both him and Todd was a little dizzying.

“I’m not sure I understand,” she said. “How can Brandon Marlowe help us with Megan?”

Todd rested his injured arm on the table. “Megan’s obviously angry that you and I are walking free, right?”

“Yes.” The familiar fist of betrayal squeezed Lindsey’s heart.

“I was thinking if we twist the knife a little harder, it might convince her to move up her timeline. Make her sloppy. For example, if she thought you and I were going to meet her favorite actor in person…”

“It would gut her,” Lindsey said. “And she’d never suspect it was a trap, because why would a guy like that help us?” Except that was the problem. “It’s a great idea, but why would he help?”

Todd got a slight nod from Jason before saying, “This is strictly confidential, but Marlowe has worked with Steele before. Not in person, but behind the scenes. I think he has a soft spot for our military service or something. I don’t really know.”

Maybe being a movie hero wasn’t enough. The man might want to feel like a real-life hero too. “I don’t want to put anyone else in danger.”

“We don’t need him to show up,” Todd said. “We just need his PR machine to promote the story so Megan will see it if she’s monitoring the news or your social media profiles.”

Her head spun. Would someone like Brandon Marlowe—she had trouble thinking of him as just Brandon—actually be willing to do that for her? Well, for Jason. She put up her palms with a nervous laugh. “It’s worth a shot.” It wasn’t like she had a better idea.



[image: ]


By eight o’clock that night, the “leak” of Marlowe’s private calendar from a “close friend of the actor” had raced like wildfire through the entertainment websites and seemed poised to be picked up by the larger networks and papers for their soft news segments overnight.

If anything, their plan was too successful. Lindsey’s parents and Todd’s mother had been bombarded with calls from reporters eager for the scoop on them both.

Normally, an actor having lunch with a couple of fans wouldn’t garner widespread interest, but Lindsey and Todd had already made the local reports in Montana and their hometowns. Combine that with Brandon Marlowe’s mastery at keeping a low profile, and the media was desperate for the story.

That the man was willing to forgo his hard-won privacy to help out made Todd a fan for life. He hadn’t been sure Marlowe would agree to the plan, but as in the past, he’d been enthusiastic. It was too bad they wouldn’t actually meet the actor, because Todd would like to thank him in person for his support over the last few years.

He and Lindsey were back at Todd’s house with a couple of Steele’s guys providing overwatch outside. Megan might be in California, but he wasn’t taking any chances. The police hadn’t found any fingerprints or camera footage that tied the vandalism back to her. She’d already gotten someone to play her decoy once. It wasn’t a stretch to imagine someone else might’ve left the note on Lindsey’s door.

Lindsey sank onto the couch with a mug of hot tea. “It didn’t occur to me that our parents would be flooded with calls from reporters.” She sighed. “This whole thing has been a nightmare roller coaster for them.”

“I know.” He grimaced as he sat in the plush recliner beside the sofa, determined to keep his distance. “I expected a few mentions in the entertainment segments, but nothing this big. Must be a slow news week.”

The articles speculated over why the actor wanted to meet Todd and Lindsey, some theorizing that they could help him with an as-yet-unannounced role. The official line from Brandon’s manager was that the actor was “inspired by the couple’s recent ordeal and Mr. Brennan’s military service.”

“When he heard they were fans of the Sinzian Empire series, he decided to reach out,” the woman was quoted as saying. Never mind how the actor had learned they were fans. “Brandon requests that you give Ms. Garcia and Mr. Brennan privacy.”

Wouldn’t that be nice?

Lindsey took a sip of her drink. “Well,” she raised her eyebrows, “if Megan’s keeping an eye out for anything on you or me, she won’t be able to miss it.”

Fear sank its claws into Todd’s gut. They were playing a dangerous game, and he was terrified that she would get hurt. “Which means we need to be extra careful now. Our supposed lunch with Marlowe makes for an easy target, but the extra security might keep her away.”

The meet-up wouldn’t appear authentic without protective measures in place. Which is why Todd expected Megan to make her move before or after the big event, when the people watching their backs—as Scott and Dan were right now—weren’t visible.

Unless she was trained in counter-surveillance, she’d never spot their security detail, but anger made people unpredictable. Megan might not make rational decisions, which made her moves harder to anticipate and prevent.

Assuming she came for them at all. If she were smart, she’d keep running and never look back. Her recent history made it unlikely.

While part of him hoped she’d disappear, neither he nor Lindsey would ever feel truly safe until Megan was captured. Sure, they’d eventually learn to live with the threat of her on the loose, maybe even convince themselves the danger had passed. But the possibility of her return would niggle at them, a low-level stress that chipped away at their sanity and well-being, and snuck up on them in the dark of night.

No one wanted to live like that.

And a selfish part of him wondered if he’d have a chance with Lindsey if she never got closure with Megan.

Lindsey wrapped long fingers around her mug and held it against her chest. “Thank you for setting all of this up.” Her gaze made his heart skip like a scratched record.

“Jason made it happen.”

“And I already thanked him for that, but you came up with the idea. You’re the one orchestrating the security for us. You’re the one here with me now, keeping me from losing my shit.”

He huffed out a laugh. “It’s okay to lose it,” he said, sitting upright and placing his own mug on the coffee table. “I won’t judge.”

She gave him a wan smile. “I know.”

Was she, like him, remembering their first night together, when she’d let him hold her as she cried?

His arms ached with emptiness. “What can I do?” He’d do anything to ease her pain, whatever it took to help her forget, even for a minute.

“I don’t…” She shook her head. “I can’t ask you—” She stopped abruptly when he stood and looked down at her.

“You can ask me for anything.” His heart pounded. “Anything.”

She bit her lip and rose to face him, placing her mug on the table next to his. “I could really use a hug?” The words came out more question than statement, as if expecting a rejection.

If she only knew. He opened his arms and—thank you, God, finally—she stepped into his embrace. The full-body contact jolted him, but he ignored the buzz triggered by her palms pressed against his back.

Sighing in relief as they molded together, he wrapped her tight and inhaled her heady scent, his breath deepening, his brain calming despite his invigorated libido.

Her touch made him feel lighter, less burdened, smoother around the edges.

Turned out, he’d needed a hug too. Closing his eyes, he nestled her closer and—

A loud crash shattered the quiet.










CHAPTER TWENTY










BEFORE SHE’D EVEN registered the sounds from outside, Lindsey was flat on her back on Todd’s living room rug, his body covering hers, his good arm cradling her head.

“Stay down,” he said, scanning the room, his demeanor remarkably calm.

Shouts came from outside. Her pulse hammered in her ears.

Could Meg have found them already? Had she somehow made it to Virginia? Hard to imagine her being satisfied with long-distance vengeance, though the woman also had a strong sense of self-preservation.

But Lindsey had only been in Virginia since last night. How would Megan know?

“When I say ‘go,’” Todd said, “I want you to—”

His phone dinged and vibrated, tapping on the wooden table. He reached up, wincing at the movement, and read the message.

Relief smoothed his features and his head dropped to her shoulder. “False alarm.”

Adrenaline still pulsed through her as she released the breath she’d been holding. Nudging the table, Todd carefully pushed to his feet and then held out a hand for her.

“What was it?” she asked, letting him help her rise, willing her muscles to relax.

He dropped her hand far too soon. “Someone lost control and crashed into a parked car.”

“Oh, no. We should—”

“Stay inside.” The muscle in his jaw jumped. “It wasn’t a direct hit, but that doesn’t mean it’s not a trap for us, or for Scott and Dan.”

A shiver ran down her spine. “To lure us out?”

Todd had an armed team outside, and a top-of-the-line security system protecting the house, but a clever killer might defeat them both. Safety was an illusion. She couldn’t forget that. Tension locked her muscles all over again.

“Maybe. Could be a ruse to get our guys to reveal themselves, or simply to distract them for a few minutes. Could be a preliminary intel mission, or the beginnings of an attack.” Todd appeared maddeningly sanguine.

She wanted him to take her hand again, or pull her into his embrace. He did neither, so she crossed her arms, hugging herself. “What should we do? If someone’s hurt, we can’t leave them out there.”

“Dan already called 911.” Todd’s phone made more noise and he scrolled through the messages. “He and Scott are still in position, several of my neighbors are out there helping. The driver is out of the car and walking around, apparently uninjured. Possibly drunk.” He looked up. “Dan sent a photo. It’s grainy, but I recognize the guy. He lives a few doors down.”

Some of the tightness in her neck eased. “So probably a coincidence.”

“Probably.” He tapped out a response and slid the phone into his back pocket. “Kurt and Valerie will look into it, just to be sure.”

“This is overwhelming.”

“Which part?” he asked, studying her face.

“Your boss offering a whole team of people to help us. All the precautions we have to take. Not knowing where the threat will come from, or if there even is one.” She held his gaze, heat racing to her cheeks as she made a decision. “Being here with you and holding myself back from what I really want.”

Maybe he didn’t truly love her. Maybe it was too soon. But she’d never know if she didn’t give them a chance. If she’d learned anything recently, it was that life was too short to spend it worrying about the future. Even if she and Todd didn’t go the distance, shouldn’t she enjoy her time with him while it lasted?

What did she gain by keeping him at bay?

He’d had her on the floor, covering her with his body before she’d even registered what the crash could mean. He was willing to sacrifice himself to protect her and she couldn’t even risk a little heartbreak for him? What kind of coward, what kind of selfish fool, did that make her?

The kind who didn’t deserve him.

But she wanted to. More than anything.

He stilled, his expression understandably wary. “What is it you really want?”

“You.” She dug her fingers into her ribs, prodding herself to have courage. “Probably from the first minute we met. But I’ve been so worried about having some kind of certainty, some kind of guarantee that your feelings won’t change.” Disgust tinged her words. “So ridiculous. If this past week has taught me anything, it’s that there are no guarantees. No matter what I do, any feeling of control I have over my fate is an illusion. We’ve faced death several times over. We could die at any minute. Why am I worrying about whether you’ll still want me three months from now?”

“Pretty sure I will.” Todd placed a hand on her cheek, his eyes hot with desire, but he didn’t close the space between them, or lean in to kiss her the way she so desperately needed. “I was foolish first.” His thumb gently stroked her skin. “I’m sorry.”

She covered his hand with her own. “Let’s be smart for a change.”

“What about all that data you needed?”

“I’m still going to need proof that you want me.” She looped her arms around his neck and hooked a leg around his hips, locking their bodies together. “Lots and lots of it.”
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Todd groaned and kissed Lindsey’s neck, his hands skimming down her sides, over her butt, pulling her closer, trying to fill his palms with as much of her as possible.

He didn’t know if he trusted her sudden change of heart—how was that for irony?—but he sure as hell wasn’t going to question it. He’d been waiting days to have her in his arms again, and their brief hug had only reignited the desire he’d tried in vain to extinguish.

His hands shook with the restraint required not to strip her naked and take her on the couch. Right. The fuck. Now.

Whatever this was, they both deserved—

His breath caught as her fingers slipped inside his waistband, beneath his boxers, and brushed his penis.

“Jesus.” He locked his legs so he wouldn’t bring them crashing to the floor. 

Growing harder with every delicious stroke of her hand, Todd settled a knee on the arm of the sofa for support and kissed Lindsey on the mouth. She opened for him immediately, their tongues waging a sensuous battle where everyone triumphed. He kissed her jaw, her collarbone, the soft skin at the edge of the black T-shirt he’d loaned her. “This needs to go,” he said, tugging at the hem of the shirt.

At her nod, he tugged it over her head and let it drop. The white sports bra glowed against her tan skin for a second before she peeled it off and stood before him in jeans and running shoes, her dusky pink nipples making his mouth water.

Holding his gaze, she toed off her shoes and socks, and her hands went to the button on her pants.

“Upstairs,” he said, his voice raw. “I don’t have any condoms down here.”

With a wicked smile, she shimmied out of her jeans and panties.

He nearly swallowed his tongue as he reached for her.

She turned away from his grasp and bolted through the doorway with a laugh. “Upstairs,” she sang.

If he hadn’t been in love with her before, he was now. Racing up the steps, he caught her at the top and scooped her into his arms, provoking a playful squeal before he silenced her with a hot, demanding kiss.

“Shh,” he whispered. “Don’t want to raise the cavalry.”

Her eyes widened as he set her gently on his bedspread and turned on the lamp. “Are they listening?”

“No, but if you start screaming, Dan will definitely come to investigate.”

Lying back, she arched and stretched into a star shape, exposing herself completely, watching him, as if in challenge.

He swallowed hard. Where the hell had this bold, lusty siren come from? Not that he was complaining. “Do you have any idea how sexy you are?”

“Only when I see that look on your face.”

“Hold that thought.” He ducked into the hallway bathroom and searched the cabinet with trembling hands, making a mess of things before he found the small box of condoms. Note to self: go to the drug store tomorrow.

Returning to the bedroom, he almost forgot to breathe all over again at the sight of Lindsey, perched on her elbows, splayed like an offering. Just for him. He tossed the box onto his bedside table and removed his clothing in record time.

“Mmm.” She made an appreciative noise as he walked toward her, naked and weak-kneed.

If he’d fallen asleep in his chair and this wasn’t real, he was going to bawl his eyes out when he woke. Either way, he planned to make the most of the moment.

He dropped to his knees and gripped her legs, planting a kiss on the little mole at the top of her thigh that had been on his mind for days. She jolted and then sighed. As he kissed his way toward her core, she squirmed, rolling her hips.

He inhaled her unique scent and softly blew on her dark curls.

“Todd.” She fisted the bedspread and arched toward him, so eager, so beautiful.

That was all the invitation he needed. He slid his hands beneath her buttocks to get the best angle and moved in for the feast. She was love and joy and desire on his tongue, pure heaven as she writhed against his mouth, jerking and gasping and panting while he explored her in detail. He wanted to know every nuance of her body, learn every sigh, discover the quickest ways to arouse her, and how to keep her strung high on the precipice, simultaneously begging for relief and for him to never stop.

He stroked and delved and caressed with fingers, lips, and tongue, feeding off her breathy cries like an addict. When her body went taut and she dug her fingers into his hair, he worked her harder, growling against her sweet flesh, swirling around her clit until she broke with a shudder, his name harsh on the air.

Adrenaline rushed through him as she pulsed against his tongue. He kissed and licked lightly, slowly bringing her down.

She laughed softly and patted his head. “Come up here and fuck me already.”

Damn, she’d turned feisty, and he loved it. “Yes, ma’am.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and rose to crawl above her, grinning like a fool as he reached for a condom. “What’s your pleasure?”

She snagged the wrapper from his hand and tore it open, rolling the condom over his erection with hands far steadier—and inflaming—than his own. “I know missionary is boring,” she said, a deep vulnerability in her eyes, “but I like having you on top, weighing me down.”

God damn. “When you say it like that, it’s hot as hell.” He shook his head, prodding her to lie back so he could settle the weight of his lower body on hers. “There is no way on earth that sex with you, in any position, could ever be boring.” He punctuated his words by licking her nipple and following it up with a soft bite that made her jerk and moan.

Todd didn’t want to think about where she’d earned this particular insecurity. He had a pretty good idea, and Cruz WhatsHisNuts better hope they never crossed paths. “I’m always up for a little experimentation, but I’d be happy doing it this way for the rest of my life, if that’s what you want.”

And, yep, Todd was already talking about forever, but he could no longer imagine a life without her. So, he lowered himself to his elbows and brushed a gentle kiss against her lips as he slid slowly into her welcoming heat. “I love you.”
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Lindsey gasped as Todd filled her, his words of reassurance and love triggering a rush of emotion that threatened to overwhelm. Why had she been so damned stubborn? They could have been doing this every night instead of sleeping alone, miserable.

Thank God she’d come to her senses, because nothing had ever felt as amazing as cradling Todd with her body as he buried himself inside her. Every thrust was another declaration of love, a reminder of how incredible they were together. She ran her hands over his magnificent body, grabbing his rock-hard butt to urge him on as she wrapped her legs around his hips.

Even if he never tired of this position, she had an unexpected urge to experiment, hungry for new ways to please them both.

Trust was the key. Something she was only now realizing she’d never had in a relationship before. Not like this. She’d never been comfortable enough to get playful in bed or to voice her own desires.

Her heart swelled and she stretched up to kiss him.

He stared down at her, his gorgeous blue eyes full of adoration and desire, filling her heart and body to the brim.

She caressed his jaw and ran her thumb over his lower lip. I love you. She just needed a little more time to be able to say it.

His eyes closed on a groan as he lowered his head to give her a sensuous kiss full of tongue and teeth and fire. They lost their rhythm, and fought for breath as his hips moved in a frenzy, pumping harder, driving her to new heights of ecstasy. She braced one hand against the headboard and held on tight with the other, digging her fingers into his flesh.

Their skin slicked with sweat, the air filled with pants and groans and the slap of bodies. She squeezed her eyes shut to focus on the exquisite slide, in and out, setting every nerve alight. Then, he levered up onto one hand and reached between them, circling her clit with his thumb as he sucked her nipple into the wet heat of his mouth.

Under his sensuous onslaught, she shattered like a wave against the rocks, falling to earth in a thousand shimmering droplets that slowly reassembled into a pool of pure joy.

Todd grunted and slowed his pace, stroking deep several more times before collapsing, his weight pressing her into the mattress.

Releasing a blissed-out sigh, she wrapped herself around him and listened to his breath as it eased and then turned even.

He lifted his head and brushed his lips over hers, turning her heart to mush. Peppering her face with soft kisses, he whispered, “Hey.”

Her shy smile turned to laughter, her skin suddenly sensitive as his lips moved down her chin to her neck and he slid from between her legs with a reluctant groan. Her body ached at the emptiness, still throbbing from their lovemaking.

“Let’s do that again,” she said, rolling with him to maintain full body contact.

He chuckled and kissed her forehead. “I love your enthusiasm, but I’m going to need a few minutes to recover.” 

Reaching between them, he removed the condom and dropped it somewhere behind him, then he held her with enough distance between them that he could look at her. Their gazes locked for several moments before he stroked her hair back from her face and asked, “You okay?”

Her pulse skittered but she didn’t play innocent. Not with this. “Yes. Absolutely.” She watched him carefully, heart pounding in her ears. I love you. “I’m not going to freak out, I promise.”

Disappointment skittered across his handsome features.

The teeth of regret sank deep into her flesh. Soon. She’d be able to say the words soon. Maybe once they got to LA and she was in her own home, where she’d feel more comfortable, less overwhelmed.

With a nod, his expression cleared and he nuzzled the spot beneath her ear. “I think I’m mostly recovered.”

She smiled, turning breathless as his kisses grew bolder. Smiled in spite of the fact that she had more to lose now than ever before. That Megan could still take it all away.

But Todd’s touch had set fire to her blood, so she let go of the thoughts. Megan didn’t belong in this bed with them. Right now, Todd deserved all of her attention.

When he reached for a condom, Lindsey gave herself a mental push. “Can we…?” She cleared her throat, emboldened by his eager gaze, and motioned for him to roll onto his back as heat rushed her face. “I’d like to try something.”

She’d read about reverse cowgirl in a magazine once, but had never felt comfortable enough to attempt it before. For most people it probably seemed tame. For her, it had always felt too risky, too…wild, maybe. She honestly couldn’t decide on a word, but it didn’t matter. Here, alone with Todd, secure in his love, the desire to let go and live a little surged in her veins.

He did as asked, swiftly donning the condom. “Sweetheart, I’m up for anything.”

Therein lay the key difference between them, but she wouldn’t let it shut her down this time. Todd was not— No. None of her exes deserved to be in this bed either. Todd was different, better than any of them. And if she was wrong about that, she’d survive.

He was worth the risk.

Feeling shy, but determined, she straddled him, facing his feet, and slowly lowered herself onto his erection, moaning at the luscious sensation of being stretched and filled from a new angle.

“Hell, yes,” he said, running his hands down her back before gripping her hips and urging her to ride.

His knees weren’t the most exciting view, but she’d read that men were turned on by the sight of a woman’s backside during sex. Plus, the position gave her access to caress his balls as she braced one hand on his thigh. He bucked at her touch, letting out a strangled sound of pleasure that gave her the confidence to completely relax, finding her own joy as she continued to give.

“Jesus,” he said, inhaling through his teeth. Grabbing her shoulders, he urged her back, his voice strained. “Lie down.”

She glanced over her shoulder. “On you?”

He half laughed. “Yes. I like to feel your weight too.” His eyes darkened. “And you’re too far away like this. I want to get my hands on you.”

Feeling awkward and exposed, but happy to give her quads a break, she extended her legs and eased onto her back, somehow more vulnerable like this than she’d ever been, but also loving the feel of him beneath her. In her.

He smoothed his hands over the front of her body and began to move again. Reaching up, she pressed against the headboard to help counteract his thrusts and they both groaned as he plunged deeper.

He rolled one nipple between his fingers, his other hand sliding between her thighs to light her up. As he picked up the pace, Lindsey’s breath backed up in her chest. Senses overwhelmed by his touch, heat raced across her skin, raising goosebumps. Her entire body tightened as the pleasure crested.

With a keening cry, she launched into oblivion, raining down over the bed like sparkling confetti.

Todd followed her over the edge with a guttural sound of near anguish, his muscles rigid.

For a moment, they didn’t move, bodies pulsing as they cooled, harsh breaths filling the air. Her limbs were heavy and still tingling when he rolled them both to the side and eased himself free before snuggling her against his hard body.

She flushed thinking about all they’d done in this bed, but felt no embarrassment, only desire. Had she ever been this wanton? This eager for someone’s touch?

Not once before Todd.

Not once.

He kissed the back of her neck and laughed softly against her hot skin. “You sure missionary’s your favorite?”

She flipped over, craving the visual contact and intimate heat. “The jury’s still out.” She trailed her fingers along his collarbone, feeding her constant need to touch him. “I like being face to face with you, but that was…very nice.”

He grinned. “Sounds like someone’s up for more adventure.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE










THE FOLLOWING EVENING, Lindsey gripped Todd’s hand as they walked up the asphalt driveway toward a beautiful two-story house in the suburb of Vienna, set atop a small hill of grass and surrounded by trees.

She wore a red, flower-print summer dress and cute ankle boots that hid her beat-up feet, feeling feminine and pretty for the first time since she’d met him. Lip gloss and mascara had also helped with that, all courtesy of a quick trip to the mall.

Just this morning, Todd had learned that Steele’s business manager, Tara Fujimoto, and one of its former security specialists, Jeff Patarava, had announced their engagement the previous weekend, and the party was tonight.

“Dan and Alyssa have the best place for parties, so we usually end up here for major events. She’s the heir to a shipping fortune, so they can afford this neighborhood. Probably something much bigger, if they wanted. But they also have a house on St. Isidore, where their oldest daughter Flore is from.”

“Ah.” Lindsey had pretty much forgotten everyone’s backstory already, too distracted to retain the details of the stories he’d told her over the past couple of days. She tried to calm her nerves by focusing on the house. It wasn’t a mansion, but the brick Colonial had a two-car garage, a large front porch, and plenty of distance from the neighbors—at least by LA standards—with added privacy provided by a variety of trees and bushes.

When they reached the door, Todd squeezed her hand and rang the bell. “They’re going to love you.”

She nodded and took a deep breath.

“Hey, guys.” A pretty woman with strawberry-blond hair, a definite baby bump, and a chubby toddler on her hip answered the door with a huge smile.

The little girl with a large bow pinned in her brown hair leaned toward them with both arms out. “Todd!”

He chuckled and gave both the child and the woman a hug. “Hi, Sophie.” He pulled back and gestured to the ribbon. “I like your bow.”

Sophie beamed.

Lindsey’s heart turned to goo.

“Thank God you’re okay,” the woman said, ushering them into the two-story foyer. “Everyone was worried.”

“Yeah.” He nodded, sobering. “Me too.” Turning toward Lindsey, he introduced her to Alyssa and her two-year-old daughter.

“It’s nice to meet you.” The woman motioned them to follow her. “We’re so glad you could come tonight.”

The house had decorative details similar to Todd’s, with crown molding and hardwood floors. The walls sported muted colors, and the rooms had been filled with plush furnishings that looked comfortable and kid-friendly.

They passed through a large kitchen—with granite countertops, stainless steel appliances, and a farmhouse sink surrounded by miles of white cabinets—and out onto a wide deck to join about ten other people.

On the grass beyond the deck, several young children squealed and ran in circles around a teenaged girl.

Lindsey tried not to feel overwhelmed as she was introduced to the group. Not only was it a lot of people to keep track of, but all the muscles and beauty on display made her a little self-conscious. At least she didn’t have to meet Todd’s friends wearing another of his oversized shirts.

“Jeff.” Todd shook the hand of an even taller, broader man with wavy brown hair. “Congratulations, man.”

“Thanks.” Jeff’s grin nearly overtook his face. “I’m a lucky guy.” He put his arm around the petite woman next to him—introduced as Tara—and squeezed her closer.

At first glance, he and Tara made an odd couple. Even in three-inch wedge heels, her head didn’t reach his shoulder. Lindsey felt like an Amazon in comparison. Also a little shabby if she were honest. Whereas Jeff was dressed casually in jeans and a gray Colorado tee, Tara looked like she’d just stepped out of a photo shoot in a sage green sundress, her shiny black hair hanging past her shoulders. It wasn’t that her clothes were any nicer than Lindsey’s, but they fit her perfectly. Her entire look was polished in a way Lindsey had never mastered. She might be the most beautiful woman Lindsey had ever seen in person.

But, despite their contrasting sartorial choices, the way Tara and Jeff looked at each other made it clear they were very much in love. Yearning for that kind of bond sank its teeth deep into her heart as she congratulated the couple.

Todd turned to Tara and pulled her into a hug. “I’m really happy for you, T.” His voice was warm like sugar. She was clearly someone he cared about.

And Lindsey couldn’t dislike her, no matter how perfect, because she was also incredibly nice. As was everyone at the party. All the new names and friendly faces were enough to make Lindsey’s head spin. Thankfully, Todd held her hand or kept his arm around her waist as they chatted their way through each small cluster of people on the deck.

Cruz would’ve abandoned her immediately.

Stop it. The asshole had done enough damage when they were together. He didn’t deserve space in her head now that she’d moved on.

Todd glanced at her and lifted one brow as if sensing a change. “You good?” he whispered in her ear, punctuating it with a kiss to her neck that made her toes tingle.

How was he so in tune with her? She nodded and smiled. “Yes.” And she meant it one hundred percent.

But as time went on, she was worn down. They spent time talking to Valerie Sanchez-Kramer, who snuggled an adorable baby in a sling. Her husband Scott stood out because he wasn’t tall and broad like the rest of the men, but his “My Chemical Romance” band shirt and cargo shorts revealed that he was ripped as hell.

“Scott was in the Marines, but we don’t hold it against him,” Todd said.

“That’s because he has the biggest gun,” Valerie said, winking.

Lindsey forced a smile at the double entendre. She knew they all carried weapons, but on the heels of her experience in Montana, she found herself a little queasy at the idea, even if it meant they were probably in the safest house this side of the Potomac.

Todd laughed and said to Lindsey, “Literally. He’s a sniper.”

“Oh.” Scott looked more like a laid-back surfer dude than a stone-cold killer. Which was an asinine thought, because what did a killer look like? Case in point: Megan. Except Megan had wanted Lindsey dead for selfish reasons, whereas she assumed Scott’s motive was to protect his teammates and Steele’s clients.

“He’s also the one who hooked us up with Marti.”

“Oh, right,” she said, feeling thickheaded. Apparently, Scott was the one who’d gotten into some kind of trouble as a kid. Her curiosity went into overdrive, but his past was none of her business. “Thank you for getting her involved. She was great.”

“Of course. Happy to help.” Scott looked down at his wife and gestured to the baby, who’d woken and started fussing. “Want me to take Chloe for a minute?”

“Sure.” Valerie loosened the sling and carefully handed the little girl over.

“How old is she?” Lindsey asked.

Valerie smiled. “Seven months. And finally sleeping through the night, thank God.”

“That must be a relief.” Lindsey couldn’t even imagine how much a baby would change a person’s life, but she’d like to find out someday. Todd’s hand tightened around hers. Was he thinking the same thing? “She’s adorable.”

Scott held the dark-haired child so they were nose to nose, his eyes full of love, a huge smile on his face. “Hey there, teacup.”

Chloe squealed and smacked his face.

They all laughed as Scott tucked the baby into the crook of his arm, bouncing her gently.

As the evening passed, Lindsey relaxed, her anxiety over meeting Todd’s friends easing, but by the time they’d corralled the chaos of families for dinner, a headache had formed at the base of her neck. As an introvert—and an only child to boot—she could only handle so much being “on” before her brain and body rebelled.

By the end of dinner, she’d traded her wine for a glass of water, but mostly she needed a break from the noise, and a few minutes out of the spotlight. Not that anyone gawked or purposely overwhelmed her, but she was still the newbie, the odd person out who had no sense of the team’s history, and the one everyone wanted to learn more about.

If she got to see them more regularly, hanging out wouldn’t wear her down so fast.

“Hey,” Todd pushed away his empty plate and slid his arm around her shoulder, leaning close to speak into her ear. “You doing okay?”

She nodded.

His demeanor had changed as the evening progressed, his posture more relaxed, his smiles easier. He was at home here. She wouldn’t ruin that.

“Just a little tired,” she whispered back. “Your friends are great, but there’s a lot of them.”

“Yep.” He looked around the table, a fond look on his face. “But we can go anytime. Just say the word.”

She straightened and rested a hand on his thigh. “I will.” Not a chance. This wasn’t like one of Cruz’s bar-hopping-until-two-in-the-morning nightmares. She could handle another couple hours of chatting with the most important people in Todd’s world. “I’m going to find the restroom.”

He nodded, dropped a quick kiss on her lips, and then turned to join the conversation between Scott and Jason on his right.

Inside the house, Lindsey found Jenna sitting on a sofa in the family room, nursing her baby. The setting sun had painted the room gold and the pair looked like a renaissance painting, serene and shining.

The blonde looked up and smiled. “Thought we’d take a minute away from the chaos.”

Returning the smile, Lindsey said, “It is a little overwhelming.” She felt a pang at the sight of the woman and her baby. Would she ever have children of her own? Could she have a family with Todd?

The notion took root in her heart like a weed in a garden. She’d always wanted a husband and kids in a vague, “someday” kind of way. But now, her vision was sharper, and she could only imagine that future with one man. Except she had no idea how they were going to make this relationship work, let alone build a life together. She’d have to leave LA, leave her family. Because, now that she’d seen Todd with his friends, she couldn’t imagine asking him to give them up.

“You’ll get used to it,” Jenna said, as if it was a foregone conclusion that Lindsey would become a permanent fixture. “Mick and I live in South Carolina, so we’re not with the whole group that much, but Tara’s my best friend, so we come up to NOVA fairly often.”

NOVA. Todd had told her earlier it was shorthand for Northern Virginia, the part located in the DC metro area.

“Oh,” Lindsey said. “I thought your husband worked with Kurt too.”

“He used to, but not at Steele. He and Dan and Kurt were PJs with my brother.”

“Ah.” Lindsey had been reduced to single syllables. She needed a chart to keep track of all the connections. “Does your brother live close too?”

“No, he died in Afghanistan while working as a contractor.”

Damn. She’d put her foot in it now. “I’m so sorry.”

Jenna nodded. “Me too, but that’s what brought me and Mick together, so it’s bittersweet.” She patted her little one’s back and forced a smile. “Anyway, I’m happy Tara finally met someone who treats her well. She deserves it.”

“She and Jeff seem great together.” What else could she say? All of the pairs here seemed like #couplegoals to her.

“They are. And our boys have become fast friends. Tara just needs to have a baby quick so this one will have a someone close to her age too.” She laughed, righting her clothing as she stood. “I’m mostly kidding.”

Lindsey wanted to be around to see that. And Alyssa’s baby. And all of the big events for the most important people in Todd’s life. “Fingers crossed,” she said. “Can you point me to the restroom?”

“Down the hall, second door on the left.”

“Thanks.”

After doing her business, Lindsey washed her hands and checked her appearance in the mirror. She didn’t have Tara’s impeccable style, or Jenna’s fresh-faced looks. She wasn’t a pilot like Caitlyn, or a tech genius like Valerie, or a former aid worker like Alyssa. She felt boring and plain next to their amazing accomplishments and incredible beauty.

But Todd said he loved her. And so far, he’d backed it up with every action. If he’d never gotten scared and pulled away, would she doubt him at all?

Maybe. But that was on her, not him. And she was done letting guys like Cruz define who she was and what she believed about men.

The entire group of honorable men outside this room loved their wives and girlfriends and children, and weren’t afraid to show it. They were tough but also compassionate.

And Todd was one of them. Unique, but with the same characteristics. Like no man she’d ever met before.

If he said he loved her, she chose to believe him. Nothing could guarantee their relationship would work out for the long term, but she trusted him to give it his best. 

Just as she would. Because she loved him too, and he deserved to know it. Time to stop guarding her heart, to stop running from being vulnerable. So far, opening up to Todd had only brought rewards. Her body flushed as she pressed the spot on her upper thigh where he’d left a light stubble burn.

How wonderful could things be if she completely dropped her armor and went all in?

She reapplied her lip gloss and gave her mirror image a nod. Tonight. She’d give him the words tonight.

Her phone—still the temp phone from Marti—dinged. Mom had been checking in nonstop, and Lindsey felt a twinge of guilt for not returning to LA directly. But she’d wanted Todd to have a chance to square things with Jason. And she’d wanted to meet, and personally thank, his friends for their help and support.

She checked the phone’s screen to find a message from an unfamiliar number.

UNKNOWN: Do exactly as I say and I’ll let your parents live.

Adrenaline punched her in the gut. No one but her parents, Todd, and Marti had this number.

With jittery fingers, she tapped out a response.

LINDSEY: Who is this?

She knew—she knew—but it couldn’t be. Right?

UNKNOWN: You’re smarter than that, LinLin.

LinLin. The casual, friendly nickname chilled her, as if she and Megan were just two friends having a normal chat, not…whatever the hell they were now.

A picture taken through a window of Lindsey’s mom sitting at Tia Ana’s dining table immediately followed the message. A gun barrel and sights were blurry in the foreground while her mom smiled at someone across from her, oblivious to the danger. 

Panic hit Lindsey like a sneaker wave, making her shake so hard she nearly dropped the phone. No no no. She had to warn Mom. Warn everyone.

If she called the police, what would keep Megan—or whoever was there—from shooting before help arrived? Scanners were easy enough to come by these days. Lindsey knew someone who monitored local police activity through a website, no special equipment required.

She took a deep breath. The photo might not be live, but based on her mom’s haircut, it was recent. Besides, if someone could get close enough to take this picture before, they could do it again.

UNKNOWN: Stop thinking. You have 60 seconds to exit the house through the front door alone WITHOUT ALERTING ANYONE to our communication and get into the black car parked three houses down.

A vise clamped around her throat. There had to be some way Todd and his team could help. Except, they were here, not in LA.

There was a chance Megan was bluffing, that she wouldn’t harm the people who’d always welcomed her to Garcia family gatherings. But the woman had been willing to have Lindsey killed, and to ultimately do the deed herself. Lindsey couldn’t take the chance with her family members’ lives.

UNKNOWN: If you warn anyone, I’ll kill them all. But you’re the one I want. 60, 59…

Oh, God. Lindsey braced her hands on the counter to keep herself from collapsing.

If she told Todd, he’d never let her leave the house. She’d wanted to lure Megan out of hiding, and she’d done it. She had no idea how the other woman had found her, but she should’ve known Megan would find a way to circumvent all the security Todd had in place.

Her phone chimed again and she almost dropped it.

UNKNOWN: 40, 39… 

Fear drove a spike into her chest. She didn’t trust Megan to honor her end of the deal, but if anyone got hurt because Lindsey didn’t take the threat seriously… She couldn’t chance it.

“Fuck.” One way or another, Lindsey was going to end this. She’d thought she’d be more prepared—and that she’d have Todd by her side—but at least the wait was over.

Anger made her face hot as she frantically looked in the drawers and cabinets for anything useful and came up empty.

With only a few seconds to spare, she left a message for Todd and slipped unseen out the front door.










CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO










“SEEMS LIKE THINGS have improved with Lindsey,” Jason said, snagging a cookie off the table.

“They have.” Todd could feel heat rushing to his face. “We…talked.”

Jason laughed at that understatement, but didn’t ask for details. “Good. So, what’s next?”

“What do you mean?” He was already designing wedding rings in his head, but no way in hell was he going to share that with Jason, even if they were surrounded by some of the best examples of true love he could imagine. Especially since his friend was the only one here without a date. “It’s going to take time to convince her I’m serious.”

“Are you going to move to LA?”

Todd frowned. This was the part he hadn’t worked out yet. Outside of his family, the people he cared about most in the world were here in Virginia. But Lindsey had only ever lived in California. Her family and her business were there. He couldn’t ask her to leave all that behind for him. “Why, you trying to get rid of me?”

Jason grinned. “Always.” He chomped on a huge bite of cookie. “But seriously, I’ve been trying to convince Kurt we need a West Coast presence, and that I can make it happen with my contacts out there. Until now, I wasn’t sure you’d be game to do it with me.”

Todd looked around. Clearly he wasn’t the only one who appreciated the sense of community here. Could he and Jason form a new team in LA? “You just want prettier clients.”

His friend snickered. “Plenty of old, white execs in California too. And I’m itching to be in charge of something. I’m going to be tied to a desk for a while, so it’s the perfect time for a change.”

Todd managed to tamp down the guilt about Jason’s injuries. “I guess I could run recruitment from there if Kurt is game. It’s mostly travel anyway. Training would probably have to be limited to West Coast hires though. I wouldn’t want to be gone all the time.”

“I think being able to offer people a chance to live on either coast will help with recruitment, which means we’ll need more trainers anyway.”

“Good point. How about I let you know after I’ve spent some time there?” Todd had moved enough times with the Air Force that he wasn’t intimidated by the idea, but he hadn’t expected to uproot again anytime soon, if ever. Having Jason in LA would make the transition easier, but Todd also wanted to make sure he’d be happy with the decision even if things with Lindsey went south. Plus, while he didn’t relish a long-distance relationship, moving to California too soon might scare her away. 

“Sure, no pressure,” Jason said. “I don’t even know if Kurt’s going to agree. He’s reluctant to expand into an unfamiliar market, and wants to keep the small, family feel we have right now.”

That was one of the things Todd liked about Steele most. “If you have the contacts, you could start your own business. Maybe Kurt would be willing to invest. At the very least, you could refer clients and potential recruits to each other.”

“Maybe.” Jason wiped his fingers on a napkin, a faraway look in his eyes. Did his injury have him rethinking his future, or was there more going on?

Todd had been so busy with his own shit lately that he had no idea. He made a mental note to question Jason more next time they were alone.

Across the deck, Dan caught Todd’s eye and gestured him toward the back door.

He glanced around. Lindsey had only been inside for a few minutes, but he was so far gone he missed her already. He’d grown used to having her in his sights twenty-four/seven, and it made him itchy not to know where she was. Not in a controlling, stalker-ish kind of way, just a love-struck kind of way.

She’d been beautiful when he’d first met her, disheveled and covered in dirt, but in that floaty red dress, she lit him on fire. All evening, he’d been envisioning undoing the long line of buttons one by one to reveal her bare skin.

He stood, mentally pushing away the image before the direction of his thoughts became obvious to anyone looking. “Be right back,” he said to Jason, and walked toward Dan.

“I got a call from the perimeter guards,” Dan said, meeting him halfway. “Lindsey just walked out the front door and got into a rideshare.”
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Minutes after leaving the house, Lindsey sat in the front seat of a black Honda Accord, gripping her knees and watching the tree-lined road ahead, street lights punctuating the darkness at regular intervals. Surely Todd realized she was gone by now. He had to be going out of his mind.

I’m sorry.

Next to her, Megan drove in silence, a gun in her left hand pointed at Lindsey as she steered with her right. Before exiting the neighborhood onto this four-lane road, Megan had directed Lindsey to dump her purse and phone out the window. Todd couldn’t track her and ride to the rescue, which meant she was on her own.

So, she needed a plan to get away. Crashing the car always worked in the movies, but she’d have to wait until Megan was more distracted. Right now, her old friend’s finger looked poised on the trigger. In fact, Lindsey had no idea why she hadn’t just killed her already.

Taking a deep breath to steel her nerves, Lindsey asked, “I’m here. Tell your goon to leave my parents alone.”

“Don’t worry. Unlike me, Cruz doesn’t have the balls to actually shoot anyone.”

“Cruz?” A combination of betrayal and relief washed through her. The man was an ass, but he was also nothing but swagger.

Megan laughed without humor. “Give the man enough blowjobs and he’ll do anything for you. I swear, I don’t know why he stuck with you for so long.”

Lindsey wished he hadn’t. “Why didn’t you just keep running? You could’ve disappeared, started over.”

“Because I need more money.” Megan raced through a yellow light. “Thanks to you, my accounts have been frozen, my brother is gone, everything I worked for is gone. I’m a fugitive, for God’s sake.” Her voice turned bitter, getting louder by the second. “But you… Your life’s just peachy, like always. You float along in your safe little bubble of loving parents, a good business, and a growing bank account, and no matter what shit gets thrown at you, somehow you come out better than before. Cruz cheated on you—”

“With you,” Lindsey couldn’t help reminding her.

Megan shrugged. “Not just me. He was an asshat of the first order, and you would’ve figured it out soon enough.”

Lindsey’s head spun. Why had she wanted to fix things with that man so badly?

“But you dumped him, and your new boyfriend is even hotter.”

And a thousand times better, but she didn’t think that would help her case, especially since she had Megan to thank for bringing Todd into her life. The whole thing was so twisted.

“I took you to Montana to die, and yet here you are, alive and well.” Megan’s knuckles whitened as she gripped the steering wheel. “You ruined my life, and now you have a lunch date with Brandon fucking Marlowe.”

Lindsey hadn’t realized Megan harbored so much animosity toward her. It clearly had been building long before Lindsey started digging into Meg’s clients. “You ruined your own life by taking dirty money,” Lindsey said. “I was trying to protect you because I thought you were being taken advantage of.”

“Yeah? Well, your boyfriend killed my brother.”

Bile rose in Lindsey’s throat. Todd’s actions had been warranted, but any death still horrified her. “In self-defense. Pete killed Todd’s cousin for no reason at all. His own wife. And he did it in front of their son. Your nephew. That was straight-up murder. There’s no comparison.”

Silence.

Megan’s gun hand twitched. The muscle in her jaw tensed.

But she didn’t shoot.

“I almost forgot how fucking righteous you are.” Meg’s voice had dropped into a menacing calm. “An answer for everything, and you always have to be right, always perfect. Fuck anyone’s feelings or what they want as long as you win the argument.” She glanced over in the darkness. “If you had just listened to me when I asked you to quit digging into my customers, you could’ve avoided all of this. We’d still be happy.”

Megan’s criticism hit a little too close to home. It was something Lindsey needed to work on. Not because assholes like Cruz told her she should lighten up, but because she didn’t want to hurt the people she cared about just to prove she was “right.” She’d excelled in school, but that wasn’t a model for life. 

Still, she had been correct about the illegal origins of some of Megan’s income, even if she’d been blind to her friend’s willing participation in the scheme. Investigating the shell companies after Megan asked her to stop might have made Lindsey a bad friend—even if her intentions had been good—but she couldn’t condone laundering money for murderous drug cartels and gunrunners to help pay off dirty cops. No one got the friend pass for that.

And while Lindsey would have preferred to avoid the horrifying events in Montana, she had no regrets about meeting Todd.

She just had to survive to see him again.

“I agree,” she said. “I have plenty of flaws to work on.” Lindsey scanned their surroundings for inspiration. “But I can’t undo what’s happened.”

Megan finally looked at her. “No, but you can give me money.” She breezed through another traffic light as they entered a busy commercial district with huge strip malls and a mess of roads. “Your money. Your parents’ money. Todd’s money. All of it.” In the red glow of the dashboard, her nostrils flared. “I will not go back to hustling for my dinner, and I will not go to prison. If I don’t get the money, I will kill you.” Her voice rose, hard and savage. “And I’ll make it my life’s mission to hunt down everyone you care about. Every family member, every friend. My life can’t get any worse, but revenge might just make me feel better.”

Lindsey stared at this woman who’d once been her friend, as they drove toward a large mall and slowed for a red light. Had she ever really known her?

A small part of Lindsey empathized with Megan’s pain. The rest of her was pissed and poised to fight. She balled her hand into a fist and waited, holding her breath. Tick. Tick. Tick.

The car came to a stop and Megan glanced left to check for cross-traffic.

Now.

Lindsey yanked the gun from Megan’s hand and punched her in the thigh, where she’d stabbed her just days ago.

Megan cried out in pain. “Fuck.”

Lindsey shoved open the passenger door and ran toward the gas station convenience store on the street corner.

“Stop!” Megan’s feet slapped the asphalt, and the car’s open-door warning dinged relentlessly behind them.

Lindsey stumbled, but kept going, not daring to look back. Lungs on fire, she slammed open the store’s glass door. She turned to look for a deadbolt, but found only a keyhole.

Outside Megan limped closer, only ten yards away.

Lindsey called to the cashier, “Can you lock the door?”

The tough-looking, gray-haired woman behind the counter looked up, eyes wide. “Don’t shoot!”

“Oh.” Lindsey lowered the gun she’d forgotten she held. “No, I took it from her. She kidnapped me.”

The woman hesitated, reaching for a lanyard around her neck.

“Please, hurry. And if you have one of those emergency buttons—

The door chimed.

Megan shuffled inside and pointed a gun at the cashier.

“No!” Lindsey raised the weapon in her hand, aiming for dead center on Megan’s chest.

She pressed the trigger. Click. Shit, was the safety on?

Bam!

Something hit the floor. Oh, my God. Oh, my God. Was the cashier…?

Blood trickled across the linoleum.

“Now see what you made me do?” Megan screamed. “That nice innocent lady, just doing her job, and you got her killed.”

Lindsey’s throat closed. I’m so sorry.

She flipped a small switch on the side of her gun and tried again. Click.

Bang!

Lindsey dove behind a rack of chips at the back of the store near the drink coolers, the sound of blood pumping in her ears. 

“Your gun’s not loaded, dumbass. I didn’t want to accidentally kill you before I got my money.” She stepped over the cashier and moved behind the counter. “But I have plenty of bullets in this one. Come out, or I’ll shoot the next person who walks through that door.”

Lindsey crouched on the sticky tile floor, her entire body pulsing as she peered between rows of chip bags.

Megan’s gaze flicked between Lindsey’s hiding place and the closed-circuit television above the register. The tension in the room bloomed like an ominous cloud.

Within seconds, an SUV pulled up to one of the pumps and two twenty-something women got out, heading for the glass doors.

A wicked smile lit Megan’s face.

“Okay.” Lindsey stood. She tried to raise her hands in surrender, but pain shot through her left upper arm, hot and throbbing. Pressure from her hand helped, but her fingertip found an open wound and she nearly jumped out of her skin.

Nausea clawed at her stomach.

Her legs went weak.

Little black dots appeared in front of her eyes, and she broke out in a sweat. She dropped to her knees and squeezed her eyes shut, sucking air through her nose.

Holy fuck. She shook like a luffing sail.

One of Megan’s earlier shots must’ve hit her. How the hell had she not noticed before?

“We’re closed.” Megan’s voice cut through the fog in Lindsey’s brain as she turned off the OPEN sign in the window.

Lindsey wiped her bloody hand on her dress and tried to gather her wits.

The two women outside noticed Megan’s gun, their expressions of shock almost comical. One screamed. The other shouted, “Run!” They sprinted to the SUV and peeled out of the gas station, leaving Lindsey alone with a dead cashier and a revenge-bent Megan Lassiter.










CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE










TODD HADN’T WAITED for more info. He ran around the side of Dan’s house and jumped into his Charger just in time to catch sight of the black Accord running a yellow light to turn left onto the main road. Todd screeched to a halt as the light changed to red, unable to enter traffic without endangering anyone.

The second he got the green, he made the same left and floored it, hoping to catch up.

He had a chance as long as the other car didn’t turn off at any of the many side streets.

But at least he was taking action.

His phone rang through the car speakers. Jason. “What do you know?”

“Reddy and Hamilton reported that Lindsey was seen getting into the passenger side.”

“Willingly?”

A pause while Jason spoke to someone in the background. “Appears so. No one was with her.”

Why would she do that?

Somehow Megan had lured her outside and convinced her not to tell him or anyone. His gut tightened and he punched the gas pedal to make the light as he raced toward one of the busiest commerce centers in NOVA.

There was more muffled conversation on the other end of the line before Jason said, “Uh, she left you a message on the bathroom mirror.”

Todd’s heart dropped into his stomach. “What?”

“It looks like it was written in eye liner, and it says, ‘Todd: Sorry. Had to go with M. Be safe.’” Jason cleared his throat. “‘I love you. L.’”

She loved him? And this was how she chose to say it? What. The. Actual. Fuck?

Fear grabbed him by the throat. Did she think she’d never get to tell him in person?

“Kurt’s alerting the police that Megan might be in town, though we can’t confirm she was the driver,” Jason said.

Todd gripped the steering wheel so hard his fingers hurt. “We need to find that car. And we need to figure out what kind of leverage Megan has over her to make her leave without telling anyone.”

“Kurt’s on the phone with her parents now,” Jason said.

She’d hate that. She never wanted them to worry.

He banged his palm on the wheel. He couldn’t lose her. He wouldn’t. “Any idea how Megan contacted her?”

“Dan found Lindsey’s purse and phone in the neighbor’s front yard. Valerie’s working her scary hacker magic to check for messages and track the sender.”

Todd pushed the accelerator as much as he dared. Traffic thickened as he headed into Tysons Corner, and despite his desperation, he forced himself to take care. A mistake could hurt or kill someone innocent. Not to mention, if he got in an accident, he’d be no good to Lindsey.

“I’m putting Valerie on,” Jason said as Todd got stuck at another traffic light.

A second later, Valerie’s voice filled the car. “Todd, I was able to trace back the sender of the messages that convinced Lindsey to leave. Bottom line: the sender threatened her parents if she didn’t comply, and sent an ominous photo.”

A sick feeling settled in the pit of his stomach. Lindsey was sacrificing herself.

He took a deep breath and waited for the traffic signal to turn, every muscle poised.

“The important part,” Valerie continued, “is that I can use the cell towers to triangulate that sender’s location. It’s not quite as precise as GPS but—“

“Where?” Todd asked.

“Heading east on Chain Bridge at International. Currently, they appear to be stopped.”

Thank you Jesus, they were so close. His body thrummed in anticipation. “I’m two intersections back. Keep me posted.”

The light glowed green and Todd followed the car in front of him, forcing himself not to ride the Audi’s tail. At the first opportunity, he swerved around the guy and accelerated toward the massively busy intersection of two major shopping malls and a bunch of strip malls and office buildings.

Traffic in the right lane leading to International Drive was backing up. At the light, he could just make out the black Honda blocking the right turn lane, its doors thrown open.

He relayed what he saw to Valerie. “Something’s going down. Call the cops.”

Fear slithering over him like snakes, he cut right into the first available parking lot, snagged his tactical gear bag from the trunk of his car, and took off running.
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“You shot me,” Lindsey said as Megan approached with the gun in her hand, eyes wild. Lindsey was feeling a little wild herself. Wild and woozy, and frankly, pissed.

“How bad is it?” Megan stopped in front of her, gun pointed at Lindsey’s chest. “I’d prefer you stay alive. At least for now.”

Lindsey pointed at her shoulder. “I don’t know. Feel free to look.” A wave of nausea made her shudder.

“I’m not a fucking medic.” She reached into the neighboring aisle and produced a roll of self-adhesive bandage, tossing it into Lindsey’s lap. “Maybe this will help.”

Lindsey thought of Todd using a glove to staunch his own bleeding while he ushered her to safety and almost sobbed. She had to be strong if she wanted to see him again. It didn’t matter if she was scared out of her fucking mind. It was try or die. Maybe both, but she had to fight.

She ripped open the box and removed the roll. Clamping one end between her chin and shoulder, she wrapped the stretchy cloth around her upper arm and pressed the end until it stuck.

Gripping her thighs, she took slow deep breaths through her mouth to quell another flare of pain. 

“All patched up?” Megan asked.

Lindsey just glared at her.

Sirens cut through the din of traffic outside the store.

“Fuck.” Megan looked around frantically, and ducked into the aisle with Lindsey. “Come back here,” she said, waving her gun as she sidled toward the tall refrigerators stocked with bottled water and energy drinks.

Lindsey crawled one-handed on shaky limbs. To her left was an open door topped with a sign for the exit and restrooms.

The front entrance rattled several times and a man called out, “Hello?”

Megan carefully peered over the shelf.

Lindsey dove through the doorway, crashing into a mop cart. She slithered into the dingy storage area, kicking the door shut behind her. Heart banging in her chest, she pushed to her feet and rammed the heavy-duty mop head under the door knob, bracing the end of the handle against a box pushed up to the opposite wall.

“Hey!” Megan cried.

Lindsey stumbled to the side and looked around the dimly lit space. To her right was the one-hole bathroom, but that was a death trap.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Lindsey screamed as bullets embedded themselves in the far wall.

“Come back here, bitch!” Megan yelled through the fresh holes in the door.

Something hit the door, putting a crack in it.

And again.

Lindsey flinched with each blow. The mop handle bowed and creaked.

Across the room and down a small, dim corridor, something thunked. A breeze rattled papers tacked to a corkboard plastered with employee notices.

Crack! Another blow to the barrier between her and Megan. The wood around the deadbolt had begun to splinter. Much more and Meg would be able to reach through and unlock the door.

Nodding to herself, Lindsey sucked in a deep breath and nearly choked on the scent of mildew and urine. Focus. All she had to do was get to the corridor and around the corner. What were the odds of Megan getting in a good shot as Lindsey passed by? Didn’t matter. If Lindsey stayed put, she had zero chance of surviving.

She waited for another kick to rattle the door. Stepping out with her right foot, she lunged and slid into a roll—something she’d practiced hundreds, if not thousands, of times in volleyball—crossing the open space quickly. 

Bullets slammed into the wall above her, the sound assaulting her eardrums.

Lindsey popped to her feet in the corridor, ears ringing, left arm throbbing. She’d made it! All she had to do now was get around the corner and out the back.

The door crashed open behind her. “Stop!”

Lindsey plowed into the wall at the end of the hall, pushing off to fling herself to the right toward the wide-open exit where a panel truck had parked close to the building with its ramp lowered, and a stack of boxes sat just outside the doorway.

A bullet hit the wall where her head had just been. The blast reverberated through the small space.

Body amped on adrenaline, she made a final push.

Megan grabbed the back of her dress.

The fabric tore, but ultimately held, jerking Lindsey to an abrupt halt, her shoes slipping on the linoleum.

Something hard jabbed into her ribs. “Don’t move.”

Goddammit. She’d been so close.

Could she twist and knock the gun out of Megan’s hand without getting shot? There had to be something. Lindsey scanned the hallway for inspiration, a weapon, anything, but it was empty. Warm air carried the scent of stale cigarette smoke, and a yellow glow from outside lit the space.

A figure with broad shoulders peered around the doorway, face in the shadows.

Megan’s head whipped up.

Bang bang bang!

The man stumbled and fell to his back, unmoving.

Light spilled across Todd’s face.

The scream surged out of Lindsey like flame from a dragon. “Nooo!”

She spun and knocked the gun from Megan’s hand. Before the other woman could respond, Lindsey landed a solid punch to her cheekbone.

Megan staggered into the wall. A beat passed, both of them momentarily stunned. Lindsey shook the pain from her hand and dove for the weapon.

Megan reached it first.

Lindsey grabbed her wrist.

The bitch squeezed Lindsey’s injured shoulder.

Fiery-hot pain doubled her over at the waist, stealing her breath. She put a hand on the wall for balance and looked up into the barrel of the gun. 

“Fuck the money. I’ll find another way.” Megan’s smile was a thing of nightmares. “Goodbye, Lindsey.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR










TODD REGAINED CONSCIOUSNESS and sucked in a harsh breath. The tactical vest had protected him, but three shots to the chest still hurt like a motherfucker.

As did the back of his head.

Scuffling and grunting noises pulled him back into the moment. Lindsey!

He pushed to his knees, head spinning, and squinted into the dim hallway. Lindsey was kneeling on the floor in front of Megan, a gun aimed at her forehead.

Nononononono. Why were his hands empty?

He twisted and scanned the asphalt. There!

Todd lunged for his weapon.

“Fuck the money,” Megan said. “I’ll find another way.”

He snatched up the gun and rolled to his side, getting a bead on Megan’s pale shirt in the shadows.

Megan smiled. “Goodbye, Lindsey.”

Lindsey flung her arms up.

Todd pressed the trigger, firing again and again and again, until the gun clicked empty.

Megan slumped against the wall and slid to the floor.

Lindsey looked on, wide-eyed, mouth open in a silent scream, but still alive, thank God. Scrambling to get away from the other woman, she threw herself toward Todd.

“Are you okay?” His ears rang in the sudden hush as he charged into the narrow space, dropping to his knees to scoop Lindsey’s trembling body into his arms. “I’ve got you.”

They clung to each other as if tentacled, twined so tightly he could hardly breathe. Or maybe that was the latent fear, the discharge of adrenaline. He’d come so close, so close to losing her.

Never again.

He gripped her tear-stained cheeks and met her gaze. “I love you, Lindsey.”

His ears were so cottony he could hardly hear his own voice, but he could read her lips when she responded, “I love you, too.”

Then she kissed him with all the desperation, residual fear, and frantic desire pulsing through his own veins. And underneath it all: love.

So much love.

The only thing that mattered.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE










ON TUESDAY MORNING, three days after killing Megan, two days after the docs cleared him and the police released him, Todd stood on the balcony of Lindsey’s Hermosa Beach apartment. His body wrapped around hers from behind as they watched the first light of the day wash over the rooftops below and the Pacific Ocean beyond. The cool, humid air ruffled their hair and encouraged her to snuggle deep into his embrace.

The moment was about as perfect as it got.

And they’d almost never had it. 

A tight band squeezed his chest. The memory of a gun in Lindsey’s face made it hard to breathe. He’d come so close to losing her…

She had lost him. Or thought she had. Thank God his vest had worked as advertised, or they’d both be dead.

Thank God it was over.

For Megan too. Her death brought him no joy, but it did bring relief. It meant Lindsey was safe now. It meant she and Todd had a chance to move forward without the threat of reprisal hanging over them like a teetering boulder.

They’d spent the last two days making love and traveling, both of them avoiding talking about the nightmare they’d barely survived.

“This view is amazing,” he said, focusing on the woman still very much in his embrace, soaking up every moment. “I can see why you like it here.”

Her one-bedroom apartment was small, but bright and airy, with plenty of light and vaulted ceilings. Her furnishings were cozy and inviting, the space neat but not sterile. Framed watercolors of ocean scenes kept the white walls from being too stark.

His townhome was dark and cramped in comparison, despite being larger. And he couldn’t even dream of matching her view.

“This little sliver of blue is all I can afford right now, but I love it. And I’m only about half a mile from the beach. We should go down.”

After dressing, they walked through hilly, tightly packed neighborhoods with a mishmash of homes from different eras, all vying for ocean views.

When they reached the Strand—the concrete path that edged the beach—it was already busy with walkers, joggers, and bicyclists. Out on the sand, volleyball players staked out boundaries around tall nets, or toted large mesh bags full of practice balls. Two middle-aged men wearing wetsuits and holding surfboards studied the waves.

Lindsey led Todd through a break in the low stucco wall, and they stopped to remove their shoes.

Once they reached the shoreline, Todd dug his toes into the soft, cool sand and watched the waves roll in. Endless, mesmerizing, meditative. “I haven’t been to the beach in years.” Not for vacation anyway. “I almost forgot how nice it is.”

“Well, now you can stay with me anytime you need some ocean in your life.”

He tugged her closer and brushed his lips across her cheek. “This is great, but you’re the draw here.”

Wrapping her uninjured arm around his neck, she plastered her body to his and kissed him on the mouth. “I love you.”

He would never tire of hearing her say those words.

“I love you too.” He kissed her back, and things quickly heated with tongues tangling and hands wandering.

Someone called out, “Get a room!” followed by an eruption of laughter.

Todd glanced up to find several teenagers in wetsuits carrying surfboards under their arms, grinning as they walked toward shore, dripping wet.

He grinned at the little fuckers. Someday, they’d understand.

For the rest of the week, Lindsey and Todd made the morning beach walk part of their daily routine, often after a round of lovemaking, sometimes taking coffee in travel mugs and sitting in the dry sand to watch the waves.

They rented beach cruisers and rode to Marina del Rey and back. They hiked on the Palos Verdes Peninsula, taking in fantastic views of the entire LA basin, Santa Monica Bay, and Catalina. They talked about everything but the future, lounged and ate and made love, and generally lived in a dream. It was everything their time in Montana hadn’t been. Relaxed, easy, fun.

They even met her parents for a slightly-awkward-but-mostly-friendly dinner.

One evening, Todd surprised Lindsey by propping himself up naked in her bed wearing reading glasses and holding a book.

She came out of the bathroom and laughed.

“Still think a naked man reading is the sexiest thing ever?” he asked.

“I think you’re the sexiest thing ever.” She’d carefully removed his glasses, stripped off her pajamas, and ridden him until he couldn’t see straight.

He couldn’t remember ever being happier than he’d been this week. And it was coming to an end far too quickly.

On Saturday evening, his last night before an early flight home, they stood at the edge of the water watching the sun disappear below the horizon. Overhead, clouds and contrails slowly turned brilliant orange against a fading blue sky.

Returning his attention to the amazing woman in his arms, he stroked her precious face and met her gaze, his heart twisting in on itself. “I don’t know how to leave you.”

“Well, good. Because I’m not sure how to let you go.” She sighed and chewed her lower lip. “This long-distance thing is going to be hard.”

More like hell. “It doesn’t have to be.”

She pulled back, her brow creased. “What do you mean?”

“There might be an opportunity for me to move to LA soon.” His blood quickened at the thought. “If I found a place not too far away, we could do this right, take our time. You know, be a normal couple. Date.”

“You would leave your friends? Virginia? Just like that?”

He laughed at her surprise. “Yeah, I would. Though the job would still be with Steele, and Jason. But even if it weren’t…” He kissed her, wishing they were back at her apartment already so he could do more. “I’m not trying to rush you into anything permanent, but I’m all in, sweetheart. The only guaranteed time we have is right now, and I don’t want to waste a second of it. My heart is with you.”

She looked at him through her lashes with a sheepish smile. “I was actually going to start looking at moving to Virginia.”

“You were?” He couldn’t hide his shock. “But this is your home. Your family is here. Your business is here.” The fact that she’d be willing to give up everything she’d ever known to be with him meant…everything. “You love it here.”

“I do, but I also love you.” Her fingers caressed the back of his neck. “I can visit LA when I need to. You, I want to see every day.” She tilted her head, her gaze turned inward. “I’d obviously have to come up with a plan and have everything figured out. But I know what I want.” She bit her lower lip. “When I thought you were…” She looked away.

“Hey, Linds, hey,” Todd whispered, pulling her easily into his arms. “It’s okay. I’m right here.” The only place he wanted to be. “We’re both here. We’re both fine.”

Actually probably a little messed up. Therapy was probably in order for both of them. But they were alive.

She nodded and took a long, shaky breath, running her hands through his hair. “None of this matters without you anymore. I want us to be together, whatever it takes.”

“Works for me.”

Her watery laugh made his heart lighter. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little scared, but I’m braver now than I was before I met you, before...all the stuff with Megan.”

“You were always brave.” How did she not see it? “You’d just never been tested before.”

Her lips were sweet and soft as they settled against his. “Thank you.”

“For what?” he asked.

“For seeing things in me that I don’t see in myself.”

“That goes both ways,” he said, stealing another taste of her mouth.

“Let’s go home.” She ran a finger down his chest to his waistband. “I have a few more experiments in mind before you leave.”

His pulse raced. Her touch instantly flipped every switch to on. “Just one question.”

She lifted a brow and looked up. “What’s that?”

“Am I still your end-of-the-world pick?”

“Always.”

Her immediate, unequivocal response buoyed him, and a grin took over his face as he looked around. “Over all these buff volleyball players and runners and—” he pointed to a dark-haired thirty-something sitting shirtless on a towel with a laptop and phone balanced on his lap “—that guy?”

Her laughter sparkled like sea spray in the sun. “Todd?”

“What?”

“Come home with me.”
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On a Saturday afternoon in late March, Lindsey picked up Todd at LAX and drove him straight to her home. The last six months had been filled with monthly reunions on alternating coasts, nightly video calls, and thousands of text messages, while Todd and Jason worked with Kurt on a plan for a West Coast office trial run.

They were still a month out from relocating, and Todd’s plan was to spend a few days looking for a place of his own.

His hand didn’t leave her thigh the entire way home, and by the time they walked through the front door of her apartment, she was going to combust if she didn’t get him naked.

The second the door shut behind them, he was on her, kissing her lips, her neck, pushing up her shirt and tugging off her bra. When his hot mouth closed around her nipple, she cried out, overwhelmed by a flood of pleasure and desire. “Todd, now.”

“Mmm-hmm.” He unbuttoned her pants and pushed them and her underwear as far down her legs as he could reach without releasing her breast. Once she kicked off her flip-flops, he used his foot to get her jeans all the way down and off, while his hands roamed her body, lighting her on fire.

Desperate now, she fumbled with the zipper on his khakis.

With a noise of protest, he broke free and undid the fastenings, shoving the pants to his ankles.

He hit her with a hotter-than-hell kiss and slid his hand between her thighs. “God, I’ve missed you.”

She shivered as his intimate touch set every nerve in her body quivering, eager for him to fill her. “I missed you too.” Somehow, it got worse every time. “And I’m ready.” She wrapped her leg around his hip.

“Right here?”

“Yes.” She was tall enough that the angle worked without his having to hold her up. And she couldn’t wait another goddamned second. Thanks to birth control pills and clean bills of health, they didn’t even need to find a condom.

Body trembling, Todd slid inside her, going maddeningly slow to give her body time to adjust after four weeks apart.

They both groaned with the pleasure, the rightness of it. He felt so good she could’ve cried. 

Then he started moving inside her and the feeling intensified, sharpened to a single point, her body thrumming with every stroke, nerves stretched taut. Harsh panting and moans filled the air as he thrust harder, the door rattling at her back. She would’ve laughed at the thought of a neighbor passing by if she hadn’t been drowning in ecstasy.

Without warning, she shattered, her body and breath suspended in a bubble of euphoria.

Todd plunged deep several more times, prolonging her stay in heaven as he too took his pleasure with a rumble of satisfaction deep in his chest.

For several minutes afterwards, they just stood there, entangled, catching their breath, his head resting against the door, their cheeks stuck together with sweat.

“Jesus,” he said, lifting his head to kiss her sweetly. “That was…”

“New.” Another experiment she wouldn’t mind repeating.

He laughed. “I was going to say incredible. Hot as fuck. Something we should definitely do again someday, but right now my legs are about to give out.” He brushed his lips across hers as he pulled out, leaving her body throbbing and already aching for more.

“I wish you never had to leave,” she said, still breathless.

“I know. This long-distance thing is killing me too.” He stroked her face and stepped back to pull up his pants. “Just one more month.”

She got dressed, skipping the bra, as he righted his own clothing. “I’m not just talking about you being in Virginia.”

His eyebrows rose and his gorgeous blue eyes lit with hope. “Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah.” She ran her hands over his chest, annoyed that he’d never removed his shirt. She’d remedy that later. “Move in with me.”

He stilled.

“Or let’s look for a new place together. My lease is up at the end of May, and we’ll probably need more room if we’re going to combine our stuff.”

He stared at her so long, she started to worry. Then he lifted his hand and trailed a finger down her cheek. “Are you sure?”

“I’ve never been more sure in my life, Todd. I love you.”

His smile was glorious. Like the sun breaking through the clouds. “I love you too.” He hugged her tightly and kissed her hard on the mouth, still smiling when he broke away. “I’m in.”

Thank God. She was ready. She’d been ready for months. Her old-fashioned parents weren’t fully onboard with the idea of her “living in sin” yet—even though they both really liked Todd—but how could they understand the bond she and Todd had forged under fire? A bond that had only grown stronger with time.

They couldn’t. And so they’d just have to deal with her choice. Her life. “You sure Jason won’t be upset?”

“Nah,” Todd said. “We weren’t going to live together, and I think he may have met someone last time we came out.”

“Really? Who?”

“I don’t know. He hasn’t said anything, it’s just a vibe I got.”

“That’d be great.” Once both men moved to LA, it would be nice if she and Todd could hang out with Jason without making him feel like a third wheel.

“Hey, will you do something for me?” Todd asked.

“Anything.”

“Ooh, anything.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Watch out. I might take advantage.”

“You’d better.”

He chuckled and shook his head slowly, sobering. “I’m the luckiest guy I know.”

Sometimes the things he said made her insides positively glow. “What’s the favor?” She sidled close enough to catch of whiff of his alluring aftershave.

He took her hands in his. “I don’t want to be your end-of-the-world pick anymore.”

She frowned. “Why not?”

“Because—” he smiled and gave her a quick kiss “—I want to be your choice every day, good or bad. I want to be the one you turn to all the time, not just when things fall apart. Your…always pick, I guess. Like you are for me.”

“You are.” This man… God. Could she love him more? “You already are.”

“Then marry me? Please.”

Her heart rose into her throat and she jolted. “What?” He’d agreed to move in, but a small part of her had expected him to keep an escape hatch, just in case. At least for a few more months.

His jubilant expression faltered. “Lindsey, I love you. That hasn’t wavered since the moment I figured it out. If anything, I love you more every second. I don’t just want to live with you, I want to be your husband.”

The word husband made her stomach do flips. She hadn’t dared dream he’d be ready this soon.

“I want the world to know we’re tied together, committed to each other. I want you to know it. Not like a chain, not a burden.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Like a… Something good. I don’t know, a…” He took a deep breath and shook his head, cheeks bright red. “Fuck.”

He was so adorable and handsome, and adorably, handsomely flustered, she couldn’t help but laugh. “Yes.” She tugged him closer and kissed him. “Yes yes yes yes yes.”

“You will?” His face lit.

She was still nodding when he wrapped her in his arms and kissed the breath right out of her.

When they came up for air, he searched her face, smoothing back her hair. “You’re sure? You don’t need more data?”

This silly man. “There’ll never be enough. But I don’t need it anyway.” She smiled and cradled the face of the man she loved more than life. “This time I’m following my heart.”
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THANK YOU




Thank you for reading BLIND TRUST! I hope you enjoyed Todd and Lindsey’s adventure. To be among the first to hear when Jason Chin’s book releases, sign up for my newsletter at gwenhernandez.com/newsletter. You’ll also receive short stories, exclusive giveaways, and sneak peeks at future books.
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