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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    Cold fear drenched her. Icy tendrils wrapped around her, seeping into her chest. Her lungs. Her brain. 
 
    Your time is coming to an end. 
 
    She stared at the words, paralyzed, unable to move or think or breathe. A minute passed, the sweeping of the second hand moving in slow motion, so slow that she was convinced time had simply stopped. Was this how it would end? With her body and mind paralyzed by fear until time simply stopped? Until she simply stopped? 
 
    Stopped thinking. 
 
    Stopped breathing. 
 
    Stopped living. 
 
    It was that last thought that finally snapped the frightening paralysis.  
 
    Living?  
 
    No, she hadn't been living, not for the last two years. Not even close. She'd separated herself from life as completely and thoroughly as possible, to the point that not even her neighbors would notice her disappearance. Why would they, when they didn't notice her? When they weren't even aware of her existence? As far as the world was concerned, Lidiya Stephenson simply didn't exist. She'd made sure of it, had carefully erased all signs of the woman she was. Of the woman she had been.  
 
    No one would notice her missing.  
 
    No one would notice if she simply stopped being. 
 
    No one...except for Chaos. Maybe even he wouldn't notice. They'd never met. Lidiya had no idea who he really was, if he was even really a he. They were nothing more than online acquaintances. Colleagues of a sort, in the loosest meaning possible. She'd helped him several times over the last eighteen months, had even spoken to him—but her voice had been disguised, as had his.  
 
    What did it say about her life that her closest friend was nothing more than a cyber ghost? A person she had never met and didn't really know? 
 
    What did it say about her situation now that she was actually considering placing her trust in that same person? 
 
    Yet she still hesitated, unable to look away from the message that had, only moments ago, destroyed the fragile existence she had created for herself.  
 
    Your time is coming to an end. 
 
    She didn't have a choice. There was nothing else she could do, no other options that she could see. She had known it might come to this, had thought she prepared for it. Had convinced herself she would do what was necessary when the time came. She needed to act, now. Needed to send the message that she hoped would bring Chaos into her shadowed life.  
 
    Lidiya laughed at the irony of the thought, the whispery sound brittle and desperate to her own ears. Maybe the sound even carried a hint of insanity. Did she care? No, not when there was nobody else around to hear it. 
 
    Because she'd planned it that way. Because she had carefully constructed her world so she would become virtually invisible. It had been the safest thing to do, the only thing she could think to do.  
 
    And she had done her job well. 
 
    Too well. 
 
    Except she hadn't because he had found her. Somehow, someway, he had done the impossible and tracked her down. Maybe he didn't know her exact location yet—she had no doubt if he did, she wouldn't be here now, fighting off the clawing panic threatening to paralyze her once again. But it was only a matter of time. 
 
    She knew his secrets. 
 
    And she knew he would stop at nothing to make sure those secrets died with her. 
 
    Her hands hovered above the keyboard, her long fingers trembling with cold fear and the certainty that her carefully-constructed life was crumbling around her. The hesitation was still there, keeping her from sending the short message she so desperately needed to send. 
 
    Her instincts screamed that Chaos was the only person who could help her. That what little she knew of him proved that. Those same instincts had saved her more than once—but they weren't infallible. Her current situation was proof of that. 
 
    Could she bring herself to trust someone she had never met?  
 
    Did she really have a choice? 
 
    Lidiya closed her eyes and took a deep breath, felt a sense of detached calmness wash over her as she made a decision.  
 
    A decision that might very well end in her death. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    "Are you fucking listening to me?" 
 
    Derrick "Chaos" Biggs dropped the gear bag from his shoulder, choked back a growl of impatient fury, and schooled his face into an expressionless mask. Only when he was certain that absolutely nothing showed on his face—or in his eyes—did he turn toward his boss. 
 
    And that was the problem: Derrick still wasn't accustomed to having a boss. Hell, he didn't do bosses, not unless you counted his stint in the Marines and that was a lifetime ago. He wasn't the same man—kid, really—that he'd been all those years ago. That kid had grown up, become a man forged in steel with an iron will and a streak of independence that would make the founding fathers proud. 
 
    Too damn bad that independence wasn't as highly prized now as it had been in his former occupation. Yeah, working for Cover Six Security was better for his sanity—not to mention his personal safety. Well, mostly, if you didn't count the time he'd been shot almost a year ago. The only time he'd been shot, come to think of it. 
 
    Whatever. 
 
    Working for CSS was still a damn sight better than his previous gig—if not for the little issue of all those damn rules his boss insisted on. 
 
    He sucked in a steadying breath, unclenched his jaw, and leveled a careful look at the boss in question: Daryl "Zeus" Anderson, one of the founders of CSS and essentially the man-in-charge. 
 
    "Yes, I heard you. And yes, I'm listening." 
 
    "But are you fucking comprehending?" 
 
    Damn, he should have seen that one coming. "Yeah, I'm fucking comprehending. You're pissed, I get it." 
 
    "Pissed has nothing to do with it. We work as a team, Chaos. You know that. You fucking agreed to it when I offered you this job." 
 
    "Yeah, got it. Team. No problem." He resettled the bag on his shoulder. "Anything else?" 
 
    Zeus ignored his attempt at dismissing the conversation—and the incident that prompted it. The man moved forward, getting up-close-and-personal and deliberately encroaching on his personal space. The man had balls, Derrick had to give him that much because if it had been anyone else, they'd already be flat on their back, unconscious—or worse. 
 
    "I'm not fucking around, Chaos. We only succeed as a team. I'm not putting anyone's safety at risk just so you can make the rules up as you go along." 
 
    The first frisson of anger danced along Derrick's spine. He clenched his fist around the strap of the gear bag then slowly relaxed his fingers. "Nobody was at risk. The target was acquired and brought back safely. The mission was a success." 
 
    "You didn't need to take the shot—" 
 
    "The hell I didn't."  
 
    "—and you sure as hell didn't need to use yourself as bait." 
 
    "Jesus. Is that what this is about? You're pissed because I took a calculated risk?" 
 
    "It was a risk that didn't need to be taken." 
 
    "Bullshit." 
 
    "You went against orders—" 
 
    "And met the objective without bloodshed." 
 
    "Yeah? What do you call the guy's brains splattered all over the fucking wall?" 
 
    "A warning." Derrick spit the word from between clenched teeth. Jesus fucking Christ, why the hell was Zeus so fucking pissed? Derrick had veered from the original game plan. So fucking what? He'd seen that things were getting ready to head downhill so he had assessed the options and picked the one that made the most sense—and he'd done it in the space of half of a second. There hadn't been time to raise his hand and ask the teacher for permission.  
 
    And he'd be damned if he was going to stand here and let Zeus ream him a new asshole because of it, especially not in front of the rest of the team. Yeah, they were all making like they were suddenly more interested in cleaning gear, but Derrick knew better. He felt them watching from the corner of their eyes, knew they were listening without being obvious about it. 
 
    Just like a bunch of cool kids who happened to be the teacher's pets. 
 
    Jesus. 
 
    Maybe that wasn't a fair assessment. Most of the team had butted heads with Zeus before, over one thing or another. And yeah, Derrick may have done his own fair share of eavesdropping when that happened. But damn, enough was enough already. 
 
    He leaned in closer and lowered his voice. "I won't apologize for doing my job. Shit was getting ready to go sideways and you know it, so I did what I always do: improvise. Adapt. Overcome." 
 
    A choked laugh, quickly smothered, echoed somewhere behind Derrick. Mac, he thought, although the laughter could have come from Ninja as well. The edges of Zeus's mouth twitched and Derrick had the sudden impression that the other man was fighting a smile.  
 
    "Okay, Clint. Enough of that jarhead bullshit." 
 
    Derrick raised one brow in sarcastic humor. "I'm not the one who settled for second-best." 
 
    Zeus's lips twitched again but he refused to take the bait. He never did, even though it was a long-standing joke among everyone. Derrick was the lone Marine in a room full of soldiers, not counting Ox, who was a former Navy Seal. And Ox didn't count because he was just fucking crazy. 
 
    Daryl pointed one finger at him, not quite touching his chest. "No more warnings, Biggs. You bring one hell of a lot to this team, but I can't have you pulling this lone wolf stunt every damn time we go out in the field." 
 
    "It's not every time—" 
 
    "We're not discussing it anymore. You know how I feel. And mark my words: one of these days, you're going to realize that you need the team as much as the team needs you." 
 
    Derrick thought about arguing that point then just as quickly decided against it. Arguing would be nothing more than a waste of breath. Zeus knew his background but only in the vaguest sense. Derrick came from black ops, that world of deep shadows where trust was a weakness to be exploited, not a commodity to be valued. A world where nobody was who they claimed to be. A world that would suck the soul from your chest and leave behind a tortured shell of the person you thought you used to be. 
 
    No, it wasn't worth arguing. Zeus—and the rest of the men who comprised Cover Six Security—might think they knew about his old world.  
 
    But they didn't. They never would. Hell, he doubted if many of them would be able to survive it. 
 
    There were times when he doubted if he had managed to survive himself. There were still nights where he lay awake, afraid to close his eyes for fear of falling into the black abyss that stretched before him. He didn't have nightmares—he'd gone into that world with his eyes wide open and had long ago accepted the things he'd done, had long ago accepted that who he was now was a far cry from the man he'd been when he first entered that world. 
 
    Nightmares were the least of his worries. What concerned him the most, what kept him up more nights than not, was the worry that he'd already lost his soul—his humanity—and just didn't know it yet. 
 
    Could Zeus see any of that in the depths of his eyes when their gazes locked? No. If he could, Derrick would have been tossed out the door months ago. The easiest thing to do was just agree with the man when he said Derrick would realize he needed the team as much as they needed him.  
 
    He didn't, but he wasn't going to argue about it, not anymore. He just offered Zeus a curt nod. "Yeah. Sure." 
 
    Zeus didn't believe him but he left it alone, probably just as tired of arguing about it as Derrick was. Or maybe he was just tired, period. Despite his nickname, Zeus was human, just like the rest of them. It had been a long two weeks in the field but they were home now. It was time to relax. Recover. Decompress. 
 
    For some of them, anyway. 
 
    Derrick watched Zeus walk away, no doubt to work on paperwork or whatever the fuck he had to do before heading home to his wife and step-daughter. Everyone else would be heading out, too, after cleaning up and checking their gear, making sure things were restocked and ready to go for the next op, whatever that might be. 
 
    Derrick stored his fresh gear in a locker then made his way through the secured door that separated the offices of CSS from the operations center. The front of the warehouse looked like any other business front—once you got through the confusing maze of hallways to the small lobby. Derrick didn't need to pass through the lobby to reach his office but he took the detour anyway, just as he always did. 
 
    The woman at the desk turned toward him, a bright smile on her face. She pushed to her feet, one hand resting protectively against her gently protruding stomach. Derrick ignored the scowling man hovering behind her and placed a quick kiss against her glowing cheek. 
 
    "How are my two girls doing?" 
 
    "I'm doing fine." TR MacGregor patted her rounded belly. "But this little guy has been doing cartwheels for the last thirty minutes. Must be the sudden infusion of testosterone around here." 
 
    Mac's big hands closed over TR's shoulders as he led her back to the chair. "Babe, you should be home, resting. I told you—" 
 
    TR cut him off with a quick wave of her hand. "I'm fine. I don't need to rest. How many times do I have to tell you that?" 
 
    Derrick bit back a smile at Mac's throaty growl, already knowing that the man wouldn't argue with his wife, no matter how much he might want to. TR had him firmly wrapped around her finger—which would have been funny, given Mac's size and take-no-bullshit disposition, except that TR pretty much had everyone wrapped around her finger. There was something about her that ignited the protective streak of every single alpha at CSS, including Derrick. Hell, he'd even taken a bullet for her. That protectiveness had only increased when she announced she was pregnant five months ago. 
 
    Derrick propped his hip against the edge of TR's desk and studied her. There was no hint of the fear that had clung to her for months after her abduction and attack, no sign of the wariness that she had tried so hard to hide for the longest time. Even so, Derrick knew that her pistol was close by, within easy reach in case she needed it.  
 
    Mac hated the fact that she still carried it, hated that she felt the need for it. Derrick agreed with him, though he'd never admit it out loud. It didn't matter that TR could handle the weapon—Derrick had been the one to train her, and he'd made damn sure she knew how to handle it. What mattered was that she still felt she had to have the weapon close by, even here among all of them. That bothered him as much as it bothered Mac. 
 
    Derrick pushed the concerns to the back of his mind and grinned at TR. "What names have you picked out this week?" 
 
    She settled her weight in the chair then propped her elbows on the desk. "What letter were we up to?" 
 
    "J." 
 
    "James. Jefferson. Jacob. Joshua." 
 
    Derrick shook his head. "Those won't do. I'm thinking Janice. Jennifer. Joanna. Jasmine." 
 
    "Jasmine? That's something I'd expect from Sebastian, not you." 
 
    "Why from Wolf?" 
 
    "You know how he is with all those princess names. And you need to come up with boy names, not girl names." 
 
    The growl coming from Mac increased in volume but Derrick continued to ignore the sound—and the man himself. "But we're not having a boy, we're having a girl—" 
 
    Mac finally stepped around a smiling TR and frowned at Derrick. "You aren't having anything, Biggs. My wife. My kid. Go find your own." 
 
    Derrick glanced at his watch then reached for his wallet and pulled out a five-dollar bill. "You were right, he lost it even sooner this time." 
 
    TR snagged the bill from his fingers with a wide smile. "Of course, I was right. Was there ever any doubt?" 
 
    Mac's scarred face twisted with confusion a split second before realization lit his eyes. "You were betting on me? Really, babe? That's so fucking unfair—" 
 
    Derrick snagged the bill back from TR and placed it in his wallet. "Told you." 
 
    "What the hell was that about?" 
 
    "You know what it was about: your f-bomb." TR raised her hand and held it out, palm up, toward her husband. "Now pay up. And you can add five dollars since you made me lose the second bet." 
 
    Mac narrowed his eyes then reached for his own wallet, muttering beneath his breath the entire time. Derrick gave TR a quick wink then pushed away from the desk, finally leaving the couple alone. He didn't need to listen to the whispered words fading behind him to know that his presence was already forgotten, just like he didn't need to turn around to know that the pair was now locked in a gentle embrace. 
 
    Soulmates.  
 
    According to TR, that's what she and Mac were. Derrick had scoffed at her the first time she'd told him that—and the second and the fifth and the twelfth. Just like he had scoffed at her when she asked him if he ever wondered if his own soulmate was somewhere out there, waiting for him. He'd almost told her that he didn't have one, that you needed a fucking soul to have a soulmate and he'd lost his long ago.  
 
    But hell, she'd been so earnest about it, so damn serious and worried about him, that he'd kept his fucking mouth shut.   
 
    Soulmate. 
 
    Jesus. 
 
    He unlocked his office door and moved into the room, let the cool silence settle around him for a full minute before heading to his desk. He turned on the complicated computer set-up with a quick flip of a switch then sat back as the system quietly booted and went through a string of security checks before coming to life with a quiet hum. Just like the joking with TR, this was another ritual he did each time they returned from the field. There was nothing special about it, nothing earth-shattering or even necessary. It was just a routine to get his head back into the real world, a way to ground himself in his new reality. 
 
    He'd run a few systems checks, verify that their remote systems were operating correctly. Check email. Play a game or two of solitaire. Then he'd head home. Take another shower. Grab a bite to eat. Zone out in front of the television or maybe read. 
 
    Convince himself that he was just a normal guy, settling in for a normal night at home. 
 
    Yeah, sure. 
 
    He skimmed the systems reports scrolling across the first monitor then glanced at the emails flooding his inbox on the second monitor. He dismissed most of them as unimportant, deleting them one after the other after giving them nothing more than a cursory glance. The last one finally caught his attention and he paused, staring at the innocuous subject line for a long time. It wasn't the subject itself that caught his attention, it was the short prefix in front of it. Just a few simple jumbled letters, something that could easily have been an accidental typo— 
 
    If you didn't know what to look for. 
 
    Derrick finally clicked on it, ran a trace on the header before even looking at the message itself. He frowned when he noticed the message's origin—not because he didn't recognize it, but because he did. It wasn't like Lee to route the email through a server he'd used already. The glaring mistake raised silent alarm bells and made him sit back for a few long minutes. 
 
    Was it really a mistake? Derrick didn't think so. The hacker he knew only as Lee didn't make mistakes like this. He'd been working with the guy for eighteen months, had been surprised on more than one occasion by the information Lee was able to provide. Derrick was damn good at accessing systems that were impossible to get into...but Lee was a thousand times better. And somehow, in ways that Derrick still didn't understand, he had actually struck up a weird kind of friendship with the man.  
 
    Derrick deliberately ignored what that said about him and focused instead on the email filling his screen. To anyone else, it would look like spam. An unsolicited advertisement for an all-natural male enhancement pill guaranteed to provide results or your money back. But Derrick wasn't anyone else. 
 
    So was it a mistake—or something else? The frisson of awareness dancing along the back of Derrick's neck told him it was something else. Despite that, he still hesitated for several minutes. The date on the email was from two days ago, and there was no follow-up. Did that mean anything? If this was an urgent message, wouldn't Lee have sent another one?  
 
    Maybe not. Lee had no idea what Derrick really did, any more than he really knew what Lee did. Sometimes they communicated daily; other times, weeks might go by before they talked. Lack of follow-up meant absolutely nothing.  
 
    Derrick forwarded the email to a second secure program, one of his own design that would strip away any potential virus or malware that may have made it through the other checks he had in place. Once he was certain it was clean, he busied himself with reworking the code, breaking everything down to reach the encrypted message buried deep within the false advertisement. 
 
    He read the message then sat back, not sure what to make of it. Was the frantic desperation he sensed hiding in the three short lines real, or merely a figment of his own tired brain? Or was this nothing more than a set-up? A way to get him to relax his guard and make him an unsuspecting victim? 
 
    Trust no one. 
 
    That lesson had been pounded into him from the very beginning, even before he started on the path that led him to where he was today. It was a lesson he had thought he learned—until the one day he'd forgotten it. 
 
    Trust no one. 
 
    No, he wasn't likely to forget the lesson, not now. Not after what had happened with Kathleen. But damn his own curiosity for wanting to follow-through, for wanting to find out what was really going on. 
 
    There was nothing saying he couldn't do both.  
 
    Derrick left the office thirty minutes later and headed home, his mind already energized by the thrill of the unknown that awaited him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The interior of the bar was dim, the air warm with the mix of bodies in spite of the cool night outside. Lidiya paused just inside the door, her eyes adjusting to the lighting, her gaze sweeping the surprising crowd gathered at the bar and sitting at the scattered tables.  
 
    How long had it been since she'd last been here? Three years, at least. Maybe a little longer. The bar—and the clientele—had obviously changed. Once again, she questioned the wisdom of coming here, to this out-of-the-way bar so far removed from where she lived. Questioned her sanity for even concocting this idiotic scheme. She knew nothing about clandestine games. What made her think she could successfully play this one? 
 
    What made her think Chaos would play along? 
 
    She pushed the doubt and hesitation and anxiety away as she moved toward the horseshoe-shaped bar to her right. Whether Chaos answered her cryptic summons remained to be seen. He—or she—may not have even gotten the message. Lidiya hadn't received a response, not that she actually expected one.  
 
    Help urgently needed. The Worthington, 8:00p on Friday. Wearing black and gray. 
 
    The three lines still made her cringe. Could she have been any more cryptic if she had tried? Maybe, maybe not. But she hadn't been trying to be mysterious, just vague. And yes, she had been slightly panicked when she sent the message. She still was, though not as frantically as she had been when she had first received that anonymous message. 
 
    Your time is coming to an end. 
 
    She ignored the shiver dancing along her spine and took a seat at the far corner of the bar. The lone seat gave her a view of the door as well as most of the open room around her; the only section not clearly visible was the area behind her and to the right, where a group of people was shooting pool. She quickly glanced at them and immediately dismissed them. She was thirty minutes early and they had obviously been here for a while. There was no chance Chaos was one of them. 
 
    The single bartender made his way over to her, offered her a brief smile then asked what she wanted. Lidiya hesitated, unprepared for the question even though she shouldn't be. She glanced at the other people sitting around the bar, at the bottles and mugs sitting in front of them. 
 
    "A beer, please." 
 
    The bartender frowned and leaned forward, the quick motion startling her. She jumped back in surprise then bit the inside of her cheek to keep the small gasp from escaping. 
 
    "Sorry, didn't catch that. Can you speak up?" 
 
    Heat filled her face when she realized the words had left her in a whisper. What did it say about her life that she had forgotten how to talk in a crowd? She cleared her throat and repeated the words, her voice a little stronger this time. A little louder.   
 
    The bartender motioned at the taps lining the bar behind him. "What kind?" 
 
    Lidiya studied the different labels with a frown, realizing she didn't recognize any of them. She offered the bartender a small smile. "I'm not sure. Something lighter, please." Her gaze drifted to the lit menu board. "And a small pizza. Pepperoni. Please." 
 
    Amusement danced in the man's eyes. "One light beer and a pizza coming up." 
 
    Lidiya nodded her thanks but the man was already moving away. She didn't understand the reason for his amusement, wondered if maybe it was her quiet voice or the way she had added please to each request. How long had she isolated herself from the real outside world? Too long. Long enough that she no longer knew how to act. Long enough that she'd somehow tempered and muted her former personality because of a fear of being noticed. Of saying or doing something that would make her stand out.  
 
    Was that the reason for the man's amusement? The quiet, reserved way she had spoken to him? Maybe. Or maybe it was because she simply didn't fit in with the rest of the crowd. Because she had somehow made herself stand out without intending to. 
 
    It wasn't just the fact that she was dressed differently—her black jeans and loose gray sweater weren't dressy by any means but they certainly didn't blend in with the more casual outfits of everyone else here. She was also the only person here—male or female—who was obviously by themselves. Everyone else around her seemed to be with someone else, from the pool players behind her to the few couples leaning close together at the tables to the small crowd of men gathered at the far corner who had obviously just come from a baseball game or practice.  
 
    Being alone didn't bother her—she'd been alone for over two years, anonymous and nonexistent. But sticking out? That made her uncomfortable. It wasn't wise to be so noticeable, especially not now. 
 
    The only advantage was that Chaos would be an outsider, too, and just as noticeable when he—or she—showed up. 
 
    If he showed up at all. Lidiya had to prepare herself for the possibility that he wouldn't, for a myriad of reasons.  
 
    Maybe he didn't get her message. 
 
    Maybe he couldn't decode it. 
 
    Maybe he just didn't care. 
 
    She didn't know him but intuition told her that the first reason would be the most likely one. Chaos was just as good at decoding as she was...mostly. And what she knew of him made her think he'd come if he could. If he didn't show, it would be because he either hadn't received the message yet, or he was unable to. 
 
    How long should she give the unknown Chaos to show up after the appointed time? Fifteen minutes? A half-hour? Surely no more than that. And when—if—he showed up, what then? What would she do? Ask for help, yes. 
 
    But help doing what exactly? Lidiya hadn't thought that far ahead, not in specific details. She had refused to let herself think that far ahead, had only the vaguest hope that she'd ask for help and then the unknown Chaos would take charge from there. 
 
    The idiocy of the haphazard and unformed plan suddenly irritated her and she muttered under her breath. The bartender paused, her beer in one hand, and gave her an odd look. Lidiya quickly replaced the irritated frown with a small smile and reached for her beer. 
 
    "Thank you." 
 
    "Pizza will be out in ten minutes." 
 
    She started to say thank you again but the bartender was already moving away—but not before sending her an odd look over his shoulder. Had she been talking to herself? She didn't think the man's expression would be from something as simple as being overheard muttering to herself. Or maybe it was. That, on top of the fact that she was obviously an outsider, would be enough to draw attention to her—which was the last thing she wanted to do. She couldn't afford it, not now. 
 
    Your time is coming to an end. 
 
    Another shiver that had nothing to do with the temperature pebbled her skin. She glanced at her watch then quickly pulled the sleeves of her sweater down, her decision quickly made. She would wait for the pizza to arrive then allow herself to enjoy it. If Chaos wasn't here by the time she was finished, she would leave. Go home and check her messages. Do some work. After that... 
 
    After that, she didn't know what she would do. That annoyed her almost as much as the realization that she had so carelessly failed to formulate a plan for what she would do after asking Chaos for help. That wasn't like her—none of this was. She was normally very organized and methodical, making lists and prioritizing each minute of her day so no task was overlooked. She had to be, it was a matter of survival for her. The fact that she was veering so far away from what had become normal for her during these last two years told her exactly how rattled she was— 
 
    Something she hadn't wanted to admit to herself. Something she still didn't want to admit. 
 
    But she had to. If she didn't, she might make a mistake and she couldn't afford that, not now. 
 
    She took a small sip of the cold beer just as the bartender approached with her pizza. He placed it in front of her with a small stack of napkins and a brief warning that the pan was hot, glanced at her nearly full mug, then sauntered away.  
 
    Lidiya grabbed two napkins, placed one in her lap and the other next to the pan of pizza, then reached for a slice. It wasn't just the pan that was hot, it was the pizza, too. She pulled her hand back, wincing as she quickly waved her hand in front of her to cool her fingers. 
 
    "You okay?" 
 
    The masculine voice washed over her and she jumped in surprise before turning on the stool and staring at the man a few inches behind her. The surprise wasn't just from how close he was or the fact that he seemed to appear from nowhere—his large hands were loosely wrapped around a pool stick so she knew he'd been in the crowd behind her the entire time. It was from the way she reacted to him on a level she didn't quite understand.  
 
    There was nothing about him that stood out. Tall, but not excessively. Broad shoulders and finely-muscled arms, but not so broad or so muscled that the sleeves of his t-shirt were in danger of busting at the seams. A lean face, the sharp edges of his jaw softened by dark scruff that was several hours past a five o'clock shadow. Black hair, even darker in the dim light, the length just a little longer on the top. And his eyes—his eyes were mesmerizing, such a deep vivid blue framed by thick dark lashes. 
 
    At first glance—and maybe even second and third—there was nothing about him that would make him stand out in a crowd...unless he wanted to stand out. Lidiya was certain that he was the type of man who could blend in wherever he went, whether it was dressed down in faded denim and a t-shirt and boots like everyone else here or in an expensive suit and tie in a boardroom somewhere. Except for those eyes. There was something especially mesmerizing and intense about his eyes. 
 
    And right now, those startling blue eyes were focused on her.  
 
    Because he had said something, had asked her a question. Had asked if— 
 
    Lidiya mentally shook herself then quickly looked away as heat filled her face. "Yes, I'm fine. Thank you." 
 
    "You sure about that?" 
 
    She looked back at him, surprised to see one dark brow arched over laughing eyes. "Yes, of course. I just—" The words died in her throat as the man wrapped his hand around hers and pulled it closer to his face. For one dizzying second, she thought he was going to kiss her palm. Outrage mingled with anticipation, muting the shock she felt at his forward behavior. The array of emotions lasted only a few seconds, quickly displaced by something else when he simply leaned forward to study the tips of her fingers. 
 
    "No blisters. That's a good sign." 
 
    Lidiya yanked her hand from his and curled her fingers against her palm. "Of course not. It wasn't that hot." 
 
    "No, I guess not." The man stepped closer and wedged himself between her and the man on the next stool. He draped one arm against the bar and leaned forward, motioning to the bartender. "I'm ready for the tab when you get the chance." 
 
    Lidiya ignored the unexpected disappointment that his words caused then carefully reached for a slice of pizza. She immediately dropped it again, not because it was still too hot but because she didn't want to risk dripping cheese and sauce all over her. Irritation flashed inside her, from the odd disappointment that the man was leaving and the sudden self-consciousness that his nearness caused. Both reactions were unaccustomed—and completely pointless. She wasn't here to flirt, wouldn't even know how to, not anymore, not when she had given up that part of her life two years ago.  
 
    Not when she'd given up every part of her life. 
 
    Lidiya grabbed a slice of pizza with a bit more anger than necessary and took a large bite. Washed it down with a sip of beer then took another bite. She'd eat her pizza, pay her bill, then leave. Then she'd go home and approach the situation the way she should have from the start: with the same cool, methodical detachment that she used for all her jobs.  
 
    And if that failed, she'd pack her small collection of belongings, change identities, and disappear from sight in another part of the country.  
 
    She watched the man next to her from the corner of her eye, studied the smooth movements of his hand as he reached into his back pocket and withdrew a worn leather wallet. Maybe she wasn't as subtle as she thought because he turned toward her, a grin teasing his lips. His gaze darted to her mouth then quickly lifted to hers.  
 
    "Pizza's good?" 
 
    "Yes. Fine." 
 
    His grin grew a little wider. He tossed money on the bar, his amused gaze never leaving hers. "I'm John, by the way." 
 
    "Lidiya." The introduction surprised her enough that she pronounced her name the way her grandfather always had, LEE-dee-yah. She cleared her throat and said it again, this time with the more common pronunciation of li-dee-uh. 
 
    If John noticed the way she stumbled over her own name, or the differences in how she said it, he gave no indication. He offered her another smile then grabbed one of the napkins and held it out to her. "You have a little bit of sauce on your cheek." 
 
    She yanked the napkin from his hand and quickly dabbed at her burning face. His warm chuckle only embarrassed her more and she looked away, her mind unable to form any coherent thoughts. Not that it mattered because she wouldn't have been able to force any words out anyway. 
 
    "It was nice meeting you." 
 
    She nodded then forced herself to turn back to him but it was too late because he was already walking away. She watched as he threaded his way through the crowd and pushed through the door before disappearing into the cool spring night. 
 
    Lidiya watched the door for several long moments, expecting it to open again. Hoping it would open again. Not out of any silly hope that John would come back—that would be irrational and foolish—but in the hope that the elusive Chaos would show up. 
 
    The door stayed closed. 
 
    She sighed and glanced at her watch, frowned when she realized more time had passed than she thought. It was already fifteen minutes past their scheduled meeting time. Would Chaos show up?  
 
    She swallowed back disappointment of another kind then slowly finished her pizza. It had been foolish to think she could expect help from someone she didn't even know. Yes, she had worked with Chaos in the past, had even struck up what she thought of as a casual friendship with the online presence. That didn't mean they were actually friends—how could they be, when she didn't even know if Chaos was a man or a woman?—and it certainly didn't mean she could go to him for help. 
 
    She was alone, the same way she'd been alone for the last few years. Maybe even more now. It didn't matter. She'd figure things out the way she always did. And if she couldn't...well, she could simply make herself disappear again. Only this time, she'd make sure there were additional safeguards in place.  
 
    The bravado of her words had faded somewhat twenty minutes later, when she realized there was no chance of Chaos showing and that she truly was alone. She paid her bill then carefully made her way through the crowd, unable to resist one last hopeful look around. 
 
    But nobody paid attention to her. 
 
    She pushed through the door then paused just outside, letting the cool night air wrap around her as she pulled the keys from her small purse. The soles of her bulky shoes were nearly silent against the asphalt as she walked toward her car. A truck was parked next to her vehicle and she hesitated as an unexpected and unwelcome wariness suddenly filled her at the thought of moving between the truck and her little Toyota.  
 
    Nonsense. The wariness was nothing more than the stress of the last few days coupled with the disappointment of the night's failure. It was just a truck—there were quite a few of them in the parking lot, enough that her little car was outnumbered. There was absolutely nothing odd or ominous about the fact that one of the many trucks here just happened to be parked next to her car. Lidiya shook off the sensation and quickened her steps, forced herself to breathe normally as she stepped into the darkness between the two vehicles and moved toward her driver's door.  
 
    She had just inserted the key into the lock when motion from her left caught her attention. A large shadow moved toward her, the silhouette darker than the bushes behind it. Panic, sharp and biting, clawed at her, rendering her motionless for a split-second. Some long-hidden survival instinct kicked in and she turned, ready to run, when the shadow grabbed her from behind. A low voice whispered in her ear but the words made no sense, not when she was suddenly struggling. One strong arm clamped around her waist with enough force to push the air from her lungs. She tried to catch her breath, to inhale so she could scream for help but a large hand closed over her mouth, effectively silencing her.  
 
    "Lee! Be quiet!" 
 
    Another wave of cold fear washed over her, this one more potent than the last. She froze, held immobile by her own terror for a few heart-stopping seconds. 
 
    It was over. He had found her. Was this how it would end? With her standing here, helpless? With her lifeless body found rolled beneath her small car in a parking lot surrounded by strangers? 
 
    No! 
 
    Not now. Not here. Not tonight. 
 
    She clenched her hand around the keys and started swinging blindly, hoping to stab her attacker. The arms tightened around her, the man's voice low and harsh as he spoke into her ear again. The words made no sense, barely heard as they were through the rush of blood pounding in her head. She reached back with her arm, made another stabbing motion with the keys then felt tears burn her eyes when the only weapon she had fell to the ground. Panic descended on her and she struggled even harder, kicking and twisting until she was pinned between the side of her car and the hard body behind her.  
 
    Lidiya twisted her head, felt the hand covering her mouth slip. She didn't stop to think, just bit down, hard, until the attacker yanked his hand away with a muttered curse. She opened her mouth to scream but the only sound that came out was a harsh wheeze. Then the man's hand was back over her mouth and she knew it was too late. 
 
    He had found her. There was nothing she could do. 
 
    And now she would be made to pay for the secrets she held...and for the sins that tainted her blood. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Holding the woman still was like wrangling a damn eel tangling itself on a fishing line. Panic made her twist and writhe in his arms and damn if it hadn't fucking hurt when she bit him. He was surprised she hadn't drawn blood, knew it wasn't from lack of trying on her part. 
 
    Derrick readjusted his grip on the struggling woman and spoke in her ear once more. His voice was a low whisper, soft and soothing. 
 
    "Lee, stop. It's me. Chaos. I'm not going to hurt you." And fuck, he hoped it was Lee. If it wasn't, he'd be in some serious deep shit if anyone caught him. Part of him was pissed that hadn't happened yet. Jesus, didn't anyone keep an eye on the fucking parking lot? It was too fucking easy for someone up to no good to sneak around unnoticed.  
 
    Not his problem. Not tonight. Right now, his only concern was the woman doing her level best to leave a trail of bruises along his shins with each kick of her feet. Thank God she was wearing shoes and not heels—he didn't want to think of the marks those fucking things would leave behind. 
 
    He readjusted his grip and eased his body away from hers, out of range from those weakening attempts at kicking him into submission. The amusement he'd felt earlier when he saw her walk into the small country bar was rapidly fading. He'd known it was her almost immediately—not just from the outfit she had on, but from the way she stood out in the crowd. Even if she had been wearing clothes that had blended in, his instinct would have known it was her. 
 
    And wasn't that a real kick in the ass? To realize that his hacker buddy Lee wasn't some geeky-ass guy like he'd expected, but was a woman instead. 
 
    A frightened, panicked woman on the verge of hysteria. 
 
    "Lee, stop! It's Chaos." He repeated the words, his voice as reassuring as possible. He could loosen his hold on her, let her go, but he had no doubt that she'd take off running, screaming as she did so—maybe after raking her nails down his face.  
 
    "Lee!" He whispered her name a final time then finally turned her around, making sure to keep her arms pinned to her side so she couldn't lash out at him. Her head fell back, the terror on her pale face slowly fading as she stared at him through shadowed gray eyes. Too damn bad for him that the terror was morphing into shock. 
 
    Her chest rose and fell with each short gasp of air she struggled to pull between her full, parted lips. Her gray eyes were wide with shock, vacant except for the shadows of terror lingering in their depths. The last of his earlier amusement disappeared. Fuck, he'd gone about this whole thing all wrong. Had made too many assumptions— 
 
    And they'd all been wrong. 
 
    His fault for assuming to begin with. 
 
    He should have known she wasn't expecting him. Should have known that she had no idea how to play the games he was a former master at. Her cryptic message. The location for the meet. Hell, even her outfit—all of it was wrong. He was more convinced than ever that she was a novice at this kind of thing. 
 
    What the fuck was going on? Was she playing some kind of game with him? Or did she really need his help? 
 
    No, this wasn't a game. Her earlier terror and panic had been far too real. Her shock now was far too real. Whatever was going on wasn't some kind of set-up.  
 
    Which meant he had totally botched his approach tonight. The last time he'd made a mistake like that, people had died—the wrong people.  
 
    Jesus. He hadn't thought about that night in almost three years, there was no reason for him to be thinking about it now. And he wouldn't be, except for the terrified shadows in Lee's eyes as she stared at him.  
 
    Memory of another pair of eyes seared him. Dark brown eyes, wide with trust that quickly changed to horror. Filled with pain. With betrayal. He pushed away the memory before it could completely form. That had been years ago, in his other life. This wasn't the same, not even close. This wasn't a mission, this wasn't life-or-death. This was...he didn't know what the fuck it was. 
 
    Long-lashed lids slowly closed over shadowy-gray eyes as the woman blinked. There was still fright and a hint of shock in the depths of her eyes but the outright terror was gone.  
 
    That had to be a good sign, right? Progress. Derrick would take what he could get. 
 
    "Are you okay now?"  
 
    Lee stared up at him, blinked again. Nodded then shook her head before nodding once more. She tried to take a step back but he still had a grip on her arms so all she succeeded in doing was stumbling against her car. He readjusted his grip, steadying her as one trembling hand latched onto his bare forearm. She gasped and quickly released him, her eyes widening a fraction of an inch. Not in terror this time, but in surprise. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    She curled her hand in front of her and studied him again. Feathered brows pulled low over her eyes and a small frown marred the smooth, pale skin of her forehead. "You're Chaos?" 
 
    "In the flesh." 
 
    Her frown deepened. "But you said your name was John." 
 
    He stared at her, his face carefully blank. Jesus. She couldn't be that fucking naive, could she? "It was a ruse." 
 
    "You mean it was a lie." 
 
    Derrick shrugged but said nothing. Let her call it what she wanted, it didn't matter to him. 
 
    "How do I know you're not lying now and just saying that you're Chaos?" 
 
    "You know that many people named Chaos, huh?" 
 
    "It's a valid question. You could have hacked into my system and found my files. You could be someone else pretending to be Chaos." 
 
    Derrick blinked against the dizzying speed of her words but, oddly enough, had no trouble following her logic. Yes, he could have hacked into her system, except— 
 
    "Pretty sure you told me over a year ago that you had fail-safes and alarms set up in case that happened." 
 
    "Yes but—" 
 
    "And if I was an imposter, do you really think I'd be doing nothing more than standing here, having this conversation right now?" 
 
    She narrowed her eyes and deliberately lowered her gaze to the hands still wrapped around her arms before looking back at him. Amusement warred with irrational anger at the implication in her silent look.  
 
    "Lady, if I wanted to hurt you, I would have done it already." He released his hold on her and stepped back, just enough to give her the illusion that she was free to go. She wasn't, of course—if she tried to bolt, he'd just grab her again.  
 
    If he wanted to. He wasn't so sure he did. 
 
    "You're the one who sent the message for help." He allowed a corner of his mouth to kick up in a quick grin. "Although I have to tell you, that funny little ad you used to disguise the message isn't something I've ever needed." 
 
    A small blush stained her cheeks, visible even in the shadows surrounding them. But instead of looking away as he expected, she crossed her arms in front of her and tilted her head to the side. "And yet you opened it. I wonder why that is." 
 
    Derrick's amusement quickly vanished. "I opened it because I knew it was from you. And by the way, you screwed up, sweetheart." 
 
    "I most certainly did not!" 
 
    "You routed the email using the same server from a few months ago. I've never known you to use the same server twice so yeah, you screwed up." 
 
    "I did it on purpose, hoping you'd notice." She released a long breath, the tension that had been wrapped around her finally easing a bit with her exhale. Relief danced in the depths of her gray eyes a second before she quickly blinked the emotion away. "You're really Chaos, aren't you?" 
 
    He inclined his head in the barest of nods. "I am." 
 
    She tilted her head to the side once more, her ash brown hair falling over her shoulder with the motion. A few quiet seconds passed by before she spoke. "You're not exactly what I imagined." 
 
    "You're not what I imagined either." He ran his gaze from her thick hair, down along the slight curves hidden by her shapeless clothes. Lower, to the very sensible, butt-ugly shoes she was wearing. His gaze reversed, looking over her once more before finally meeting her narrowed eyes. One corner of his mouth kicked up in another quick grin. "Lee." 
 
    "I can hardly be blamed for your wrong assumptions." 
 
    She had him there—not that he'd admit it. And the time for banter was over—although he was gratified to see that she had some spark in her, instead of being the meek, naive woman she had first appeared to be when she walked into the bar an hour ago.  
 
    Derrick straightened, all business now. "Why the cloak-and-dagger summons? What's so urgent that you wanted to meet in person?" 
 
    Tension seized her again, tightening her shoulders and pulling her mouth into a tight line. Shadows filled her eyes and she looked around, as if suddenly remembering where they were and why.  
 
    "I need your help. I think—" 
 
    Her words were cut off by the sound of shattering glass as her car window exploded. She screamed, the sound one of surprise rather than pain, quickly cut off when Derrick pushed her to the ground and covered her body with his. Hands pushed at him, the fingers trembling with panic as she clawed at his arms, his chest. 
 
    "Don't move!" He hissed the words in her ear, already dismissing her struggles as he strained to listen. 
 
    "But—" 
 
    He clamped a hand over her mouth and shook his head. Sent her a silent warning with one sharp look then strained his ears, still listening. 
 
    But he heard nothing. No sounds of running feet. No shouts. No cries for help.  
 
    No telltale click of a round being chambered, no metallic whisper of a slide, no click of a hammer being pulled back.  
 
    How far away had the shot come from? Far enough that he hadn't heard it, and that fucking worried him. Was the shooter already moving closer? Getting into a better position to take another shot?  
 
    His mind ran through a dozen different scenarios, calculating risks and weighing odds. His truck was parked five spaces down, on the other side of Lee's car. It was either wait here like a pair of sitting ducks— 
 
    Or make a run for it and hope for the best. 
 
    He stared down at the woman beneath him, her body motionless, her eyes wide with shock. Not helpless shock, though, and for that he gave thanks. 
 
    "We're going to make a run for it. Stay between the cars and the hedges lining the road." That would give them much-needed cover. But would it be enough? "Black truck, five spaces to the right of your car. Stay down and in front of me." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "Argue later." He shifted his weight off her and pushed to a low crouch, waiting as she slowly did the same. "Ready?" 
 
    Gray eyes met his, filled with an emotion that knocked the breath from his lungs.  
 
    Trust. 
 
    Fuck. How the hell could she trust him when she didn't even know him? When she had never even met him before tonight? Maybe she really was as naive as he'd first thought. Naive? Hell, she was worse than naive, she was as innocent and trusting as a small child.  
 
    And this was not what he needed. Not now.  
 
    Fuck it. He'd worry about it later, after he got them out of here. 
 
    If he got them out of here. 
 
    He grabbed her arm and eased her to her feet, pushed her in front of him, using his own body to shield her. "Now! Run!" 
 
    She ran. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Lidiya leaned against the leather seat and stared out the tinted window. Her heart was still racing, a fast thawump-thawaump-thawump that beat in time with her shaking hands and arms and legs. She had no clear memory of running, just a faint image of hedge leaves slapping at her face and shoulder as she weaved behind the parked vehicles. There was a raw burning sensation in her right calf that made her wonder if she had scraped her leg against a bumper or license plate or something similar. Or maybe she had scraped it when John—Chaos—had pushed her into the truck and over the console before diving in after her. The sensation didn't hurt, it was just there, a slightly annoying reminder of their frantic dash. 
 
    A reassuring sign that she was still alive. 
 
    There had been no more shots. In fact, the frantic dash to safety had been eerily quiet, which made her wonder if the man steering the large truck along dark roads she didn't recognize had overreacted. Maybe it hadn't been a gunshot at all. Maybe her window had been defective and simply cracked for no reason at all. 
 
    Except it hadn't cracked, it had exploded. The rational, logical part of her brain reassured her in calm tones that windows didn't explode without a reason. 
 
    And she'd been standing right next to it, only inches away. 
 
    She swallowed back the sharp tang of fear coating her mouth and turned to study the man sitting only a foot away. His left arm rested against the doorframe; his right hand curled around the steering wheel. From what little she could see in the shadows, he seemed relaxed. At ease. No different than any other man out for a casual drive. 
 
    It was nothing more than an illusion. The tension radiating from him washed over her in giant waves, silently battering her and feeding her own tension. Everything about him—from the way he had so thoroughly frightened her thirty minutes ago to his unnatural silence now—unnerved her.  
 
    She turned away and went back to staring out the window as the silence wrapped around her. A minute went by, then another, before the silence became too much for her to bear.  
 
    "Where are we going?" Lidiya congratulated herself on keeping her voice calm and steady. The words didn't waver at all, didn't hitch in her throat or trip over her numb tongue and lips. They weren't loud, barely more than a whisper, but she could hardly be blamed for that, not after what she'd just been through. 
 
    Another long minute went by and Lidiya wondered if maybe she'd spoken too softly. Maybe he hadn't heard her. "Where—" 
 
    "Someplace safe. For now." 
 
    A whisper of danger skipped along her neck and arms, momentarily chilling her. For now. That didn't sound promising. That sounded...ominous. Dangerous. Threatening. 
 
    She straightened in the seat and forced a bravado she didn't feel to her voice. "I think you should take me home please." 
 
    His head swiveled toward her and even in the dim light, she could make out the surprise that flashed in his blue eyes. Then he turned back, that startling gaze once again focused on the twisting road stretching out in front of them. 
 
    Cold sweat broke out on her palms and she ran them along her pants to dry them. Had she been a fool to trust him when he told her to run? Had she made a mistake in trusting him, period? A heavy weight settled in her stomach, knocking the breath from her. She pushed it away, squared her shoulders and told herself not to panic. Panic would accomplish nothing. 
 
    She had panicked two years ago, choosing to run and hide instead of confronting the threat head-on, and she'd been looking over her shoulder ever since. She'd stopped living, had done little more than simply exist these last two years, all because she had panicked and locked herself in a prison of her own creation.  
 
    She couldn't do that again. Wouldn't do it. That was why she had reached out for help. Why she had asked Chaos to meet her tonight.  
 
    Only she had made a mistake, she knew that now. He couldn't help her. He obviously didn't want to help her. She could only hope that her instincts hadn't been so damaged and warped that they had inadvertently led her into even more danger. 
 
    "John, I need you to please take me home now." 
 
    The truck made a hard left turn, the sudden movement throwing her against the door. She scrambled against the seatbelt, tried to right herself as the truck bounced along a rutted road. Gravel crunched and popped under the tires as the truck lurched forward, never losing speed— 
 
    Until John slammed on the brakes and shoved the gear shift into Park. 
 
    Fresh fear washed over her and she fought against it, fought to keep calm and keep her wits. "John—" 
 
    "My name isn't John." 
 
    "But..." The word faded into the silence. Lidiya swallowed, eased her hand along her left side, her fingers searching for the seatbelt release. Could she jump from the truck before he realized what she was doing? She had to, it was her only hope, and even then, escape wasn't guaranteed. She would have to start running as soon as her feet touched the ground. He wouldn't be expecting her to run. That might work in her favor, buy her a few seconds or maybe even a minute, just enough time to reach the thick growth of trees so she could disappear. And then— 
 
    She didn't know, couldn't think past that.  
 
    Her fingers brushed against the buckle. She took a deep breath and started talking, hoping to mask the sound of the release. "You said your name was John. That you were Chaos." 
 
    "No, I said John was a ruse." 
 
    "You're not Chaos, are you?" The latch released with a click that seemed to echo around them but maybe that was only her imagination because he didn't move, didn't even glance down. He just sat there, one hand loosely resting on the steering wheel, the other casually covering the gear shift. 
 
    Lidiya shifted, trying to figure out how to disentangle herself from the seatbelt, get the door open, and jump to freedom all before the man next to her noticed.  
 
    It was impossible. She couldn't do it. 
 
    She had to do it. 
 
    "Yes, I'm Chaos. Jesus. I told you that already." He turned away from her, his left hand reaching down between his seat and door. Lidiya took advantage of his distraction and flung the seatbelt off, reached for the door handle and pushed it open— 
 
    Then stopped when he grabbed her left wrist, turned her hand over and slapped something into her palm. "You might want to take this before you go running off." 
 
    The words—tinged with laughter—froze her in place. She looked down, surprise filling her when she saw the flashlight resting in her outstretched hand. And not a small flashlight, either. This was a big one, maybe a foot long and heavy enough that if someone swung it and was lucky enough to hit someone else in the head with it, they could do some serious damage. 
 
    Her gaze darted to his, at the amusement dancing in his eyes as he watched her.  
 
    "Don't get any ideas. You're not fast enough. You wouldn't be able to get a good swing in anyway, not in here. And I doubt you could put enough strength into the swing to do more than piss me off." 
 
    She narrowed her eyes, thought about hitting him with the flashlight just to prove him wrong. "How did you know?" 
 
    "Because you were a little too obvious unlatching the seatbelt—which I heard, anyway. You should have released it while we were still moving." He removed his own seatbelt and climbed out of the truck. "Go on. If you really want to run, I'm not going to stop you." 
 
    Lidiya looked out at the dark night, at the overgrown trees and thick shadows that could swallow a person whole before they even realized it. She swallowed, turned in her seat and frowned as the man opened the back door and rummaged behind the driver's seat. "How can I trust you not to stop me?" 
 
    He looked up, his gaze meeting hers through the space between the two front seats. Several long seconds passed in eerie silence before he looked away. 
 
    "You can't trust me. At all." There was a hard edge to the clipped words that should have frightened her. Instead, she found them oddly reassuring. Was it the hint of regret in his voice that she thought she heard? Or was it something entirely different that she didn't quite understand? Whatever it was eased some of the knots in her stomach. She relaxed her grip on the flashlight and leaned against the seat. 
 
    "I don't know what to call you." 
 
    His gaze jumped to hers for a brief second then moved back to whatever he was doing. "You can call me Chaos, just like you have for the last eighteen months." 
 
    "But that's not your name." 
 
    "It's what people call me." 
 
    "But it's still not your name." 
 
    He shot her another look, this one filled with impatience. His full mouth pursed in irritation and he muttered under his breath but still didn't answer her question. A few seconds later, he tossed a bundle of rags at her, hitting her in the face with them. 
 
    "Take everything off. Clothes. Shoes. Jewelry. Watch. Everything." 
 
    "What? I most certainly will not!" 
 
    He slammed the back door then moved around to the driver's side and leaned across the seat. Determination flared in his eyes, followed by a silent warning that let her know he wasn't playing games. 
 
    "Who else knew where we were meeting tonight?" 
 
    "No one. What does that have to do—" 
 
    "Someone found out where you were. That means they either hacked into your system—" 
 
    "I would have known if that had happened—" 
 
    "—or they followed you—" 
 
    "I don't think—" 
 
    "Or they're tracking you." 
 
    Lidiya opened her mouth to disagree then quickly snapped it shut again. Tracking her? No, impossible. There was no way for anyone to get to her or her personal belongings to place a tracker. She didn't go anywhere, rarely left her apartment at all. Tonight had been the first time she'd gone out in months. She didn't need to go out, she had everything delivered... 
 
    An icy finger of dread crept along her spine and pebbled her skin. Was it possible? 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    No, it couldn't be. If they had somehow gotten to her packages, it would mean they knew where she lived. And if they knew that, there would be no need to track her.  
 
    If they knew that, she might not even be here now. 
 
    Another shiver crept along her spine. She did her best to ignore it, her best to convince herself—and Chaos—that he was jumping to conclusions. 
 
    "Someone must have followed me. I'm not being tracked." Even that didn't make sense. How could they follow her unless they knew where to follow her from? They couldn't, not unless they knew where she lived—which took her right back to her other thought: if they knew where she lived, she wouldn't even be here right now.  
 
    She raised one hand to her head and pressed her fingers against her temple, trying to stop the headache dulling her thoughts. She needed to think, needed just a few minutes to get her thoughts in order to try to make sense of everything that was suddenly happening entirely too fast for her to follow. But she didn't have those few minutes. She didn't even have silence because Chaos was talking again. 
 
    "You'll have to excuse me if I don't take your word for it." 
 
    "But I'm not—" 
 
    "You asked me for help. Fine, I'm willing to hear what you have to say. But that means taking you somewhere else and I absolutely will not put that location at risk." He reached around the steering wheel and pulled the keys from the ignition, grabbed her small purse from the console, then stepped back. "Everything off and into the bag." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    The door slammed, cutting off her objections. She stared at the pile of rags he had thrown at her. Not rags—clothes, along with a small nylon bag of some sort. A long sleeve t-shirt. A pair of black leggings. A pair of socks. Women's clothes. Did they belong to his girlfriend? His wife? 
 
    Did she really want to know?" 
 
    She ignored the odd little jump in her stomach, clenched her jaw, and methodically removed her clothes. The sweater first, followed by her bra, which was quickly replaced by the shirt Chaos had given her. It was just a bit too snug, pulling tight against her chest. She thought about putting her bra back on then decided against it. The interior of the truck was dark, he wouldn't be able to see. 
 
    Except he would then he'd make her take it off, anyway. 
 
    A sense of unreality washed over her. Was she actually sitting here in a dark truck parked along a back road in the middle of nowhere, changing clothes under orders of a complete stranger? Yes, she was—which told her more than she wanted to admit about how frazzled she was. How desperate she was.  
 
    Lidiya hesitated. If she refused, if she opened the door right now and told Chaos he could keep his girlfriend's clothes because she wasn't changing, what would he do? Get angry? Hurt her? Leave her here to find her own way back? 
 
    No. He'd probably just shrug then climb into the truck and take her to the bar without a word and she'd be right back where she started, with no idea where to go or what to do short of running away and disappearing again. As much as she hated herself for asking for his help, she was smart enough to know she needed it. She dealt with computers and codes and systems. Yes, she was level-headed. Methodical. Analytical, 
 
    And completely ill-equipped to handle the potential danger she'd run away from two years ago. Running away hadn't helped then and it wouldn't help now, not as a long-term solution. She needed Chaos's help, or someone like him...only she didn't know anyone else like him. She didn't really know anyone else, period. 
 
    Including Chaos. 
 
    The sobering thought stayed with her as she kicked off her shoes, removed her socks, and shimmied out of her slacks. She hissed as the material scraped against her calf, reigniting the annoying burning sensation and briefly distracting her from everything else. She didn't bother to look down at it, certain it was nothing more than a scrape. There wasn't anything she could do about it anyway, not now. Not here.  
 
    She tossed the slacks onto the console beside her then reached for the leggings, struggling to straighten them out so she could push her feet into them. The leggings were soft and—thankfully—stretchy because whoever they belonged to was at least a size smaller. She lifted her hips from the seat and worked the material up to her waist, wiggling and shimmying and tugging until they no longer felt like they would roll down her hips when she moved. 
 
    Satisfied they were as in place as they could be, she leaned over and slipped the socks onto her bare feet. She grabbed her clothes and carefully folded each piece then placed them in the bag. Her watch and necklace followed. Lidiya stared at the bag in her lap, wondered if she'd ever see the items again. 
 
    Yes, of course she would. Chaos was just going to look them over. As soon as he discovered there wasn't any tracker, he'd give them back. 
 
    A knock on the window made her jump. A second later, the door swung open. Chaos shot her a quick glance and grabbed the bag from her lap, hesitated and did a double-take when he saw the silicone band around her wrist. 
 
    "I said everything." 
 
    "The band stays with me." 
 
    "Dammit, Lee—" 
 
    "It stays with me. There's no chance it has a tracker on it, I never take it off." 
 
    "Never?" 
 
    "No, not for the last two years." 
 
    "Not even to take a shower?" 
 
    "Well, yes, but—" 
 
    "Then it goes." His hand closed around her wrist, his fingers sliding over the band and tugging. Lidiya jerked her arm away and slid across the seat, prepared to jump over the console to get away if she needed to. The band snapped and came apart, separating at the connection. 
 
    Chaos stared at the mini thumb drive attached to one end of the bracelet then swore beneath his breath. His gaze slowly met hers, filled with silent question. 
 
    Lidiya hesitated then slowly reached for the band, expecting a struggle for it. Chaos surprised her by letting her take it—but his intense gaze never wavered, not even after she secured it around her wrist and looked away from those searing blue eyes. 
 
    "You going to tell me what's on it?" 
 
    "No. Not yet." Maybe not at all. If he helped her...she might. It was possible he would be able to help her without knowing everything. If that was the case, she had no intention of opening the door to a past that so many people had fought to keep closed. 
 
    If it turned out that he needed to know...well, she would decide how to proceed when that happened. Until then, it was still her secret to keep. 
 
    For now. 
 
    She straightened in the seat and nodded toward the bag. "Don't you need to look everything over?" 
 
    "No." He shoved her small purse on top of the clothes, turned and swung the bag over his shoulder, then threw it. It sailed through the air, landing just inside the dense growth of trees before disappearing from sight. 
 
    "My clothes!" 
 
    "This area is under surveillance. If nobody shows up in a day or two, you'll get them back." 
 
    "You're just going to leave them here? You're not even going to check?" 
 
    "I don't have time to check, not the right way." 
 
    "But—" He slammed the door closed, once again cutting her off before she could finish talking. She watched him walk around the front of the truck, clenched her jaw in irritation when he opened the driver's door and jumped inside. He stabbed the keys in the ignition and started the truck, slid his seatbelt in place then looked over at her. 
 
    "Are you going to put your seatbelt on or did you want to jump out and run away?" 
 
    She narrowed her eyes and pointed at her feet. "I can't run away. I don't have any shoes." 
 
    "Hunh. Imagine that." He backed the truck up then executed a quick three-point-turn. "They were fucking ugly shoes anyway." 
 
    She snapped her seatbelt in place and resisted the urge to agree with him. "Where are we going now?" 
 
    "Someplace where we can talk." 
 
    "You're going to help me?" 
 
    "I said we would talk. I won't make my decision until you answer a few questions." 
 
    "Like what?" 
 
    He turned toward her, his searing gaze burning her. "How about we start with why the fuck someone is trying to kill you?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Derrick leaned back in the chair and studied the woman sitting across the table from him. Her posture was erect, her arms resting on the laminate surface of the polished table. She didn't look around the room or study her surroundings, didn't sneak looks at him, just kept her downturned gaze focused on the hands clasped in front of her. Pale skin pulled tight across her knuckles and he could see the indentation marks her fingers were leaving on the backs of her hands. If she clasped them any tighter, she'd leave bruises on herself. 
 
    But that didn't stop her hands from shaking. It wasn't just her hands—her entire body trembled, small tremors that she tried so hard to hide by sitting so straight and still. It wasn't from the temperature—the conference room was still too warm, too stuffy, the air only now beginning to circulate with the help of the building's cooling unit.  
 
    The tremors were from shock. From adrenaline. Or rather, from the adrenaline crash. Getting shot at tended to do that to you, especially when you weren't used to it.  
 
    And he had no doubt Lee wasn't used to it. He gave her credit for not completely falling apart, though. She had some steel in her, and a touch of sass as well, even though she tried to hide both. No, not hide, not exactly. It was more than that— 
 
    But damn if he could figure out what. 
 
    Derrick watched her for a few more minutes, his mind replaying the scene in the parking lot. There was something about that random shot that messed with his head, and not just because it had been too damn close. Where the hell had it come from? Why hadn't there been a follow-up shot? They would have been easy targets as they ran to his truck. As he hauled ass out of the parking lot. So why hadn't the shooter taken advantage of it? Had the shot only been meant as a warning? 
 
    And if so, a warning for who? For him? 
 
    Or for the woman sitting across from him, doing her best to act like nothing was wrong? 
 
    He couldn't discount the possibility the shot had been meant for him but his gut was screaming the certainty that the warning had been meant for Lee. There was no proof of that at all, nothing more than his instinct—but his instinct was rarely wrong. 
 
    Which was why he'd made Lee change. Any sane person would say that was an overreaction but he preferred to think of it as an overabundance of caution. And hell, some people might even point out that he didn't exactly fit the clinical definition of sane. Whatever. 
 
    Did he really think she was being tracked? Probably not, but Derrick wasn't big on trust. And the woman was a damn good hacker who was obviously in trouble— 
 
    Or playing a game of some sort. Until he figured out which one—and why—he wasn't taking chances. 
 
    Which brought him to his other problem for the night. Granted, this one was minor compared to being shot at but in a way that didn't make sense, it bothered him more. 
 
    Lee was a woman. 
 
    Yeah, definitely a woman, with long thick hair an unusual shade of brown, almost kind of ashy but not quite. Smooth pale skin that told him she either didn't get out much, or else she used a gallon of sunscreen every time she walked out her door. She wasn't tall or thin. Average height, with nicely rounded curves. The curves had come as a surprise because the baggy clothes she'd been wearing hid them so well but he'd definitely felt them earlier, when he'd pushed her to the ground and covered her body with his. And he wasn't blind—he could definitely see those curves now, outlined by the snug shirt and leggings he'd forced her to change into. 
 
    But it was her eyes that threatened to cut him off at the knees. Jesus, her eyes were astounding. Sooty gray, big and round and fringed with dark, thick lashes. Those eyes made her look helpless, like some starving street urchin struggling to survive. Those eyes awakened every primitive male instinct in his body, demanding that he protect her and keep her safe.  
 
    Jesus. He was getting as bad as Mac, wanting to protect his woman and threaten everyone and everything that came near despite the fact that his woman—and God help them all if TR ever heard them call her that—was completely independent and able to take care of herself. 
 
    No, TR wasn't helpless—and he had a feeling that neither was Lee. She may look like a waif in need of protection but he wouldn't make the mistake of thinking she was helpless—or harmless. 
 
    Lee was a woman. 
 
    Shit. He still couldn't believe it. How the fuck had he not picked up on that? No, they'd never met. They'd only talked a few times, each time with their voices disguised. But still—he should have known. He thought back on all their interactions, tried to recall every word, every phrase, every fucking nuance of their online conversations. There should have been something to clue him in—but he couldn't think of a damn thing. 
 
    Which meant that she was either very, very good...or he was losing his edge. 
 
    Neither option gave him the happy feels. 
 
    "You want some coffee?" 
 
    She jumped at his question, her elbow banging the edge of the table with the startled movement. She absently rubbed it, quickly glanced at him with a small frown, then looked away before mumbling something. 
 
    Derrick leaned forward, tried to catch her gaze but she was once again staring at her hands. "What was that?" 
 
    "I said, no. Thank you."  
 
    Her voice was pitched so damn low, he still had trouble hearing her. He thought about asking her to speak up, just to see what kind of reaction he'd get, then decided against it. Maybe her quietness was nothing more than a result of the shock and adrenaline crash...or maybe it was something else entirely. She'd had no problem snapping at him earlier but he had the feeling that wasn't normal for her. At least, not a recent normal. Yeah, like that even made any fucking sense.  
 
    But he'd noticed her quiet voice, her almost timid demeanor, earlier in the bar. Had even thought she was a bit naive. Shy, maybe. Reserved. Hesitant. But even those weren't right. It was like she'd hidden her real personality for some reason. Or like she'd somehow forgotten what her real personality was. Like she wasn't used to being around people and didn't know how to interact with them. No longer knew how to be herself. 
 
    Or maybe she was just a really good actress and this was nothing more than a set-up. If that was the case, he was fucking screwed for bringing her here. He didn't think so, though. If he'd really thought that, he would have taken her somewhere else.  
 
    He leaned back in the chair and folded his hands behind his head. "Who was shooting at you tonight?" 
 
    Those big gray eyes darted to his then just as quickly dropped away. "I don't know." 
 
    She was lying. Derrick remained still as she shifted in the chair and reached down to rub her leg. He let the silence stretch around them until it became heavy, almost unbearable—for her, not him. Most people couldn't handle the silence of a still room, not with someone sitting across from them, studying every tiny movement. Except Lee didn't act like it was unbearable and except for rubbing her leg, she hadn't moved at all. 
 
    He waited another minute, then another, expecting her to fidget. Play with her hands. Pick at her nails. Twiddle her thumbs. Hell, anything. But she was as still and quiet as he was. 
 
    Hunh. 
 
    "Who wouldn't mind seeing your guts spewed across the asphalt?" 
 
    Lee winced at the blunt words. Her gaze slowly drifted to his and their eyes locked for the space of several heartbeats before she looked away. "I don't know." 
 
    Another lie. He'd seen the knowledge in those shadowed gray eyes. More than that, he'd seen her realization that he knew she was lying.  
 
    Derrick dropped his hands and pushed to his feet. "Come on, let's go." 
 
    "Go? But I thought you were going to help me." 
 
    "You thought wrong. Two strikes and you're out. Come on, let's go." 
 
    "Go where?" 
 
    "I'll take you back to your car. Where you go from there is up to you." He moved around the table and reached for her arm but she slid away, those big eyes staring up at him with a desperation she quickly blinked away. 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "No buts. You're the one who reached out to me for help, remember? I can't help if I don't know what's going on. You lied to me. Not once, but twice. That tells me you don't really want my help." He reached for her arm again, closed his hand around her wrist. "Now let's go—" 
 
    "How can I tell you anything when I don't know if I can trust you?" 
 
    The desperation in her plaintive voice stopped him. Or maybe it was the helplessness in those big gray eyes and the faint shadows bruising the skin beneath them. Or hell, maybe he was just fucking tired. Why didn't matter. What mattered was the memory of another set of eyes staring up at him in desperation, begging for his help. Begging for his trust—a trust that would never come. A trust that had ended in betrayal. 
 
    Derrick dropped her hand and stepped back. Pushed the past away then folded his arms in front of him and stared down at her. "You have two minutes to start talking and then we're leaving." 
 
    "I—" She stopped. Ran her trembling fingers through her hair and released her breath on a shaky sigh. Took a deep breath and held it as her body stilled. She carefully folded her hands together and rested them on the table in front of her. A second went by, then another and another before she exhaled and spoke in a quiet voice he had to strain to hear. 
 
    "I don't know who shot at me. Not really." 
 
    "But you have an idea?" 
 
    "Maybe. I don't know. It doesn't make any sense." 
 
    "Somebody wants you out of the way." 
 
    "I know. I've known that for the last couple of years." 
 
    Derrick held himself still, refused to allow any surprise to show on his face. Fast on the heels of the surprise came anger, unexpected and definitely unwelcome. She knew someone was after her? Yes, obviously—she'd just admitted as much, hadn't she?  
 
    She knew...and yet she'd been foolish enough to meet him tonight. A complete stranger, in a location she obviously wasn't familiar with. What would have happened if he hadn't shown up? If he'd left tonight instead of waiting for her in the parking lot? Because he'd almost done exactly that. The only thing that had stopped him was curiosity and the realization that Lee wasn't who he'd expected. 
 
    Derrick forced a cool detachment he didn't feel to his voice. "If you know someone is after you then you must know who it is." 
 
    She shook her head, ignored the strands of hair caught on her cheek. "That's what doesn't make sense. If it's who I'm thinking, it means he knows where I am. It means he knows how to find me." She finally brushed the hair from her face then turned to him, those wide gray eyes filled not with panic as he'd expected, but with an acceptance that chilled him.  
 
    "And if it's really him, why did he wait until tonight? Because if it is really him, I should be dead already." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    I should be dead already. 
 
    Her declaration seemed to have no effect on the man who called himself Chaos. At least, none that she could detect. He simply watched her for a few minutes then tugged her to her feet and led her out of the building they'd entered earlier. 
 
    Lidiya cursed her lack of attention when they first got there and again when they left because she had no idea where the building was. She didn't even know what it was. An office building of some kind...maybe. She had a vague recollection of dim hallways and the ring of hollow footsteps against cold tile floor—his steps, not hers, because she wasn't wearing shoes. Of a large conference room and a polished table. Of the soft whisper of cooled air as it flowed from overhead vents she didn't see. 
 
    Yes, she'd been distracted, but that was no excuse. She should have paid attention, should have noted landmarks and signs. She should have at least noticed which direction they were traveling in but she hadn't even done that much. 
 
    Part of her knew she should be concerned about that, should be worried about that level of total distraction because that wasn't like her. And she was concerned—but it paled in comparison to the startling realization that had obliterated every other thought and worry whirling through her aching head ever since Chaos had asked who wanted her dead. 
 
    For reasons she didn't understand, his blunt question had shaken something inside her, had sent her mind racing in directions she couldn't control—because there was only one person who wanted her dead. If he had tried tonight, that meant he knew where she was. How long had he known? A month? A week? A few days, ever since she received that message? 
 
    Your time is up. 
 
    Had he always known where she was? Had the last two years of self-imprisonment and isolation been for nothing? Had she stopped living for two years for no reason at all? She didn't want to think so but the possibility was there. From what she knew of him, he enjoyed playing games, excelled at them. Was that all this had been to him? A game? 
 
    When had he found her? How? And now that he had, why wasn't she dead already? 
 
    Your time is up. 
 
    Lurking even deeper in her mind, in a dark corner she didn't want to examine, was another question, this one even more worrisome. Had she betrayed herself by contacting Chaos? Was he somehow connected to this, or was it nothing more than a combination of coincidence and bad timing? She didn't want to think the man next to her could be involved, didn't want to think she had been so easily manipulated into orchestrating her own doom.  
 
    It surprised her to realize that she wanted to trust him, surprised her even more to acknowledge the truth that she had trusted him. When he'd pushed her to the ground to protect her. When he'd told her to run then used his own body as a shield. She wouldn't have done that, wouldn't have so readily listened and followed his directions, if some part of her hadn't trusted him. 
 
    But trusting him was foolish. She knew nothing about him, not even his name. The only thing she knew was that he'd had ample opportunity to harm her yet she was still alive. 
 
    That had to mean something.  
 
    She was staking her life on it. 
 
    But she couldn't afford to be distracted anymore, it was too risky. She'd already allowed things to preoccupy her to the point where she was oblivious to everything else...and that was dangerous.  
 
    And yet here she was, doing the exact same thing now, focusing so much on her thoughts that she wasn't paying any attention to her surroundings. 
 
    Lidiya forced her mind to clear and looked out the passenger window, frowning as she searched for something she recognized. A minute went by before she realized where they were. A chill danced across her skin and she quickly folded her arms around herself to ward it off. 
 
    "You're taking me back to the bar." It was a statement, not a question, and certainly not one she expected the man behind the wheel to answer. He glanced at her, his face masked by shadows. A muscle ticked in his jaw before he looked away. 
 
    "No." 
 
    "But this is the way to the—" 
 
    "I'm just driving by. I want to check something out before heading to your place." 
 
    Everything in her went cold. She gave him a sharp look. "You don't know where I live."  
 
    "Not yet, no." 
 
    He was either lying, or he expected her to tell him. Lidiya didn't like either possibility and was ready to tell him so when he reached over and placed his hand on her shoulder. Long fingers squeezed, the touch oddly reassuring.  
 
    "Do me a favor: get down on the floor." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Just a precaution. I don't want anyone to get a glimpse of a passenger as we go by the bar." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "Humor me." 
 
    She opened her mouth to argue then promptly shut it. Arguing would do no good, she knew that on the most basic instinctual level. She unbuckled the seatbelt then slid to the floor, contorting herself into the most comfortable position possible—which wasn't very comfortable at all. A hiss of pain escaped her lips when she brushed the scrape on her right leg as she pulled it against her chest. The sound wasn't loud but Chaos still heard it. 
 
    "You okay down there?" 
 
    "No. I cut my leg." 
 
    "On what? There's nothing down there." 
 
    "Not now. Earlier. When we were running." 
 
    "And you're just now telling me?" 
 
    "It wasn't important." 
 
    "I—never mind, we'll talk about it later."  
 
    The big truck slowed, the engine humming in one ear as the tires gripping pavement droned in the other. Lidiya shifted, tried to get more comfortable, then swallowed a small groan when her left foot slipped under the passenger seat and became wedged against something metal. She tried to wiggle it free, gave up and held herself still as the truck slowed even more. They must be nearing the bar now, ready to pass it. Lidiya held her breath, praying she hadn't made a mistake in trusting him yet again, hoping they weren't going to pull into the parking lot where people were waiting for her.  
 
    But the truck didn't slow, didn't turn. Chaos lowered the passenger window a few inches and glanced out, then quietly raised the window with a punch of one finger against a button. The dim lights of the dashboard washed across his face, accenting the creases on his forehead and the slash of dark brows over his eyes.  
 
    "What is it? What did you see?" 
 
    He glanced down at her then looked straight ahead. "Nothing." 
 
    There was something about his tone of voice that sent a small shiver dancing along her spine but she didn't understand why. "Nothing? That's a good thing, right?" 
 
    "No, it's not." He glanced down at her, the frown deepening. "There should have been more activity. Police. A tow truck. Something." 
 
    "Maybe they already towed my car—" 
 
    "Your car was in the same spot where we left it." 
 
    Lidiya shifted, tried to wiggle her foot free and quickly gave up. She tightened her arms around her legs with a small sigh. "Maybe nobody heard the shot." 
 
    "Hm. Maybe."  
 
    She didn't have to see his frown to know he didn't believe it, not when the doubt was clear in his voice. And maybe it was unlikely, but Lidiya didn't completely discount the possibility that the shot would have gone unnoticed. Nobody else had been in the parking lot and she didn't think it would have been possible to hear it from inside the bar. And it was doubtful anyone would have noticed the broken window, not unless they were really looking. Even if they did see it, they probably wouldn't think anything of it. She certainly wouldn't. 
 
    Lidiya shifted positions again then rested her cheek against her knee. "What do we do now?" 
 
    "What was that? Stop whispering, I can't hear you." 
 
    She wasn't whispering. At least, not on purpose. She raised her voice and repeated the question. 
 
    "Now we go to your place. And you can sit back up, there's no need to stay on the floor." 
 
    Lidiya nodded. Wiggled her foot. Sighed and slid a cautious glance at the man driving. "I—I can't." 
 
    "What do you mean, you can't?" 
 
    "My foot's stuck." 
 
    "What?" Chaos glanced down at her, his gaze quickly sweeping over her. The corner of his mouth twitched. "You're stuck?" 
 
    "I—" Lidiya stopped and cleared her throat as heat rushed to her face. "I'll be fine. I can wait." 
 
    "Jesus." 
 
    The truck slowed again then made a series of turns before coming to a stop. Chaos muttered something under his breath as he threw the vehicle into Park then climbed out. A few seconds later, the passenger door opened then Chaos was right there, standing next to her, his face level with hers. And yes, she'd been right about the twitch she noticed earlier because the man was definitely trying not to smile. 
 
    Searing blue eyes held hers for a few seconds, long enough for her mouth to dry and for her heart to make a series of very unwelcome thump-thumps in her chest. Lidiya yanked her gaze from his and focused on the edge of the leather seat in front of her. 
 
    "How the hell did you manage this?" 
 
    "I don't know. I shifted and my foot just...it got stuck." 
 
    Chaos slid his hand along her leg, his warm fingers closing over her ankle. Her foot twitched and she made a small sound, almost like a whimper. His gaze shot back to hers, darker this time, the earlier amusement gone. His fingers, long and strong and capable, probed her ankle and the top of her foot. 
 
    "Does that hurt?" 
 
    "N-no." Lidiya shook her head, wondered if he could see the heavy blush heating her face. Hurt? No, it didn't hurt at all—and God help her if he picked up on the sudden flare of interest that exploded in her chest.  
 
    She pushed the unexpected reaction away, ignored the tingles racing up her legs from his touch as he felt around her foot. He wasn't watching her foot, though, not that he could even see it, with the way it was wedged under the seat. His gaze was on her. Deep and dark and searing. Completely focused, like she was the only thing he could see. Heat prickled her skin, made her want to fidget and squirm and crawl into his lap and purr and oh, God, she could not think like that. Couldn't allow him to see even the remotest hint of interest. Couldn't allow herself to even think about entertaining the thoughts creeping to the front of her mind.  
 
    She didn't know him. Didn't trust him, not really. Yes, he was attractive, she'd thought that much when he had first approached her in the bar. Dark hair and vibrant blue eyes and chiseled face and lean build and...she shivered and pulled her mind from that line of thought. No, she absolutely could not allow herself to think in those terms. She was just tired. Exhausted, both mentally and physically, after the night's events. After realizing—after admitting, to herself at least—that she was in more danger than she first thought. That her two years of forced isolation hadn't protected her, that she was no safer now than she had been when she first tried to disappear. 
 
    Her reaction to the man leaning so close to her, close enough that she could feel the warmth of his body brushing against her, was perfectly normal after the night's events. After the last two years of isolation. Not just normal, but probably to be expected since he had saved her earlier. She was probably just viewing him with some kind of hero-worship that would completely disappear after she had some sleep and was able to think more clearly. She just needed a little time and distance, needed to mentally separate herself from everything that had happened the last few hours. Once she did that, this unsettling attraction would disappear. 
 
    That couldn't happen soon enough, as far as she was concerned. Logically, she understood the reason for the unexpected lure. But logic couldn't stop her body's reaction to his gentle touch as he ran those strong fingers along her foot and ankle. And it couldn't stop the way her heart sped up as his gaze locked with hers, searing and intense and totally unreadable. 
 
    With more strength than she thought it would take, Lidiya yanked her gaze from his and frantically searched for something, anything, to use as a distraction. Her mind latched onto something that had bothered her earlier, something simple and mundane that had been momentarily lost in everything else that had happened. 
 
    Only the question she had planned to ask wasn't the one that fell from her mouth. 
 
    "Whose clothes are these?"  
 
    The corner his mouth twitched again, the sight of the almost-smile causing her to blush. "A friend." 
 
    "Just a friend?" 
 
    "Just a friend." 
 
    Lidiya nodded, like it made no difference to her at all. And it didn't. It shouldn't. It couldn't. She repeated that to herself three times then asked the question she had meant to ask in the first place. 
 
    "What's your name?" 
 
    His fingers curled around her foot and gently turned it to the side, freeing it from whatever she'd been foolish enough to catch it on. He skimmed his fingers across her ankle, gently squeezed, then stepped back, giving her some much-needed breathing room. "Chaos." 
 
    She slanted a frustrated glance in his direction then uncurled her legs with a small wince. "I meant your real name." 
 
    He watched her for a long minute, those intense blue eyes oddly blank. It was nothing more than an illusion because she knew, as certain as she knew her own name, that his mind was working at a speed she could only guess at. 
 
    He took another step back and shrugged, as if whatever decision he'd just made was of no importance. "Derrick." 
 
    "Derrick." She softly repeated the name, tasting the strength of it on her lips. "And your last name?" 
 
    One brow shot up as amusement flashed in his eyes. "You don't need to worry about that." 
 
    "But—" She stopped before she said anything else, before she pushed the issue. If she did, he might ask for her last name and she wasn't ready to share that with him. Not yet, maybe not ever. She doubted it would mean anything to him, doubted he'd make connections she'd prefer to keep hidden, but it wasn't a chance she wanted to take. Not now.  
 
    She pushed up from the floor and settled in the seat, stretched her cramped legs in front of her and reached for the seatbelt. He gave her an odd look, almost like he didn't understand why she hadn't pushed for an answer, but he didn't say anything as he closed the door. 
 
    No, she wouldn't push. There was no need to, not when she knew all about secrets. Let him have his. 
 
    Because she certainly had enough of her own. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    The hallway was deserted when they stepped off the elevator forty minutes later. Lidiya had expected as much—the residents of the old building were quiet for the most part, at least on this floor. She'd caught glimpses of a few of her neighbors over the last two years, nothing more than distorted images as she sneaked glances through the small peephole of her door. They were a diverse mix, old and young, doing nothing more than scraping by and minding their own business. Why worry about anyone else, when it was hard enough to worry about yourself?  
 
    Even if one of them happened to be curious enough to open their door and look out to see who was stepping off the elevator at such a late hour, she doubted any of them would know who she was. She'd never met any of her neighbors, had never introduced herself, never passed them in the halls or ran into them on those rare occasions she stepped outside. Lidiya didn't leave her apartment, not unless she absolutely had to, and only then when she was sure nobody was around.  
 
    Not that anyone would bother to look out—this wasn't the kind of neighborhood where people went out of their way to look out for their neighbors. It wasn't a bad neighborhood, not compared to some, but it was still in a location where it was safer to mind your own business. 
 
    She led the way down the narrow hall, her sock-covered feet soundless against the cracked tile floor. Chaos was directly behind her, his steps just as soundless as hers. Could he see the faded, chipped paint on the old walls? Smell the mustiness of years of neglect? If she turned to look at him, what would she see on his face? Disgust? Pity? Surprise? 
 
    Probably none of those things. His face would be impassive, showing absolutely nothing.  
 
    Funny, how she could be so certain of that when she didn't even know him. 
 
    Lidiya stopped in front of her door and motioned to it with a weak wave of one hand. Chaos—no, Derrick, she should use his real name after making such a point of learning it—spared her a quick glance that she couldn't read then reached around and tried the knob. Lidiya released the breath she'd been holding, so afraid the door would be unlocked, that someone might have been here already. That they might still be here, waiting— 
 
    She pulled in another breath, fought to control the odd panicky sensation. She was overreacting—again. A hot shower, a change of clothes, and several hours' sleep would take care of that. 
 
    Derrick reached around her and used the key he'd taken from her purse to unlock the door. He grabbed her when she would have pushed past him, kept her behind him so he could enter the apartment first.   
 
    There was no need to turn on a light, because she always left one on. Now she wished she had turned it off, if for no other reason than to hide the reaction of the man in front of her. He was better at hiding his reactions than she realized because the slight stiffening of his body was the only indication of his surprise as he looked around. She didn't need to follow his gaze to know what he saw. It was a small apartment, there wasn't much to see. At least, not in the way of furnishings. 
 
    Derrick closed the door behind them, gave her a wary glance, then turned back to study the open room that encompassed living area, dining area, and kitchen all-in-one. 
 
    "Jesus. It looks like mission control for the zombie apocalypse." 
 
    Lidiya looked around, trying to see things from the perspective of an outsider, and realized his description was surprisingly accurate. A large L-shaped desk constructed of heavy plywood and concrete blocks took up the right corner that would be the living room in any other apartment. The surface was almost completely covered with computer equipment: four separate monitors, four towers, two laptops, several printers and scanners, three keyboards. An old metal filing cabinet was wedged under the desk, the drawers dented and battered. An office chair, the cloth seat and arms showing wear, rested at an angle between two of the monitors. Thick books and heavy manuals were stacked on the floor. One book rested on the corner of the desk, opened to the middle pages. A pad of paper and several pens rested nearby. 
 
    Other than the desk and chair, there was no other furniture. There was no furniture in what was supposed to be the dining area, either. There were shelving units instead. Three of them, to be exact: two large metal ones like the kind you would see in a restaurant storage room, and one smaller plastic unit. The shelves were crammed with canned goods and boxed foods. Oatmeal. Soup. Vegetables. Cereal. Powdered milk. Mixed fruit. Coffee and sugar. Spaghetti and jars of sauce. Boxes of pens and stacks of notebooks.  
 
    Derrick moved over to one of the shelves, picked up a can of Spam and turned it over before putting it back. He shook his head then looked back at her. 
 
    "Jesus. Tell me you don't actually eat that shit." 
 
    "No, not really." Not unless she had to. Her meals now mostly consisted of home delivery kits but she had to be prepared, just in case.  
 
    "So what are you, a hoarder? Or one of those nutjob survivalists?" 
 
    "Neither. I—I work from home so I don't get out much." 
 
    One dark brow shot up in surprise but he didn't question her further. Lidiya was grateful for that because she wasn't sure how she'd answer if he did. She tugged at the front of the too-small shirt he'd given her earlier then shifted her weight from one foot to the other, suddenly uncomfortable. Not because he was studying her—he wasn't, his gaze was moving over the array of computer equipment behind her—but because she felt too exposed in the ill-fitting clothes that didn't belong to her.  
 
    Lidiya cleared her throat, started to thank him for bringing her home. She never had a chance to get the words out because he was suddenly right in front of her, invading her space as he pulled her against him with a strength that took her breath away. 
 
    "Wha—" Her question died as his mouth crashed over hers. Hot. Powerful. Demanding. She started to push him away, relented and melted against him, her hands clinging to his arms for support. As quickly as the kiss started, it stopped. Lidiya blinked, tried to catch her breath, tried to make sense of what just happened when he spoke in her ear. 
 
    "Do you leave your camera on?" 
 
    "What? I—" She blinked, shook her head, started to ask him what he meant only to be stopped by another kiss, this one quicker than the first. He broke the kiss again and nuzzled her ear. 
 
    "The camera on the first computer is active. Did you leave it on?" 
 
    Lidiya's heart slammed into her chest, releasing the first wave of cold panic. She shook her head, started to turn around only to be stopped by Derrick's hand cupping her cheek. He kissed her again and this time, she could feel his reassurance. His strength. His unspoken promise that everything would be okay.  
 
    "Where's your bedroom?" 
 
    "Um, behind you. Down the hall." 
 
    His hands closed over her waist and he lifted her, the sudden action startling a surprised cry from her. She grabbed his shoulders, stifled another small cry when he fitted her legs around his waist and started walking backward, toward her bedroom. A smile curled his mouth but his eyes were eerily cold, devoid of any emotion. A chill went through her—from the vacant expression in his eyes, from the certainty that his cold smile was a show for the camera, from the fear they were being watched. Was someone outside in the hall even now, ready to break down her door and rush in? Another chill swept over her, this one starting at the vulnerable spot in the middle of her back and working its way out to her limbs. Derrick's arms tightened around her.  
 
    "I'm not going to let anything happen to you." 
 
    She wanted to question him, ask him how he could be so sure and why he would even care when she had been the one to drag him into this...whatever this was. But they were in her room now and she was sliding down Derrick's body, her hands still clinging to him, afraid to let go even when he stepped away and closed the door. 
 
    He held one finger to his mouth, signaling silence, then did a quick survey of the small room. He leaned closer, pressed his mouth against her ear and spoke. "When I tell you to go, we go. Got it?" 
 
    Lidiya nodded, not that it mattered because he was already moving away from her, kneeling on the floor in front of one of the receptacles. He pulled something from his back pocket and started removing the outlet cover. She almost asked him what he was doing then thought better of it. There wasn't time. 
 
    She moved to her closet and eased open the door. Stood on her toes and slid the panel from the small compartment she had installed herself above the top shelf two years ago to the side. Her fingers closed over heavy plastic and she yanked on it, pulling it from its hiding place. She studied the thick plastic wrap covering the bag, making sure it hadn't been tampered with, then tore it away from the small backpack she had hidden when she first disappeared a lifetime ago. 
 
    Just in case. 
 
    She had just placed one strap over her shoulder when she heard a small pop. The lights went out immediately, plunging the room into total darkness. Something grabbed her and she made a small noise, a breathless squeak that had been meant as a scream. 
 
    "Let's go." 
 
    Derrick led her from the room, his hand wrapped around hers with a reassuring grip. She held on, letting him lead her through the small apartment, wondering at how easily he made his way through the darkness. 
 
    It wasn't just her apartment that was dark—the hallway was dark as well, the only illumination coming from the ineffectual glow of the emergency exit light near the stairwell. Whatever he'd done had caused the power to go out on the entire floor, maybe the entire building.  
 
    Which meant they had to walk down twelve flights of stairs. 
 
    She started to pull against his hand, to tell him she needed to go back to get shoes because she was still wearing nothing but socks. His fingers tightened around hers as he lengthened his stride, leading her toward the stairwell. 
 
    He paused a few feet from the door and dropped her hand, reached into his pocket then paused. His gaze landed on the bag hanging from her shoulder and he frowned. 
 
    "You need to leave it—" 
 
    "No. It goes with me." 
 
    "Dammit, Lee, you don't know if it's safe." 
 
    By safe, he meant she didn't know if it had been tampered with. If anyone had placed any trackers on it or its contents. Lidiya shrugged the free strap over her other shoulder and leveled her most determined look at him. "It's safe. I'd bet my life on it." 
 
    "You just might be—only it happens to be my life, too." He didn't say anything else, just pulled whatever he'd been reaching for from his pocket. There was a faint scratching noise then the flare of a bright flame. "Stand back unless you want a shower." 
 
    Derrick stretched up, reaching overhead with one arm and placing something on the ceiling, right next to the sprinkler head. He muttered beneath his breath then touched the match to...something. She frowned, leaned closer as whatever he'd placed near the sprinkler caught fire and started burning. It was small, whatever it was, no larger than the size of a quarter, but the heat was surprisingly intense. She started to ask him what it was, how it could be burning so hot already, when there was the faintest metallic pop-click sound— 
 
    Immediately followed by a heavy spray of water. She gasped in surprise and jumped away but it was too late, she was already wet.  
 
    "Told you to stand back."  
 
    Lidiya curled her hand, surprised herself when she realized she wanted to smack his arm. He was laughing! How could he laugh, after everything that had happened tonight?  
 
    Maybe he knew what she was going to do because the soft laugh turned into a rich chuckle, deep and warm, which really made her want to smack him. But she never got the chance because Derrick's hand closed over hers and he pulled her away, leading her into the shadowed stairwell as the sound of alarm bells split the quiet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Derrick slid a glance to his right and briefly studied his passenger. At least, as much as he could study her without running off the road. She'd been through enough the in the last eight hours, she didn't need to add motor vehicle accident to the list. 
 
    Eight hours. Jesus. Was that all it had been? He glanced at the dashboard's digital clock then did some quick mental math. Just over eight hours. That was a hell of a lot of excitement for someone who wasn't used to it—and he had no doubt Lee wasn't used to it. Not this kind of excitement, anyway. Hell, probably not any kind of excitement, judging from the stockpile of supplies at her small apartment. 
 
    I don't get out very often. 
 
    Yeah, no shit. 
 
    Jesus. 
 
    He shook his head and glanced over at her one more time. She was sleeping, had zonked out almost immediately when he started driving around thirty minutes ago. She was twisted in the seat, her head resting against her arm. She had the arm curled at an awkward angle against the window and no way could she be comfortable but what the hell did he know. Maybe she slept like that all the time. 
 
    No. More than likely, she was sleeping like that because she was fucking exhausted. He couldn't blame her, not when he was getting tired himself. He'd been up for thirty-six hours, hadn't had much sleep before then. He could go longer if he needed to—he had before—but he didn't want to push it, not if he didn't have to. Reaction time slowed when you were tired and even a few seconds could mean the difference between life or death. If he was smart, he'd find a place they could hole up for a few hours. His place was out of the question, not until he found out what the fuck was going on. And definitely not until he made sure they weren't being followed—or tracked. 
 
    His gut said they were in the clear, at least as far as being followed. That was one of the reasons he'd been driving for the last half-hour, doing nothing more than cruising around the city then heading east out into the county before turning north then west and heading back into the city. If they had a tail, he would have seen it by now. 
 
    It wasn't a tail he was worried about though, it was that damn fucking backpack resting by Lee's feet. He had no idea what was in it. No idea why she had grabbed it and insisted on bringing it with her. He hadn't argued the point at the time, which he still didn't understand.  
 
    But now he needed to look through it, to make sure there was no way in hell something was planted in it that would pinpoint their position—because someone was definitely watching Lee. If he'd had any doubts earlier, they had evaporated when he saw that damn camera on her computer go active. It had been nothing more than a fluke that he'd even noticed, just a feeling that something wasn't quite right when he noticed the faint blink of light from the corner of his eye. He'd reacted instantly, doing his best not to let on that he knew they were being watched. 
 
    By kissing her.  
 
    Jesus. Probably not the smartest move he'd ever made. He'd felt her surprise when his mouth closed over hers. Worse, he'd felt her body soften and melt against his a second later, like being kissed by him was the one thing she wanted more than anything else.  
 
    He shifted in the leather seat and softly swore to himself. Kissing her was the last thing he needed to be thinking of. It was a distraction he didn't need, not when he still didn't know what the hell was going on or what Lee wanted from him. 
 
    The only thing she'd said, in all this time, was that if whoever was after her was who she thought, she should be dead already. What the hell kind of trouble was she in? And the expression in those waif eyes of her when she said it—that had been nothing more than acceptance. Resignation. Like she knew what was coming and it was only a matter of time until it happened. 
 
    Not on his fucking watch. 
 
    Which was another thing that bothered him. Since when did he allow himself to become so invested in a mission? And yeah, as far as he was concerned, that's what this was: a mission. It had been since whoever the hell was after her had fired that first shot. He tended to take that shit personally. 
 
    Maybe he was invested because it was Lee. Because they'd had a working relationship of sorts.  
 
    Maybe.  
 
    And maybe, if he repeated it enough, he'd actually fucking believe it. He knew, deep down in the recesses of the pit where his soul used to reside, that there was more to it than that. She'd gotten to him, with those big gray eyes and that unbelievable combination of naivete and innocence and steel that clung to her more tightly than that old shirt of TR's she was wearing. 
 
    And maybe, deep down, some unrealistic part of him thought that by helping Lee, he could somehow redeem himself and find absolution for his past mistakes. 
 
    He tightened his hands around the steering wheel and softly swore to himself. No way in hell could he start thinking like that. Talk about pure madness. He shook the insanity off and focused on the streets that were beginning to come to life ahead of the dawn. Food and sleep were what he needed, in that order. Once he had those, he could start thinking more clearly and get to the bottom of whatever the fuck was going on. 
 
    And he couldn't do that until he could be absolutely sure that damn bag by Lee's feet was clean. If he'd been smart, he would have tossed the damn thing out the window as soon as she drifted off. But he couldn't make himself do it, not when he recalled the desperation in her eyes when she told him it was coming with them. Like it was the only thing left in the world that she possessed. 
 
    Jesus.  
 
    He pulled the truck into the lot of a fast food place and eased into a parking space then leaned over and gently nudged Lee's shoulder. She mumbled something and shook her head, then settled against the window again. Derrick rolled his eyes and shook her one more time. 
 
    "Lee! Rise and shine." 
 
    She muttered something again, the words barely audible. He frowned, his mind spinning as it tried to make sense of them but they weren't English. They were— 
 
    What the fuck. Had she just said something in Russian?  
 
    He nudged her again, a little harder this time. Her eyes slowly opened and she lifted her head, blinking as she looked around. Small lines creased her forehead then finally cleared when her sleepy gaze settled on him.  
 
    "Where are we?" 
 
    "I stopped somewhere to get breakfast." He sat back in the seat and watched her. Tried to convince himself he'd been hearing things. Told himself it didn't matter either way. 
 
    "Tell me your name again." 
 
    She paused mid-stretch and frowned at him. "Lee." 
 
    "Your full name. The one you gave me last night at the bar." 
 
    "Lidiya." 
 
    "That's not how you pronounced it last night. Li-dee-uh. You said it a different way." 
 
    She yawned, rolled her neck from side-to-side, then looked over at him. There was no puzzlement in her gaze, no hint of secrecy or deception. "My grandfather pronounced it LEE-dee-yah." 
 
    "So you're what, Russian?" 
 
    She hesitated. Pursed her lips and shook her head. "My grandmother was Serbian but I'm American. Born and raised. Why?" 
 
    Derrick watched her for another long minute. Was she lying? No, he didn't think so. Her gaze was too clear, too direct, despite the sleepiness lingering in her gray eyes.  
 
    He finally leaned back and shook his head. "It just sounded like you said something in Russian. Or maybe it was Serbian. Earlier, when I tried to wake you up." 
 
    She looked away, but not before he saw a shadow cross her eyes. "I doubt it. I don't speak it, not anymore." 
 
    "Anymore?" 
 
    She shrugged and looked over at him, just a quick glance before she turned away again. "My grandfather taught me a few words but that was a lifetime ago, when I was a little girl." 
 
    Did he believe her? Maybe, maybe not. The country was full of immigrants and descendants of immigrants, a melting pot of cultures and languages—including eastern European. It didn't mean anything. And it would be easy enough to check her story. As soon as he ate something and got some sleep—which he couldn't do until he checked her bag. 
 
      He pointed to the bag resting at her feet. "Hand it over. I need to check it out." 
 
    "I told you, it's safe." 
 
    "And you'll have to excuse me for not taking your word for it." He leaned across the console and snagged the bag, brushed off her delayed attempt to grab it from him when he placed it in his lap. 
 
    It was a small backpack, with just the main compartment and a smaller one on the front. He unzipped the small one first and pulled everything out: a bottle of ibuprofen. A few pens. A small blank notebook. A single key, the kind that looked like it might go to a safe deposit box.  
 
    Derrick slid a glance at Lee, bit back a smile at the mutinous expression in her eyes. It was the same expression that had been there earlier, when she wanted to smack him for laughing at her. But she didn't say anything or make another grab for the bag, just sat there with her arms folded in front of her and irritation flaring in her eyes. 
 
    Derrick placed the small items in a pile on the dashboard then unzipped the main compartment. A pair of jeans. A sweater. Socks and sensible, boring underwear and one of those sports bra contraptions. He held it up with a quirk of his brow only to have Lee rip it and the underwear from his hands.  
 
    He swallowed a small chuckle and pulled the other items out. Hat. Scarf. Gloves. A few protein bars that were harder than concrete. Another small notebook. No, not a notebook, a photo album. He flipped it open, quickly scanned the handful of pictures inside. 
 
    "My parents. They died a little over two years ago." 
 
    There was a hesitation in her voice, something in the way she said died, that made him look over. He swallowed back his words of condolence and handed her the small album, then turned back to the bag. The only thing left was an envelope, one of those medium-sized clasp jobs that weren't really big enough to hold much of anything. This one had some thickness to it and he pulled it out, pausing to weigh it in his hand. He glanced over at Lee, expecting her to make a grab for it, but she just sat there, that mutinous expression back on her face. 
 
    He pinched the clasp and peeled the envelope open, careful not to rip it as he pulled out the contents. 
 
    A passport. 
 
    Two credit cards. 
 
    A checkbook. 
 
    He flipped the passport open and studied the picture. It was Lee, only a few years younger. He glanced at the name: Lidiya Stephenson. The name on each credit card was listed as LR Stephenson. 
 
    He placed them to the side then opened the checkbook. The name on the checks matched the passport and credit cards. The first check was numbered 100, which told him Lee didn't write many checks or had never touched this account. He flipped open the register and studied the single line on the first page that denoted the opening balance. 
 
    And stared at it for a few seconds more. 
 
    He closed everything up without saying a word and placed everything back in the envelope. Then he carefully and thoroughly examined everything, each seam of the bag, each strap. Each scrap of clothing and each picture in the small photo album. Even the pens and the key and the bottle of ibuprofen. Then he placed everything back in the bag, except for the protein bars. Those he threw out the window. 
 
    "Buy yourself some new ones. Those are so damn old, they'll kill you." 
 
    "I—okay." Lee accepted the bag from him and placed it by her feet. Silence hung in the air between them and he knew she was waiting for his questions, knew she hadn't expected to get the bag back. 
 
    Derrick turned in the seat and watched her as the silence stretched around them. He finally nodded toward the bag, his voice conversational and nonthreatening when he spoke. "Is Lidiya your real name?" 
 
    "Yes."  
 
    No hesitation. No sign of deception. Did he believe her? He'd be a fool to take her at her word—which meant he was a fool, because he did. 
 
    "Is that supposed to be a bug-out bag of sorts?" 
 
    She glanced at the bag resting at her feet then shrugged. "I never really thought of it that way but...yeah, I guess." 
 
    "You know, most people who are hiding usually come up with a fake name. Makes it easier to, you know, hide." 
 
    She lowered her gaze, not saying anything. Fine, she could keep her secrets to herself...for now. 
 
    He straightened in the seat then eased the truck from the parking spot. 
 
    "Where are we going now?" 
 
    "We're hitting the drive-through for breakfast. After that, we're going to both catch some sleep." 
 
    "Where?" 
 
    "Somewhere safe, don't worry." He circled around the lot and entered the drive-through lane. "And after that, we're going to talk." 
 
    "Talk?" 
 
    "Yes, talk. It's about time you tell me what the hell is going on and exactly who is after you." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "No more buts, Lee. If you want my help, it's time to come clean." He slid her a long glance. "About everything." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Dark. Cold. So cold, she didn't think she'd ever be warm again. She wanted to curl under the covers, hide her head beneath the blankets and lose herself in the dream that had been so abruptly interrupted. 
 
    But she couldn't. The time for dreams had ended, long before they ever started. 
 
    She stared at her father, standing before her, so tall and proud and self-assured. Refusing to let her see even a glimpse of the uncertainty in eyes that looked so much like her own. 
 
    She slid her glance to her mother, knew she was looking into a mirror image of what she herself would like in thirty. The same hair. The same diamond-shaped face. The same full mouth. 
 
    The same fright and worry and sense of helplessness in her eyes. 
 
    Lidiya clutched the bag against her chest and turned back to her father. "We can go together." 
 
    "No, it's too late for that." A brief smile curled his mouth as he reached out and gently touched her cheek. "We've talked about this before, mišu moj mali. You know that." 
 
    Mišu moj mali. My little mouse. They were the only words her father still used in his mother's native tongue, the same endearment his mother had called him as a child. The only piece of his heritage that he'd retained. He'd removed himself from everything else, had reinvented himself when he had discovered the truth of his parentage. They all had. 
 
    Except the old secrets had caught up to them. 
 
    Lidiya shook her head, ready to deny...everything. The fact that they were once again forced to run from the past. The fact that any of this was real. She wanted to argue, to tell her father that they should stick together. There was safety in numbers, it was too dangerous to split up.  
 
    Most of all, she wanted to tell him she was afraid. Not just because of the need to run again, but from the sickening sensation low in her belly, the certainty that life as they all knew it was about to change in ways they could never imagine.  
 
    That certainty grew even stronger with each passing second and with it came an overwhelming sense of urgency. She needed to change her father's mind, convince him that they should leave together. 
 
    But it was too late. His mind was made up, had been made up long ago. 
 
    It didn't matter if it was too late, Lidiya needed to try. "Dad—" 
 
    "No arguments, Lidiya. You know what must be done. Now go. Your mother and I will catch up with you in a few days." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    It was her mother who interrupted this time. Quiet and serene, with an untiring strength that never failed to surprise Lidiya. She pulled Lidiya into a quick hug, silencing her with reassuring words. 
 
    Lidiya wanted to push away, to tell her mother she didn't need reassurance the way she had when she was a child. She wasn't a child anymore, she was twenty-three, a grown woman with a mind of her own. A life of her own. 
 
    Only that was a lie. She'd never been able to settle into her own life, not when the past kept her a prisoner as surely as if she existed in a small cell of concrete and iron. 
 
    Her mother dropped her arms and stepped back. "Do as your father says. We'll meet you later." 
 
    Yet Lidiya still hesitated, that sickening certainty and urgency twisting her gut, telling her this was wrong. All of it. They needed to leave together. Now. 
 
    In the end, she said none of that. She couldn't force the words through her clogged throat, could barely see her parents' faces, blurred as they were through a sheen of tears. She hugged them both then hurried through the short tunnel that would take her to the small storm cellar a short distance behind the house.  
 
    She climbed the chipped and worn concrete steps and pushed the metal doors open. Night air washed over her face, crisp with the first hint of autumn.  
 
    She closed the doors behind her then moved into the woods, sheltering herself within the thick trees as she slid her arms through the straps of the backpack. Her parents would be upstairs now, making their own preparations to leave. In a few hours, maybe even longer, they would make their own way to the meeting place.  
 
    Lidiya knew she needed to move, to make her way to safety, but something stopped her. Leaving her parents made no sense. They should leave together. If she had more time, she could convince them of that, make her father see reason, she was certain of it. All she needed was a little more time. 
 
    She turned, started back toward the old house when angry shouts split the night air. The urgency twisting her gut morphed and grew, changed to cold fear. 
 
    No! No, it couldn't be. It was too soon. They should have had more time— 
 
    The shouts grew louder. Her father's voice, strong and angry, almost confrontational. Then a scream. Her mother's scream, filled with fear and horror and pain. Piercing, never-ending— 
 
    Until it was abruptly cut off by a barrage of gunfire that echoed in the still night. 
 
    No! 
 
    Lidiya jerked awake, her body covered in a chilled sweat, her limbs shaking from fright. She squeezed her eyes closed, sucked in several deep breaths to calm the heavy pounding of her heart. Anguish choked her and she coughed, felt bile rise in her throat and quickly swallowed it back, the same way she forced the nightmare images back. 
 
    How long had it been since the memories of that night had haunted her dreams? A year, at least. Maybe more. She thought she had put that awful night behind her, thought she had moved on. She hadn't forgotten—she would never forget, would always recall every single detail with sharp clarity—but she had managed to distance herself from it. 
 
    Or so she thought.  
 
    Lidiya wiped her face, surprised to find her cheeks dry. In the past, whenever she had jolted herself from the nightmare, she would be crying. How could she not, when her mind insisted on replaying every horrific detail of that awful night when her parents were murdered? When she knew she had barely escaped a similar fate? 
 
    Guilt assailed her. She should have forced her parents to leave with her. Should have insisted. Should have refused to go without them, should have stayed until her father changed his mind. If she had... 
 
    If she had, she would have suffered their same fate. Only the knowledge that her parents had sacrificed themselves to keep her safe kept the guilt from weighing so heavily on her that she couldn't function.   
 
    Lidiya sometimes wondered if it wouldn't have been better if she had stayed behind. Yes, she was alive—but she wasn't living. She was alone, always alone— 
 
    Except she wasn't. 
 
    Her eyes shot open when she realized the strange sensation wasn't from the lingering nightmare—it was from being watched. She turned her head to the side, met a pair of searing blue eyes. Intense. Focused.  
 
    And completely unreadable. 
 
    There was no panic when she first saw him, no sense of surprise to find him standing there. There should have been, at least in the first second or two. She was in a strange bed, in a strange house, with a man she had only just met—their online acquaintance didn't count. At least, it shouldn't. 
 
    But maybe it did. Why else would she feel this sense of security after everything that had happened to her during the last two years? Longer, even, going back to her childhood, when she first learned the truth of who she was? 
 
    Lidiya blinked away the last remnants of sleep—and the nightmare's last hold—and brushed the hair from her face. Chaos remained where he was, one shoulder resting against the doorframe, his entire body relaxed as he watched her. It was an illusion, of course, designed to fool the unwary. He wasn't relaxed. Lidiya doubted if he ever truly relaxed. There was something about him, some hum of awareness, of seething energy, that instinctively warned her of his ability to strike, hard and fast, before an opponent ever saw it coming. 
 
    Odd, how she realized that now, when there was absolutely no danger surrounding them. Or maybe she had realized it last night, on some subconscious level that she was only now acknowledging. That made more sense. It even explained the uncharacteristic relaxing of her own guard, the way she had blindly trusted him, blindly followed him and allowed him to take control. 
 
    Because he'd done exactly that, all the way up to the time he'd led her into this house and into this room, where he'd motioned to the bed and told her to get some sleep. Ordered her to get some sleep. 
 
    And she had listened. 
 
    She moved her gaze from his and studied the bedroom—it was safer than being hypnotized by that vivid blue stare leveled at her. The room was well-appointed, masculine but not overly done. Deep, hunter green walls. Polished wood floors covered by an expensive area rug of burgundy and cream. A chair upholstered in dark cream sat in the corner, a matching ottoman sitting at an angle to it. The nightstands and dresser were the same dark wood as the bed, free of extra clutter or dust—so unlike her own small bedroom, filled with books and supplies and cast-off computer equipment. This room was a refuge, an oasis from the outside world. 
 
    A guest room? Maybe, but she didn't think so. How many guest rooms had a king-size bed? How many guest rooms would be filled with personal items, like the shirt draped over the back of the chair, or the small pottery dish filled with coins? 
 
    But if this was Chaos's room, where had he slept? Or had he slept at all? 
 
    She glanced back at him, looking for signs of the exhaustion that had pinched his eyes and mouth when they first arrived here just as dawn was coloring the sky the palest pink and orange. Those signs were gone, replaced by a fresh alertness that sent a jolt of awareness through her. He'd showered recently because his thick hair was still damp and his jaw scraped clean of the dark stubble that had been there this morning. Instead of the clothes he'd had on earlier, he was now wearing a pair of worn, faded jeans that hung low on his lean hips and a fresh shirt that clung to his broad chest and arms. 
 
    Seeing him standing there, so fresh and alert and so purely masculine, made her recall that flash of attraction, of interest, that she'd felt last night, when she had first seen him.  
 
    Heat filled her face as soon as she realized she'd been staring at him. At his chest, his waist, his legs. She'd been drinking in the sight of him, like a parched woman who had been stranded in the middle of a desert for far too long. It also made her more keenly aware of what she must look like, with sleep-tangled hair, wearing the ill-fitting clothes that she'd slept in. 
 
    Better to think of that than the aching awareness and warm need that blossomed low in her belly. 
 
    She yanked her gaze from his and lowered her legs over the side of the bed. A soft chuckle made her pause and she turned back to him, frowned at the amusement flashing in his eyes. 
 
    "I'm not going to jump you so stop worrying." 
 
    Her eyes widened in surprise at the words, then quickly narrowed with indignation. "I never thought—" 
 
    "Yeah, you did. It was clear as day, right there in your eyes." He pushed away from the doorframe and stepped into the room. One corner of his mouth twitched in a small smile, transforming his face into something filled with boyish charm. Another illusion, Lidiya realized, one that could be just as deadly as assuming this man was safe. 
 
    That boyish grin quickly died, making her wonder if she had imagined it. The amusement in his eyes changed, morphed into brief concern before his expression became unreadable once more. "You had a nightmare." 
 
    It was a statement, not a question, but Lidiya answered anyway. "It was nothing. I've had it before." 
 
    He was silent for a long minute then stepped back, giving her space she hadn't realized she needed. Funny, considering he hadn't even come close to her.  
 
    He nodded his head to a partially open door on the far wall. "Bathroom's in there. We'll get you some new clothes later. For right now, I threw some sweats on the countertop for you. Take your time. When you're done, I'll throw together a quick dinner and we can talk." 
 
    She ignored the bit about talking and instead looked out the window. The blinds were pulled down, closed tight against the outside world. "Dinner? Don't you mean lunch?" 
 
    He chuckled again, the sound low and warm and dangerous. "You slept straight through lunch and damn near missed dinner, too. I was coming in to wake you up when you called out." 
 
    She wanted to ask him what he'd heard. How much had she said in her sleep? Had she screamed, or said anything that would give her away? But it was too late because he was already leaving. If she wanted to ask, she'd have to chase him down. 
 
    Then she realized she didn't want to ask him at all, because she suddenly understood that flare she'd seen in his eyes just before he turned away.  
 
    Not concern. Not curiosity. Something else, something that left her chilled. 
 
    Something that warned her about sharing too much with the man who called himself Chaos. Something that made her wonder if she hadn't already done that without realizing it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Dinner was fast and simple: spaghetti and garlic bread. It was the only thing left in the house that didn't need to be thawed. He'd told Lee that he'd been on the road for the last few weeks and hadn't had time to restock. True enough, as far as it went. She didn't need to know "on the road" meant in a fucking shithole on the other side of the world. Just like she didn't need to know that "restock" usually meant hitting a select few favorite restaurants. He wasn't like Mac, who took some kind of perverse fucking enjoyment in piddling around a damn kitchen. Derrick hated fucking cooking. Yeah, he could when he needed to—tonight's dinner was a perfect example of that—but why go to all that fucking trouble for just himself? 
 
    Lee didn't seem to mind. In fact, he doubted if she even paid much attention to his excuse. She was totally focused on eating the meal, on savoring every bite of boxed pasta and jar sauce and frozen garlic bread. She wasn't attacking it—her manners were impeccable and there was almost a reserved hesitation about the way she was eating—but there was no doubt that she was definitely savoring it.  
 
    It made him wonder when the last time was that she'd had a decent meal. A real meal. He'd noticed that same reserved enjoyment last night a lifetime ago when she'd been eating the frozen pizza the bar heated up and charged three times what you could buy it for in the damn store. 
 
    He briefly wondered how much she got out, period. Derrick hadn't exaggerated last night when he said her place looked like mission control for the zombie apocalypse. Between the extensive computer set-up and the hoard of supplies, it looked like she was more than capable of hunkering down in her small apartment for a year. She had told him she didn't get out much but he'd thought she'd been joking. 
 
    Only now, he had to wonder if she'd been telling the truth. Now that he thought about it, there hadn't been much humor in her eyes at all when she'd said it. Then again, he hadn't seen humor in her eyes, period.  
 
    Jesus. 
 
    What the hell was he, some kind of fucking shrink now? Of course there hadn't been any humor in her eyes. Why the hell should there be? She'd been shot at, whisked away, admitted to a complete stranger that someone was after her and that she should be dead. Then she'd been forced to run from her apartment because someone was watching her—ostensibly the same someone who wanted her dead and had taken that shot at her earlier. 
 
    Humor? Hell, it was a wonder she was coherent at all instead of having some kind of blubbering breakdown. Derrick was the one with a warped sense of humor, able to turn it on and off at whim. Not just his sense of humor, his entire damn personality. Being able to switch moods at will had saved what little sanity he had left. Compartmentalization was his saving grace, the only thing keeping his head above water when sometimes all he wanted to do was say fuck it and let the currents pull him under. 
 
    The past twenty-four hours was a perfect example. He'd gone from curiosity to amusement to anger to irritation to lust to being pissed off to concern to lust to curiosity to confusion to wariness to downright irritation. And yeah, maybe he should throw lust in there another time or ten because looking at Lee now, he kept thinking about that damn kiss he'd given her back in her apartment. 
 
    Not even a real damn kiss but shit, he couldn't seem to stop thinking about it, which only made him more pissed off about what he'd discovered while Lee had been sleeping.  
 
    Or rather, what he hadn't discovered. 
 
    He watched as she chewed the last bite of spaghetti and washed it down with a sip of iced tea. She dabbed at her mouth with the paper napkin then carefully folded it and placed it next to the plate. Only then did she look up at him, a cautious smile on her pale face. 
 
    "Thank you. That was very tasty." 
 
    Tasty? It was fucking spaghetti. And who the hell said tasty anyway? It was good, maybe. Or it hit the spot. Nobody said it was tasty. 
 
    Derrick leaned back in the chair and studied her, counting the seconds until she started squirming. One. Two. Three... 
 
    He made it to ten before she dropped her gaze and fidgeted in the chair. Hunh. He'd expected her to look away sooner. Maybe she was becoming more comfortable with him.  
 
    Yeah, well, shame on her, because that nonsense was about to stop. 
 
    He reached under the chair and pulled out the small envelope that had been in her backpack then tossed it on the table between them. Her gaze darted to the envelope then shot to his. Wariness flashed in the depths of those gray eyes for several seconds before she blinked it away. She didn't reach for the envelope, didn't grab it and try to run away, didn't even avert her gaze from his. 
 
    "Who are you?" He threw the question at her, the words clipped, his voice cold. She didn't even flinch, which surprised the hell out of him. 
 
    "I told you who I am: Lidiya Stephenson." 
 
    "Lidiya Stephenson doesn't exist." 
 
    "And yet I'm sitting right here in front of you, aren't I?" 
 
    He leaned forward, his voice dangerously quiet. "Bullshit. Who are you, really?" 
 
    "I told you: Lidiya Stephenson." 
 
    Irritation exploded inside him and he quickly swallowed it back. He straightened, fixed her with another glare designed to frighten her. She didn't flinch, didn't blink, didn't even look away. 
 
    What. The. Fuck.  
 
    It was like this wasn't even the same woman he'd first met almost twenty-four hours ago. Hell, not even the same woman who had been in his bed, whimpering from some hell only she could see in her dreams. Yeah, he'd detected some steel and sass beneath that meek exterior but like this? No fucking way. This was an act, it had to be. 
 
    Or maybe she'd been acting for the first twenty hours of their acquaintance. No, he didn't buy it. He would have been able to see right through it. Her reactions had been too real, her emotions too pure to be an act, not for that length of time.  
 
    So who was she, really? Was she acting now, keeping a mask of cool detachment and bravado carefully in place to...to what? Throw him off track? Confuse him? Distract him? Keep him from asking questions? 
 
    Yeah. Not happening. 
 
    "Lidiya Stephenson doesn't exist," he repeated. And he should know—he'd spent the last six fucking hours looking for any trace of her. He'd even hacked into the damn bank listed on her checks. "Everyone leaves a cyber footprint, Lee. Everyone. Nobody is good enough to erase themselves completely." 
 
    "I am." 
 
    The confidence in her voice was genuine—which only meant she believed it, not that it was true. The hacker he knew as Lee was damn good, he'd admit that much. Hell, he'd known that long before she had hacked into a secured program that even he couldn't get into. The program had belonged to the Senator who'd been behind the trouble chasing TR almost a year ago. The fact that it had been so secure had sent up a dozen red flags for him—and it had pissed him off to realize he couldn't figure out how to get inside.  
 
    But Lee had. It had taken her a few days, but she'd done it. 
 
    That didn't mean she was good enough to erase all traces of her existence. 
 
    Derrick wanted to argue with her some more, to keep at her until she broke and confessed the truth: that her name wasn't Lidiya Stephenson, that she was hiding something. Hell, he already knew she was hiding something—he wanted to know what. And he wanted to know why. 
 
    He threw another question at her instead, one instinct told him would shake that cool mask loose. 
 
    "Who killed your parents?" 
 
    Bingo. 
 
    Her careful mask slipped, revealing pain and shock and even a flicker of fright. She looked away on a shaky breath, the faintest hint of anger and sorrow staining her cheeks. The mask slipped another inch when she looked back at him and dammit, he didn't want to feel sympathy for her, had to restrain himself from lunging across the table and pulling her into his arms and assuring her that everything would be okay. 
 
    It was those damn eyes of hers, so big and round and sorrowful and trusting and filled with hurt. He curled his hands into fists and pressed them against his thighs until the insane urge—the irrational and completely uncharacteristic urge—subsided to a manageable level. 
 
    He expected her to deny it, of course. To tell him that nobody had killed her parents, that they had died in a car accident or plane crash or hell, during an avalanche while climbing Mt. Everest. It would be a lie, of course—instinct told him they'd been killed and not in any accident. The way she had hesitated earlier this morning when she told him her parents died, that hitch in her voice and the shadows that filled her eyes. Yes, he fully expected her to lie—but she didn't. 
 
    She pushed her empty plate to the side and straightened in the chair then carefully—precisely—clasped her hands together and rested them on the table in front of her. She looked straight ahead, not quite meeting his gaze. Her voice held a hint of emotion when she spoke, the words halting and unsteady. 
 
    "My father—" She hesitated, as if searching for the right word, "—discovered some information that someone else wanted. He refused to give it to them. My parents were gunned down because of that refusal." 
 
    Derrick kept his gaze focused on her face, her eyes, looking for any telltale sign of lying. Her pupils remained fixed, her eyes still staring straight ahead as she blinked away the moisture filling them. She was telling the truth. At least, as far as she believed it. But she was also leaving one hell of a lot out. 
 
    "Were you there?" 
 
    A small shudder wracked her body as she nodded. "Yes. I—my parents had just forced me to leave the house." 
 
    Another truth, but one that hid so much more. "Who shot them?" 
 
    Her gaze darted to his, quickly slid away as she shook her head. "I can't say." 
 
    "You can't—or you won't?" She shook her head again and silently pursed her lips in refusal to answer. Fine, he'd push for that answer later. "How did your father come by this information? Did he stumble on it? Steal it?" 
 
    A flash of outrage flared in the depths of her eyes. She met his gaze, held it for a few seconds then uttered a short laugh, the soft sound filled with irony. "No, he didn't steal it. He came by it quite honestly and purely by accident." 
 
    "How?" 
 
    She shook her head again, refusing to answer, refusing to even look at him. Derrick inhaled through his nose, held the breath in his lungs long enough to curb the urge to lean across the table and shake her. "What information did he have?" 
 
    "I—" She hesitated again, took a deep breath and finally looked at him. Really looked at him, instead of one of those sliding, cautious glances she'd been giving him since he started questioning her. "I can't tell you. Not yet. Not until I find out what changed." 
 
    "What do you mean, what changed?" 
 
    She hesitated again, as if weighing her options and her words. And when she finally started speaking, the words came fast and non-stop, like she was trying to get them all out before she changed her mind. 
 
    "I know you don't believe me but my name really is Lidiya Stephenson. And yes, I erased all signs of my existence. You know I did because you know how good I am. And that should have been enough but it wasn't because he found me. He knows who I am, and apparently where I am. And now that he knows, he won't stop. It's just a matter of time."  
 
    The last word wobbled and cracked. She took a deep breath and reached up to wipe her cheeks, smearing the track of tears drifting from her eyes. She frowned, the expression almost angry, and brushed her cheeks again. 
 
    Derrick stayed where he was, ignoring that damn impulse to reach across the table and pull her into his arms. He told himself not to believe her, told himself this was nothing more than an act designed to garner sympathy and force him to relax his guard. 
 
    Yeah, he could keep telling himself that until the sun set in the east and it wouldn't matter. For reasons he didn't understand, didn't even want to examine, he did believe her. 
 
    Jesus, he was a fool. 
 
    He leaned forward, reached out and caught one of her hands in his. Her skin was chilled, her fingers trembling as they tightened around his. "Who, Lee? Who won't stop?" 
 
    "The man who killed my parents—he won't stop until he kills me, too." 
 
    "Why won't he stop?" 
 
    She blinked and looked at him. Really looked at him, with those big gray eyes filled with tears. With sorrow. With hopelessness and innocence and, dammit to hell and back, with trust. 
 
    "Because I know his secrets." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Silence settled over the room, weaving itself with the darkness and creating a cloak of isolation that drifted over him. Derrick should be used to it by now. Hell, this is what he lived for: the silence at the end of the day that allowed him to separate from everything, past and present. He didn't concern himself about the future. There was no future, not for men like him, just what had been, and what was now. That was enough for him. 
 
    More than the silence, he treasured the solitude. The solitude allowed him to confront his ghosts head-on. To face them on his terms even as he succumbed to their torture. He'd come to an understanding of sorts with his ghosts: in exchange for not mind-fucking him while he was working, they got to shred what was left of him to their hearts' content each night. 
 
    For the most part, the arrangement worked. Not that anyone else knew about it. He'd be on his way to a padded cell in outer Mongolia if they did—especially the guys at Cover Six. They relied on him to cover their backs, just like he relied on them. If they had even an inkling of the ghosts who accompanied him on a daily basis, they'd drop-kick his ass as hard and as far as they could. 
 
    Not that he could blame them. Hell, he'd do the same damn thing if their positions were reversed. But they didn't know, had no fucking clue, and he meant to keep it that way. TR was the unknown, of course. She saw through him, into him, in a way he hadn't expected. Yeah, she'd gotten to him. Had weaseled and squirmed and crawled her way past his iron-clad defenses. He still wasn't sure how it had happened, how he'd come to care about her the way he did. Not that way—hell no, she wasn't his fucking type. She was a damn pain-in-the-ass, is what she was. But he was closer to her than he'd been to anyone in a long time, and she was the only person in his limited circle who might come close to guessing at the ghosts who followed him. 
 
    Close, maybe—but she'd never guess the truth. None of them would. 
 
    Yes, Derrick had ghosts, plenty of them. But there was one in particular that tortured him the most. One that would always stay with him. Haunting. Accusing. Several years had gone by but it didn't matter. A fucking lifetime could go by and it wouldn't matter—Kathleen's ghost would be with him forever. 
 
    It had never bothered him before. He'd come to expect it, to welcome it even, as part of the penance he was destined to pay for the rest of his sorry life. Kathleen was dead. 
 
    Because of him. 
 
    Because he hadn't done enough. 
 
    Because he hadn't cared enough. 
 
    And most of all, because she had trusted him. In spite of everything, she had trusted him to help her—up until the very end. 
 
    And in the end, it hadn't mattered. At least, that's what he tried to tell himself, in those cold lonely hours at the darkest time of night. Events had already been placed in motion and there was nothing either one of them could have done to stop it. They had each chosen their paths and rolled the dice in a game of fate—and both of them had lost.  
 
    Kathleen had lost her life. 
 
    Derrick had lost his soul. 
 
    There were times he swore she'd gotten the better deal—until he closed his eyes and saw her haunted face. The accusation in her warm brown eyes the last time they'd looked at him, the betrayal and hurt that mirrored his own as she lay in his arms, fighting with her last breath for an absolution that would never come. 
 
    Had he loved her? Maybe. He'd thought so at one time. But anything he'd felt for her had soured and twisted and died when she had lied to him. It didn't matter that she had been manipulated by a master. It didn't matter that she hadn't realized she was being used, or that she didn't completely understand what she was doing. To her, it had been nothing more than a way to get back at him. But she had lied and in doing so, had shredded the last thread of trust between them. 
 
    She had lied and nearly cost three good men their lives.  
 
    Why she did it didn't matter. And maybe he had loved her, in spite of everything that happened, because he had sworn vengeance on the man who had manipulated her. Who had twisted her need for attention and approval until her only way out was the path he'd set her on. 
 
    Because she hadn't trusted him enough to come to him and ask for help. Hadn't trusted him enough to tell the truth. 
 
    Which was why he was having so much trouble understanding this odd protectiveness he felt toward Lee. She didn't trust him—not that he could blame her. Hell, she didn't know him. Not trusting him was smart on her part. But she had come to him for help and she still wouldn't tell him why. He'd questioned her some more, tried to get something useful from her, but she was stubborn and tight-lipped, insisting he didn't need to know the details of whatever fucking secret she supposedly knew. Insisting that it was safer for him if he didn't know.  
 
    Jesus. 
 
    Safer? When the fuck did he need safer? 
 
    He'd even steered the conversation back to her parents, trying to maneuver her and play on her raw emotions until she let something slip. The only thing that had accomplished was upsetting her to the point of more tears. The sight of those tears ripped something apart inside him, something he hadn't realized he still possessed. He'd finally caved in and pulled her into his arms, wanting to reassure her. Damn near apologizing for upsetting her.  
 
    Him, apologizing. 
 
    Jesus. 
 
    But he didn't step away from her. Fool that he was, he carried her back to the bedroom and held her as she cried for far longer than she should have from grief. Maybe it was the stress of whatever she was going through. The stress of the last twenty-four hours. Of being shot at and watched and having her entire life spin out of control. Derrick knew all about that last part. Hell, hadn't his own life spun out of control a few years ago? 
 
    Yeah, it had—but he'd been better equipped to handle it. 
 
    He should have pulled away as soon as Lee's tears subsided. Should have patted her on the back and moved from the bed. But he hadn't and now here he was, stuck in bed, with a sleeping Lee clinging to him like he was some kind of fucking lifeline. 
 
    Like she fucking trusted him. 
 
    Trusted him, but not enough to tell him her secrets.  
 
    He reached down, started to ease her hand from his chest so he could slide off the bed and go crash in the guest room. Maybe he shouldn't have touched her, or maybe she had already been dreaming and it was just shitty timing on his part.  
 
    Her entire body jerked as if she'd been hit then stiffened in shock, or maybe fear, and froze. Her fingers dug into his chest, her short nails biting into his skin through the thin material of his shirt. An anguished breath escaped her, ending in a scream that was made more heart wrenching because of its near-silence. 
 
    Derrick's arms automatically tightened around her, pulling her closer. He dipped his head, his low voice murmuring words of reassurance he wasn't sure she heard. A minute went by, then another, before she abruptly moved the fingers digging into his chest. She jerked back, struggling against his hold for a brief second until he released her. She sat up, her wide eyes haunted and afraid as she looked around. Another minute went by before the tension and fear left her and she nearly collapsed against him before catching herself. 
 
    "Another nightmare?" 
 
    Derrick didn't think she'd answer at first, held his breath as he waited, wondering why it mattered so much when he knew it shouldn't. He knew she was keeping secrets, why should one more bother him? But it did, for reasons he didn't want to examine too closely. 
 
    Lee dropped her gaze and slowly nodded. Tension drew her shoulders tight around her ears and he watched as she fought against it, as she struggled to regain some kind of internal control. She inhaled, exhaled on a long sigh that told him she was doing her best to exorcise her ghostly demons. 
 
    "It's the same one. The nightmare, I mean." She aimed a frown at her clasped hands then pulled on her lower lip for a brief second. Her chest rose and fell with another deep breath before she looked up at him. The pain in those deep gray eyes acted like a punch to his gut and made his own breath hitch in his chest. He wanted to reach for her, to reassure her. 
 
    But he couldn't. That was the last thing he could—should—do. So he held himself still, waiting, not knowing if she'd tell him the rest. 
 
    Still not knowing why it mattered. 
 
    "It's—it's from the night my parents died. I was there. Behind the house, already leaving. I—I told you that, already, I think." 
 
    She'd told him she'd been leaving, but that was all she had said. Derrick nodded, keeping quiet, worried that she'd stop if he said anything.  
 
    "I didn't want to go, had tried arguing with them, but it was no use. They told me we'd meet later, that everything would be fine. But...it wasn't." 
 
    "Your father had known something might happen?" 
 
    Lee nodded, causing a curtain of hair to wash over her face. She brushed at it with her hand, tucked it behind her ear and nodded again. "We all did. We'd been waiting for it, ever since Dad found my—" She stopped, glanced at him, bit her lower lip and quickly looked away then continued, as if the telling pause had never happened. 
 
    "I—I think I knew that something was going to happen. I turned around, ready to go back to the house, when I heard shouts and a loud, inhuman scream I'd never heard before. It—it was my mother. And then...gunshots. Over and over and over until I was sure they'd never stop. Only they did and then all I heard was silence and...and somehow, that was a hundred times worse because I knew what it meant." 
 
    Derrick reached out, ran a hand along her arm, from her shoulder to her wrist. Her skin was chilled, the softness marred by a thousand small bumps caused by memories only she could see. He started to move his hand away but she grabbed it at the last second, holding onto it with both of hers. The strength of her grasp surprised him and he wondered if it was from desperation, or from something much more basic: the need for a comforting touch. For human contact. For the reassurance that she wasn't alone. 
 
    "What did you do then?" The roughness of Derrick's voice in the room's silence surprised him. It was too hoarse, too gravelly, too damn loud. But Lee didn't notice. How could she, when her mind was still in the past? 
 
    "I almost went back, even though it was too late. But I didn't. I couldn't, not when I knew they'd be coming after me next. As soon as they realized..." Her voice drifted off and she was quiet for the space of several long heartbeats. "So I ran. I don't remember for how long. A few weeks, maybe a month, until I couldn't stand looking over my shoulder anymore. Until the numbness wore off. And then I made my way back here. Found a small apartment and worked on making myself disappear. Moved a few more times. Waiting. Always waiting. Knowing it was only a matter of time before he did to me what he did to my parents." 
 
    Derrick squeezed her hand. "But they haven't. You're still alive and—" 
 
    "Alive?" The word fell from her mouth with a short, derisive laugh. She looked at him, her eyes filled with pain of a different kind—and with a self-loathing he didn't understand. "No. I'm not alive. I'm merely existing. Hiding. Always waiting and wondering. My apartment is my refuge—and my prison. I rarely leave it, and then only when I absolutely have to. I've done such a good job of erasing all traces of my existence that I think I've erased a huge piece of myself as well." 
 
    Her hands tightened around his and she shifted, leaning closer. There was a desperation in her eyes that was suddenly different from what he'd seen earlier, an unexpected urgency about her that he didn't understand— 
 
    Until he did. 
 
    He leaned back, bumped his shoulder against the headboard. "Lee—" 
 
    "What good is being alive if you're not living? I'm tired of looking over my shoulder and waiting. I'm tired of just existing, Chaos." She lifted one of her hands and cupped his cheek, the touch both hesitant and sure at the same time. Wide gray eyes found his, the quiet need simmering in their depths holding him immobile. "I want to live, even if it's just for one night." 
 
    "Lee, this isn't—" 
 
    But the rest of the words never came, silenced by the gentle touch of soft lips pressed against his. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Derrick held himself still, afraid to so much as twitch a single muscle. He wanted to tell himself it was because he was being honorable. Because he knew Lee wasn't thinking straight, that she was vulnerable. Because he knew she'd pull back any second, a blush staining her face in embarrassment as soon as she realized what she was doing. 
 
    Jesus, he was a fucking liar.  
 
    He wasn't moving because she had caught him so completely off-guard that he couldn't fucking think, let alone act. In his line of work, that was dangerous. His life depended on fast reaction. On instinct and the ability to think and act fast. 
 
    But now? Jesus. All those instincts had completely vanished. 
 
    He kept thinking that if he didn't move—didn't touch her, didn't kiss her back, didn't fucking breathe—Lee would pull away. She'd stop what she was doing and leap back, mutter an embarrassed apology. He'd chuckle, do his best to put her at ease. Come up with some stupid-ass lame excuse and tell her it was just from stress or some shit like that. Then he'd bolt from the bed and the room and that would be that. 
 
    Except Lee wasn't pulling away. She shifted, pressing herself even closer. Close enough that he could feel the soft weight of her full breasts against his chest. The hard points of her nipples pressed against him, growing even harder with each gentle rub of her body against his. 
 
    She pushed to her knees and moved even closer, their chests and hips and legs pressed together. She slanted her head and tried to deepen the kiss and like a fool, he was just sitting there, his back braced against the headboard, letting her.  
 
    He needed to tell her again that this was a bad idea. A really bad idea. Sex clouded the issue. It blurred the lines and destroyed clarity. It made things personal. Hell, hadn't he told Zeus that same exact damn thing last year, when he'd gotten involved with Kelsey? Yeah, he had—only Zeus hadn't fucking listened and now he was happily married and— 
 
    Shit. Not a good example.  
 
    Didn't matter. This was still a bad idea and he needed to stop it before it went too far. He opened his mouth to tell Lee that, only it was a tactical error on his part because she took advantage of it and slid her tongue between his lips. Soft. Warm. Hesitant. 
 
    He gave in to the kiss, only for a few minutes. Just long enough to enjoy the sweet taste of her. Long enough to make him realize that what he was about to do ranked right up near the top of his list of stupid damn things to do. 
 
    Before he lost sight of why they needed to stop, he reached up and curled his hands around her wrists. Eased her hands from his face and gently turned his head to the side, breaking the kiss. Her sigh of disappointment sliced straight through him and he forced himself to think, dammit. To remember why this was such a bad idea— 
 
    Oh, right. Sex clouded the issue. That was why. 
 
    "Lee, this isn't—" He cleared his throat and forced his gaze from those big gray eyes staring up at him. "This is a bad idea." 
 
    "Why?"  
 
    And shit, even her voice was all sultry and pouty and soft and sexy. He cleared his throat again and tried to focus on her question instead of the big eyes and sexy voice. Question, what was the damn question— 
 
    "This—it's not—sex clouds the issue." There. He'd said it. Now she would move away from him and he could get the hell out of this room and away from the temptation damn near sprawled across his lap. 
 
    "What issue?" 
 
    Jesus. Why wasn't she moving? Why was she still staring up at him with those wide, innocent eyes?  
 
    Innocent. 
 
    Shit! No way. No. Fucking. Way. It made more sense but still—no fucking way. 
 
    "Are you a virgin?" 
 
    Now she moved. Finally. Except she looked more irritated than embarrassed and he didn't understand why— 
 
    "No, of course not." 
 
    Relief flashed through him, quickly followed by something that felt a little too much like jealousy. Or possessiveness. Maybe both.  
 
    Jesus, enough already. She wasn't draped across him, he could climb out of the bed and make his escape now—except his body had decided to ignore his mind's commands and refused to move. 
 
    Lee sat back on her heels, her legs straddling his—how the hell had that happened?—and stared at him with those damn gray eyes that had become his weakness. Especially now, the way they were filled with sadness. With regret.  
 
    With a hint of determination. 
 
    "I told you: I just want..." She slid her gaze from his, swallowed, looked back at him. "I'm tired of just existing, Chaos. I'm going to die. I know that. I want to live for one night before that happens." 
 
    Anger exploded through him, white-hot and searing. Not anger at her, but anger at her certainty that she was going to die. Anger that she had already given up and accepted an ending someone else had written for her. 
 
    Anger that she didn't trust him to keep her safe. 
 
    And no, that didn't make a damn bit of sense because she still wasn't sharing her secrets so yeah, why the fuck would she trust him to keep her safe when she wouldn't trust him with anything else? But fuck it, he wasn't feeling very logical right now and hadn't been since she first kissed him. 
 
    He reached for her, dragged her closer until her body was stretched across his. Her eyes widened in shock when he cupped her face between his hands and spoke, his voice low and filled with conviction. "Bullshit. I'm not going to let anything happen to you." 
 
    "You can't promise—" 
 
    "Bullshit." 
 
    "Chaos—" 
 
    "Derrick. My name is Derrick." 
 
    Her eyes flared and she opened her mouth. Maybe to repeat his name, maybe to argue again, maybe to once more tell him what he couldn't do. He didn't give her a chance to speak, just took advantage of her parted lips and bent his head to claim her mouth. 
 
    To claim her. 
 
    There was a split-second of surprise—probably on both their parts—then the kiss exploded. Hot. Wet. Needy. He dragged one hand through her hair, threaded his fingers in the soft strands and reveled in the silkiness caressing his skin. He ran his other hand along her back, tracing each tiny vertebrae of her spine before palming her round ass. He squeezed then adjusted her hips so she was straddling him. It would be so easy to rock against her heat, to press the hard length of his aching erection against her. 
 
    But he didn't. The kiss may have exploded between them with a suddenness that left him gasping for breath but he didn't want to rush this. Didn't want her to think this was just about a quick fix to satisfy some basic physical need. 
 
    And he didn't want to scare her. Maybe she wasn't a virgin—he was taking her word on that—but some inner instinct told him she wasn't very experienced. Her reaction to that first kiss back at her apartment was evidence of that. So was the tentative way she had initiated the kiss just a short while ago, like she wasn't quite sure how to carry out a seduction. 
 
    He tightened his arm around her and deepened the kiss, swallowing her soft little sigh as she collapsed against him. He shifted his body and slid to his back, dragging her with him. His intention had been to roll to his side, to gently kiss every inch of her until she was writhing with need. Until her body, at least, learned to trust him.  
 
    His intentions flew straight out the window when she adjusted her hips and rocked against him. When she dipped her hands under his shirt and dragged it up past his chest. When her trembling fingers traced every inch of burning skin, stopping at the scar on his side, the one from the bullet he'd taken almost a year ago. She glanced up at him, a silent question in her eyes. 
 
    "Later." That was all he managed to get out before she dipped her head and pressed a gentle kiss along the puckered skin.  
 
    The tenuous hold on his control snapped. He grabbed her waist and rolled, pinned her body beneath his and caught her mouth. Claimed her mouth. Deep and hot and wet. His hands skimmed along her arm, her side, caught the hem of the shirt she was wearing—his shirt—and dragged it up, breaking the kiss long enough to pull it over her head. Then his mouth was on hers again, hungry and desperate. Drinking in her intoxicating taste and swallowing her soft cries of need. 
 
    He reached between them, ran the back of one hand over the soft fullness of her breasts. Back and forth, over and over until her back arched. He broke the kiss, dragged his mouth over her heated skin, peppering the pale flesh with tiny kisses. Along her collarbone. Her neck. Lower, until he pulled the point of one hard nipple into his mouth and sucked.  
 
    Hands dug into his shoulders as she cried out. Her back arched, giving him fuller access to her breasts, and he took full advantage. Cupping. Squeezing. Licking and sucking until the harsh sound of his own breath mingled with her soft cries. 
 
    He teased the sensitive underside of one breast with his tongue. Kissed his way lower, down along the pale flesh of her stomach, lower still, to the gentle flare of her hip. He slid his fingers inside the waistband of the borrowed sweatpants, lower to the damp folds of her pussy. Jesus, she was wet. So fucking wet and hot. 
 
    He curled his fingers around the waistband and yanked them down, past her hips, her thighs. All the way off until they landed in a pile somewhere on the floor beside the bed. Desperation seized him, an exploding hunger he didn't understand. 
 
    Sex? No, this was more than that. So much more.  
 
    Derrick didn't stop to think, to study, to analyze. He simply acted, throwing all caution to the wind. He wanted. He needed. 
 
    So he did what he did best: he acted. 
 
    He settled his body between her legs, spreading them with his shoulders. Then he dipped his head and ran his tongue along her clit, grabbed her hips and held her still as she writhed and bucked beneath the onslaught. Fingers tangled in his hair, scored his shoulders and arms. He eased one finger inside her, swallowed back a groan as inner muscles clenched and gripped.  
 
    Tight. So fucking tight. Hot. Wet. His cock strained against the zipper of his jeans, begging to be set free. Begging to sink into Lee's wet heat.  
 
    Not yet.  
 
    He clamped down on the urge to plunge into her, dug deep for control as he licked and teased. As her soft cries turned into breathless whimpers. As her heels dug into the mattress and her hips rocked against his mouth. Over and over until her back arched, until her body stiffened for a second that lasted for eternity. Until she exploded around him, her climax crashing over her in wave after wave of release. 
 
    Derrick gentled his intimate kisses. Eased his fingers from her wet heat and pressed his mouth against her hip. Her belly. Her breasts. Claimed her mouth with a kiss, deep and wet yet oddly gentle.  
 
    She sighed and moved against him, her body already seeking his. Derrick pulled back, his gaze holding hers as he removed his shirt and tossed it to the side. He reached for the snap and zipper of his jeans, watched as heat filled her gaze—and her face—when his cock sprung free.  
 
    Her eyes darted to his, big and wide and so fucking trusting. Her tongue darted out and swiped her lower lip and yeah, he knew it hadn't been deliberate but damn if he didn't damn near fucking lose it just from watching. 
 
    He pushed the jeans down and off, peeled off his socks and then reached into the nightstand drawer for a condom. He tore it open and sheathed himself then fell on top of her. Stretched his body along hers and settled himself between her legs. He grabbed her left leg behind the knee, bent it up and out to the side as he once again claimed her mouth. 
 
    Then drove himself into her tight heat. 
 
    Over and over, until the entire world disappeared. Until it was just them. Her. Him. Their bodies, entwined together. Joined together as one.  
 
    And he knew, with a bone-deep certainty that was anything but reassuring, that he'd been right. 
 
    Sex clouded the issue. 
 
    But for once, maybe the first time ever, he didn't care if he'd made a mistake. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    If Derrick had been expecting a shift in their relationship the next morning, he would have been sorely disappointed. Not that there was a relationship—not in that sense. And not that he really expected Lee to be hanging all over him, all lovey-dovey and emotional and shit like that. 
 
    He wasn't sure he expected anything, not really. But if he, it sure as hell wasn't the remote distance Lee greeted him with as soon as he woke up. 
 
    And Jesus. What was he, twelve? They'd had sex, that was it. A couple times, yeah, but it was still just sex. 
 
    And dammit, he knew it had been a bad idea. 
 
    Yeah, sure. That's why he'd been so adamant about keeping his hands off her.  
 
    Jesus. Not only had he turned into a pouty teenager, he'd become a fucking hypocrite, too. 
 
    A muscle jumped in his jaw when he glanced over at Lee. She was sitting in the passenger seat of his truck, her hands carefully folded in her lap, a frown marring her smooth face as she gazed out the window. She was so preoccupied, so deep in thought, that he doubted she was seeing anything passing by outside.  
 
    Shadows darkened the pale skin beneath her eyes, making them look even bigger in her face. Guilt tore at him because he knew he was partly to blame for those shadows. He had a feeling she hadn't had a good night's sleep in a long time and that included last night— 
 
    Because of him. 
 
    Because he'd known the sex was a bad idea and he hadn't cared. He'd given in to the unaccustomed rush of need and ignored every ounce of caution and good sense he possessed. 
 
    Because he wanted her. 
 
    It made no sense. He didn't know her—their long online acquaintance sure as hell didn't count, not in his book. And she didn't trust him. With her body...yeah, obviously. With her life? Maybe, although she'd made it clear last night with her few words that she didn't think there was much he could do to protect her.  
 
    But with her secrets? No. So how the hell was he supposed to protect her if she wouldn't tell him what the fuck was going on? 
 
    Someone was out to get her. The same someone who'd killed her parents. Yeah. Great. Just fucking perfect. He got that. What he didn't get was who. Or why. And dammit, he needed those answers if she expected him to help.  
 
    He banged one fist against the steering wheel in frustration. The sudden movement and soft thud made Lee jump. She clutched at the seatbelt across her chest with one hand, the other automatically reaching for the door handle. What the hell was she going to do? Jump out of the truck while he was driving down the expressway? 
 
    Derrick checked to make sure the locks were engaged, just in case. He didn't think she'd try to jump out deliberately but hell, he knew better than most that fright and the sense of impending danger made people do stupid shit. 
 
    She slid a glance at him, one feathered brow gently lifted in silent question. It was the first sign of any real emotion she'd shown since they first woke up with their arms and legs tangled together a few hours ago. 
 
    "Sorry." 
 
    She ignored his muttered apology then turned back to gaze at the scenery. Derrick doubted she was actually paying attention to anything but what the hell did he know? 
 
    "Where are we going?" And shit, even her voice was quiet and a little too distant. Strained. Tired. 
 
    "We need to get you some clothes." She was wearing the outfit that had been in her backpack but that was literally all she had: one pair of jeans, one sweater, one pair of socks, one change of underwear, one sports bra. That was it. For someone who'd obviously prepared for the possibility of running, she sure as hell hadn't packed very reasonably. Hell, she didn't even have any fucking shoes. 
 
    Of course, that last part was his fault because he'd thrown her shoes out with her other clothes. Not that they didn't need to be thrown out because they'd been butt-fucking-ugly but whatever. 
 
    She pointed to her sock-covered feet now, a hint of irritation in her voice. "How? I can't go into a store without shoes. And even if I could, I don't have anything to buy them with." 
 
    Derrick didn't bother to mention that hefty six-figure balance jotted down in her checkbook register, or the two credit cards that had been tucked into the small envelope. "I'm working on something." 
 
    He didn't tell her what that something was, though. The easiest thing, of course, would be to drive to a store and let her wait in the truck while he went in and grabbed her something, even if it was only a pair of shoes so she could then join him. There were several problems with that. 
 
    First, he had no idea what size she wore. Or what styles she liked. Yeah, he could ask, but that wouldn't solve the other two problems: no way in hell would he leave her anywhere, alone and exposed, until he figured out what the hell was going on.  
 
    And he wasn't exactly sure he trusted her to stay put even if he was stupid enough to leave her alone. Something told him she wouldn't have any problem running and trying to disappear, even without shoes. 
 
    He exited the expressway then made his way along the back roads, moving further and further west and north until he turned onto the narrow road where the offices were located. Five minutes later, he pulled behind the building and parked the truck, then quickly climbed out. He moved to the passenger side and opened the door, reached in and wrapped his hands around Lee's waist. 
 
    She jumped, just the tiniest bit. Not in reaction to his touch but because she hadn't been paying attention to him—she'd been too busy frowning at the building. He ignored the blow to his ego and lifted her into his arms. 
 
    "This is where we stopped the other night. After...when we left the bar." 
 
    He elbowed the door shut and walked toward the rear door, the heels of boots crunching against gravel. "Yeah." 
 
    "Why are we here? What is this place?" 
 
    "It's where I work." 
 
    "For some reason, I always pictured you working in the field somewhere, not in an office building." 
 
    Unexpected laughter choked him, made him actually stop mid-step so he could look down at her. It wasn't just that she was talking to him—that had been the most she'd said to him at one time since last night. It was the assumption that this was nothing more than a regular office building. 
 
    Derrick shook his head without saying a word then kept walking. He adjusted his grip on her, freeing one hand so he could punch in a series numbers on the keypad, followed by his fingerprint. He didn't like the way she was concentrating on the keypad, with her forehead creased and a thoughtful curiosity lighting her eyes.  
 
    "Interesting system." 
 
    "Yeah, it is. And don't even think about trying to figure it out or hacking into it. Trust me, you won't like the consequences." 
 
    She didn't deny that she'd been doing exactly that. And she didn't look even remotely apologetic for doing it, either.  
 
    He stepped inside the cool, dim interior of the rear entranceway and pulled the door closed behind him. A door to his left would take them into the cavernous warehouse portion of the building, where they stored most of their gear. He moved to the door on the right instead, the one that would take them through the maze of hallways leading to the conference room, the offices, and the small professional-looking lobby. 
 
    Lee wiggled in his arms, pushed against his chest with one hand. "I can walk now, you don't need to carry me." 
 
    No, he didn't need to—but he was going to. 
 
    He started down along the hallway, intending to take her to his office and letting her wait in there while he went out front and talked to TR. Then he thought about the computers in his office and all the information carefully buried and hidden inside them. Yes, it was secured and protected, locked down from any intrusion with several layers of security he'd designed himself. 
 
    No way in hell was he going to leave Lee in there by herself, not after the way she'd been eyeing the keypad. The temptation would damn near irresistible. 
 
    And he didn't entirely trust that his security system would keep her out. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    He couldn't leave her in any of the other offices—not that he would, anyway—and he sure as hell couldn't take her into the warehouse section. That section was off-limits to everyone, and for good reason. 
 
    Which left the conference room. And to get there, he had to go through the lobby. 
 
    Well damn. 
 
    He readjusted his hold around her and settled her more comfortably in his arms, gratified that she hadn't tried to wiggle free after that one half-hearted attempt to get down. Then he kept walking, each step silent and sure, and moved through the door connecting the hallway to the lobby. 
 
    Four sets of eyes turned and stared at him. TR. Mac. Zeus. Wolf. 
 
    Jesus. It was like a fucking convention in here. Didn't they have anything better to do? Lives to save or governments to topple? Not that anyone but him had ever been part of the latter but still... 
 
    Those four eyes kept watch as he moved through the lobby, never leaving him as he carried Lee past TR's desk and headed toward the conference room. Only one out of the four faces showed any expression and that was TR, who stared after him, her mouth slightly parted in mute shock. 
 
    "TR, meet me in my office in two minutes." 
 
    "What. The. Fuck." The gravelly words came from Mac, no doubt because he'd dared to order his wife around. Tough shit, the big man would get over it eventually. 
 
    From his peripheral vision, he saw TR's hand shoot out, palm up. Her gaze never left him—or the woman in his arms.  
 
    "You owe me five dollars." 
 
    Mac grumbled under his breath and pulled the wallet from his pocket. Whatever he said faded as Derrick finally pushed through the conference room door then closed it behind them. 
 
    Lee's fingers dug into his arms when he tried to place her on her feet, but only for a second. She released her grip on him and lowered her legs, her body sliding against his with a slowness that tempted him. The action hadn't been deliberate, not even close. The way she stepped back—like she couldn't get away from him fast enough—removed any doubt that he might have had about that. 
 
    She brushed the hair from her face and looked around, as if seeing the room for the first time. Maybe she was, maybe she'd been so distracted last night that she hadn't paid any attention. Or maybe she was just assuring herself that it was the same room, that he wasn't pulling a fast one on her. 
 
    "Who were those men?" 
 
    "I work with them. They're safe." To her, anyway. But overall? Hell no. Each of them could be efficiently deadly when needed, even Wolf, with his cover model good looks and laidback surfer-boy style. Especially Wolf— 
 
    But Lee didn't need to know that. 
 
    Derrick moved to the small refrigerator in the corner of the room and pulled out a bottle of water. He uncapped it then handed both to Lee. "Stay here. I'll be back in a few minutes." 
 
    She ignored the bottle in her hand and stepped toward him, uncertainty and disbelief and even a little fear flashing in her eyes for a split second before she blinked it away. "You're leaving me here?" 
 
    "You're safe, Lee. Not one of those men would do anything to hurt you. I trust them with my life, okay?" 
 
    She didn't want to believe him—that haunted, hunted expression in those big gray eyes told him that much. But she didn't argue, just slowly nodded and moved to the polished table. She pulled a chair out, dropped into it...then just sat there. 
 
    Derrick hesitated then grabbed the remote from the shelving unit behind him. He aimed it at the huge television hanging on the opposite wall then slid the remote across the table. "Find something to watch. That'll kill some time for you." 
 
    He glanced around to make sure there was nothing she could get into then stepped out of the room— 
 
    And walked straight into Zeus. 
 
    "Mind telling me what the hell's going on?" 
 
    "Later." Derrick pushed past the man, bit back a growl when Zeus kept pace with him. 
 
    "Later, my ass. Who is she?" 
 
    "A friend." The truth, as far as it went. 
 
    "Why is she here?" 
 
    "She needs help." 
 
    "What kind of help?" 
 
    "Just...help. That's all." Derrick quickened his pace but Zeus kept up with him, kept hammering at him with each step. They finally reached Derrick's office when the other man grabbed his arm and forced him to turn around then leveled that cold amber gaze on him.  
 
    "Dammit, Chaos. I want details. You can't just bring some woman in here. And you sure as hell can't say she needs help without explaining what the fuck is going on." 
 
    Derrick bit back an oath and forced himself not to yank his arm from Zeus's grip. At least, he didn't yank it too hard. He clenched his jaw, sucked in a deep breath, quickly released it as he made his decision. 
 
    "You remember when TR had that trouble last year?" Trouble? That was an understatement. But Zeus knew exactly what he was talking about so there was no need to elaborate. 
 
    "Yeah. What about it?" 
 
    Derrick nodded in the general vicinity of the conference room. "She's the one who hacked into the files and figured out the emails were coming from the Senator." 
 
    Zeus's head whipped around so fast it was a wonder he didn't give himself fucking whiplash. "She's your hacker buddy?" 
 
    "Yeah. That's Lee." 
 
    "I thought Lee was a guy." 
 
    "No shit. So did I." 
 
    Zeus frowned, his silence heavy and weighted. "Are you sure that's Lee? She's not just pulling a con on you?" 
 
    "Positive, boss man." 
 
    "Holy fucking shit. I feel stupid." 
 
    Derrick laughed, the sound short and mirthless. "Welcome to the club." 
 
    "So what kind of trouble is she in? What do you need us to do?" 
 
    "Nothing. I've got it handled." He didn't but only because he still had no fucking clue what was going. Damn if he was going to admit that to the man in front of him. 
 
    "Dammit, Derrick, we talked about this—" 
 
    "I said I've got it. I'll call if I need you." 
 
    "Biggs—" 
 
    "It's handled. By the way, I'm taking a few days off. Disappearing for a while." 
 
    "Chaos, dammit—" 
 
    Derrick cut him off with the simple act of slamming the office door in his face. But it didn't save him from the third degree, not when he turned around and saw TR leaning against his desk. She narrowed her eyes and stared at him, the toe of one boot tapping impatiently against the floor. The intimidating image she was trying to project was severely hampered by the growing baby bump stretching the front of her sweater. 
 
    "What letter are we up to now?" 
 
    "K. And forget it, we're not playing that game today." She tilted her head to the side. "Who is she?" 
 
    "Jesus, TR, you were standing right there the entire time. Don't tell me you weren't listening to every word." 
 
    A shadow dimmed the blueness of her eyes and she reached up, almost absently, to trace the thin scar that ran along her cheekbone. The scar was courtesy of Scott Nelson, the unhinged stalker who'd been turned loose on TR last year because of a story she'd been writing for the small paper where she used to work. Only Nelson had become fixated on Mac and used TR to draw him into a trap.  
 
    The trap had backfired and the man was now pushing up daisies, to absolutely nobody's regret.  
 
    TR realized what she was doing and quickly dropped her arm to the side, her fingers curling against her palm in a small fist. An expression of impatient anger briefly crossed her face, there and gone in the blink of an eye. 
 
    "That's really Lee?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "I need to thank her—" 
 
    "No. Not yet, anyway." The last thing he needed was TR talking to Lee. The entire idea gave him the chills but he wasn't sure why. "I need you to do something else for me." 
 
    "Like what?" 
 
    "Shopping. The only clothes she has is what she's wearing." 
 
    "I was wondering why she didn't have on any shoes." TR pushed away from the desk and reached for the credit card he had just pulled from his wallet. "Any particular kind of clothes?" 
 
    Derrick paused, thinking. He knew exactly where they were going, now that he'd made up his mind—which he'd only done while he was talking to Zeus. He hadn't planned on disappearing for a few days but the more he thought about it, the more his gut said it was what they needed to do. 
 
    He just didn't want to focus on why, not yet, at any rate. 
 
    "Jeans. Maybe some sweaters or sweatshirts. A mid-weight jacket—" 
 
    "The weather's turning warmer—" 
 
    He ignored her and continued with his list. "A pair of athletic shoes. A pair of sturdy boots, not anything heavy, though. And nothing butt-ugly." 
 
    TR's brows shot up. "Do I want to know?" 
 
    "Probably not." 
 
    "Okay, got it. Anything else?" 
 
    "I don't know. Personal shit, I guess." 
 
    "Like socks and bra and underwear?" 
 
    "Yeah, like that." 
 
    "Any particular color or style?" 
 
    There was a trap in there somewhere but damn if he could see it. "How the hell should I know? Just get whatever." 
 
    "Just asking if you had any preferences or special tastes."  
 
    "They're not—" He stopped as he finally understood what she was getting at. "Dammit, TR, it's not like that." 
 
    "Oh. So you're not sleeping with her. Okay, got it. Don't believe it but—" 
 
    "I just met her." 
 
    "Yeah? And?" 
 
    Derrick opened his mouth to tell her there was nothing going on between them. Quickly snapped it shut again. It was safer to keep his fucking mouth closed; if he lied to TR, she'd pick up on it right away and then he'd never hear the end of it. 
 
    "Uh-huh. Thought so." 
 
    "You thought so, what, exactly?" 
 
    "Well, it was pretty obvious to me what was going on, with the way you were carrying her—" 
 
    "She isn't wearing shoes—" 
 
    "—and the way she was clinging to you." 
 
    "She wasn't clinging—" 
 
    "Sure she was." 
 
    Derrick sucked in a sharp breath, counted to ten and slowly released it. "She was not clinging to me. She was probably scared." 
 
    TR snorted, the indelicate sound communicating her thoughts more than words ever could. Derrick leaned forward and narrowed his eyes at her. "She wasn't clinging, she was scared. Probably because of your husband. His damn ugly face would scare anyone with half a brain." 
 
    Instead of taking the bait as she usually did, TR just pushed him away and rolled her eyes. "Oh, please. She was clinging. You slept with her. And you're being awfully protective of someone you just met." 
 
    "That doesn't mean a damn thing." 
 
    "Mmhmm. If you say so." TR moved past him then stopped when she reached the door. And damn if that calculating, thoughtful expression on her face didn't make his balls shrivel with fear. 
 
    "Say what you want, Derrick, but I have a feeling about this." 
 
    "That's probably just hormones. Or heartburn." 
 
    "No, I don't think so. I have a feeling she could be the one for you." 
 
    He shouldn't have asked. Should have kept his fucking mouth shut. But he didn't. "The one, what?" 
 
    "Your missing half. Your soulmate." 
 
    "Dammit, TR, we've talked about this before. There's no such thing as soulmates." 
 
    "Mmhmm. You keep telling yourself that." 
 
    TR had once again managed to get the last word in. He stared at the closed door for a long minute then reached up and pinched the bridge of his nose. Closed his eyes. Wondered if banging his head against the wall might help. 
 
    Soulmates. 
 
    Jesus. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Lidiya rolled her neck from side-to-side then stretched her arms above her head. She was accustomed to sitting most of the day at her own apartment so sitting here, in the conference room where Chaos had dumped her, shouldn't bother her. But it did. She couldn't get comfortable, no matter how many times she shifted positions in the chair. They weren't cheap chairs, either. They were well-padded, ergonomic, upholstered in what looked like leather. She doubted it was the real thing but it was still high quality, unlike her worn-out office chair back at her apartment. 
 
    It wasn't so much her surroundings that made her uncomfortable—although the memory of all those eyes watching as Derrick carried her through the lobby certainly didn't help. 
 
    It was why she was here. 
 
    The realization that she couldn't go back to her apartment. The realization that she had nowhere else to go. 
 
    It had been easy enough to put that out of her mind yesterday and last night—especially last night. But she couldn't ignore it forever. And somehow, focusing on that was suddenly infinitely better than focusing on anything else. 
 
    Like what happened last night. 
 
    She shoved that memory as far back in her mind as she could. She wasn't ready to deal with it yet, even if the slight stiffness of her muscles and the tenderness between her thighs was a constant reminder. Better to think about everything else, like her current situation. 
 
    As dangerous and depressing as it was. 
 
    Lee crossed her arms on top of the polished table then used them as a pillow for her head. She closed her eyes, breathed in the subtle scent of lemon, and wondered if it would be better not to think at all.  
 
    Yes, she had decisions to make and they had to be made soon. But surely not right this second, surely she could wait, just until her mind had a few minutes to empty or at least until she had a chance to get her thoughts in order. 
 
    She needed to tell Derrick what was going on. Everything, even her secrets. She hadn't planned on it, had thought he might be able to help her without knowing every little detail, but she now knew that was impossible. Last night had driven that point home. It wasn't fair not to tell him, not after what they'd done. 
 
    No matter how hard she tried to get around it—and she'd been focused on that all morning, to the exclusion of everything else—she had to tell him. 
 
    And if he looked at her any differently once he found out, if he held the sins of her grandfather and uncle against her, then so be it. That only meant he wasn't the man she thought he was. 
 
    But God, she was dreading telling him. Dreading even the slightest chance that his mesmerizing blue eyes would fill with cold disgust. If there was some way she could keep that part hidden, she would...but there wasn't. There was simply no way to tell him who was targeting her without telling him why, or even vice versa. The who and the why were too closely intertwined to be separated, no matter how much she might hope otherwise. 
 
    And they—her parents—had known that the secrets would come out, that it was just a matter of time. First her grandfather's and then, later, her uncle's. Her parents had tried to put it off as long as possible, not for themselves but for her, worried that it might follow her throughout her entire life. 
 
    And it had, but in ways they hadn't anticipated. Now her parents were dead and she would probably be joining them soon and why? Because her uncle was following in her grandfather's footsteps. Because he believed in keeping the family legacy alive. 
 
    Because he believed their secrets would never see the light of day. 
 
    Lidiya gently traced the silicone bracelet wrapped around her wrist. Secrets. So many secrets. So much bloodshed. Would it stop? If she put her failsafe plan into motion, would it stop anything at all? Maybe. 
 
    But she couldn't do it. Not yet. Yes, her reasons were mostly selfish, she knew that. It didn't change her mind though. And if something happened to her before she could put the failsafe in motion? Well, her uncle would be in for a big surprise because he'd quickly learn that killing her wouldn't stop the secrets from being exposed. 
 
    Maybe that was the best thing that could happen. She wouldn't have to keep looking over her shoulder because it would be over. Even if Derrick could help her this time, what about the next time? Because there would be a next time. And a next and a next and a next. Her uncle would never stop, not until he succeeded. Not until he got what he wanted. This was a game to him. A sick, twisted game. She was simply prolonging the inevitable.  
 
    And it wasn't as if she'd been living the last two years. Not even before then, not really. What was the point in running and hiding to stay alive if she didn't have a life to live? 
 
    She hadn't started living until last night—when she'd come alive in Derrick's arms. 
 
    And she felt guilty about that. About using him that way—because she had used him. No, he wouldn't see it that way, but she knew the truth. And when he discovered who she really was, what then? 
 
    He'd judge her based on the blood running through her veins... 
 
    And he'd hate her. 
 
    She had learned enough about him over the past eighteen months to know that he was a man of loyalty. Integrity. Honor. Maybe he wouldn't judge her as harshly as others might but he would still look at her with hatred and contempt. How could he not? 
 
    But even for all that, she didn't regret last night. She'd carry the memory of his soft words and tender touches for however long she had left. And deep down, in the forgotten corner of her heart where dreams still existed, she would hope that someday, he'd look back on last night with something less than contempt. 
 
    Lidiya sighed again, the sound filled with longing. With exhaustion. With regret and despair. This wasn't like her, all these whirling emotions that kept pulling her in so many different directions. She was tired, that was all. So tired. She needed to act, to take the first step toward the beginning of the end. But she couldn't. Not yet... 
 
    She jerked awake a short time later, some sound alerting her to now. She lifted her head, brushed the hair from her face and blinked at the three people standing just a few feet away. That first instinct to run and hide quickly faded—these people weren't here to hurt her. At least, she hoped not. 
 
    Her gaze slid to Derrick's and she released the breath she'd been holding. No, they weren't here to hurt her—but with the exception of Derrick, she didn't trust them. She couldn't. 
 
    Derrick pointed to the woman who held several shopping bags in her hands. "Lee, this is TR. She brought some clothes for you. And this—" He motioned to the man standing beside him, a dark green pouch cradled in his large hand, "—is Wolf. He's going to look at your leg." 
 
    Lidiya blinked, trying to make sense of the words. Clothes? Her leg? She didn't understand. Why did she need clothes? And what about her leg? It was a little achy but not as bad as it had been that first night. And how would Derrick even know— 
 
    His gaze caught hers, steady and direct. "It was still bothering you last night." 
 
    Heat filled her face and she quickly looked away. Had the others noticed? Yes, they must have. Why else would the woman's mouth curl into a small smile? It didn't matter, let them think of her what they wanted. "My leg is fine—" 
 
    "No arguments. Let Wolf look at it." There was something different about his voice. Soft and dangerous, full of authority. Her gaze shot back to his and her stomach did a slow roll. This was the warrior she had glimpsed beneath the surface. The warrior she had vaguely sensed beneath all their online interactions. Quiet. Determined. Ruthless. 
 
    And dangerous. So dangerous. 
 
    Lidiya swallowed, let her eyes drift to the man Derrick kept calling Wolf. The name must be a joke, like calling someone who was big "Tiny", because there was nothing wolfish about him. Shaggy blonde hair with a hint of wave, laughing green eyes, a wide smile and irresistible dimples. He looked like one of those extreme athletes she occasionally saw online. A skateboarder, maybe, or even a surfer, with those sun-kissed curls and healthy complexion that said he spent a lot of time outdoors. 
 
    "It's better to do as he says, Ariel. Trust me. A happy Chaos is a pleasant Chaos." 
 
    Lidiya blinked. Glanced over her shoulder to see if someone was behind her. No, she was the only other person in the room besides the trio in front of her. She turned back, frowned when she realized the man named Wolf was talking to her. 
 
    "My name is Lidiya—" 
 
    "Pretty enough, but I like Ariel better." 
 
    The woman sat the bags on the sprawling table then lowered herself to one of the chairs. "Sebastian, you need to get your eyes checked. Ariel has red hair." 
 
    "Nothing wrong with my eyes—which is why she's Ariel. Come on, TR, look at those eyes. Big and round and innocent—" 
 
    "Jesus. Would you two knock it the hell off? Just look at her damn leg." 
 
    Wolf turned back to her with a big wink. "Told you: a happy Chaos is a pleasant Chaos. And trust me—you don't want to see the unpleasant one." 
 
    "Jesus." 
 
    Wolf dropped to his knees before she—or Derrick—could say anything else. Then he was tugging at her pants leg, easing it up past her calf. Lidiya winced when the rough denim scraped the cut then tried to hide it but it was too late. Wolf's gaze darted to hers and she caught a hint of the man beneath the shining green eyes. She stiffened, intuitively sensing the predator kept carefully caged behind the carefree exterior. Then he looked away and Lidiya wondered if maybe she had only imagined it, if maybe she was so tired and emotionally battered that she was now seeing things that weren't there. 
 
    "This probably could have used a few stitches. When did it happen?" 
 
    "Two nights ago." 
 
    Wolf muttered under his breath then reached for the small pouch resting at his feet. "Should have called me then." 
 
    "We were a little busy." 
 
    "Uh-huh. That's what they all say." He removed something from the bag and ripped it open. An antiseptic wipe. He gently swiped it across her skin then turned her leg to the side, studying it.  
 
    "It's already healing and there's no sign of infection so there's no need to mess with it. I'll butterfly it then cover it with a small gauze pad, just for shits and giggles." He looked up at her and offered her another wink. "Just keep it clean and you should be good to go. I'd cut back on the midnight ocean swims for a few days, just to be safe." 
 
    "I don't—" 
 
    "Jesus, Wolf. Enough already. You checked it out, now get the hell out of here. You, too, TR." 
 
    "Not on your life." The woman spun in her chair and glared at Derrick, a wealth of unspoken words passing between them. "You get lost. I want to talk to Lee for a minute." 
 
    "TR—" 
 
    "You heard me. Go find Mac and annoy him or something. He's in the back, I think. You two can take turns beating on your chests to make yourselves feel all superior and manly."  
 
    Wolf laughed, the sound surprisingly deep and rich. Derrick narrowed his eyes, no doubt ready to say something, but the woman simply waved her hand in his direction, shooing him away like one would shoo a fly. Wolf grabbed Derrick by the arm and dragged him from the room, closing the door behind them. 
 
    Leaving her alone with the woman. 
 
    Silence settled over the room. Lidiya shifted in the chair, fidgeting not from the quiet but from the steady look the woman directed at her. Who was she? Did Lidiya even want to know? 
 
    No, she didn't, but the choice wasn't hers. The woman held out her hand, offering to Lidiya. She hesitated, finally accepted it, surprised at the strength in the woman's grip.  
 
    "I'm TR MacGregor. And I wanted to thank you." 
 
    Lidiya's eyes widened in surprise. "Thank me? I haven't done anything—" 
 
    "You did. Last year, when Derrick asked for your help tracing some emails. That was for me." 
 
    Lidiya's frown cleared when she finally remembered. She hadn't put much importance on it at the time, thinking it was nothing more than a simple trace. But it had been more, and she'd been asked to break into some other files for information that made no sense to her immediately after that. 
 
    She nodded, not knowing what else to say. But the woman kept watching her and Lidiya wondered if she was missing something, if maybe she had missed a lot of somethings.  
 
    "Derrick and I became a lot closer because of that. Because of everything that happened after that." 
 
    Lidiya's gaze dropped to the other woman's swollen stomach. Her heart froze in her chest, blocking air from entering her lungs. Oh God, what had she done? Was this woman—? And Derrick? Had she made a terrible mistake? Something of her horror must have shown on her face because the woman placed a protective hand over her stomach and laughed.  
 
    "God, no. Derrick is not the father. Trust me. There's absolutely nothing like that between us. He's more like a brother to me. An annoying, pain-in-the-ass brother, but a brother nonetheless. Mac is my husband." The woman tilted her head to the side, a ghost of a smile teasing her full mouth. "You might have noticed him as Derrick was carrying you through the lobby. Big scary guy. Military haircut. Scars on his face?" 
 
    Lidiya shrugged, slowly shook her head. All she'd really been aware of was the weight of the stares, the warmth of Derrick's chest as he held her against him, the strength of his arms as he cradled her. 
 
    "Hm, I thought so." 
 
    "I don't understand—" 
 
    "Mac is kind of hard to miss—unless you're really distracted by something else. I had a feeling you were distracted." 
 
    Heat filled Lidiya's face as the meaning of the other woman's words sunk in. She shook her head, started to deny it, but the other woman silenced her with a gentle touch of a hand against Lidiya's arm.  
 
    "You don't need to deny it. I know why you were distracted. And you weren't the only one. Derrick was a bit distracted himself." 
 
    Lidiya shook her head again. "It's not like that. We—he's just helping me. That's all." 
 
    TR's gaze settled on hers, seeing too much in those few quiet heartbeats that stretched around them. She finally shrugged and looked away, another smile curling her mouth. "Derrick is in denial too, but that's only to be expected. He'll figure it out—if you let him." 
 
    "I don't really think—" 
 
    TR turned back to her, the serious expression in her eyes silencing Lidiya. "You can trust him, you know. He'll do anything to protect you, even if it means risking his own life." 
 
    "I won't let it get to that point." 
 
    A flash of regret, of sadness and even fear, flared in the woman's clear blue eyes. "I used to think that way, too. But sometimes, life chooses for you." 
 
    Lidiya clamped her lips together, refusing to say anything else. The woman could believe what she wanted but Lidiya knew better: she refused to let it get to that point. And the sooner she left, the sooner she could move forward with her plan and put an end to...everything. 
 
    TR was paying no attention to her, something that made Lidiya grateful. She was suddenly sure the other woman would be able to see every thought and idea in her eyes, if she only looked. But she was focused on the shopping bags spread out in front of her, on the clothes she was slowly pulling out one-by-one. 
 
    "They all will, you know. That's kind of what they do around here." 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    TR glanced over, smiled and shrugged. "The guys. Cover Six Security. Although I like to call this place Heroes-R-Us. Trust me, there are days I think I'll absolutely choke on the testosterone, it's so thick around here. But if you need help, you won't find anyone better." 
 
    She emptied the last bag, surveyed the pile of clothes and shoes in front of her, then pushed to her feet. "Okay, let's see what we have, make sure everything fits." She pulled a sweater from the pile and held it in front of Lidiya, studying it for a brief second before putting it to the side and choosing another. "These should fit you with no problem." 
 
    "Me?" Lidiya's shocked gaze dropped to the pile in front of them. Derrick had mentioned clothes but she hadn't paid attention, had never imagined this was what he meant. "These are for me?" 
 
    "Yeah. Derrick sent me shopping for you. In addition to the clothes, I got you some toiletries, too. Shampoo, conditioner, lotion, stuff like that. Men never think of things like that." 
 
    "I don't understand. Why would Derrick send you to buy me these things?" 
 
    TR held a pair of soft flannel lounge pants against her chest and studied Lidiya with a slightly bewildered expression. "He didn't tell you?" 
 
    Lidiya's stomach did a slow roll as the first fingers of dread crept along her spine. "Tell me what?" 
 
    "He's disappearing for a few days—and he's taking you with him." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    They'd been driving for an hour and Lidiya still didn't know where they were going. She'd asked TR but the woman had shrugged and said she didn't know. Did Lidiya believe her? She hadn't, not at first, not until TR had looked over and quietly told her that sometimes, it was better not to know too many details. There had been nothing sinister in the way she had said it but the words still sent chills racing along Lidiya's spine and caused her skin to prickle. 
 
    TR noticed, of course, especially when Lidiya visibly shuddered and wrapped her arms around her middle. The woman had offered her a reassuring smile, told her again that she could trust Derrick, then proceeded to carefully roll the new clothes and place them in an ugly dark khaki backpack. 
 
    The backpack now rested on the backseat of Derrick's truck, along with a second bag almost identical to it. In addition to the two backpacks, there was a case of water and several bags of food. 
 
    Not the kind of survival food that came in sealed plastic pouches but real food, recently purchased at a grocery store. Lidiya knew it had been purchased because she'd been with Derrick when he bought it, not long after they left his office.  
 
    She had balked at going into the store. The parking lot was surprisingly crowded and the thought of being around all those people made her nervous. No, she wasn't a total recluse—at least, she hadn't been—and she didn't suffer from any phobias, like a fear of people or public places. But after everything else that had happened the last few days, the idea of being out in the open, of having complete strangers jostling and pushing, made her nervous.  
 
    Survival instinct? Maybe. But it was just as likely that she was drained, mentally and emotionally. Drained and exhausted. She hadn't had time to process anything and she was desperate to isolate herself, to find space so she could think. So she could formulate a plan for what she needed to do then carefully review it and analyze it to make sure every detail had been carefully orchestrated. 
 
    She couldn't do that unless she had time to herself—even if all she managed to do with that time was sleep so her subconscious could begin working things out. 
 
    But Derrick had flat-out refused to let her stay in the truck, no matter how much she argued. He claimed it was for her safety but she had a feeling it was because he didn't completely trust her not to run as soon as he went inside. Not that the idea hadn't occurred to her because it had, but only for a fleeting moment. Yes, it would be easy to take advantage of his absence. She knew what she wanted to do—what she needed to do—in order to put an end to this game. But she was realistic enough to know that she needed to think things through all the way before acting. 
 
    Lidiya couldn't tell him that, though, not without admitting that whatever suspicion she glimpsed in his eyes was right. So she had let him help her down from the truck and followed him into the store for a whirlwind shopping expedition that had left her dizzy. 
 
    Now an hour had gone by and she knew nothing more about their destination now than she had earlier. Derrick hadn't talked at all, not one single word since they left the store. Music filled the truck, the volume low enough that it wasn't annoying or overpowering. It was an odd mix of country, classic rock, and jazz, none of which she would have expected from the man sitting next to her.  
 
    She wasn't even sure where they were going. North and west, she could tell that much from the placement of the sun overhead. But beyond that, she was clueless. They weren't on any highway or major roads so there were no signs she could look at, no way for her to get her bearings.  
 
    It was obvious that Derrick knew exactly where he was going and how to get there. He didn't use a map or the GPS, didn't pause before choosing one road over the other. Wherever they were headed, he'd been there before. 
 
    Lidiya had to trust that was a good thing. 
 
    "We still have a few hours to go. You might as well close your eyes and try to get some sleep." 
 
    "I'm not tired." 
 
    To her surprise, Derrick chuckled, the sound low and warm and over much too soon. He darted a quick look in her direction then turned his focus back to the narrow road they were currently on. 
 
    "When's the last time you had a decent night's sleep? Because I know you didn't get any last night." 
 
    Heat filled her face and she quickly turned away. She didn't know how to respond, didn't know if he was teasing her about what had happened between them or if the comment was nothing more than an observation. 
 
    A hand closed over hers, making her jump. Fingers squeezed hers—in reassurance, maybe?—then disappeared just as quickly. She was suddenly chilled, surprised at the need to feel the warmth of his touch again, to feel that strong hand curled around hers. 
 
    And she was surprised at how empty she felt now that the brief touch was gone. 
 
    Lidiya forced the unexpected feeling to the corner of her mind and shifted in the seat. "Where are we going?" 
 
    Derrick hesitated long enough that she didn't think he'd answer, not that she expected him to. In her mind, the question had been rhetorical, an attempt to make conversation and a way to fill the odd void between them. 
 
    Derrick's hand briefly tightened around the steering wheel, relaxed when he exhaled. "There's a place a few hours from here that I occasionally use to get away. It's isolated. Totally off-grid. We can camp out there for a few days, come up with a game plan that doesn't involve sacrificing yourself." 
 
    Lidiya's head swung around, her mouth parted in surprise. He knew? But how? No, it wasn't possible. How could he know? She'd only made her decision a short time ago, after he'd sent his friend shopping for her. After he'd told TR they were leaving. He couldn't possibly know, he was only guessing. 
 
    Derrick slid a quick look her way, turned back to the road—then looked at her again. Dark brows pulled low over eyes glittering with anger. He slammed his fist against the steering wheel, swore beneath his breath, then suddenly hit the brakes. The seatbelt caught Lidiya against the chest and jerked her back. He steered the truck to the side of the road, jammed the gearshift into Park, then turned in his seat and stared at her. 
 
    "Dammit! I should have known. Son-of-a—" His mouth snapped shut with an audible click, his jaw clenched so tight that the muscle in his cheek jumped. Once. Twice. Again.  
 
    Lidiya slid to the edge of the seat, getting as close to the door as she could. This was a side to Chaos she hadn't seen before, had never even guessed at. Yes, she'd sensed the warrior behind those vivid blue eyes. Yes, she'd known—on some basic level—that there was more to him than she could see. But she'd never expected the raw emotion and power rolling off him in suffocating waves. He wasn't simply angry, he was seething with fury—and it was directed at her. 
 
    But she wasn't frightened. Startled, yes. Wary, definitely. But not frightened—not for her safety, anyway. She knew he would never do anything to hurt her, knew it with a certainty that made absolutely no sense. Maybe that was nothing more than pure foolishness. Or maybe it was a sign that she'd finally crossed some line and was no longer entrenched in reality. Whatever the reason, she knew she was safe, knew he'd never hurt her. Maybe she'd come to regret that realization later, but she didn't think so. 
 
    "You were going to run, weren't you? When we were at the store." His words were calm, controlled, showing no sign of the anger she'd seen only moments ago.  
 
    Lidiya shook her head in denial. "No. No, I wasn't." Yes, she had thought about it, but she wasn't going to actually do it. Not then, not until she had a chance to carefully plan every step. 
 
    Could Derrick see the intent in her eyes? Probably. She shook her head again, started to turn away but he grabbed her chin in his hand, his touch oddly gentle, the heat of his fingers scorching her skin. 
 
    "What the hell kind of half-baked plan is rolling around in that calculating mind of yours, Lee?" 
 
    "I—nothing. There is no plan." She tried to move her head, tried to look away, but his gaze held her as immobile as the gentle hold on her chin. "And I wasn't going to run. Earlier, at the store. I wasn't." 
 
    One dark brow shot up, telling her more than words that he didn't believe her. "But you're planning something, aren't you? Don't deny it, I can see the wheels turning behind those damn eyes of yours." 
 
    Lidiya kept her mouth firmly shut. There was no sense denying it, not when she knew he wouldn't believe her. Better to remain quiet and let him think what he wanted, instead of saying something that might give her away. 
 
    He finally released her and sat back, his gaze too intent, too watchful. "I have no idea what you're planning but whatever it is, don't do it." 
 
    Then he did something completely unexpected: he leaned forward and caught her mouth with his. The kiss was quick. Hard. Possessive.  
 
    And over before she had a chance to react. She was still sitting there, her trembling fingers pressed against her lips, trying to figure out what had just happened when he put the truck in gear and pulled back onto the road.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, she was still no closer to understanding why he'd kissed her. She finally gave up and closed her eyes, allowed herself to doze off in a fitful sleep. 
 
    And hoped the answers she needed would be there when she woke. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Derrick eased the truck to a stop, put it in Park, but left the engine running. He was worried that cutting the engine would wake his passenger, that the sudden change of background noise would pull her from the deep sleep she'd been in for the last hour. It was probably a baseless concern—Lee hadn't stirred at all, not even as the truck had bounced and swayed its way along what was essentially a small fire trail. The path was nearly-obliterated, overgrown and concealed by Mother Nature herself. Nobody passing by would notice it. Hell, even someone who knew what the hell they were looking for would have trouble finding it. He'd driven past it himself, and he knew where the damn thing was. 
 
    Still, he didn't want to take a chance of waking Lee by turning the engine off. Not yet, not when all he wanted to do was watch her. 
 
    And think. 
 
    What the hell was he doing? Running off. Bringing her here. Hiding, yes. Keeping her safe, absolutely. But there were at least a dozen different ways he could do that, none of which involved going off-grid in this isolated patch of semi-wilderness hours from civilization. They lived in a big country, heavily populated with the hustle and bustle of people jostling against each other as they moved through their daily lives. But there were still plenty of places where the ever-reaching hands of progress hadn't touched. Locations where people could disappear, whether by accident or design. 
 
    To get away from everything. 
 
    To hide. 
 
    To permanently disappear. 
 
    They weren't disappearing. At least, not permanently. That hadn't been his intention when he'd first hatched this impulsive, asinine plan. Hell, he hadn't planned at all, not really. His only intention had been to get Lee somewhere safe, someplace where they could sit and talk until she realized she could trust him with whatever secrets were eating at her insides.  
 
    And yeah, someplace where she wouldn't be likely to take off running as soon as she got the chance. He knew that's what she was planning, had seen the first hint of her intention when she'd looked up at him with those damn big eyes of hers back in the conference room.  
 
    He glanced out the window, at the small cabin and thick growth of trees and brush and rocks and nature. She could try running from here, but she sure as hell wouldn't get very far. Something told him that Lee—for as resourceful as she seemed to be—didn't have the skills to survive out here, not for more than a day. 
 
    But he wasn't stupid enough to think she wouldn't try, which meant he'd have to keep an eye on her. Just in case. 
 
    He turned in his seat and studied his sleeping passenger with a frown. He couldn't figure her out. There were layers to her he couldn't quite peel back, pieces he couldn't quite put together. 
 
    Quiet and reserved, yes—but more than once, he'd seen a flash of temper, of emotion, that let him know she wasn't weak or timid. She wouldn't just lay there and let someone walk all over her. 
 
    He'd seen some stubbornness in her, as well. No, she hadn't put up a real fight—not yet—but he had no doubt she had it in her to do just that when she wanted to. Just like he had no doubt that that time would come, probably sooner rather than later.  
 
    He'd glimpsed her loyalty, as well, had seen it reflected in her eyes when she talked about her parents, in the defensiveness that had crept into her voice and tightened her shoulders when she first thought he'd been laying blame for whatever was happening on her father. Part of him wondered if her secrets revolved around family. There was a sharp mental click as soon as he had the thought and his gut told him he was right—whatever was going on involved family.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    That meant he'd have to be even more careful as he poked and pried his way past her defensive barriers while he coaxed the information from her. Blood always complicated things and if this was family-related, one misstep on his part would make her shut down completely. 
 
    What Derrick hadn't seen yet was the sense of humor that Lee had displayed during the last eighteen months. The online Lee had been witty, maybe even a bit sarcastic with quick comebacks and dry retorts that had left him chuckling more than once. He'd felt a connection to that Lee, as they chatted during the long hours of the night. Sometimes about computers and programs, other times about current events or some show that everyone else seemed to be raving about.  
 
    And yeah, it still fucking bothered him that he'd had no idea Lee was a woman. All this time, and he'd never known. Had never picked up on it—and he should have.  
 
    Looking at her now, with her thick hair and dark lashes and soft curves, he had to wonder if maybe his skills of observation were starting to fray. How could he not have known? There should have been some clue, some tiny little slip of information for him to pick up on. He could sit here for a week reviewing every conversation, every interaction, with the benefit of hindsight and he still wouldn't pick up on anything—because she was that damn good. Better than damn good. Hell, she was better than he was, he'd realized that almost immediately. 
 
    And she was a woman. 
 
    A woman he'd slept with. 
 
    No, it didn't bother him that a woman was better skilled than he was—everyone had their personal strengths and there was always going to be someone better. But it did bother him that he'd slept with her. 
 
    No, that wasn't exactly true. If he was going to be honest with himself—and there was no reason for him not to be—what bothered him was that he wanted to sleep with her again. Not that he simply wanted to, but that he planned to. 
 
    Sex clouded the issue. It absolutely did. He fucking knew that. 
 
    And he didn't care. 
 
    And that was what fucking worried him the most. Was he losing his objectivity already? Had she somehow gotten under his skin without him realizing it?  
 
    Yes. And yes. 
 
    Could he walk away when the time came? 
 
    Yes, he could. Maybe that was the part that was really bothering him, because no matter how much romantic nonsense TR constantly threw at him, he knew the truth. 
 
    He swore to himself then cut the ignition. Opened his door and climbed out, slammed it shut behind him then opened the rear passenger door. Lidiya jerked upright, her sleepy gaze looking around in bewilderment before landing on him. She blinked, yawned, blinked again then stretched. And damn if he didn't want to walk around and tear the door off its hinges before pulling her into his arms and kissing her, right here and now.  
 
    He grabbed the two backpacks off the seat instead and tossed one over each shoulder, then reached in and grabbed a few of the plastic shopping bags with his left hand.  
 
    Lee climbed out of the truck, walked around to where he was standing and grabbed the other bags without a word. She followed behind him as he led the way to the small cabin, the plastic crinkling with each step she took. 
 
    Derrick dropped the backpacks and shopping bags at his feet, motioned for her to stay where she was, then did a quick walk around the place. There were no signs of visitors, no signs that anything had been disturbed since his last stay a few months ago. 
 
    Assured that everything was safe, he moved back to where Lee was standing, grabbed the backpacks and bags, and unlocked the door. He pushed it open then stepped to the side to let Lee go in first. 
 
    She stumbled to a halt just inside the entranceway, the shopping bags in danger of falling from her loose grasp. He closed the door then moved past her, heading to the small kitchen area that took up the front right corner of the cabin. He glanced over his shoulder and bit back a small smile. 
 
    "You weren't expecting some kind of fancy lodge, were you?" 
 
    "I—" She closed her mouth, looked around again, shook her head. "No. I mean, I don't think so." 
 
    At least she was honest. And if she had been expecting some kind of fancy lodge, one look around the cabin was enough to tell her she'd been sadly mistaken. 
 
    It was a cabin, plain and simple. A square building, thirty-by-thirty. A functional kitchen took up the right corner. A living area—a loveseat and matching over-stuffed chair, a rough coffee table, and bookshelves lining the outside wall—took up the left side. A woodburning stove that could heat the entire place and then some sat in the far left corner, it's exterior black from age and use. 
 
    A king-size bed, a nightstand, a small wardrobe and a dresser were arranged along the rear wall, tucked beneath the overhead storage loft.  
 
    The entire cabin was completely open, with no walls or partitions separating any of the areas. The only real room was the small bathroom in the far-right corner, just large enough to hold a shower stall, toilet, and small sink. 
 
    The cabin wasn't luxurious, by any standards, but he hadn't built it for luxury. It was meant as an escape, a place to come to when he just needed to get away. To regroup. To decompress. 
 
    To remind himself that he was still alive. 
 
    Lee looked around the cabin once more, her gaze finally settling on the bed along the far wall. She pursed her lips then dragged her eyes up to the loft. "Is that another sleeping area up there?" 
 
    Derrick bit back a smile and took the bags from her hands. "Storage." 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    He unloaded the groceries and watched from the corner of his eye as she stepped into the center of the room. She spun in a slow circle, taking everything in before she stopped and stared at the bed again. 
 
    "If you're that worried about it, there's a sleeping bag in the loft. Not that I'd recommend it because the floor would be hell on your back." 
 
    Lee spun toward him, her brows pulled low over flashing eyes. "You would make me sleep on the floor?" 
 
    He placed the can of coffee on the shelf above the sink then turned and leaned against the counter. "No, I wouldn't make you—that would be your choice." 
 
    "So you expect us to share a bed." 
 
    "Not like we haven't already." He hadn't meant for the comment to be a blatant sexual pass but she certainly took it that way. Irritation flared in her eyes and she looked away, a blush staining her pale cheeks. Derrick expected her to storm toward the small ladder leading to the loft and go in search of the sleeping bag but she surprised him by taking staying where she was. 
 
    "This is your place?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "And nobody knows it's here?" 
 
    "Nobody. Not the guys I work with. Not even Uncle Sam. It's completely off-grid, run by solar and generator, when it's needed." 
 
    She eyed the small computer set-up next to the bookshelves. "Does that thing have internet?" 
 
    "When I want it to." 
 
    "Then how can you be off-grid?" 
 
    "You know there are ways around that—if you know what you're doing." 
 
    She turned back to him, a hint of challenge in her eyes. "And there are ways of pinpointing location, too...if you know what you're doing." 
 
    Derrick surprised her with a smile, just a brief one that conceded to her expertise. Then his expression turned serious. "If you're worried about anyone finding you here, they won't. As of three hours ago, we've officially disappeared." 
 
    "I thought the same thing two years ago but that didn't work out. You were right—you can't really disappear, no matter how hard you try." 
 
    Derrick pushed off the counter and closed the space between them in three long strides. She didn't back away when he pulled her into his arms, didn't flinch or even look like she wanted to run. She tilted her head back and met his gaze, let him see the worry in her eyes, just for a fleeting second before she blinked it away. 
 
    "I'm not going to let anything happen to you, Lee. And you're safe here. I give you my word on that." 
 
    "But we can't stay here forever. Even I know that." 
 
    "Not forever, no. But long enough to figure out what to do." As long as she learned to trust him enough to release the firm grip on whatever secrets she was keeping. But he didn't say that—he didn't need to. 
 
    A shudder went through her and Derrick thought she was going to pull away, expected her to step from his arms and once again withdraw into herself. But she didn't. She didn't move closer, either, or rest her head against his chest or anything else that might indicate she was ready to tell him what was really going on. 
 
    "Sometimes I wonder why I'm still running. Why I'm hiding." Her voice was quiet, almost a whisper. There was no self-pity in her tone, just resignation. "It's never going to stop, not until he finds me. It would be easier if I just let him end it now." 
 
    "Bullshit." He tightened his grip on her, let her see some of the anger her words caused. "I'm not going to let that happen—and neither are you. You're not a quitter, Lee. Don't try to convince me you are." 
 
    She pushed against him, broke free from his hold. "How can you even say that? You don't know me. You don't know anything about me." 
 
    "The hell I don't. I've known you for eighteen months." 
 
    "No, you haven't. That wasn't me, that was nothing but a name on a screen. An avatar I created to hide behind." 
 
    "Are you sure about that?" The quiet question made her stop. Hesitate. A frown creased her face and she shook her head. Nodded. Reached up and brushed a strand of hair behind her ear.  
 
    "Of course I'm sure. I know the difference between who I am and some online persona I created." Her words lacked conviction, betrayed the doubt she felt. 
 
    Derrick stepped closer, deliberately crowding her. Letting her see, for the first time, a hint of the man he really was. "Newsflash, Lee. Very few people are capable of hiding who they really are, not even online. Not for very long, anyway. It takes a special kind of talent to assume a role so completely that not even their own mothers would recognize them. And trust me, you don't have that kind of talent." 
 
    "How—" She stepped back, wrapped her arms around her waist and cleared her throat. Her chin lifted, just an inch, a facade of stubbornness that was betrayed by the doubt in her eyes. "You couldn't possibly know anything about that. How would you?" 
 
    "Because that talent is my specialty, Lee. I'm an expert at it. And it cost me my soul to perfect it." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    It cost me my soul. 
 
    The words were laughable. A joke of some kind. At another time, another place, they would be followed by some lighthearted jest or reference to vampires or immortals or some other such paranormal creature of imagination. 
 
    But there was no teasing in Derrick's voice. No hint of laughter in his eyes. In fact, there was nothing in his eyes, they were carefully, eerily blank. No, not blank—they were void...of everything. 
 
    Lidiya took a step back, the action one of instinct, not necessarily fear. And maybe that was foolish of her, maybe she should be afraid. Maybe she was, on some level she hadn't yet acknowledged. But all of that was tempered by the certainty that the man in front of her wouldn't hurt her. 
 
    "Isn't scaring me somehow counterintuitive to getting me to trust you?" 
 
    Derrick blinked and just like that, the nothingness was gone from his eyes. The blue became more vivid, bright and startling after the eerie void that had been there only seconds ago. If she hadn't looked, hadn't seen it for herself, she would have sworn that emptiness had been nothing more than her imagination. Maybe it was, maybe she'd only seen what he'd meant for her to see. She was tired enough, mentally drained enough, to be susceptible to a strong power of suggestion if someone knew how to do it.  
 
    And Lidiya had no doubt the man in front of her could do it if he wanted to. He struck her as a man who could do many things, that was one of the reasons she had reached out to him. He was strong. Powerful. Competent.  
 
    But soulless?  
 
    No, she didn't believe that for a minute.  
 
    She'd met someone with no soul before, would never forget the icy chill that had threatened to swallow her whole when she gazed into his eyes. Would never forget the darkness that threatened to consume her with one single look. 
 
    Derrick might be a lot of things—in fact, she was certain that it would take two lifetimes to really learn everything about him—but he wasn't soulless. She'd bet her life on it. 
 
    She was betting her life on it. Not just her life, but her heart as well. 
 
    She unfolded her arms and leaned against the back of the loveseat, did her best to act nonchalant. "Well, isn't it?" 
 
    "Isn't it what?" 
 
    "Counterintuitive to getting me to trust you. Trying to scare me, I mean." 
 
    "Are you trying to tell me you trust me now?" 
 
    "I'm here, aren't I?" 
 
    Derrick made a small noise, a cross between a grunt and a choked laugh. "That's sidestepping the answer, Lee, and you know it. The only reason you're here is because I haven't given you a chance to take off anywhere." 
 
    It bothered her that he'd guessed at her plan already, that he'd been able to read her mind without even trying. Or maybe he simply had better instincts than she gave him credit for. 
 
    Or maybe it had just been a lucky guess. It was easier for her to believe that last one, but she wasn't quite that foolish. 
 
    "I could leave now if I wanted to." 
 
    "Yeah, you could. Doubt you'd get very far." 
 
    "Why? I'm not afraid of walking." 
 
    "Didn't think you were. But it would take a bit more than just a little walking to get anywhere." 
 
    "We can't be that far away from anything." Could they? She honestly didn't know. She'd fallen asleep, had no idea how long they'd driven after she closed her eyes. And she had still been a little groggy and fuzzy when she first woke up so she hadn't really paid much attention to anything until they actually came inside. 
 
    Derrick must know that because the corners of his mouth kicked up in a grin. He walked over to the door, opened it, then swept his arm out to the side in a grand gesture. "No? Then knock your socks off." 
 
    Lidiya hesitated for a second then crossed the room and stepped outside. She took two steps onto the small porch before stumbling to a stop and staring. Trees, for as far as she could see. Big trees, their trunks dark with ancient bark. Gnarled trees. Straight trees. Trees that towered overhead, their branches blocking the weak light of the sun slowly descending behind them. Pine trees of several species, with heavy boughs and green needles. Other trees, their bare branches just now starting to come to life. The only sign of civilization was Derrick's truck, parked several feet away from the cabin's small porch. There was no driveway. No road. No sound of distant cars. 
 
    "Still feel like walking?" 
 
    Lidiya shook her head. "I—no." 
 
    "Didn't think so." He waited for her to come back inside before closing the door. "Might as well unpack and get comfortable while I fix us something to eat." 
 
    Her gaze darted to the small kitchen area, searching for the oven. The only thing she saw was a four-burner stovetop with metal tubing running out of it. The tubing ran behind the counter then disappeared. 
 
    "Propane stovetop. Not fancy, but it gets the job done. I hope you weren't expecting a gourmet meal." 
 
    Lidiya didn't bother to respond as she grabbed her backpack off the floor. She held it against her chest, flicked a nervous glance toward the bed, then turned back to Derrick. "Do you have running water?" 
 
    "Yeah, enough for the toilet and to wash your hands if you need to use it now. There'll be more when I prime the pump later." He tossed a quick glance at her over his shoulder. "Just a heads-up: the water pressure sucks so I hope you weren't planning on any long showers." 
 
    "Do I look like someone who would be upset about that?" 
 
    "No, not really." 
 
    Lidiya wasn't sure how to take his answer so she chose to ignore him. She spun on her heel and walked the ten feet to the bed and tossed the backpack down. She pulled the clothes out, unrolled them, then gave each a quick shake before carefully folding them and placing them in the dresser. It gave her an odd feeling, placing her clothes next to the ones already in the drawer, clothes that obviously belonged to Derrick. Jeans. T-shirts. A thick gray sweatshirt that looked warm and comfortable. 
 
    She placed the backpack on the floor next to the bed, sat on the edge of the mattress then quickly stood again. For some reason, being so close to the bed made her nervous so she walked across the room and studied the books on the shelves lining the wall. It was a mixed collection of mystery novels, westerns, crime fiction, and military fiction. He even had a hardbound copy of the complete Sherlock Holmes, as well a few dry classics that held no interest for her. 
 
    She grabbed the Sherlock Holmes collection and lowered herself to the loveseat. Squirmed around a bit to get comfortable. Opened the book and started reading. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, the words blurred in front of her and ran together in wavy lines that failed to hold her attention. Her gaze wandered to the computer against the wall, its screen dark, its heart still and lifeless. Her fingers itched to get to it. To turn it on and see what kind of set-up it was. The computer looked like any old computer you would buy in a store but this was Chaos and she knew it was more than just an ordinary computer. She wanted to play with it, peel back the layers of security he had surely added and poke around at the different programs that lived inside it. She wanted to— 
 
    "Don't even think about it." 
 
    She jumped at the sound of his voice, so close behind her. She turned, almost bumped his nose with her head because he was bent over the loveseat, his arms carelessly folded across the back.  
 
    "Think about what?" 
 
    He nodded in the direction of the computer then straightened. "The computer. It's off-limits." 
 
    "I wasn't—" 
 
    "Yeah you were." He moved to the counter, grabbed two plates and brought them back then took a seat next to her. His thigh pressed against hers, warm and hard and distracting. Lidiya slid away but there wasn't room, not with the way he seemed to take up every inch of the loveseat.  
 
    She accepted the plate from him and placed it on her lap, stared down at the simple meal: grilled cheese with tomato and potato chips. She picked up one half of the sandwich then quickly dropped it and blew on her fingers. 
 
    "Careful, it's hot." 
 
    "You could have told me sooner." 
 
    "Thought you would have realized it. And I doubt if telling you would have helped anyway." 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "The bartender told you the other night that the pizza was hot but you didn't listen." 
 
    Surprise made her mouth drop open. She knew he'd been there—he'd come up to her right as she had burned her fingers on the pizza. But she hadn't realized he'd been so close that he actually heard the bartender's warning. "You were paying that close attention?" 
 
    "Lee, I was watching you from the minute you walked into the place." 
 
    "But—you couldn't have been. I would have noticed." 
 
    "Not unless I wanted you to." 
 
    "No." She shook her head, repeated the denial. "No, I would have seen. I looked, just to see if anyone was watching me. Nobody was." 
 
    Derrick took a bite of the sandwich, chewed and swallowed. "Like I said, I was watching every move you made as soon as you walked in." 
 
    "But you didn't even let me know it was you!" 
 
    "I didn't want you to know. Not until I was sure." 
 
    "Sure about what?" 
 
    "Sure I wanted to make contact." 
 
    Lidiya frowned, shook her head and tried to hide her disappointment. "That's why you left? Because you weren't sure?" 
 
    "No, I was sure." 
 
    "You mustn't have been, not at first. Something must have changed your mind because you didn't say anything in the bar. In fact, you didn't say anything at all until you scared me half to death in the parking lot." 
 
    Derrick's eyes were steady on hers, the expression in their depths warming something deep inside. "I didn't change my mind. I was sure from the minute I saw you walk through that door." 
 
    Lidiya opened her mouth. Snapped it closed. 
 
    And knew, with a certainty that left her breathless, that they were now talking about two completely different kinds of contact. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Derrick lay in bed, staring through the darkness at the ceiling above him. The loft was just beyond that, with its hard floor and still air and a sleeping bag tucked away somewhere among all the supplies. If he were smart, he'd be up there right now, curled in a corner sound asleep. 
 
    If he were smart, he would have never opened his mouth and made the tactical error he'd made earlier. 
 
    Jesus. Talk about fucking up. 
 
    They'd been talking about the night in the bar—because he'd been an idiot and brought it up. He still wasn't sure why. Maybe to judge her interest. Maybe to see if she really regretted last night. Maybe to let her know that he was interested. He had no fucking clue why he'd brought it up, not really.  
 
    Yeah, he wanted her. Didn't mean he had to fucking act on it. 
 
    But like an ass, he'd opened his fucking mouth and made that loaded comment about making contact. Maybe Lee was inexperienced but she sure as hell wasn't stupid, she knew what he meant. Not right away, but she figured it out soon enough. 
 
    And instead of the blush he expected, she'd gone completely cold. Frigid. Distant. There was an immediate withdrawal as she disappeared inside herself. As soon as he realized his mistake, he'd backtracked and tried to turn it into a joke. Yeah, real fucking funny. Ha ha. But it had been too late and any ground they might have covered between them—which wasn't a whole hell of a lot to begin with—had been lost. He'd even told her she could get on the computer if she wanted. Hell, she could poke and prod and tear it apart for all he cared, there wasn't anything interesting on it. But she'd even turned that offer down, saying she wasn't interested. 
 
    She'd quietly finished her meal, cleaned up, read for a little bit—at least, pretended to read because she sure as hell wasn't turning any pages—then said she was tired and wanted to go to sleep. 
 
    Sleep, not bed.  
 
    Like she thought he hadn't gotten the message already, loud and clear. 
 
    He'd stepped outside to give her some privacy and stood there staring up at the clear sky for a long time, longer than it would take for anyone to change. Long enough that he'd started shivering from the cold seeping through his thin shirt. The cold surprised him, even though it shouldn't. They were further north and at a higher elevation, of course it would be colder. Cold enough that there might even be frost on the ground in the morning. 
 
    In spite of the chill, he waited a little while longer, just so she couldn't say he hadn't given her enough time. Then he went inside, took a few seconds to revel in the warmth sliding over his chilled arms and chest, and glanced over at the bed. She was already huddled under the heavy blankets, curled on her side with nothing but the top of her head peeking out. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    He'd thought about going up into the loft and getting the sleeping bag so he could sleep on the floor. Changed his mind and finished cleaning up. Grabbed a book and read a little. The oil lamp he'd lit earlier was too dim for reading so he gave it up and put the book to the side. Thought about getting a fire going in the woodburning stove and decided it wasn't that cold. Glanced up at the loft and again thought about getting the sleeping bag down. 
 
    Then he'd finally said fuck it, blew out the oil lamp and made his way over to the bed. He'd kicked off his boots and shucked out of his socks and jeans but left his boxer briefs and t-shirt on. He'd be tossing and turning all night because of the damn shirt but what the hell, he'd survive. 
 
    The bed dipped under his weight and he held his breath, expecting Lee to jump up and ask him what the hell he thought he was doing. Yeah, he should probably sleep on the floor, it was the gentlemanly thing to do. But dammit, this was his bed and it was big enough they could both sleep in it without touching each other. 
 
    Except Lee was the only one sleeping. She hadn't moved when he pulled the covers up around his waist. The rhythm of her deep breathing hadn't changed when he rolled to his side and punched the pillow to get it just right under his head. Hadn't stirred when he flopped onto his back, folded his hands behind his head, and stared into the darkness overhead. 
 
    He usually enjoyed the darkness and the silence, the solitude and peace that both provided...but not tonight. Tonight, both things conspired against him, giving him ample time to think.  
 
    And he didn't like where his thoughts were going because they kept circling back to TR's words.  
 
    I have a feeling about this. 
 
    Your missing half. Your soulmate. 
 
    Hearing that damn word—soulmate—come out of TR's mouth so often was bad enough but he could usually tune it out. Ignore it. He'd done it often enough, now shouldn't be any different. And it wouldn't be, except he kept recalling the expression in Lee's eyes when he'd told her he had no soul. When he'd deliberately let the facade slip and allowed her to see just a glimpse of the man he was inside. 
 
    He'd wanted to scare her. Reassure her. Let her know that he was more than capable of handling whatever trouble was following her while he warning her away from him at the same time. And how fucking stupid was that, to think he could do both? It was like he was deliberately sabotaging himself and he didn't understand why.  
 
    Or maybe he did and he just didn't want to admit it. 
 
    But she had surprised him. Had turned the tables on him. Because instead of drawing back in fear, or even running away, she'd just stood there, watching him. The expression in her eyes had been his undoing. There had been understanding. Sympathy. Concern and compassion. For one horrifying second, he'd actually thought she was going to put her arms around him and tell him everything would be alright. 
 
    That's when he had stepped back and quickly lowered the mask over his true self. 
 
    Jesus. Talk about a tactical error. 
 
    Yeah, he'd fucked up. Nothing he could do about it now. In the morning, he'd try one last time to convince her to tell him what was going on. If she didn't, he'd step back and regroup and go from there. The smart thing to do would be to leave here and head back home. He'd still offer help but there was only so much he could do without the information he needed.  
 
    Only so much he could do when he was becoming invested in ways he didn't want to admit. 
 
    Maybe he'd pass her over to Wolf or Ox or even Ninja. No, fuck that. Mac would be a better choice. Or even Zeus or Boomer. At least he'd be certain that none of them would make a play for her, although Mac might scare the hell out of her with his butt-ugly face so maybe that wasn't the greatest idea, either. 
 
    No matter how he looked at it, he needed to be the one to help her. Now all he had to do was convince her— 
 
    "Derrick?" 
 
    He froze at her soft whisper, his mind emptying of everything except the woman next to him. "Yeah?" 
 
    "Can you—" She stopped, settled deeper against the mattress with a breathy moan. "I'm cold. Can you—will you hold me?" 
 
    He held himself still, not daring to move. Not daring to fucking breathe. Then he slowly rolled to his side. Waited for the space of heartbeat in case she changed her mind. There was no protest, no words telling him never mind. He slid closer, eased his arm around her waist and pulled her to him, spoon fashion so her back was against his chest and her ass was cradled against his hips. 
 
    It was just one more tactical error in a night filled with them. She wiggled closer and his dick shot to immediate attention. He froze, waiting for her to pull away. To maybe roll to her side and slug him or even jump out of bed and storm off.  
 
    Instead, she wiggled against him again. 
 
    He sucked in a sharp breath, released it in a rush. "Lee, if you do that one more time, I'm going to be sharing a lot more than my body heat with you." 
 
    He'd shocked her into utter stillness. Good, because he didn't completely trust his control at the moment. No, he'd never do anything to hurt her. He sure as hell would never force himself on her. But damn if wanted to spend an entire night being tortured by something he couldn't have. 
 
    And then she wiggled against him again, the movement slow and deliberate as she pressed the round cheeks of her ass against his throbbing hard-on. 
 
    Anger sliced through him and he rolled to his back, ignoring her surprised gasp, ignoring the effect it had on him. What the hell kind of game was she playing? He reached for the light, swore beneath his breath when he realized there wasn't one. He needed to see her face, needed to look into those big gray eyes that were his downfall and search for a hint of what she was up to. 
 
    "What are you doing, Lee?" 
 
    "I—" She hesitated, the sound of her swallow audible in the shadows. "I thought we...that you...I wanted..." 
 
    Her trembling voice ended in another swallow. Derrick waited but she didn't say anything else. And she didn't roll away from him either, he could still see her silhouette, a darker shadow among the other shadows. She was on her side, facing him, and damn if he couldn't feel her gaze focused on him. 
 
    He closed his eyes, scrubbed one hand across his face and blew out a frustrated breath. "I'm supposed to believe that after the way you shut down earlier?" 
 
    "I didn't shut down." Her voice was a little stronger, with an edge that might have made him smile at any other time—if he'd been in the mood. He wasn't. 
 
    "What the hell do you call it, then, if not shutting down? Jesus, Lee, if you could have, you would have taken off running. Don't deny it because I saw it clear as day in those damn eyes of yours." 
 
    "What's wrong with my eyes?" 
 
    Not a damn thing but he sure as hell wasn't going to tell her that, even if she was starting to sound a little angry. "Trust me, you shut down. And I got the message loud and clear." 
 
    "There was no message. And I didn't shut down. Or if I did, it wasn't the way you thought. I—" She hesitated, pulled in a deep breath, released it in a rush with her next words. "You surprised me. I didn't know how to act. I...I thought you were teasing me." 
 
    The vulnerability in her voice sliced through him, awakening a different kind of protective urge, one he wasn't used to. He shoved it away and reached for her hand, pulled it against his aching dick. 
 
    "I wasn't teasing." He moved her hand away, released it. Slid closer to the edge of the bed. "Go to sleep, Lee." 
 
    "I don't want to." 
 
    The need in her voice damn near did him in. Instead of acting on it, he tossed the covers aside, swung his legs over the side of the bed. He couldn't do it. Couldn't sleep in the same bed with her, couldn't stay this fucking close to temptation. He'd grab the sleeping bag from the loft and crash in the corner. Or maybe his truck. Yeah, definitely his truck. That would put enough distance between them— 
 
    Except he never got that far because a small hand closed over his arm, the trembling fingers unraveling the last of his defenses. He turned and rolled, pinned her body beneath his so fast that she squeaked in surprise. 
 
    He pushed up on his elbows and caught her face between his hands. Dipped his head and captured her mouth. There was nothing gentle about the possessive kiss. Nothing sweet or tender or reassuring. 
 
    He pulled away, struggled to control his breathing as he stared down into the pale shadows of her eyes. "Don't play games with me, Lee. Not unless you like losing." 
 
    The words, uttered in a harsh growl, were meant as a warning. Meant to frighten her. To make her stop and think about what she was doing. She'd push him away and he'd roll over. Go to the loft to grab that sleeping bag then go out to his truck so they could both get some fucking sleep— 
 
    Instead of pushing him away, she wrapped her legs around his waist and rocked her hips against him. 
 
    "This doesn't feel like losing to me." 
 
    Something snapped inside him. Not control—he'd lost that the very first time he'd kissed her, back at her apartment, maybe even before then, when he'd first seen her walk into the bar. This was something even more basic, something in the very core of him that he couldn't name, that he had never known existed. 
 
    He dipped his head again. Caught her mouth in an explosive kiss that left him trembling. Deep. Hot. Wet. Possessing and claiming. Surrendering. 
 
    Her legs tightened around his waist as she pushed against him—not to push him away, but to roll him to his back. He wrapped his arms around her, taking her with him. Groaned as she settled on top of him. The heat between her legs seared him but it wasn't enough. There were too many layers between them. He wanted—needed—inside her. Now.  
 
    But she'd already taken control.  
 
    Lee broke the kiss, sat up and rocked her hips against his aching cock. Slow and hard, again and again. He reached for her, snagged the hem of her thin shirt and tried to drag it up but she slapped his hands away and reached for his shirt instead. Her fingers trembled against his heated skin as she pushed the material up his chest. Her breath was ragged, quick and almost desperate when the shirt caught on his arms. 
 
    He levered himself up, grabbed the shirt with one hand and yanked it over his head. His arms closed around her and he dipped his head, caught the tight peak of one nipple between his lips and pulled it into his mouth, licking and sucking. Her body shuddered, nails digging into his arms as her head fell back.  
 
    She shuddered again and pulled away. Ran her hands along his bare chest, teased his flat nipples with the tip of one finger. 
 
    Then she pushed against him, forcing him to his back, and brushed her mouth against his.  
 
    "My turn." Her breath was a warm whisper against his lips. Teasing. Promising. He lifted his head, tried to catch her mouth for another kiss but she was already gone, sliding down his body, that hot mouth trailing fire along his skin. 
 
    His chest. His stomach. Lower, along his side and down to his hip. Trembling fingers snagged the waistband of his boxer briefs, slowly eased them down until his cock sprung free. His breath caught in his chest and he froze, forced himself to remain still as her fingers slowly touched him, tracing the length of his cock from the base all the way to the tip and back again.  
 
    Slow.  
 
    Teasing.  
 
    Torturous. 
 
    He slid his hands into her hair, fisted his fingers in the silky strands. Wanting to pull her away. Wanting to guide her mouth to his cock. Needing all of it and more. 
 
    Needing her. 
 
    And then, fuck, her mouth was there, sliding around his cock. So fucking hot and wet. Her lips closed around him, taking him in, all of him, down to the base and back up again. Over and over. Slow. Fast. Slower still, savoring every inch of his engorged flesh.  
 
    He rocked his hips against her mouth, desperate for more of her touch. Her heat. Desperate to feel that sweet fucking tongue swirl around the sensitive tip of his cock. And damn, it was too much. Not enough. Just right. Fuck, he didn't know what it was, only knew he didn't want the torture to stop. 
 
    No, he didn't want it to stop, but he didn't want to come this way. He wanted to be inside her. To feel the heat of her tight passage closing around him. Squeezing him as he drove into her. Wanted to hear her soft sighs and moans as he plunged into her, over and over and over. 
 
    He tightened his fingers in her hair, eased her mouth from his cock and pulled her up his body to kiss her. Slow and deep, hiding nothing, holding nothing back.  
 
    Lee broke the kiss, her breathing harsh and fast, echoing his own. She said something, her voice so soft and quiet he couldn't make out the words. Then she was gone, reaching for something beside the bed. He heard the rustle of stiff fabric, the slide of a heavy zipper. Heard her mutter in frustration as she rummaged through something, heard a small whisper of triumph before she moved back to him and pressed something into his hand. 
 
    Small. Square. 
 
    A condom. Jesus, he hadn't even stopped to think, had been so fucking focused on Lee and what she was doing to him that he'd nearly forgotten. He tore open the package, quickly sheathed himself, then reached for Lee. 
 
    He kissed her, pulled back and rested his forehead against hers, wondered if she could see the grin on his face. "I'm glad you thought to grab some because I sure as hell didn't." 
 
    "It wasn't me. I found them in my bag, earlier. I think TR must have put them in there." 
 
    TR. Damn her. He'd wring her silly, romantic, matchmaking neck when they got back—right after he thanked her. 
 
    He pulled Lee across his body and claimed her mouth in another explosive kiss. His fingers slid down her side, curled around the waistband of her pajama bottoms and yanked them down and off. He started to roll, to pin her body beneath his so he could plunge into her, but she stopped. Shifted. Straddled his legs and forced him to his back. Her hands closed around his cock, teased him with several small strokes before she lifted her hips and slid down his hard length.  
 
    Slow. So fucking slow, he thought he'd die from the exquisite torture. He curled his hands into the crumpled blankets beneath him, tilted his head back and clenched his jaw. Not moving. Barely breathing. Forcing himself to hand over the control she so obviously needed. 
 
    Jesus. It wasn't enough. It was too much. It was everything and more and nothing at all. How long did he stay like that, not moving, holding himself still as she set the pace? Slow at first, then faster, finding the rhythm she wanted. Riding him, deep and hard, her muscles clenching around his cock with each rise and fall of her hips. Faster still, her breaths coming in sharp gasps. Searching. Seeking. Closer, closer still— 
 
    Until her body shattered around his, her muscles clenching and unclenching around his cock, driving him to the edge. He grabbed her hips, set his own rhythm now. Deep and hard. Deeper, harder, her cries growing louder as another orgasm shuddered through her. He thrust one more time, plunging his cock deep inside her as his own climax exploded, blinding him with its force, erasing everything from his mind except here. Except now. Nothing else mattered. Not the past. Not the future. Just now. Tonight. Right this second, a frozen moment in time— 
 
    And the woman draped against him, her body so trustingly cradled around his.  
 
    They stayed that way for a long time, long enough that he may have even dozed. No, not that long, minutes only. Derrick gently eased away from Lee, stumbled into the closet of a bathroom to dispose of the condom then made his way back to the bed. He climbed under the covers, pulled Lee against him and closed his eyes. She shifted, snuggling even closer, then whispered his name. 
 
    He pressed a quick kiss against her forehead and tightened his arm around her shoulders. "Get some sleep, Lee. We can talk in the morning." 
 
    She stilled for a few seconds then shifted against him. Pushed up on her elbow and fidgeted with her arm.  
 
    "Lee—" He started to ask what she was doing when she pressed something into his hand. He frowned, fingering the thin strand of rubber—no, not rubber, silicone. An unexpected chill raced over him as his fingers rubbed the small flash drive attached at the end of the bracelet. 
 
    "Everything you need to know is on there."  
 
    Had her voice cracked? Was that regret he heard in her soft whisper, or just his imagination? He ignored the chill gripping him and sat the bracelet on the small table beside the bed then pulled Lee closer. "We can talk in the morning." 
 
    Derrick sensed her hesitation, wondered if she was going to ignore him and start talking now. But she didn't. She sighed and rested her head against his chest, curled her hand on his waist, just above his hip. Several minutes later, she was asleep, her breath slow and even.  
 
    He closed his own eyes, willed for sleep to come, but it wasn't going to happen. He knew that but he still waited, longer than he should have. An hour later, he slid from the bed, each movement soundless. He tucked the covers around Lee, closed his hand around the silicone bracelet, and made his way over to the computer. Booted it up, waited for it to come to life, almost hoped it wouldn't. Almost hoped that there was no power left in the battery even though he knew better, knew it wasn't the computer's battery that powered it but rather the solar batteries that powered the cabin.  
 
    He stared down at the bracelet for a long time. Finally set it aside and logged onto the internet. Browsed the latest news. Played an online game. Killing time. Prolonging the inevitable.  
 
    His glance slid to the bracelet, stared at it as if it were a snake ready to strike a fatal blow. Then, cursing himself for what he was about to do, he grabbed the flash drive and popped it into the computer.  
 
    Knowing already that it was a mistake. Knowing, with a sudden certainty that he didn't question, that this would be his biggest regret in a lifetime filled with them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Lidiya came awake slowly, reluctantly. There was a sense of well-being, of contentment, clinging to her and she didn't want to disturb it. When was the last time she'd felt like this? Too long. So long, she couldn't remember. Not since her parents had been murdered. Not before then, either, not really. There'd always been that sense of worry, of fear, of looking over her shoulder and wondering if today would be the day. If today would be the end. 
 
    That feeling was still with her but it had faded, becoming nothing more than the faintest background shadow, eclipsed by the contentment now warming her. If it was a dream, she didn't want it to end. She wanted to cling to it. Enjoy it. Revel in it, at least for a little while longer. 
 
    But it wasn't a dream, not unless she was dreaming with her eyes wide open. She stared at the ceiling above her, at the rough wooden beams and painted sheetrock. She turned her head to the side, felt another kind of warmth spread through her when she saw the indentation of Derrick's head on the empty pillow. Memories of their tangled bodies drifted through her mind and she closed her eyes, imagined he was still in bed, his strong arms cradling her so protectively. They had slept together the other night as well, their bodies tangled together, but last night had been different somehow. Something had changed and she felt the first stirrings of the connection between them.  
 
    The first stirrings? No, not really. She'd felt that connection before, months ago even, long before she'd even met the man who called himself Chaos. But that connection had been in her head, nothing more than a fleeting idea or thought or wish. The connection she felt now was in her heart, accompanied by the faintest promise of possibilities. Had Derrick felt it too? Maybe. She thought so, was positive something had changed for him as well. There was absolutely no reason for her to feel that way and the rational part of her mind—the logical part—threw up a wall of explanations, the biggest being that she was placing more importance on the sex than she should. 
 
    She quickly silenced the rational part of her brain. Maybe she was placing more importance on the sex than she should and reading way too much into things, but she didn't think so. 
 
    She stretched, rolled to her side and reached across the empty bed, wondering where Derrick was. She didn't hear him moving around, didn't smell any hint of coffee or food. Maybe he was outside. That must be it—if he was in the cabin, she'd feel his presence, would somehow know he was here in a way that didn't make sense.  
 
    She rolled to her back and stretched once more. She'd get up, put on some coffee so it was waiting for him when he came back in. Hot coffee would be perfect, warm and welcoming against the chill she felt in the air around her. The temperature must have dropped a little during the night, something Derrick must have expected to happen since TR had included a sweatshirt among the clothes she bought. 
 
    Lidiya pushed the covers away, shivered a bit as cold morning air washed over her. It was chillier than she had expected, which made her wish even more that Derrick was beside her. She would snuggle against him, sigh as his arm closed around her. Maybe he'd kiss her. No, she would kiss him. And then, maybe— 
 
    She glanced at the bed, swallowed a small sigh of longing, then pushed to her feet. Coffee first, then she'd wash up and change. And then...well, they had the whole day in front of them. She knew Derrick would want to talk, knew he'd have questions for her. And she would answer them, as well as she could, and hope she didn't have to tell him everything. 
 
    She turned, took one step toward the kitchen, then stopped. Derrick was sitting in the chair adjacent to the love seat, his long legs stretched out in front of him, his feet crossed at the ankles. His arms were braced along the sides of the chair, his hands curled around the front, his fingers loose and relaxed.  
 
    But he was still. Completely, utterly still. He stared at her, those vivid blue eyes she found so mesmerizing completely void of warmth. Of emotion. They were cold, so cold and flat and empty. 
 
    A chill washed over and she shivered. Folded her arms in front of her, shielding herself, suddenly feeling vulnerable, and shivered again. Forced a smile to her face, felt it falter and disappear. Derrick never looked away, never even blinked, just impaled her with that glacial stare until she was certain she'd turn into a block of ice, frozen for all eternity. 
 
    She dragged her gaze from his, the effort leaving her limp and drained. She moved to the dresser, grabbed a pair of jeans and socks and the sweatshirt and quickly pulled them on, donning them like armor. She needed the illusion of protection they provided—as if anything could really protect her from the stranger sitting in that chair, staring at her with soulless eyes. 
 
    She stepped into the boots, sat on the edge of the bed and quickly laced them. She should say something, needed to do something to break this suffocating silence. "D-did you want me to fix coffee?" 
 
    Her voice wavered and cracked, the whisper echoing around them as loudly as if she had shouted. Derrick didn't answer her, gave no indication he had even heard her. She moved forward, stumbled in the new boots, caught herself and kept going. If she could somehow get to the small kitchen, if she could manage to do something as mundane and ordinary as brewing coffee, then everything would return to normal. Derrick would stop watching her with those cold, vacant eyes— 
 
    "Sit down, Lidiya." 
 
    And with those three words, with the way he pronounced her name, she knew it was over. Her fears had become reality. Derrick knew. He knew everything.  
 
    She stumbled to a stop, her gaze darting to the computer. The screen was lit, covered with text so small she couldn't see it from where she was standing. She didn't need to see it, knew what it was even before she saw the small thumb drive hanging from the front of the computer. Her bracelet, the one containing all her secrets. 
 
    Her family's secrets. 
 
    "Sit down." 
 
    He repeated the words, his voice oddly calm. Ordinary. Like he was getting ready to have a regular conversation over morning coffee with one of his buddies. Only he hadn't used her name this time and she couldn't help but wonder why. 
 
    She knew why. Knew the sound of her name probably sickened him. Her own stomach twisted and lurched, threatened to empty itself right then and there. Lidiya pressed a hand against her middle, hard, refusing to embarrass herself by being sick in front of him. Would he notice? Would he even care? 
 
    Yes, he'd notice—and no, he wouldn't care. But she wouldn't give him the satisfaction of seeing her get sick. Her entire life was spiraling out of control and there was nothing she could do about, had never had control to begin with—but she could control this, at least. 
 
    She closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath, willed her stomach to unclench and settle. Then, her steps heavy and slow, she made her way to the loveseat and lowered herself to the edge. She folded her hands together, placed them in her lap, and stared straight ahead, at the damning words filling the computer screen. 
 
    "You're The Butcher's granddaughter." 
 
    Lidiya flinched at the words, so casually thrown at her. Other than that, she didn't move. Didn't speak. What was there to say? He knew the truth now, she couldn't deny it.  
 
    The Butcher. Her grandfather. Her own flesh-and-blood. A memory flashed behind her eyes, as clear as if she was watching it unfold on a movie screen in front of her.  
 
    Her grandfather, larger than life with gray eyes so like hers and a wide smile on his broad, sturdy face. A hand, big and strong and calloused, cradled her smaller one as they walked through the park. She skipped along beside him, anxious to reach the merry-go-round and ride the magical horses. His rich laughter floated in the warm Spring air as he cautioned her about patience, the words a mixture of English and Serbian that she didn't really understand. It didn't matter because he was her grandfather. She loved these little outings they took, loved the make-believe stories he told her. She loved him— 
 
    Until they found out what a monster he was. Until they learned about the crimes he'd committed against humanity in the name of a war that had never really happened. Murder. Rape. Torture. Hundreds of men and women and children, their lives cut short on his orders. By his own hands. By his own brutality. 
 
    Lidiya had been four the day the men came to take her grandfather away. She hadn't understood it then, only knew that something bad had happened to make her mother cry and to make her father hang his head in shame. They had moved then, far away from the tiny house in Oregon, and she had become Lidiya Rose Stephenson. A new person. A new start. 
 
    It wasn't until later that she finally learned what had really happened—her grandfather had been found guilty of his long-ago heinous crimes, had been tracked down to their house and whisked away to face his judgment. Had died in a prison in another country while waiting for his sentence. She knew...but she still didn't understand it. Couldn't reconcile the memories of the laughing grandfather who had taken her to ride the magical horses with the monster he truly was. 
 
    And then, five years ago, they had discovered just how deep The Butcher's legacy ran. The half-brother her father had never met was carrying on her grandfather's work, only in ways that made her grandfather's crimes pale in comparison. 
 
    "You don't deny it?" 
 
    Derrick's voice, so cold and quiet, jerked her to the present. Deny it? God, if only she could. Yes, she wanted to scream. Yes, she denied it. She wanted to deny it, wished with all her heart she could do just that. She wanted to scream long and loud and deny that the blood of monsters ran through her veins.  
 
    But she couldn't. Not now, not when Derrick knew the truth. If he didn't, she couldn't deny it. Not anymore. Not when it was time to end it.  
 
    She dug her nails into the flesh of her hands and shook her head.  
 
    "No. I don't deny it." 
 
    Silence stretched around them. Thick. Suffocating. Heavy with accusation. Yet she didn't move, she couldn't move, not when she knew the worse was yet to come. Had he read everything? Gone through all the incriminating files? Yes, he must have. Why else would he be watching her with those cold, empty eyes? No, she didn't look at him. She didn't need to, not when she felt the weight of his stare on her.  
 
    "What's your real name?" 
 
    She did look at him then, just a quick glance, and immediately wished she hadn't. She thought about not answering because he already knew, he must know, if he'd read through everything.  
 
    "Lidija Rosa Stefanović. My parents changed our names after they learned the truth about my grandfather." 
 
    "You expect me to believe they didn't know?" His voice held the faintest hint of emotion, the first she'd sensed in him yet: disbelief. Disdain. 
 
    Disgust. 
 
    She clasped her hands even tighter and shook her head, tried to keep her own voice empty of emotion. "My father's parents were separated. His mother moved here when she was pregnant with him, never told him the truth about his father. My father never met him until after my grandmother died, right after I was born." 
 
    And Lidiya's grandmother had never told her father the truth: that his father had forced her into marriage. Beat her. Repeatedly raped and brutalized her until she somehow managed to escape. But it was too late, she was already pregnant. 
 
    Lidiya sucked in a deep breath, held it until she was certain she could control the tears that threatened to fall. "My father never knew. Not—not until they came for my grandfather." 
 
    Did Derrick believe her? She wanted to look over at him, wanted to see if those blue eyes she had been so drawn to still watched her with cold disgust. But she couldn't make herself do that, knew that seeing cold judgment in his eyes would make this even more unbearable than it already was. 
 
    Derrick shifted, the first movement he'd made since she woke up and noticed him sitting there, watching her. The movement startled her so much that she jerked to the side and actually looked at him.  
 
    Then just as quickly looked away as the last lingering hope shriveled and died in her chest. 
 
    "Marko Stefanović is your uncle." 
 
    Lidiya nodded. Shook her head. Sat up straighter and focused on the wall of shelves in front of her. "He's my father's half-brother." 
 
    "He's a fucking terrorist." 
 
    Lidiya flinched at the anger in his cold voice. Held her breath when he stood and paced in front of her with strong, measured steps that belied the caged energy inside him. "Do you have any idea what he's done? What he's been responsible for? What he's still doing?" 
 
    "I—" Lidiya swallowed, shook her head. No, she didn't know, had never been able to make herself read the rest of the files. She looked up, started to tell Derrick that, but there was something about the expression on his face, in his eyes.... Sickening realization twisted her gut. "Y-you know him." 
 
    Derrick kept pacing, each step growing angrier and more agitated. "Know him? Damn straight I know him. I tried for three years to get to him. I gave up my sanity, my fucking soul, to get to him and all this time, you knew where he was!"  
 
    He stopped, ran a hand down his face then pointed to the computer. "The information you have could have helped to take him down! All you had to do was turn it over." 
 
    "I—I couldn't." 
 
    "Why, Lee? Why couldn't you?" 
 
    "I—because..." She couldn't finish, couldn't admit that it was because she was scared. Because she swore to keep her family safe from their own secrets. How could she admit any of that, when she had no family left? How could she admit it when she realized this was more than just personal for the man standing a few feet away, towering over her? 
 
    He moved closer, leaned down and pinned her in place with the searing intensity of his eyes. "Why, Lee? Tell me why." 
 
    She shrank away from him, shook her head. "I—I can't." 
 
    He watched her for the space of several heartbeats, his gaze scalding her. Then he pushed away with a growl of disgust, those searing eyes never leaving hers. "Then you have just as much blood on your hands as your grandfather and uncle. You're just as guilty as they are." 
 
    Shame blossomed in her chest, eclipsing the pain and agony choking the life from her. She jumped to her feet, pushed him away and ran for the door. Yanked it open as he called her name, ignored him as she took off running. 
 
    And kept running, cold air slapping her face, branches tugging at her shirt and legs. Running, stumbling, catching herself and running some more. Running until she couldn't breathe, until she couldn't see, until she couldn't take another step. 
 
    Then she dropped to the ground, lungs heaving as she struggled to draw breath. Twigs and rocks dug into her knees as she crawled toward a tree, bark scraping her back as she leaned against it. She drew her knees to her chest, hugging them close as she dropped her head and cried, huge gulping sobs that threatened to rip the heart from her chest and made it hard to breathe. 
 
    You have just as much blood on your hands. 
 
    You're just as guilty as they are. 
 
    The angry words raced through her mind, over and over and over, battering her heart, her soul, no matter how many times she tried to deny them. Deny them? How could she, when they were the truth? How could she, when blood would tell? It always told. 
 
    Could she have done anything different? Had her silence, her fear, her family's shame, cost innocent lives? She didn't know, would never know. And there was nothing she could do to atone for it. 
 
    How long did she sit there? Long enough for the tears to dry. Long enough for the wet earth to seep through her jeans. Long enough for the cold to penetrate her body, down to her bone. Deeper, down to the very marrow. 
 
    Long enough to realize she knew what she had to do, had known it days ago. No, she could never atone for her failure to act, but she could act now. Maybe it wouldn't matter. Maybe it was too late. But she couldn't put it off, not anymore. 
 
    She pushed to her feet with a weariness that dragged at her then started walking, tracing her steps back to the cabin. Each step was heavy, sluggish, weighing her down. How could she face Derrick? How could she bear seeing the cold judgment in his eyes when he looked at her? The disgust and contempt that twisted the face she had come to treasure in such a short amount of time? 
 
    She didn't want to see him look at her the way he had before she ran out—but what she wanted was no longer important. It had never been important. She would bear his disgust and contempt because she had to. She would do what needed to be done, put an end to things once and for all. If she survived, she'd find a way to move on. And if she didn't...well, she hadn't been living for the past two years. Would death really make that much difference? 
 
    She was so focused on each step, on each regret, that she didn't notice the man who stepped out in front of her. She stumbled to a stop, her mind not registering his presence right away. As soon as it did, she turned to run— 
 
    But it was too late. Someone else grabbed her from behind, pressed something cold and hard against her temple as the man stepped closer. A cold smile stretched across his face and gray eyes, so much like her own, stared back at her. 
 
    "Hello, Lidiya. I've been looking for you." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    File sent. 
 
    Derrick stared at the small message until the words blurred in front of his eyes, until they disappeared from his vision altogether, morphing into nothing but a gray smear against the white background. He blinked, pulled them into sharp focus. 
 
    File sent. 
 
    It was done, the last of the files speeding their way through cyberspace, their contents encrypted. Computers in Langley and London and Lyon would be pinging with the alert of an incoming message. Analysts and techs and dozens of other anonymous faces would be opening the messages. They would decode the layers of encryption, scan the contents. Hearts would race and excitement would build as they realized what they were reading. 
 
    It was done. 
 
    They'd be hesitant at first, wary. Unwilling to believe what they were seeing was real. Then they'd see the sender's name and a hint of memory would surface, grow clearer as they dug deeper and tried to locate his whereabouts. As they whispered and remembered and wondered if the rumors had been true. 
 
    It was done. 
 
    The brief curiosity surrounding him would be nothing more than a small blip, quickly pushed to the backs of minds suddenly focused on the new information. The excitement would dim when they realized, as he had, that the information was more than four years old. Ancient history.  
 
    Worthless. 
 
    But he had still passed it on, heedless of the secrets he was exposing. Better minds than his might be able to glean something from the old information. Might be able to dig through the letters and numbers and find just a small crumb of information that might point to other possibilities. Analytical minds would sort through the scraps of ancient history to create new pieces of a puzzle to be sorted and arranged and rearranged in the hopes of gleaning something new, no matter how small. Just a scrap that might lead to another scrap that might lead to something more. 
 
    It was done. 
 
    But Derrick felt no better for it.  
 
    He stared at the screen, realized he was still online, that he'd been online since the dark hours just past midnight. With a small oath of anger at his carelessness, he disconnected the computer and shut it down with a furious jab of his finger.  
 
    Dammit! And damn her. Lee. Lidiya. Damn her secrets and shame and misplaced loyalty to her family. Damn her for not trusting him sooner. For not telling him the truth that very first night. If she had, if he'd known who she was and what he was getting into— 
 
    It wouldn't have mattered. 
 
    So damn him. For not pushing. For getting involved. For the angry words and cold accusations.  
 
    For blaming her for an accident of birth. 
 
    For deliberately comparing her to her grandfather. To her uncle. For making her think she was just as culpable as they were. 
 
    For not telling her the truth. 
 
    He'd known, as soon as he started reading the last files, that the information she was so carefully protecting was old. Outdated. Worthless. It had been worthless three years ago, when he'd come face-to-face with the bastard. When he'd held Kathleen in his arms as she struggled for her last breath. Even if he'd had the information then, it would have done no good. 
 
    Lidiya didn't know that, had no way of knowing. He doubted if she really even understood what she had. Maybe, in the vaguest sense, she might. But to her, they were nothing more than family secrets. Awful secrets. Secrets her parents had been killed for.  
 
    None of that mattered when he started reading. When cold fury and disgust and resentment bloomed in his chest. As it grew with each passing second, with each file he opened. As it exploded deep inside, unleashing emotions and regrets he'd long since buried. Yes, he'd been furious. He still was, although the fury now was tempered with a small degree of understanding. He'd seen the horror on Lee's face. The shame and embarrassment and regret. The pain of loss and the certainty of her own end. The shattered hope— 
 
    And the death of whatever she thought she might feel for him. 
 
    Damn him. Damn him to hell for putting that look on her face.  
 
    Damn him for letting his own emotions—feelings he didn't even know he was capable of—get in the way of cold logic. 
 
    Derrick ran both hands over his face, scrubbing away his exhaustion. His regret. He needed to move, to get his ass in gear. There were things he needed to do, things he needed to follow-up on. No, it wasn't his job, not anymore, but he still had a vested interest in taking down the son-of-a-bitch and he wouldn't stop, not now. 
 
    There were other things he needed to do before that. Talk to Lee. Explain things to her. Convince her he hadn't meant what he'd said. Convince her she wasn't to blame and that he didn't hold her birth against her. 
 
    But first, he needed to convince her to listen to him. 
 
    He glanced at his watch, frowned when he saw that an hour had gone by. Lee should be back by now. Yes, she had been upset when she left, so upset she hadn't heard him calling her. Or maybe she had and simply chose to ignore him. He couldn't blame her, not when he would have done the same thing. 
 
    But she'd been gone long enough, with nothing but a sweatshirt to ward off the chill of the lower temperatures. Was she staying outside because she didn't want to face him? Because she was afraid to face him? 
 
    Regret and guilt washed over him and he ruthlessly pushed them away. Ignored the creeping sensation skittering along his spine. He'd have time for the regrets later. Time enough to wallow in the guilt—later. For now, he needed to find Lee. To bring her back. To make what amends he could before they left. 
 
    He stalked to the wardrobe and pulled out the quilted flannel shirt he always kept hanging there and shrugged into it. The cold didn't bother him, the long-sleeve shirt he had on was more than enough for him, but Lee might need the extra layer of protection. 
 
    A sense of urgency prodded him, driving him toward the door. The urgency made no sense but he didn't fight it, actually forced himself to slow down instead of running. Lee was safe, nothing would happen to her. Not here. 
 
    Not with him around. 
 
    He moved toward the door, his steps heavy and determined, the heels of his boots loud against the plank floor. He was already rehearsing what he would say to Lee when he found her. Thinking of ways to ease the sting of his words, to soothe the betrayal she must feel at the sharp accusations he'd hurled at her. The urgency raked at his spine, no longer content to be ignored, and propelled him outside into the cold air— 
 
    Derrick stumbled to a halt, the bottom dropping from his stomach. Lee stood in front of him, ten yards away, her gray eyes nothing more than hollow smudges in a face completely washed of all color—except for the bruise forming along her cheekbone. Her hair was tangled around her face, bits of leaves and dirt clinging to the silken strands. 
 
    She wasn't alone.  
 
    Three men flanked her. One on her left, his beefy hand clamped down on her arm in a crushing hold. One on her right, his hand twisted in her hair, pulling her head back at an awkward angle while he held the barrel of a pistol against her temple. 
 
    And the third man, standing a few feet off to the side, a cold smile splitting his face. Derrick ignored the two men holding Lee and focused on the third one—the most dangerous one.  
 
    "Your surprise at seeing me is more gratifying than you will ever know, my friend." The smile on Marko Stefanović's face grew wider. A shark's smile, all grimace and teeth. He moved forward, crushing the dirt and grass beneath his shoes with each step, stopping only when he was several feet away. Close, so fucking close. It would be so easy for Derrick to lunge at him, to strike a killing blow and end it all right here and now. He wouldn't survive—Marko's men would see to that—but it wouldn't matter. He'd have his vengeance.  
 
    But he couldn't, not with Marko's men flanking Lee. Not with that pistol pressed against her head. 
 
    His gaze slid to hers, quickly looked away before he could see the pain and betrayal in the depths of her eyes. Just like before. Just like— 
 
    He pushed the memory away, turned his gaze back to her uncle. Noticed the weapon held so casually in the other man's hand. "What do you want, Stefanović?" 
 
    "Nothing of any significance to you." His voice was calm, well-modulated, devoid of any trace of accent. "I was simply trying to have a small family reunion with my niece but she's made it so difficult." 
 
    He paused, his brow furrowed in a slight frown as he looked first at Lee then back at Derrick. He raised the gun and carelessly waved it in her direction. "You did know Lidiya was my niece when you were fucking her, didn't you? No?"  
 
    Stefanović shifted the gun's aim, carelessly pointed it at Derrick now. "No, I can see you didn't. Fair enough, since I didn't realize Kathleen was your wife when I was fucking her." 
 
    He heard Lee's soft gasp, knew it was from learning he'd been married, from hearing that his wife had betrayed him with her uncle. The gasp abruptly ended, turned into a strangled cry that ended just as quickly. But Derrick didn't look at her, he couldn't look at her. Not now, not when he needed to focus everything he had on Marko Stefanović. Not when he needed to anticipate the man's next move. 
 
    But there was nothing to anticipate. Not when he knew the man's next move. And there was no way to stop it. There was nothing he could do except stand there and watch, detached, as Marko raised the weapon and fired. 
 
    Fiery pain exploded in his shoulder and he fell back. Stumbled. Dropped to one knee. Struggled to stand and fell again, already sinking into the beckoning darkness with Lee's screams following him straight into hell. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Derrick had always thought he knew what to expect when he finally reached Hell. There would be darkness. Fire. Never-ending pain and torture. A parade of regrets flashing through his mind, each one shredding his skin with sharp clarity, tearing the flesh from his body strip-by-strip until there was nothing left. 
 
    He had known it would be like that. Had resigned himself to the bleak eternity stretching out before him like a desert road leading to nowhere.  
 
    He just never imagined it would hurt so fucking much. But it did. Jesus, it fucking hurt. 
 
    He was aware of his burning flesh, the fire throbbing in his chest, just below his collarbone. He was aware of the burning ache in his arms, of the pull in each muscle and tendon and ligament as they were stretched over his head. There was other pain, but he couldn't pinpoint it, was only aware of it on some visceral level that confused him. Shouldn't he know where it was? What was the point of eternal damnation and torture if you couldn't tell where it was coming from? 
 
    Maybe that's what surprised him the most: the sharp pain of the awareness. Which made no fucking sense. Nothing made sense. Not the pain. Not the hollowness in his chest. Not the way his head rolled to the side. Not even the voices around him, talking with words that made no sense even though he could hear them and knew he should understand them. 
 
    "Douse him. I want him awake." 
 
    That he understood. At least, he understood the words, but not their meaning, had no idea what— 
 
    Icy coldness washed over him. His head. His face. His chest. So fucking cold. Derrick finally regained control of his neck muscles, forced his head upright. Peeled one eye open, just a slit, just enough to see around him. 
 
    Hell was his cabin. What used to be his refuge was destined to be his prison for all eternity. Something about that struck him as wrong, but he couldn't understand why— 
 
    Another wave of icy coldness brought him fully awake. He sputtered, spit the water from his mouth and coughed. He tried to move his arm, tried to wipe the water from his face— 
 
    Searing pain tore through him, from his left shoulder up to his wrist. Derrick shook his head, dislodged the last shadows clinging to his brain, and looked around. 
 
    He'd been wrong: he wasn't in Hell. This was worse. So much worse. 
 
    He was in his cabin, his wrists bound, his arms stretched overhead and secured to the railings of the loft by a length of rough rope. Something warm dripped along his forearm, the sensation mildly annoying. He blinked, shook his head, looked up. Blood, from the cuts and abrasions on his wrists where the fibers of the rope dug into his skin. 
 
    How long had he been hanging here, with just his toes dragging the wooden planks of the floor? With the weight of his body pulling on his arms and straining the tendons of his shoulders? 
 
    Too long. Long enough that he could no longer feel his hands. Long enough for the puddle of blood pooling at his feet to congeal.  
 
    Long enough for night to fall outside the cabin windows. 
 
    He yanked his gaze from the windows and stared into the eyes of Satan himself. Marko Stefanović stared back at him, a wide smile wreathing a face that should bear a mark of evil instead of looking so...average. 
 
    "You've finally decided to join us, my friend. I was worried." He looked up at the loft, made a small motion with his hand. "Release the rope. Just enough to let our friend stand." 
 
    The tension on Derrick's arms was suddenly released and he fell, his legs buckling as he hit the floor. Pain exploded in his left shoulder, fresh blood running down his chest as the wound started to bleed again. Any sound that he might have made was drowned out by the sharp scream behind him. Derrick rolled, felt the bottom of his stomach drop open when his gaze landed on Lee. 
 
    She was sitting on the chair he'd been in earlier, when he had so callously acted as her judge and jury this morning. Her wrists were bound together, the ropes so tight that her hands were pale and bloodless. He watched in silent horror as the man beside her backhanded her. Her head snapped to the side as she whimpered in pain. She turned back, a trickle of blood dripping down her chin from the fresh cut on her lip. 
 
    Fury ripped through Derrick, white-hot and consuming. He wanted to rip the man's head from his shoulders. Wanted to tear the heart from his chest and shred it before doing the same to Stefanović. To all of them. 
 
    But Derrick didn't move. Didn't flinch. Didn't even blink. He was physically unable to do the first, his arms and legs completely useless. And he didn't dare do either of the others. Doing so would be the same as signing Lee's death warrant—but only after Marko made her pay. After he made both of them pay. 
 
    Derrick struggled to keep the mask of indifference in place and tried to sit up without using his arms. Cold sweat covered his body from the effort, the chill bone-deep. Sharp needles of pain raced along his legs as feeling slowly came back, tingling and burning, his limbs shaking with the sensation. The pain was worse in his arms, almost unbearable. Nausea twisted his gut. From the shattering pain ripping through his body. From the agony and horror on Lee's face. From the chilling certainty that there was nothing he could do.  
 
    Not for himself. 
 
    Not for Lee.  
 
    Regret ripped through him. Lee would suffer—because of him. He'd failed to keep her safe and now she would pay. Maybe Stefanović had always planned to kill her but now... 
 
    Now he would make her pay. He'd prolong her death, drag it out, simply because she was with him.  
 
    Because he had nothing he could use to barter with to save her, not even his own life. 
 
    He was already dead. He had known that from the second he'd seen Stefanović standing outside the cabin. The only reason he was still alive was because of the man's twisted sense of games. Stefanović was playing, waiting to see how long it would take for Derrick to break. This, what was between them, was personal. And it had never ended. Wouldn't end, not until one of them was dead. 
 
    And it was Derrick who had drawn the short straw—only now, Lee would pay the price with him. 
 
    "Pull him up." 
 
    Derrick's arms were jerked up, his entire body following like a puppet on a string. He clenched his jaw, bit down against the agony exploding in his arms and shoulders. Blood filled his mouth, warm and coppery, a bitter reminder that he was still alive. 
 
    For now. 
 
    A fist came out of nowhere, caught him against the jaw. His head snapped back. Fell forward then snapped back again when the same fist pummeled his cheek. Lee screamed again, the hoarse cry interrupted by the sound of flesh smacking flesh. 
 
    Derrick spit the blood from his mouth, opened his eyes and glared at Stefanović. Maybe the man saw something in his gaze. Maybe he sensed it. Or maybe he was just a sadistic son-of-a-bitch. Why didn't matter, not when the gleam of unholy amusement flashed in the man's gray eyes. 
 
    "Josif, bring Lidiya here to me." 
 
    Derrick didn't move. Didn't blink. Didn't fucking breathe. He couldn't, not now. Not with Stefanović studying him, watching for even the smallest sign that Lee might mean something to him. 
 
    Derrick kept his gaze focused on the wall behind Stefanović, refused to so much as glance at Lee when the other man dragged her over. Refused to look when Stefanović grinned her and held her against his chest. 
 
    "Lidiya. My dear niece. I think you like this man, yes?" Silence, broken only by a small whimper. Stefanović chuckled, grabbed something from the other man then swung his arm in front of Derrick. A line of fire sliced across his chest, searing and painful—but nowhere near as agonizing as Lee's sharp scream. 
 
    "Ah, so I was right. He does mean something to you. Shall we see if the feeling is mutual?" Stefanović moved his arm, swung the sharp blade toward Lee's face.  
 
    "No!" The roar erupted from Derrick's chest. He twisted, kicked out with his left leg and caught Stefanović behind the knee. Bit back a groan when his arms were jerked higher, when the man turned on him, the knife flush against Derrick's throat. 
 
    Stefanović laughed again, the sound chilling Derrick. Letting him know he'd fallen into the man's trap. Letting him know he made yet another tactical error, a fatal one this time. 
 
    Stefanović lowered the knife and draped his arm around Lee's shoulder. He pulled her against his side in an exaggerated hug, his voice conversational and mildly amused when he spoke. 
 
    "You know, Lidiya, I believe you do mean something to him. How very interesting. Did you know he did nothing to save his wife when I threatened her? He didn't flinch at all when I killed her. Sliced her throat, right in front of him, and he didn't even blink." 
 
    Derrick's eyes slid to Lee's. What he saw in their bottomless gray depths hit him like a punch in the gut, forced the air from his lungs. Horror. Sympathy. Fear. Regret.  
 
    Could she see the same regret in his own eyes? Or had he so perfected his mask that everything he felt was hidden? 
 
    It didn't matter. Not now. 
 
    He clenched his jaw, turned back to Stefanović. "Let her go, Marko." 
 
    "Now why would I do that, when the game just became so very much more interesting?" 
 
    "She's your niece. Your flesh-and-blood. This is between us, not her. Let her go." 
 
    "Ah, but she has something of mine. I take it very personally when someone takes what belongs to me. And I've been waiting two years for just the right time to take it back." 
 
    "What she has is worthless and you know it." 
 
    Stefanović shrugged. "Its worth doesn't matter. What matters is that it's mine. And unlike you, I go after what is mine." 
 
    Derrick ignored the insult, the insinuation. Held the other man's gaze for a long time before he spoke again. "Let her go, Marko. She doesn't deserve this. You know it." 
 
    "Hm. You know, you may be right. She is family, after all, isn't she?" Stefanović looked over his shoulder, nodded at the man behind him. "Josif, fill the bucket again. All the way." 
 
    Derrick forced his eyes to stay open, forced his mind to focus on what was going on in front of him when all he wanted to do was sink into oblivion. He couldn't, this was too important, he needed to stay focused, dammit. For Lee. On the chance, however slight it might be, that he could help. That he could get her out of this mess. 
 
    Anger tore through him, dulling the edges of pain tearing into him. Help her? How could he help her, when he couldn't help himself? When his arms were bound and stretched above him? When his legs were heavy and useless? 
 
    He couldn't help her, but maybe somebody else could. Maybe they were already on their way— 
 
    The hope withered and died as quickly as it appeared. Nobody knew where they were, had no way of knowing he was in trouble. He'd taken off, not bothering to tell anyone where he was going, not even TR. Nobody even knew about this place, would never find a record of it even if they knew to look for it. In two days, they'd start to wonder where he was. In three, the idle curiosity would turn into something more. They'd try calling his cell but wouldn't get an answer. They'd shrug, make a small joke, then put it from their minds.  
 
    In four days, they'd be more concerned. Zeus would be pissed. TR would be the one most worried and start insisting something was wrong. Then they'd put their heads together, try to decide of something was really going on that they needed to worry about, or if it was just a case of him going off on his own like he sometimes did. 
 
    Maybe they'd think of the chip, talk about remotely activating it. More than likely, they'd wait. By day five, maybe six, they'd realize something was definitely wrong and finally get around to remotely activating the tracking device embedded in his left arm—the one they all had, the ones that had horrified TR when she first learned about them.  
 
    But it would be too late. They didn't have five or six days. Derrick doubted if they had five or six hours. 
 
    A hoarse scream jerked his head upright. He forced his eyes open, stared in horror as Josif upended the bucket of water over Lee's head, drenching her.  
 
    What. The. Fuck.  
 
    He opened his mouth, snapped it shut when Stefanović ordered the bucket be filled again before looking over at him. 
 
    "Ah, I see your back with us. Just in time. I've decided that you were right. I will let Lidiya go free." He reached down, cut the wet ropes from her wrist and brusquely rubbed her pale flesh. "But—we shall make a game of it." 
 
    Fresh dread filled him. "Marko—" 
 
    "I think you will like this game, my friend. I will let Lidiya go free. At sunrise, my men will go look for her. If she can find her way to safety, she will be free. If she can find a place to hide from my men, she will be free. But, if they find her..." His voice trailed and he shrugged. "If they find her, she will come back to us and we will the end game here instead." 
 
    Jesus.  
 
    Derrick watched as Stefanović emptied the second bucket of water over Lee's head. Not just her head—he made sure her shirt was soaked. Her jeans. Her boots. Every inch of her was wet, the clear liquid dripping from her hair and face and the hem of her sweatshirt. She was already shivering. From the cold. From fright. Did she know what he had planned? Had she figured it out? 
 
    No, not until Stefanović threw open the door. Cold air rushed in, lowering the temperature inside a few degrees in just as many seconds. There had been frost last night—and tonight promised to be even colder. 
 
    Stefanović clapped his hands then motioned for Lidiya to come toward the door. Derrick struggled against the ropes, bit back a howl of pain when his arms were jerked from above. 
 
    " Stefanović, think about what you're doing. She's your niece. Your flesh-and-blood—" 
 
    "No." Lidiya's voice, hoarse and scratchy. "No. I'm nothing like him." 
 
    "Lee—" 
 
    Lidiya stepped toward him, her eyes big and round and filled with sadness. She started to reach for him, to caress his cheek, but dropped her hand before she touched him. Because of the silent threat from Josif, or because she couldn't bear the thought of touching him after what he'd said? After what he'd done? 
 
    "Lee—" 
 
    She shook her head, a sad smile briefly tilting one corner of her mouth. Her voice was a whisper, meant for his ears only. "I don't have any regrets, Chaos. Please remember that." 
 
    Then she turned and walked away, trailing water behind her as she stepped through the door and into the cold night. 
 
    Toward certain death. 
 
    Something snapped inside him when Stefanović closed the door behind her. Derrick roared in fury. Called her name. Pulled against the rope stretching his arms overhead. Ignored the pain in his chest, the pop of his left shoulder as it dislocated. He twisted. Kicked. Arched his back and lashed out, thirsty for blood, determined to get it— 
 
    Until pain exploded in the back of his skull and darkness overtook him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    The scream was inhuman, the kind of sound a wounded animal might make. It lifted the hair along the back of her neck and prickled her skin with bumps of fear and horror. 
 
    No, not a scream—a howl. Filled with anger. Desperation. Rage and fury. Pain and the promise of retribution—until it was abruptly cut short. 
 
    Derrick! 
 
    Lidiya stumbled, tripped and fell. Her heart squeezed in her chest. Tight. Tighter. So tight she thought it would implode and shatter. 
 
    Yes. Let it shatter. Let it end, here and now.  
 
    She collapsed against the cold ground, her chest heaving from the exertion of running, her body shaking from fear and cold. Tears fell from her eyes, tears of sorrow and regret and heartache.  
 
    Yes, let it end. Here. Now.   
 
    Derrick. 
 
    Oh God, what had Marko done to him to draw out that inhuman sound? What had he done to make that unbearable noise stop so abruptly? Lidiya didn't want to know, didn't want to imagine—but she could, all too well. 
 
    Derrick. 
 
    Horror ripped through her at the memory of Marko shooting him. At the way his men had dragged his limp body into the cabin. They'd stripped his shirt off. Bound his wrists, their hands rough and abusive. Dragged rope to the loft and jerked his body upright, higher and higher, until only the tips of his boots scraped  across the floor. She had watched in horror as Marko used his limp body as a punching bag and she had wanted to scream at him to stop—had screamed. But it had done no good. 
 
    Time had no meaning as she sat there, watching Derrick's body hanging from the loft. Minutes turned into hours, long enough for the sun to sink and turn the night black. And Lidiya did nothing but sit there. Watching. Waiting. Praying that Derrick wasn't suffering, praying that he couldn't feel the pain Marko had inflicted on his body.  
 
    Praying that the end would come quickly—for both of them. 
 
    But it hadn't. 
 
    Derrick. 
 
    Oh God, the things Marko had done to him. But Derrick had been silent the entire time. Stoic. Unaffected. 
 
    Until Marko had threatened her. Only then had he tried to fight back. To barter for her release. To do what he could to keep her safe, even appealing to her uncle's sense of family. 
 
    But you couldn't appeal to an animal. A monster. Didn't Derrick know that? Yes, he must, especially if what Marko had said about his wife was true. And if it was, Derrick must hate her even more, knowing that Marko's blood flowed through her own veins. 
 
    Blood will tell. 
 
    Blood. So much blood. 
 
    Lidiya struggled to open her eyes, to banish the sights playing out behind her lids. Cold, so cold. And tired. It would so easy to close her eyes and go to sleep, to drift off until she felt...nothing. 
 
    But she couldn't close her eyes, not without seeing Derrick's bloodied body. Not without seeing that last look of sorrow and regret that had been in his eyes before she turned away from him. 
 
    He had tried to save her, even though they both knew it was too late. But he had tried. 
 
    Which meant she had to try, too. 
 
    She pushed up, fell back to the ground as her hands, swollen and numb, gave out on her. Cried and tried again. Stumbled. Caught herself and finally straightened. One step, then another and another.  
 
    Weaving. 
 
    Staggering. 
 
    Knowing she had to move. Keep moving. 
 
    Knowing she had go try. Keep trying. Not give up. 
 
    Derrick. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    "You know this is bullshit, right? Absolute, total bullshit. We're going to get there and Chaos is going to go apeshit—if he doesn't fucking shoot us first." 
 
    "He won't shoot us." 
 
    "You sure about that? Because I wouldn't put it fucking past him." 
 
    "He won't shoot us." 
 
    "Yeah, well, if he does, I'm blaming your wife. Sending us out on this damn stupid wild goose chase because she has a feeling. She's fucking pregnant, for shit's sake. That feeling was probably heartburn." 
 
    Daryl stepped around Aidan "Flare" Wilt before Mac could pummel his ass. He shot them both a quelling look, silently telling them to shut the fuck up. Yeah, he happened to agree with Flare about the wild goose chase part, even if he had seen the look of terror on TR's face when she burst into Mac's office. She'd been convinced, one hundred percent, that something was wrong—and she hadn't let up, not until Mac had grudgingly tried Chaos's cell phone, only it went straight to voicemail.  
 
    TR hadn't cared. Had insisted they go find him. Now. Or else. Daryl had no idea what the fucking or else was but it had been enough for Mac to suggest checking the tracker. And hell, since they now knew where Chaos was, they might as well drop in and pay a visit. 
 
    And go prepared for war, just in case. 
 
    Because yeah, Flare was right about Chaos going apeshit when they showed up at his door, or tent or lair or cave or whatever the fuck was out here—uninvited and unannounced. 
 
    At least, Daryl had agreed with Flare—until about two hours ago, when the skin on the back of his neck started crawling. The sensation hadn't eased up, either. 
 
    He wasn't the only one feeling it, this certainty that something wasn't quite right. That's what was behind Flare's damn bitching: the fact that something might actually be wrong. 
 
    Daryl turned to Ninja. "How far?" 
 
    Colter "Ninja" Graham studied the small handheld locator for a brief second then looked up. "Just under two miles." 
 
    Daryl nodded, did a slow study of the other men with him, their faces nothing more than shadows in the night: Mac, Ninja, Flare, Wolf. Five men total, for what he'd at first considered a wild goose chase. 
 
    Now he wondered if five were enough for whatever fucking trouble Chaos might have gotten himself into. 
 
    Hell yeah, it was enough to handle any trouble—but he was more worried about handling Chaos if this really was nothing more than a false alarm. The man would be pissed when they showed up, when he found out Daryl had made the decision to activate the tracker. It wouldn't matter that TR had a feeling. 
 
    That was an issue for later, after they got to wherever the hell they were going. Standing around doing nothing wouldn't accomplish that.  
 
    Daryl made a single motion with his arm, a silent order to spread out and start moving. The men peeled away, disappearing into the shadows as they moved forward, intent on the job at hand. This was what they did best. Moving together. Silent. Deadly when they needed to be. Working as a team and anticipating each other's moves. 
 
    It was that sense of cohesiveness that brought them all to a stop several minutes later when they heard the sound of something crashing through the brush ahead. Five weapons were silently raised from their different positions, assessing the potential threat. 
 
    Daryl held his breath, listening. It wasn't an animal, not the four-legged kind, anyway. That significantly upped the threat risk. Only what he was hearing didn't sound threatening. The steps were staggered, off-balance. Several fast ones, a hesitation, two slow ones. Fast again, then a small whimper as whoever was running—trying to run—stumbled and fell. Heavy breathing. Another whimper. The sound of shoes scuffing the underbrush as whoever it was pushed back to their feet. More running, louder now, the steps more uneven and halting. 
 
    A shadow broke free from the trees several years away. Small. Slight. Staggering. Recognition flared in Daryl just as the figure collapsed—and didn't move. 
 
    "Shit." He slung the rifle over his shoulder, moved forward the same time as Wolf did. 
 
    "It's Chaos's woman." Wolf dropped to his knees beside her, his hands running along her body, checking for injuries. "Zeus, her clothes are soaked. She's freezing cold." 
 
    Zeus dropped to one knee beside the woman, touched the fabric of the sweatshirt covering her. It was wet, the material already stiffening from the near-freezing cold air. "What the fuck?" 
 
    The other men joined them, forming a protective half-circle around the woman, weapons ready as Wolf rummaged through his bag and pulled out supplies. "Somebody give me their shirt. Now." 
 
    The other three men moved at once but Ninja was the fastest. The black overshirt hit the ground beside him as he yanked his thermal shirt off and tossed it to Wolf. Daryl caught it, held it as Wolf quickly cut the wet shirt from Lee's shaking body, replaced it with the shirt that still retained Ninja's body heat. 
 
    "Zeus, she's been out here a while. She's already hypothermic." Wolf's voice was calm. Low and controlled as he opened a package of hand warmers and placed them on Lee's chest before covering her with an emergency blanket. Daryl still heard the concern underneath, and the same unasked questions that were going through his own mind— 
 
    What the fuck had happened? 
 
    And where the fuck was Chaos? 
 
    He leaned forward, placed a hand on Lee's shoulder and shook her. Again, harder this time, until her lids fluttered open and her unfocused gaze drifted to his. 
 
    "Derrick—" Her voice drifted away and her eyes drifted closed. Daryl squeezed her shoulder, shook her again, even harder.  
 
    "Lee. Lee, I need you to wake up. I need you to tell me where Chaos is." His voice was sharp with command, demanding. Her lids fluttered. Opened. Closed. Opened again, nothing more than mere slits in a ghostly white face. Her gaze was still unfocused but she seemed to understand the question because her lips moved, the words barely a whisper that he had to strain to hear. 
 
    "They...have him. My...uncle. Please. Help...him." 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    He exchanged a quick glance with Wolf, knowing he was the only other one who had heard. "Could she be hallucinating?" 
 
    "She could be—but I don't think so." Wolf nodded toward the barely-conscious woman. "Look at her face. Somebody hit her, more than once. And her clothes didn't get drenched by accident. Wherever this water came from, it wasn't a lake or a pond or a stream. Hell, you saw the map. There's nothing nearby that she could have fallen into. No reason for her to be this wet unless it was done on purpose." 
 
    "Fuck." Daryl pushed to his feet, slid the rifle from its position across his back. Normally, he'd leave Wolf here to look after the woman but he couldn't, not when his gut screamed that Chaos might need the man's skills more. "Mac, stay with Lee. Do what you can. Everyone else, let's go." 
 
    They moved out with deadly intent, their steps faster now but no less silent as urgency moved them forward. 
 
    One of their own was trouble. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Wolf slid into position beside Daryl, his eyes flat and cold, his face hard and grim. That told Daryl all he needed to know but he had to ask the question anyway. 
 
    "How bad is he?" 
 
    Wolf's mouth thinned into a grim line. "Bad enough I thought he was dead at first. Bullet wound upper left chest. What looks like a dislocated shoulder. Face is roughed up. Laceration across the chest, can't tell how deep because of all the fucking blood." Wolf paused, a muscle ticking in his tight jaw. "His wrists are bound and they've got him hanging from the loft." 
 
    "Shit." Daryl's own jaw clenched, his back teeth grinding together from the force. He mentally reviewed the layout Ninja had provided after doing a quick recon. A single open room, basic floor plan. No place to hide, except for the small bathroom to the right and the loft that ran across the back. 
 
    There were three targets, visually confirmed by Ninja's recon. Daryl lifted the thermal pocket scope to his eye and verified their positions. One person in the loft, another standing near the right wall. Neither of those two targets had moved much in the last five minutes. The third target was the most active, pacing back and forth in front of Derrick's still figure.  
 
    He dropped the scope, carefully looked at each of the three men with him, ending with Ninja. "You're sure there aren't any weapons?" 
 
    "None that are pulled, no. The two targets on the lower level are armed but the weapons are tucked at their backs. Didn't see anything on the target in the loft." 
 
    Which meant nothing. Not that it mattered—not unless they fucked up and their plan went sideways. 
 
    But it wouldn't. Daryl believed in the KISS method—keep it simple stupid. And there wasn't anything simpler than what they were about to do.  
 
    Taking out the targets would be easy: line up their sights, aim, shoot. One to the chest, insurance tap to the head. And they'd do it in unison, the shots timed perfectly.  
 
    Flare would take the guy in the loft. Ninja would take the man by the wall. 
 
    And Daryl would take the target near Derrick. 
 
    That freed up Wolf, who would move in and provide whatever medical treatment Chaos needed so they could get the hell out of here. 
 
    No, it didn't get much simpler than that. 
 
    Daryl nodded and they moved forward in unison, dark shadows blending into the night. Each man got into position, waited for Daryl's signal. 
 
    In three... 
 
    Two... 
 
    One— 
 
    It was over in ten seconds. Clean. Efficient—just the way Daryl liked it. 
 
    Wolf pushed past him, heading straight for Chaos. The grim set of his jaw was enough to make Daryl's stomach clench and he hurried forward, his knife already out to slice the ropes as Wolf supported Derrick's limp body. 
 
    He heard a small grunt, followed by a hoarse whisper that brought a surprised grin to his face. 
 
    "Jesus, that fucking...hurts." 
 
    Wolf choked back a harsh laugh as he eased Chaos to the floor and sliced through the ropes binding his wrists. Derrick flinched, the breath leaving him in a sharp hiss as Wolf slapped a bandage over the wound in his chest then examined the dislocated arm. "Always knew that Marines were a bunch of fucking crybabies." 
 
    "Fuck...you." Derrick shuddered, slid his gaze to Daryl. "Find Lee. She's—" 
 
    "We already found her." 
 
    Fear flashed through Derrick's eyes, quickly disappeared. "Is she..." 
 
    "She's fine." 
 
    Their gazes met, held for several long seconds. Daryl saw relief in the blue eyes staring back at him. Concern and doubt, as well. They both knew that fine left a lot open to interpretation.  
 
    Daryl reached out, squeezed Derrick's arm in silent reassurance. The other man grunted, closed his eyes and sighed. "Don't let her...see me...like this." 
 
    "Yeah, good luck with that." 
 
    Mac's gravelly voice came from the doorway. Daryl turned, frowned when the big man stepped into the cabin, Lee's shivering form curled against his chest. Mac shot him an apologetic glance. "It was either sit on her, carry her here, or let her come on her own. She wouldn't take no for an answer." 
 
    Mac moved closer, using the breadth of his large body to shield her from the sight of the two bodies sprawled on the floor. She wasn't looking at them anyway, her gaze was solely focused on Derrick, as if he was the only person in the room. 
 
    She struggled against Mac's hold, suddenly clutched his arm as he lowered her to her feet. She stumbled, quickly righted herself, took two staggering steps before dropping to her knees. 
 
    Then she reached out and grabbed his right hand with both of hers, tears streaming down her face. 
 
    Daryl pushed to his feet, averted his gaze to give them a semblance of privacy, noticed the other men were doing the same. All except Wolf, who was busy patching up Chaos. 
 
    "Come on. Let's get the hell out of here and go home."


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Three months later. 
 
      
 
    Peace.  
 
    Quiet. 
 
    Two things he used to enjoy—in moderation. The same way he used to enjoy this house. It had been his sanctuary. His escape. As recently as a few months ago, he'd walk through the front door, close it behind him and stand in the entranceway. Close his eyes and feel the silence of the house welcome him home. Here, he was free to be himself. Here, he didn't have to bother with small talk or making conversation or being part of a team. He didn't have to answer to anyone or explain what he was doing. Where he was going. And he sure as hell didn't have to explain why he'd done something. 
 
    That was one thing he missed about his previous work. Hell, maybe it was the only thing he missed, that autonomy. Being his own boss and not having to answer to anyone. Yes, he had superiors, but they were, for the most part, faceless names. He was given an objective then it was left up to him to decide how to meet that objective. Once it was complete, he'd make a report then move to the next one. There was accountability, of sorts—but no rules.  
 
    Being part of the team at Cover Six Security wasn't like that. For one, there was an actual team. For another, the names weren't faceless. They worked together—as a team. There were rules they needed to follow—as a team. There was accountability—as a team.  
 
    And they looked after each other— 
 
    As a team. 
 
    That had annoyed the living hell out of Derrick ever since Daryl had approached him and asked him to join CSS. But now— 
 
    He was smart enough to realize that he probably wouldn't be here right now if not for that damn team. At least Daryl hadn't rubbed it in his face...much. 
 
    Jesus. 
 
    That didn't mean he was eager to give up his sanctuary. His solitude. He was, for the most part, still a loner. Probably always would be. But the woman buzzing around his house didn't seem to know that. 
 
    No, she knew—she just didn't give a shit. 
 
    Derrick ran a hand down his face, rubbed his knuckles against the two-day growth of stubble on his jaw. Blew out a deep breath and stared at the woman moving back and forth in front of him. 
 
    "TR, what the hell are you doing now?" 
 
    Her hectic pacing finally slowed, just long enough that she could frown at him. "Trying to figure out if I need to rearrange your furniture." 
 
    Derrick blinked. Pursed his lips. Sighed again and wondered if she was fucking with him. Finally gave in and asked the obvious. "Why would you need to rearrange my furniture?" 
 
    "Because I'm not sure I like it the way it is." 
 
    Derrick frowned, studied the living room. Sofa. Loveseat. Recliner. Television set. The requisite number of tables and lamps. Hell, he even had artwork on his walls. Expensive artwork—originals, not copies. There wasn't a damn thing wrong with his living room and he happened to like it just the way it was—even if the walls did sometimes feel like they were closing in on him. 
 
    That sensation was relatively new but he'd get over it eventually. As soon as he was up to full speed.  
 
    Well, as soon as Zeus was convinced he was up to full speed. They were still arguing about that, three months later. Derrick had fully recovered from the injuries, with nothing but a few new scars and an occasional twinge in his left shoulder. In fact, the bullet wound had healed faster than the dislocation because it had been a clean shot, missing bone and tendon or anything else vital. 
 
    Now that he was healed, Derrick was chomping at the bit to get back in the field and do something. Yeah, he enjoyed computer work. Enjoyed creating programs and playing with security systems. Of pushing the boundaries and hacking software just to see if he could. But it was a hobby, just something he liked to dabble in when he got bored. Yeah, he was good at it—damn good—but that wasn't his fucking job. 
 
    At least, it hadn't been, up until three months ago. He'd pretty much been relegated to computer work after that night in the cabin... 
 
    His mind immediately detoured around those memories and moved back to the woman currently struggling to move the heavy trunk placed against the wall. The very, very pregnant woman.  
 
    Derrick shot to his feet and grabbed TR by the arm, pulled her away from the truck and glared down at her. "What the hell are you doing?" 
 
    "Mac says I'm nesting." 
 
    "Then go home to do that. This is my nest and I happen to like it just the way it is." 
 
    TR placed both hands on her hips and tilted her head back to meet his gaze. Pale blue eyes shot fire at him yet she still somehow managed a believable pout. "I can't. Mac won't let me." 
 
    Derrick dropped his gaze to her very round belly then led her over to the sofa. "So you think I will? What are you trying to do, get him to kill me?" 
 
    "No. Besides, he wouldn't kill you, not if I told him not to." 
 
    "Thanks for the reassurance. I'm touched." He moved into the kitchen, grabbed the carton of milk from the refrigerator and poured a glass. TR had been craving milk for the last month, vast quantities of it, so he made sure to keep a lot of it on hand. 
 
    Because she'd been spending a lot of time here lately, stopping by several times a week, if not more. Usually Mac was with her but occasionally, like this afternoon, she was alone. Checking in on him like she had last year when he'd been shot. Keeping him company. Annoying the living hell out of him. 
 
    Poking her nose where it didn't belong and trying to get him to talk about things he had no intention of talking about. 
 
    He returned to the living room, only a little surprised that she hadn't completely rearranged it while he'd been getting her something to drink. He handed her the glass then took a seat across from her. 
 
    She smiled, took a sip of the milk then balanced the glass on her stomach. "I talked to Lee this morning." 
 
    An invisible band tightened around his chest, squeezing his heart. His lungs. Derrick uncurled his hands, pulled in a slow breath. Released it. "You look tired, TR. You've been doing too much. You should call Mac and—" 
 
    "She's moving." 
 
    "—have him pick you up." 
 
    "Didn't you hear me? I said Lee is moving." 
 
    Derrick dropped his gaze, focused on a speck of white marring his black tactical pants. Lint. He frowned, flicked it off with his middle finger. Smoothed his palm over his right leg. 
 
    "Derrick!" TR's voice, holding a hint of impatience and irritation. "Lee is moving." 
 
    "Yeah. I heard you the first two times." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "And, what?" 
 
    "Aren't you going to do anything about it?" 
 
    "Why the hell would I do anything about it? Of course she's moving. She needs to move. That place Daryl arranged for her was only temporary." 
 
    "Don't you want to know where she's moving to?" 
 
    "If she wanted me to know, I'm sure she would have told me." 
 
    TR snorted. "Yeah, right." 
 
    "What the hell is that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "How is she supposed to tell you anything after that stupid stunt you pulled?" 
 
    "TR—" 
 
    "Don't TR me. How is she supposed to feel comfortable telling you anything when you pretty much made it clear you wanted nothing to do with her?" 
 
    "That's not—" 
 
    "Really? Then when's the last time you saw her? When's the last time you talked to her?" 
 
    Derrick ground his back teeth together and stared at the abstract painting on the wall. At the swirls of reds and blacks and bright blues. There was nothing calm about the painting, about the explosion of colors and frantic strokes. The artist had titled it Chaos. 
 
    And it fit. Fit him. His name. His life. 
 
    Jesus. 
 
    He hated that fucking painting. Always had. But he kept it around as a reminder of the choices he'd made. As a reminder of who he used to be. Who he still was. 
 
    Chaos.  
 
    That was him. His life. And he had no business dragging anyone else into it. Especially not someone like Lee. 
 
    The last time he'd seen her had been a week after that night in the cabin. She'd stayed with him until he'd been whisked away at the hospital and poked and prodded and stitched and X-rayed before being taken back to surgery. She'd been there when he woke up, huddled under a pile of blankets. Sitting by his bed, her face pale and withdrawn, the stitches at the corner of her mouth a dark line against her skin. Her hand had been wrapped around his, her trembling fingers threaded with his own. 
 
    But they hadn't talked. Neither of them had. There was nothing to say. Not then, not until later. 
 
    And when that time had come, he'd made sure to completely fuck it up. To thoroughly sever whatever connection they had—and not just the connection they'd been building online for the past eighteen months. 
 
    TR leaned forward, waved a hand in front of his face to get his attention before sitting back. "I still don't understand why you did what you did. Why you ended things that way." 
 
    "TR, there was nothing to end. We weren't together." 
 
    "But you were. And you still could be if you hadn't totally messed things up." 
 
    "No, we couldn't. TR, there was nothing there—" 
 
    "OhmyGod, you are such a liar and you know it!" 
 
    "Dammit, TR, enough." He pushed to his feet and stormed toward the kitchen, swore beneath his breath when he heard TR following him. He reached into the refrigerator, grabbed a beer and slammed the door closed before uncapping the bottle with one angry twist of his hand. 
 
    "You two should be together, Derrick." 
 
    He tilted his head back, drained half the bottle in three long gulps. "No, TR, we shouldn't. We were never together." 
 
    "But you were. I know you were—" 
 
    "We had sex, TR. Doesn't mean we were together or that there was anything there or, God forbid, that we were soulmates." 
 
    "You're only lying to yourself. You know that, right?" 
 
    "I'm not—" 
 
    "I saw how she looked at you, Derrick. More importantly, I saw how you looked at her. You need her." 
 
    "I don't—" 
 
    "You do. There was something there and you know it. You're just afraid to admit it." She stepped right up to him, completely invading his personal space, and poked a finger in the middle of his chest, hard, inches below where he'd been shot. Then kept on poking, using that damn finger to punctuate every word as she continued talking. "You've convinced yourself you don't deserve to be happy." 
 
    "TR—" 
 
    "No. I'm done talking to you. It's like talking to a stupid wall only the wall has more sense because it hasn't been poisoned with testosterone!" 
 
    She stepped back and crossed her arms in front of her. The look she was going for—angry and impatient and annoyed—was completely ruined by the sight of her protruding belly. Derrick bit down on the inside of his cheek, knowing that she would rain hell down on his head if she saw even the merest twitch of his mouth. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes in silent warning and stared at him. "You still haven't asked me where she's moving to." 
 
    "I don't—" 
 
    "Quantico. Want to know why—" 
 
    "No—" 
 
    "Because she's going to work for the FBI." 
 
    Derrick clenched his jaw and looked away. Yes, he'd known about that part, had reached out to a contact and mentioned her name, told that contact they'd be a fool not to put her to work. But he hadn't realized she'd be going to Quantico, had thought she'd take a position in the Baltimore office. 
 
    "Want to know what she's going to be doing?" 
 
    Derrick shook his head. "No—" 
 
    "She's going to be a hacker-analyst-computer-systems-something or other." 
 
    "Good—" 
 
    "And she leaves in the morning." TR tilted her head, watched him for a long time with soft understanding glowing in her eyes. "You need to at least try, Derrick. You can't keep letting the past define you. And you can't keep using it as an excuse to destroy your future. Because that's what you're doing." 
 
    Was it? Maybe. What the hell did it matter if he was? He was the loner, the one most comfortable being by himself. Relying on himself. He didn't need anyone— 
 
    Except maybe he did. Maybe Daryl had been right all along—they were a team, more efficient when they worked together. Stronger. Unstoppable. What if the same was true in life?  
 
    Mac had TR and he was a better man for it. Same with Daryl because Kelsey had filled the emptiness that had been eating the man alive.  
 
    They were couples, yes, but still a team. Working together, stronger for it. 
 
    Jesus. Any more of that bullshit and he'd actually start believing TR. 
 
    He drained the beer, tossed the empty bottle into the recycle container, then watched TR for a long minute. And damn if she didn't smart smiling. 
 
    "You're going to talk to her, aren't you?" 
 
    "I didn't say that." 
 
    "You didn't have to, I see it in your eyes." 
 
    "I'm not—" Oh, hell. Who was he fooling? Yes, he'd go talk to Lee—if for no other reason than to apologize. He owed her that much at least, after everything he'd said to her that morning in the cabin, before Hell had come to visit them. 
 
    After that...well, there would be no after. TR might believe in happy-ever-afters— 
 
    But Derrick knew better. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Everything he'd told TR was bullshit. Every line, every denial, every argument and excuse had been just that: bullshit. Only he hadn't realized it until ten minutes ago, when he first pulled up in front of the small condo in Cockeysville where Lee was staying. 
 
    Even now, he was in denial. Making excuses to himself, refusing to admit the truth. But he couldn't deny it, not anymore. Not when his sweaty palms and racing heart demanded otherwise. 
 
    He hadn't seen Lee because he'd been afraid to. Afraid of the way she looked at him. Afraid of the way he made her want. Afraid of the way she'd gotten under his skin so fast—not when they first met, but before then, even, when she had been nothing but a faceless name behind a computer. There had been a connection even then, before he'd known anything at all about her, one of comradery and companionship. She'd kept him company on more nights than he cared to admit, even to himself. 
 
    But mostly, he hadn't seen her because of the way she made him think about possibilities. Because he made her start to wonder if maybe there was something to all of TR's talk about soulmates and forever. Derrick had never thought of the future in those terms, not before Kathleen and sure as hell not after. He'd always done his best not to think of the future, period. 
 
    But now...now he wasn't so sure, and that scared the hell out of him. 
 
    He almost turned around and left but two things stopped him: first, leaving now would make him a fucking coward and he'd never be able to live with himself. And second—he was pretty damn sure Lee had already noticed his truck sitting at the curb. She'd either recognize it—or imagine the worst and think someone was stalking her. She'd had enough fright and pain to last her a lifetime, he'd be damned if he added to it. 
 
    He climbed out of the truck and slammed the door, made his way to the front of the building. The condo Lee was staying in was on the second floor, on the right-hand side. It was a nice enough place, with a second bedroom she could use as an office. A full dining room and a spacious kitchen with plenty of room if she wanted to stockpile supplies for the zombie apocalypse. Not that she needed to, not anymore, but he wondered if she realized that. 
 
    He should know the answer to that and it pissed him off that he didn't, which was why he pounded on the door a little harder than he needed to. The door swung open, fast enough to let him know that Lee had seen his truck and was expecting him. 
 
    Whatever he'd been expecting to see when she opened the door, the anger etched onto her face wasn't it. In fact, the anger caught him so off-guard that he actually stepped back and glanced over his shoulder, wondering if maybe he'd knocked on the wrong door. Only he hadn't, because that was definitely Lee leaning against the doorframe, her arms crossed in front of her, blocking him from entering. Annoyance flashed in her eyes—those big, beautiful, wide gray eyes that haunted every minute of his dreams. 
 
    This was definitely Lee—but not the reserved, wary, quiet Lee he'd come to know during the few days they'd spent together. 
 
    "What are you doing here?" 
 
    And yeah, okay, that sharp tone in her voice wasn't exactly what he'd been expecting to hear, either. For reasons he didn't understand, it actually irritated him and some of that irritation seeped into his voice when he spoke. 
 
    "I came to check on you. See how you were doing." 
 
    "Really? Why?" 
 
    "Because—" His mouth snapped closed and he stepped forward, thinking she'd move back and let him in. She didn't. "Because I wanted to see how you were doing, that's why." 
 
    "I'm fine. Thank you for checking." She stepped back, started to close the door. 
 
    Derrick slammed his hand against it, forced it open and stepped inside the condo. He scanned the interior, noticed the small stack of boxes against the wall, the books piled on the floor near the sofa, the computer equipment and paraphernalia carefully wrapped and waiting to be packed.  
 
    "You're moving." It was a statement, not a question, but she answered anyway, the first hint of wariness in her voice. 
 
    "Yes. Tomorrow." 
 
    Tomorrow. The word brushed over him, chilling him. Filling him with the certain knowledge that he was already too late. That whatever he was doing here, what he hoped to do, should have been done weeks ago. Months ago. 
 
    He dragged his gaze from the boxes. "To Quantico?" 
 
    Lee's brows snapped low over her eyes. "I—who told you that?" 
 
    "TR. Earlier, when she stopped by." 
 
    "Is that why you're here? Because she made you come?" Lee moved toward the door, closed her hand over the knob, but she didn't open it. And he didn't miss the shadow of pain, of regret, that passed through her eyes. "You didn't need to—" 
 
    "I came because I wanted to see you. Talk to you." 
 
    Her fingers tightened around the knob, almost like she was using it to brace herself. "You already said everything there was to say that last morning we were together." 
 
    She wasn't talking about the last time he'd seen her, that morning he was leaving the hospital. She was talking about that other morning, the one in the cabin. 
 
    The morning he'd let his anger rob him of common sense and intelligence. The morning he'd so cruelly told her she was no better than her grandfather. Her uncle. 
 
    He'd never been more wrong in his life. And he'd never regretted anything more than the way he regretted the things he'd said to her then. 
 
    Jesus. No wonder she looked like she wanted to throw him out of here. He deserved no less than that. No—he deserved worse than that. 
 
    But he didn't want to leave. Not yet.  
 
    He pointedly glanced at her hand wrapped around the doorknob then nodded toward the sofa. "Can we talk? Please?" 
 
    She hesitated, long enough that he actually thought she was going to say no. Then she slowly nodded and took a hesitant step forward, then another, her arm brushing against his as she skirted a pile of books. Derrick didn't stop to think, just reached down and snagged her hand. Threaded his fingers with hers.  
 
    And waited. 
 
    Would she jerk her hand free? Push him away? Tell him to leave? 
 
    She did none of those things, just stared up at him with those soulful eyes. 
 
    Her fingers trembled in his and he gave them a gentle squeeze before leading her to the sofa. He turned to face her when they sat, close enough that his knee brushed against her leg. Contact. Connection. He needed both when he talked her, needed the advantage that physical contact might give him. Hell, he needed every advantage he could get. 
 
    "Lee, what I said to you that morning—" Derrick swallowed around the odd lump in his throat, coughed to clear it. "I was wrong. I've never been more wrong. And I'm sorry—" 
 
    "But you were right. About all of it. I should have done something, should have turned the information over—" 
 
    "You didn't know. You said so yourself. You never looked at the files." 
 
    "Because I was scared. I was already ashamed of what we knew. About my grandfather. About Marko. The thought of learning more made me sick. So I didn't look. But I should have—" Her voice cracked and she shook her head. Determination filled her eyes, stiffened her shoulders. "If I had looked, if I had turned the information over, maybe it would have made a difference." 
 
    "It wouldn't have mattered, Lee. You know that. The information in those files—in Stefanović's files—was already outdated long before you took possession of it." 
 
    "I still should have done something. Turned it over. Destroyed the bracelet. If I had done that, at least, he would have never found me. He would have never done what he did to you—"  
 
    Derrick squeezed her hand. Caught her eye and offered her a reassuring smile, knowing that the attempt fell flat. "If you're going to blame anyone, blame me. I should have made you throw that bracelet out that very first night."  
 
    Because that was how Stefanović had found her and her parents: the silicone bracelet with the flash drive. The one thing he knew none of them would dare part with, not if it meant exposing their secrets. He hadn't cared that the information was useless, he'd only cared that they'd had it.  
 
    The two years that Lee had spent in hiding had been for nothing because Marko had known where she was, had always known. He'd simply been playing a game with her. 
 
    She took a deep breath, her gaze focused inward for a long minute. Long enough that a frisson of worry skittered along Derrick's spine. And when she refocused, when she finally looked at him, the sadness in her eyes sliced straight through him. 
 
    "What you said, about...about my family. You were right. I have their blood in my veins. The blood of monsters—" 
 
    "Bullshit." Derrick growled the world. Wrapped his hands around her arms and pulled her closer. Said the word again, harder this time. "Bullshit. You are nothing like them. Don't ever think you are, Lee." 
 
    But she didn't hear him. Or, if she did, she chose to ignore him. "How can you even look at me, Derrick? How can you even bear to be in the same room with me?" 
 
    "Because you're not them, Lee. Don't you understand that? You're not responsible for what they did—" 
 
    "But Marko, and what he did with your wife. What he did to her—how can you look at me and not see what my uncle did to the woman you loved?" 
 
    Derrick jerked back, her words having the same effect on him as if she had slapped him. He released her arms. Ran a hand through his hair then down over his face. Stared at his fingers, surprised to see the way they shook. He curled his hands into fists and rested them on his thighs, dug his knuckles into the tense muscles— 
 
    And shared a truth he'd never shared with another soul. 
 
    "I didn't love her, Lee. Any more than she loved me." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "We should have never married. I think we both knew that. But instead of divorcing, we stayed together. Not out of any sense of loyalty, just because it was easy. We didn't hate each other, we just—we didn't belong together." No, that wasn't quite true. Kathleen had hated him, at least for a little while, because it had been so easy for him not to care. Because it had been easy for him to turn his back on her and focus on his work instead of them. 
 
    That was why she had turned to Marko, to the danger and excitement he offered—to get back at him. And when Marko had so casually asked for information, she had willingly provided it, thinking she was doing nothing more than sabotaging a business deal Derrick was working on—only it was so much more than that, and innocent men had nearly lost their lives because of her spite.  
 
    Kathleen hadn't known it until the end, hadn't realized—not until it was too late—that she was nothing more than just another pawn in one of Marko's twisted games. Her fate had been sealed by her own duplicity. 
 
    He didn't share those details with Lee. There was no need to. Kathleen had paid for her mistake, had paid a higher price than she could have ever expected. Maligning her name now served no purpose.  
 
    Derrick uncurled one fist, smoothed his palm along his leg. "Kathleen didn't know who Marko was at first, thought he was just a business associate. A rival. I don't think she ever really knew the truth, not even at the end." 
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "Stefanović used her as bait to draw me out. I had information he wanted and he thought I would give it to him if he threatened Kathleen's life." Only he'd done more than threaten her. So much more. 
 
    Derrick closed his eyes, pushed away the memories of Kathleen's screams. Of the way she had begged and cried for him to help her. Tried to forget the relief he'd seen in her eyes when he entered the room, the certainty that he'd come to rescue her. The trust in her dark gaze as she looked at him. 
 
    The way that trust had withered and died when she realized the truth. 
 
    Derrick banished the memories and opened his eyes. "When he realized I wouldn't give him what he wanted, Stefanović killed her. He'd already planned on killing her, of course. I'd known that from the very beginning. But he wanted me to feel responsible, wanted me to know that her death was on my hands. And maybe it was. If I had loved her, if I had cared at all, maybe I would have bartered with him. Maybe I would have fought or...at least made an effort..." His voice trailed off, the words he'd just spoken echoing around him. Through him. Over and over. 
 
    ...if I cared... 
 
    ...would have fought... 
 
    ... made an effort... 
 
    Another memory, this one more recent. Of an inhuman scream. Of twisting and fighting and kicking out. Of raw fury and panic and— 
 
    His eyes slammed shut and his gut twisted and clenched, threatened to turn inside out. Cold sweat broke out on his forehead. His palms. The back of his neck. 
 
    Realization barreled into him with enough force to obliterate the past. To annihilate everything he'd believed about himself. To drive everything from his mind except now. Truth blinded him, bright stars exploding behind his eyes. He doubled over, struggled to catch his breath, struggled against a certainty he couldn't deny. 
 
    Hands grabbed at his shoulders. Tugging. Squeezing. A feminine voice called his name, a voice filled with worry and sharp with concern. 
 
    "Derrick. Derrick!"  
 
    Just as quickly as the attack—he had no other word for it—had come, it disappeared. The tightness in his chest eased and his lungs filled with air. Clean, fresh air. He straightened, sat up, noticed Lee staring at him. The same concern and worry that had been in her voice shone in her eyes as she watched him. 
 
    "Are you okay? I thought—you looked like you might be sick." 
 
    "No." He shook his head. "No, not sick. Just—" 
 
    Stunned. Amazed. Shocked. Bewildered. All of that and more.  
 
    And surprised. Surprised that Lee couldn't see the realization on his face. Surprised that she hadn't yet made the connection. 
 
    But she hadn't, not yet. She sat there, brows pulled low over her magnificent eyes, one hand absently rubbing gentle circles along his back. Was she even aware of what she was doing? How she was touching him? Comforting? Did she even realize why? 
 
    But she wasn't paying attention to him. She was focused on something else, on the story he'd been telling her in such a flat, emotionless voice. 
 
    "Fighting wouldn't have made a difference, Derrick. Not with Marco. You know that. It would have only made it worse, for both of you. Look what happened at the cabin, at what he did to you when—" 
 
    And just like that, she knew. He saw the knowledge flash in her eyes, in the way her face paled then quickly colored with a bright flush. She dropped her hand from his back, slid away from him. 
 
    Shook her head. 
 
    Covered her mouth with a trembling hand. 
 
    But she never looked away from the intensity of his gaze. She couldn't, he wouldn't let her. 
 
    "Derrick, no—I...you—" She swallowed, shook her head again. "You can't. It's not—" 
 
    "Are you going to deny there's a connection? That there's always been a connection?" 
 
    "No, but—there can't be. Not like that. We—we don't—it's not—" 
 
    Derrick reached for her, silenced her with a kiss. Hesitant at first. Soft and gentle. When she didn't pull away, he deepened it, caught her soft sigh in his mouth and pulled her pliant body closer, groaned when soft curves pressed against him. 
 
    He gentled the kiss then pulled away, before he lost all control. 
 
    "One day at a time, Lee. I'm not going to rush this. You've been through too much. Hell, so have I. But I'm not going anywhere, not now. And we'll figure out what this is between us together. Like a team." 
 
    She frowned, tilted her head to the side. "A team?" 
 
    "Yeah, a team. I've had the point driven home quite a bit recently that working as a team is a hell of a lot more effective than working solo." 
 
    "It is." She wrapped her arms around his neck and offered him a smile so bright, his heart slammed into his chest.  
 
    He grabbed her around the waist, settled her on his lap. "I know there's a lot we need to work on, Lee. And we will. Quantico is only a few hours away, I can come down on weekends—" 
 
    "I'm not moving to Quantico." 
 
    "What? But I thought—TR said you were moving to Quantico."  
 
    "No. My training starts next week so I'll be down there for that but I'm not moving. I'll be back here, working in the Baltimore office." 
 
    Derrick glanced at the stack of boxes and frowned. "But you said you were moving in the morning." 
 
    "I am. I found a nice little apartment in Towson." 
 
    "Towson?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    He tightened his arms around her, pressed a quick kiss against her soft mouth. "I have a better idea. Move in with me." 
 
    Lee shook her head so hard that her thick hair fell across her face. She pushed it out of the way, her gaze intent when it met his. "No, Derrick. It's too soon. Everything is happening too fast." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    She placed a finger against his mouth, silencing him. "Even you said we'd take our time and figure things out. Me moving in with you would only cloud the issue." 
 
    He curled his hand around her wrist and pulled her finger from his mouth. "I also said sex would cloud the issue but you didn't seem to care about that." 
 
    A teasing smile curled the corners of her mouth as she settled deeper into his lap and wiggled against him. "You can have your choice of one or the other." 
 
    Derrick dipped his head, caught her mouth in a kiss that quickly intensified, sweeping them along in a fiery river of desire. Of need. 
 
    Lee thought he had made his choice and he had, just not the one she assumed. 
 
    Because he chose her. All of her. He'd finally found what had been missing from his life, what he had never even known was missing. He wasn't about to let her go. Not now. 
 
    And he was willing to wait for her to realize it, no matter how long it took. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Two Years Later. 
 
      
 
    It had taken two years. 
 
    Two years, three months, and eleven days... 
 
    Not that he was counting. 
 
    Four months and eighteen days before she said she loved him. 
 
    Thirteen months and six days before she accepted his proposal. 
 
    Nineteen months and twenty-eight days before she finally moved in with him. 
 
    And two years—two years exactly from the night he'd finally realized how he felt—before they stood in front of witnesses and pledged eternity together. 
 
    That had been three months and eleven days ago and Derrick still had trouble believing she'd actually said yes. That she was his now. That he was hers. Officially. Legally. 
 
    He stared down at the ring on his finger, bit back a smile. He didn't need the ring or a piece of paper to make it official—she'd been his since the very first night he'd seen her in person. Only—stubborn fool that he was—it had taken him a while to figure it out. 
 
    He wasn't the only stubborn one. It turned out that his wife was just as stubborn as he was, maybe even more so. 
 
    Stubborn. 
 
    Witty. 
 
    Sexy. 
 
    His soulmate. 
 
    Turned out that TR had been right all along—and she wasn't letting him live it down.  
 
    Jesus. 
 
    He propped his shoulder against the doorframe, his gaze completely focused on his wife. Warmth unfurled low in his gut, spread throughout him, leaving him with a feeling of peace and contentment. It hadn't been easy, especially those first six months. They had both had some serious shit to work through. But they'd done it—together.  
 
    As a team. 
 
    At least Zeus hadn't gloated about being right, the way TR had. Not too much, anyway. 
 
    He watched Lee for a few more minutes, smiled at the way her brow furrowed in concentration. At the way her lips silently moved while she studied whatever was on the screen in front of her. She tilted her head to the side, chewed on that plump lower lip for a second. Then her frown cleared and a large smile spread across her face. Her fingers flew across the keyboard then she sat back, a satisfied grin curling the corners of her mouth. 
 
    Derrick pushed away from the door and closed the distance between them. He reached down, snagged Lee's hand and pulled her to her feet. She came willingly, settled herself between his legs as he leaned against the edge of the desk. He dipped his head, caught her mouth with his, and kissed her. Deep. Slow. Thoroughly and completely. 
 
    But not as completely as he wanted. Not here, in his office. They'd have to wait until later, when they were home. 
 
    He broke the kiss with a low groan. Pure male satisfaction shot through him at the slightly dazed look on Lee's face. In her eyes—those big, gorgeous gray eyes that still took his breath away and always would. 
 
    "Did you figure out whatever problem you were working on with that program?" 
 
    "Hm?" She blinked and the dazed expression in her eyes cleared. She waved absently toward the computer and nodded. "Yes, of course. I figured that out as soon as I looked at it." 
 
    Derrick bit back a smile, wondered if he should add humble to the list of his wife's traits. She'd appreciate the irony. "Then what were you so focused on?" 
 
    "Oh, nothing important. Just, you know—" She waved her hand in the direction of the computer again, "—a little bug. Nothing more than an annoyance." 
 
    "A bug?" His brows snapped low over his eyes as a little tingle of warning danced up his spine. "What kind of bug? Lee, what did you—" 
 
    A frustrated roar echoed through the hallway, followed by the sound of pounding steps. 
 
    "Dammit! Biggs!" Flare's voice, coming closer—and he wasn't calling for Derrick, either. 
 
    A smirk of satisfaction spread across his wife's face. "He called Kelsey hormonal." 
 
    Derrick bit down on the inside of his cheek and swallowed back a choked laugh. He didn't ask Lee what she'd done—he didn't need to know. Didn't want to know. All he knew was that he was damn glad she was on their side. 
 
    "You can be a scary woman, do you know that?" 
 
    Lee wrapped her arms around his waist, snuggled even closer as she tilted her head back. "Maybe. But you love me anyway." 
 
    "Yeah, I do." He dipped his head, caught her mouth with his in a kiss filled with promises, both spoken and unspoken. 
 
    With love. 
 
    Always. 
 
      
 
    ~ The End ~ 
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    If you missed the beginning of the Cover Six Security series, you can read it here in Covered By A Kiss, A Cover Six Security novella, available at your favorite digital retailers. 
 
    Mac and TR's story begins in the novella above, and continues in book one of the series, The Protector: MAC, available at your favorite digital retailers.  
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    The Rescuer: WOLF 
 
    Cover Six Security Book 5 
 
      
 
    These men never back away from danger—and always fall hard for love in Cover Six Security, an explosive new series from USA Today Bestselling Author Lisa B. Kamps. 
 
      
 
    Sebastian "Wolf" Wood. Former soldier. Medic. Loveable, loyal...and lethal. He knows better than anyone that appearances can be deceiving and he has no problem exploiting his cover-model good looks to get what he wants, especially when it's for the success of a mission. He's done it before, he'll do it again—until the one mission where the tables get turned by a storybook beauty whose bite is worse than her bark and who leaves him trying to figure out what's real—and what's an illusion.  
 
      
 
    Peyton Richards is getting a second chance at her big break—a chance most people would kill for. But her excitement at making a comeback is overshadowed by her irrational attraction to the man hired to watch over her—a man who looks like he'd be more at home on a California beach than as a bodyguard. A man who seems to relish butting heads and irritating her at every turn while stealing kisses that leave her breathless. A man who's entirely too comfortable in a glittering world where everyone is pretending to be someone else. 
 
      
 
    When a publicity stunt goes terribly wrong and it becomes obvious that someone wants Peyton out of the picture—permanently—it's up to Sebastian to keep her safe. To do that, he needs to breach her defenses and show her that it's what you can't see that's real—and if he fails, it's only a matter of time before the game of fantasy and make-believe lures them into a nightmarish hell of lies, deceit...and death. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Don't miss the next sizzling title in the Cover Six Security series, The Rescuer: WOLF--releasing November 20, 2019, and available for pre-order now. 
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    The York Bombers Book 1 
 
    Harland Day knows what it's like to be on rock bottom: he was there once before, years ago when his mother walked out and left him behind. But he learned how to play the game and survived, crawling his way up with the help of a friend-turned-lover. This time is different: he has nobody to blame but himself for his trip to the bottom. His mouth, his attitude, his crappy play that landed him back in the minors instead of playing pro hockey with the Baltimore Banners. And this time, he doesn't have anyone to help him out, not when his own selfishness killed the most important relationship he ever had. 
 
    Courtney Williams' life isn't glamorous or full of fame and fortune but she doesn't need those things to be happy. She of all people knows there are more important things in life. And, for the most part, she's been able to forget what could have been—until Harland gets reassigned to the York Bombers and shows back up in town, full of attitude designed to hide the man underneath. But the arrogant hockey player can't hide from her, the one person who knows him better than anyone else. They had been friends. They had been lovers. And then they had been torn apart by misunderstanding and betrayal. 
 
    But some ties are hard to break. Can they look past what had been and move forward to what could be? Or will the sins of the past haunt them even now, all these years later? 
 
    Turn the page for a preview of PLAYING THE GAME, the launch title of a brand-new hockey series, now available.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The third drink was still in his hand, virtually untouched. He glanced down at it, briefly wondered if he should just put it down and walk away. It was still early, not even eleven yet. Maybe if he stuck it out for another hour; maybe if he finished this drink and let the whiskey loosen him up. Or maybe if he just paid attention to the girl draped along his side— 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    He swirled the glass in his hand and brought it to his mouth, taking a long sip of mostly melted ice. The girl next to him—what the fuck was her name?—pushed her body even closer, the swell of her barely-covered breast warm against the bare flesh of his arm. 
 
    "So you're a hockey player, right? One of Zach's teammates?" 
 
    Her breath held a hint of red wine, too sweet. Harland tried not to grimace, pushed the memories at bay as his stomach lurched. He tightened his grip on the glass—if he was too busy holding something, he couldn't put his arm around her or push her away—and glanced down. The girl looked like she was barely old enough to be in this place. A sliver of fright shot through him. They did card here, right? He wasn't about to be busted picking up someone underage, was he?  
 
    She had a killer body, slim and lean with just enough muscle tone in her arms and legs to reassure him that she didn't starve herself and probably worked out. Long tanned legs that went on for miles and dainty feet shoved into shoes that had to have heels at least five inches tall. He grimaced and briefly wondered how the hell she was even standing in them. 
 
    Of course, she was leaning against him, her full breasts pushing against his arm and chest. Maybe that was because she couldn't stand in those ridiculous heels. Heels like that weren't meant for walking—they were fuck-me heels, meant for the bedroom. 
 
    He looked closer, at her platinum-streaked hair carefully crafted in a fuck-me style and held in place by what had to be a full can of hairspray—or whatever the fuck women used nowadays. Thick mascara coated her lashes, or maybe they weren't even her real lashes, now that he was actually looking. No, he doubted they were real. That was a shame because from what he could see, she had pretty eyes, kind of a smoky gray set off by the shimmery eyeshadow coloring her lids. Hell, maybe those eyes weren't even real, maybe they were just colored contacts.  
 
    Fuck. Wasn't anything real anymore? Wasn't anyone who they really claimed to be? And why the fuck was he even worried about it when all he had to do was nod and smile and take her by the hand and lead her out? Something told him he wouldn't even have to bother with taking her home—or in his case, to a motel. No, he was pretty sure all he had to do was show her the backseat of his Expedition and that would be it. 
 
    Her full lips turned down into a pout and Harland realized she was waiting for him to answer. Yeah, she had asked him a question. What the hell had she asked? 
 
    Oh, yeah— 
 
    "Uh, yeah. Yeah, I play hockey." He took another sip of the watery drink and glanced around the crowded club. Several of his teammates were scattered around the bar, their faces alternately lit and shadowed by the colored lights pulsing in time to the music.  
 
    Jason pulled his tongue from some girl's throat long enough to motion to the mousy barmaid for a fresh drink. His gaze caught Harland's and a wide grin split his face when he nodded.  
 
    Harland got the message loud and clear. How could he miss it, when the nod was toward the girl hanging all over him? Jason was congratulating him on hooking up, encouraging him to take the next step. 
 
    Harland took another sip and looked away. Tension ran through him, as solid and real as the hand running along his chest. He looked down again, watched as slender fingers worked their way into his shirt. Nails scraped across the bare flesh of his chest, teasing him. 
 
    Annoying him. 
 
    He put the drink on the bar and reached for her hand, his fingers closing around her wrist to stop her. The girl looked up, a frown on her face. But she didn't move her hand away. No, she kept trying to reach for him instead. 
 
    "What'd you say your name was?" 
 
    "Does it matter?" Her lips tilted up into a seductive smile, full of heated promise as her fingers wiggled against his chest. 
 
    Did it matter? It shouldn't, not when all Harland had to do was smile back and release her hand and let her continue. Or take her hand and lead her outside. So why the fuck was he hesitating? Why didn't he do just that? That was why he came here, wasn't it? To let go. Loosen up. Hook up, get things out of his system. 
 
    No. That may be why Jason and Zach and the others were here and why they brought him along—but that wasn't why he was here. So yeah, her name mattered. Maybe not to him, not in that sense. He just wanted to know she was interested in him and not what he did. That he wasn't just a trophy for her, a conquest to be bragged about to her friends in the morning.  
 
    He gently tightened his hand around her wrist and pulled her arm away, out of reach of his chest. "Yeah. It matters." 
 
    Something flashed in her eyes—surprise? Impatience? Hell if he knew. He watched her struggle with a frown, almost like she didn't want him to see it. Then she pasted another bright smile on her face, this one a little too forced, and pulled her arm from his grasp. 
 
    "It's Shayla." She stepped even closer, running her hand along his chest and down, her finger tracing the waistband of his jeans.  
 
    He almost didn't stop her. Temptation seized him, fisting his gut, searing his blood. It would be easy, so easy.  
 
    Too easy. 
 
    Then a memory of warm brown eyes, wide with innocence, came to mind. Clear, sharp and almost painful. Harland closed his eyes, his breath hitching in his chest as the picture in his mind grew, encompassing soft brown hair and perfect lips, curled in a trembling smile.  
 
    "Fuck." His eyes shot open. He grabbed the girl's hand—Shayla's—just as she started to stroke him through the worn denim. Her own eyes narrowed and she made no attempt to hide her frown this time. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Her voice was sharp, biting. 
 
    "I could ask you the same thing." 
 
    Her hand twisted in his grip. Once, twice. "Zach told me you needed to loosen up. That you were looking for a little fun." 
 
    Zach had put her up to this? Harland should have known. He narrowed his eyes, not surprised when the girl suddenly stiffened. Could she see his distaste? Sense his condemnation? He leaned forward, his mouth close to her ear, his voice flat and cold. 
 
    "Maybe you want me to whip my cock out right here so you can get on your knees and suck me off? Have everyone watch? Will that do it for you?" 
 
    She ripped her hand from his grasp and pushed him away, anger coloring her face. "You're a fucking asshole." 
 
    Harland straightened and fixed her with a flat smile. "You're right. I am." 
 
    She said something else, the words too low for him to hear, then spun around and walked away. Her steps were short, angry, and he had to bite back a smile when she teetered to the side and almost fell. 
 
    Loathing filled him, leaving him cold and empty. Not loathing of the girl—no, the loathing was all directed at himself. What the fuck was his problem?  
 
    The girl was right: he was a fucking asshole. A loathsome bastard. 
 
    Harland yanked the wallet from his back pocket and pulled out several bills, enough to cover whatever he'd had to drink and then some. He tossed down the watered whiskey, barely feeling the slight burn as it worked its way down his throat. Then he turned and stormed toward the door, ignoring the sound of his name being called. 
 
    He should have gone home, back to the three-bedroom condo he was now forced to share with the sorry excuse that passed for his father. But he wasn't in the mood to deal with his father's bullshit, not in the mood to deal with anything. So he drove, with no destination in mind, needing distance. 
 
    Distance from the spectacle he had just made of himself. 
 
    Distance from what he had become. 
 
    Distance from who he was turning into. 
 
    But how in the hell was he supposed to distance himself…from himself? 
 
    Harland turned into a residential neighborhood, driving blindly, his mind on autopilot. He finally stopped, eased the SUV against the curb, and cut the engine. 
 
    Silence greeted him. Heavy, almost accusing. He rested his head against the steering wheel and squeezed his eyes shut. He didn't need to look around to know where he was, didn't need to view the quiet street filled with small houses that showed years of wear. Years of life and happiness and grief and torment. 
 
    "Fuck." The word came out in a strangled whisper and he straightened in the seat, running one hand down his face. Why did he keep coming here? Why did he keep tormenting himself? 
 
    She didn't want to see him, would probably shove him off the small porch if he ever dared to knock on the door. He knew that, as sure as he knew his own name. 
 
    As sure as he knew that she'd be sickened by what he had become. Three years had gone by. Three years where he'd never bothered to even contact her. Hell, maybe he was being generous. Maybe he was giving himself more importance than he deserved. Maybe she didn't even remember him. 
 
    He rubbed one hand across his eyes and took a ragged breath, then turned his head to the side. The house was dark, just like almost every other house on the block. But he didn't need light to see it, not when it was so clear in his mind.  
 
    A simple cottage style home, with plain white siding that was always one season away from needing a new coat of paint. Flowerbeds filled with exploding color that hid the age of the house. A small backyard filled with more flowers and a picnic table next to the old grill, where something was always being fixed during the warmer months.  
 
    An image of each room filled his mind, one after the other, like a choppy movie playing on an old screen. Middle class, blue collar—but full of laughter and warm memories. He knew the house, better than his own. 
 
    He should. He'd spent more time here growing up than he had at his own run-down house the next street over. He had come here to escape, stayed because it was an oasis in his own personal desert of despair. 
 
    Until he had ruined even that. 
 
    He closed his eyes against the memories, shutting them out with a small whimper of pain. Then he started the truck and pulled away, trying to put distance between him and the past. 
 
    A past that was suddenly more real than the present. 
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