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      Logan Stone looked up when his boss—as of three hours ago— approached his office. Logan had been at his desk since five that morning but the time had gone by quickly with no distractions around to interrupt him.

      He watched as Jack Sutton, CEO of Sutton Capital, entered the moderately-sized office with a large window on one wall, and sat in the chair across from Logan. He’d known Jack for a few months and respected the man as both the head of the company, and as a person.

      Zach Harris, Logan’s best friend and Jack’s brother-in-law, was responsible for introducing the two men. Logan suspected Zach might be responsible for Jack giving him this job. A fact that grated on his nerves on a daily basis, but he needed the job. He wasn’t exactly in a position to turn it down.

      “Security told me you’ve been in the building since five,” Jack said. “I gotta tell you, I do like hard workers, but you really don’t need to be here that early.”

      Jack’s smile was easy and his posture loose as he crossed one ankle over a knee. Logan wished he felt the same way, but edgy didn’t even begin to describe what he was feeling.

      Despite his mood, he grinned and shrugged, throwing a mask over his features. From what he’d heard, there was a time when Jack Sutton would have demanded his employees showed up earlier than the competition, and left later.

      Being a husband and father had changed that in the last few years. Sutton Capital had been changing to a family-oriented company that prized relationships and quality of life as much as it valued dollars and cents. It still held a powerful position in the industry, but the environment of the company had changed dramatically in recent years.

      “Wanted to get a jump on things.” What the hell else could he say to explain his early arrival? No way would he tell Jack he’d made the twenty-minute drive to work at five in the morning because he wasn’t yet able to drive in traffic. Because he needed the ability to run a red light when the panic set in. Because, most days, he had to roll through a stop sign and hope to avoid a ticket or worse if he was out when there weren’t many people on the road.

      Jack nodded as though he accepted the excuse and placed a stack of files on Logan’s desk.

      “These are the files I told you about. If you can go over them this morning, I’ll tell Samantha to get with you this afternoon. You can run through your thoughts and get her perspective on things. She’s familiar with all of the companies we’re thinking of acquiring. She can often spot things I can’t, so it’s useful to touch base with her before we make any decisions.”

      Samantha Page. The woman had grabbed his attention at Zach’s wedding three months ago. She was good friends with Zach’s new bride, Jesse and with Jack’s wife, Kelly.

      Although he didn’t talk to her directly the weekend of the destination wedding, he’d sure as hell noticed her. And damned if she hadn’t been sauntering through his dreams every night since then. In fact, he owed her a debt there.

      The one thing that had eased in the last three months since he’d medically retired from the military were his nightmares. He still had to deal with his memories when he was awake, but they didn’t seem to come pounding on his door as often at night anymore. Sam had that distinction now.

      Logan shoved aside thoughts of Sam with that long black hair and soft curves that plagued his dreams, and nodded. He pulled the files closer to him and scanned the names of the companies neatly typed on the edge of each one.

      Jack had mentioned each of them in their prior talks and Logan already had a list of follow-up questions for Sam. Logan would be teaming up with three men and one woman who, like him, were new to Sutton Capital.

      As someone who had been with Sutton Capital for years, Samantha would be his liaison to the rest of Sutton. She was set up to help get him and his team settled into the company and get up to speed on the companies Sutton Capital was interested in backing financially.

      Logan’s new team all had medical, science, or technology backgrounds—some earned in the military like him, one in a research firm he’d helped to found, and another as a physician.

      He was glad Sam would be teaming up with him to lead the new team. From what he knew of her, she was a computer genius. She could hack just about anything you threw at her and had a deeper than average knowledge base of a hell of a lot of other topics as well. From what he’d heard from Zach, she was the kind of person who read physics textbooks for giggles as a kid, but she was cool enough to have designed a kickass online game that he had to admit, he’d spent many nights playing recently.

      Sam’s looks reminded him of one of those woman you might see painted on a plane in World War II. Back when women were real, with curves and full lips and a body a man could lose himself in. Not one of those damned french fry stick figures most women aspired to nowadays. Sam had curves and substance to her. Logan wouldn’t feel like he might break her if he grabbed hold of her or tucked her up under him—

      Hell.

      “Logan?”

      “Yeah?” The look on Jack’s face told Logan his boss had been trying to get his attention without success.

      “So, you’re good to get with Sam at two?”

      Get with Sam? Crap. Get it together, sailor.

      “Sure.” Logan picked up a pencil and jotted the notation on his desk planner. He was still old school in that respect, which some considered odd given his technology background. He liked a paper desk blotter with the calendar printed on it, and he still used the plain old yellow No. 2 pencils he’d learned to write with in elementary school.

      Something about the graphite scratching across the paper settled him. People asked him how he could schedule appointments when he was away from his desk, but in reality, he didn’t need to be near it. He could see the entire calendar in his head at any given moment. If he scheduled something while he wasn’t in reach of the blotter, he simply wrote the notation in his head, imagining the feel and sound of the pencil as it left its markings on the page. That action alone was enough to embed the date and time so he could fill it in on the paper later.

      Logan stood, needing to stretch his legs and move for a few minutes. “I’ll walk with you,” he said as Jack turned to leave. “I could use another cup of coffee.”

      In reality nothing could be further from the truth. His blood pressure was already pounding hot and heavy enough to meet the circulatory needs of a gorilla, but it was one more way to cover what was happening with his broken-ass body. The ache in his left hip and thigh got to be too great if he sat still for too long.

      Broken body and broken mind. Two things he didn’t want to share with anyone.
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        * * *

      

      Samantha Page sipped the latte her friend had handed her and then smiled. She and Jennie Thompson stood shoulder to shoulder outside her office on the twenty-sixth floor of Sutton’s office building. Her office was one of the twenty that ringed the outer edge of the room. The inner area of the large room held rows of cubicles and desks that she and Jennie looked out on now.

      “No, I’m serious,” she said eyeing Jennie, who was still laughing too hard to talk. “It’s definitely time for a divorce. I’m just going to miss the ice cream.”

      Sam probably should have left out the ice cream bit. Jennie only laughed harder at that and it was clear she had more questions. Sam waited patiently while Jennie recovered.

      She was used to people laughing at her, and to be truthful, with Jennie it always felt more like the old saying: Jennie was laughing with Sam, not at her. Sam could handle people laughing at her, though. Even by her friends. It happened. It didn’t bother her anymore.

      “What does divorcing your gym have to do with ice cream?” Jennie finally asked, using her fingertips to sweep an errant tear from under her eye.

      Samantha shrugged a shoulder and grinned, knowing her workout routine wasn’t exactly what most fitness gurus would recommend. In fact, even assigning the word “workout” to it was a bit of a stretch. Or fitness. Or routine, for that matter, since she didn’t exactly go on a regular basis.

      “If I finish whatever class I signed up for, I reward myself with an ice cream cone from the place next to the gym. If I started working out at home instead of the gym, I’d have to drive to get my ice cream cone and that just changes the whole thing. It’s not as fun.”

      Jennie had been trying to convince Sam to hire a personal trainer. Sam’s budget could definitely afford it, but frankly, she wasn’t sure she wanted to pay someone to hound her to exercise. There would be no wheedling out of it if she wasn’t in the mood, which, most of the time, she wasn’t.

      “And, tell me again why you have to divorce your gym?” Jennie emphasized the divorce part of the question, as if to stress how unusual it was to talk about divorcing a fitness center. Yeah, okay, so maybe that had been the wrong choice of words.

      “It’s got bad juju,” Sam explained. “It’s cursed. You can’t deny the evidence. First, someone stole my wallet in the locker room the one time I forgot to bring my lock, then I ended up with a flat tire a week later, and yesterday someone sideswiped my car in the parking lot. They don’t have cameras in the lot, so I’m screwed. I can get her repaired, but she’ll never be the same.”

      Jennie nodded and sipped her drink. Everyone knew Sam’s Jaguar was her baby. She didn’t splurge on things often, but that car had been her one great splurge and she babied it. Coming out and seeing the scrapes and dents all along one side of Dahlia had made Sam want to cry. Or hit something. Or throw things. She’d actually done all of those things. And, stomped her feet.

      “That is some bad juju. Maybe you could join another gym. Mine doesn’t have an ice cream shop nearby, but there’s a donut place.”

      “Ooooooo. Donuts could work.” Her grin was wide, but the reason for her and Jennie’s early arrival in the office walked through the door, distracting her from thoughts of food and workouts.

      Three men and one woman followed the office’s human resources director into the room.

      The men looked like they belonged in a magazine or on the pages of a calendar. One of those calendars. And the woman looked to be five feet one or two inches of size-zero gorgeousness, designed to make other women feel inconsequential, at best.

      “You have got to be freaking kidding me!” Samantha said, probably a little louder than she’d planned to.

      She heard Jennie sputter and cough over a mouthful of latte and had to admit to a bit of chagrin when Jennie turned amused eyes on her.

      “What?” Sam said defensively. “You’re telling me you expected that for our new science and technology department? We should have gotten geeks and nerds, not underwear models and a woman who could easily pose for … for … for whatever the biggest fashion magazine is,” Sam said with a glance to her own outfit.

      Sam would have no fashionable clothes if it weren’t for Jennie. When Sam’s online game took off and she started earning more money than she knew what to do with, Jennie helped Sam trade in boxy business suits for cute skirts and blouses that accentuated Sam’s curves. It had taken some talking to get Sam to see that, when showcased properly, her curves were beautiful.

      And now Sam had a personal shopper who brought her clothes each month to choose from. She let Sam have her own unique style, as evidenced by the purple blouse and matching purple boots she wore today, which Sam loved.

      Still, even with the personal shopper and help from her friends, Sam wasn’t what one would consider a fashionista. Hence, her lack of knowledge about the titles of the latest and greatest fashion magazines.

      Her friend shushed her and laughed as they watched the HR director continue her tour, the underwear models in question following her as the group made their way across the room.

      “I’m just not sure I understand your issue with it, Sam. If I was going to be in charge of getting those guys settled into the company, I’m pretty sure I’d be psyched, not complaining. I mean, if I didn’t have Chad, that is,” Jennie said with a sly grin.

      Jennie was happily married to Chad Thompson, head of Sutton Capital’s security division and part owner in the company. Chad was also Jack’s cousin and best friends with Andrew Weston, Sutton’s Chief Financial Officer.

      Chad, incidentally, was model-worthy himself. It didn’t surprise Samantha that Jennie was married to such a good-looking man, since Jennie could also easily have landed the cover of Vogue or some swimsuit or underwear spread.

      Samantha, on the other hand, was a normal person. She was one of those “average” females you heard about, who wore more than thimble-sized clothing. She was taller than the average woman at five foot eleven. Oh, Jennie told her differently.

      Jennie said she was voluptuous and sexy, and Sam saw that to some extent. But she also faced reality. If she were a model, she’d be showing off sweatshirts and galoshes, not underwear.

      “Why am I not happy about this?” Sam gestured to the men who stood in a loose circle across the room, each with the kind of easy confidence born of above-average looks and a physical fitness level that can only come from years of honing and driven attention to exercise. “Because we need some normal people around here.”

      Another coworker approached on Sam’s side as she finished her sentence.

      “Damn right we do,” Tanya, the newcomer, said with a nod. Tanya worked in the finance department of Sutton and often had lunch with Jennie and Samantha.

      “See, she gets it,” Samantha said to Jennie, as she bumped her hip in solidarity against Tanya’s, earning a smile from the other woman. “We’re surrounded by above-average overachievers who look like they were crafted in the Ken and Barbie doll factory instead of a womb. We need average guys around here for those of us that weren’t graced with those kind of genes,” Sam said, casting a glance at Jennie. “No offense.”

      “Um, none taken. I think,” Jennie answered with a huff of a laugh. “So you were hoping for ugly?”

      “Not ugly. Just . . . normal. They’re science geeks. I mean, come on. These people are supposed to be walking computers on everything from nanotech and biochemistry, to immunotherapy and whatever the hell else they do. They should, at the very least, be a little pale from being indoors too long, not tanned and glowing and all . . . all . . .”

      “Godlike,” Tanya finished for Sam.

      “Yeah.” Sam nodded. “Godlike. You’d think Jack would have given the teeniest bit of consideration to us mere mortals when he hired them. It’s just selfish, is what it is. Selfish and inconsiderate. Just because Jack’s all walking, talking sex-on-a-stick doesn’t mean he shouldn’t think of the rest of us once in a while. The guy could at least throw us a bone for once. Is that too much to ask?”

      Sam looked at Tanya and grinned, expecting to find her co-worker grinning back. Instead, Tanya looked past Sam and Jennie, her face a pale, pasty color—somewhat like the flour-and-water glue Samantha’s mother used to make for her dioramas. In fact, she looked a bit like she might be sick.

      Sam turned her head slowly, flinching the second she caught sight of her boss, the sex-on-a-stick man, in the flesh. Jack Sutton stood in the doorway of the office next to hers, another man next to him, both wearing expressions that clearly told her they’d heard every word she’d said.

      Jennie only laughed, but given who her husband was, she could do that.

      Sam heard Tanya squeak and mumble something about paperwork piling up. Sam knew if she turned, she’d see Tanya slinking back to her cubicle, where she’d no doubt crawl under her desk and hide.

      But she didn’t turn to check on Tanya. She was rooted to the spot, trying to figure out how to get her foot to either come back up her throat or go down smoothly. Her size nine, chunky-heeled, purple boot that she thought had looked so cute this morning was going nowhere. It was firmly lodged in her throat as a weird, choked sound eked out past it.

      Before she could come up with words to try to cover her mortification, Jack grinned and gracefully let her off the hook.

      “Jennie, Sam, have you met Logan Stone?”

      Sigh. Had she met Logan Stone? No. She hadn’t met him. She’d seen him, though. And drooled over him from across the room at her friend’s wedding three months ago. And she’d dreamed about him.

      She’d lusted after his dark eyes and the five o’clock shadow that graced a chiseled jaw and outlined a mouth she wanted to bite. Hair so dark it was almost black. Thick hair she wanted to pull as he, um … so, yes, she’d dreamed about him. Hot, sweaty dreams that she’d prayed never to wake up from. In her dreams, they’d done a lot more than meet, going well past “hello, how are you” to “let me stick my tongue down your throat while we get started on our first-born child.”

      Somewhere in the back of Sam’s mind, she knew running her gaze up and down the man’s body was rude, but who could stop themselves?

      He stood there all dark and scruffy in dark slacks and a charcoal sweater that hugged his biceps and chest. He looked photoshoot ready, and Sam had a hard time not being grateful that he wasn’t covering himself up with a suit jacket.

      She guessed going from BDUs and a flak jacket, or whatever it was SEALs wore, to a business suit was too much. She liked his choice of compromise just fine. She wondered briefly if spinning her finger in the air to indicate he should turn so she could see his backside would be too much.

      Yeah. Probably. But maybe?

      “Hi, Logan. It’s so good to see you again,” Jennie said smoothly, next to Samantha, putting her hand out to shake the man’s. Samantha continued to stare.

      Close your mouth.

      Well, at least the voice in her head wasn’t dumbstruck. That was always a positive.

      On the negative side of the scale was the fact that Logan Stone had just heard her tirade against her boss’s taste in men.

      “And, this is Samantha Page,” Jack said, gesturing to Sam as she forced her mouth to close. “She was going to be showing you guys the ropes and getting you settled in, but I think she’s got some complaints to lodge with HR over your qualifications,” Jack quipped and Sam found her mouth falling open once again.

      He was joking about this? She’d called him sex-on-a-stick and he was joking?

      Samantha closed her mouth and cleared her throat. “I’m good, Jack. No complaints here. I’ll just, um, I’ll get, um ….”

      Oh, my hell. Stop babbling and say something—anything—moderately intelligible. Or burst into flames. Developing the ability to go up in flames right now would be handy.

      “Hi,” the man of her dreams intoned, his deep voice washing over every atom of her body, stroking her in a way she’d felt only in her dreams. “It’s nice to meet you, Samantha.” He said the words, but kept his hands shoved in his pockets.

      And, with that, in front of Jennie, her boss, and the man whose kids she hoped to have one day, Samantha Page opened her mouth and said, “Gah.”
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        * * *

      

      Logan knocked on the jamb of the open door to Sam’s office. He’d spent the rest of the morning in meetings with his new team and Jack. They prioritized the research projects Jack wanted everyone working on and the acquisitions Logan would be looking into in the coming months.

      “Hey, Sam.” Logan watched as Sam’s head shot up, her attention ripped from her computer, which apparently held something enthralling. So enthralling, she hadn’t noticed he’d been watching her for the past few minutes. The woman intrigued the crap out of him. Unfortunately.

      She had a habit of rubbing the tip of her nose with her index finger as she focused, then tapping it whenever she smiled as though she’d had a breakthrough or some big “aha!” moment.

      Logan blinked his eyes purposely, a trick he’d used during his years in special ops when he needed to clear his mind and refocus. Like the click of an old slide show projector, Logan moved to the next frame in his mind.

      He focused solely on Samantha as a co-worker, not as an erotically tantalizing woman with a kick-ass body he’d love to get his hands on. It was an exercise he’d be doing a lot of, if they were going to work together.

      He had no business getting involved with anyone with the state his head was in. He needed to focus on planting one foot in front of the other, right now. On just making sure he made it through the day without losing the shit that seemed to be swimming around in his head for brains nowadays. There wasn’t time for anything other than that, and sure as hell not with a woman like Sam.

      “Jack told me to come see you at two. He said you’ve done some of the preliminary work for us on a few of the companies he wants to look into,” Logan said, a little intrigued with the way she openly ogled him from head to toe.

      She didn’t even seem to realize she was doing it. It was almost comical how blatantly she allowed her eyes to skim him from head to toe. If it wasn’t so comical, he might squirm under the scrutiny, but nothing about her gaze made him uneasy.

      “Sam?” he prompted when she still hadn’t answered him.

      “Hmmm? Oh! Lunch.”

      “What?” He didn’t know what she meant. He hadn’t mentioned lunch and it was already two o’clock.

      Her eyes cut to the small clock that sat on the corner of her desk and he heard her murmur quietly about it being lunchtime already. He wondered how often she forgot to eat when she was into something. And how often she talked to herself, even when there was someone else in the room.

      “Uh,” she said almost distractedly as she leaned over and used her mouse to save something on the screen before locking the computer. “I need to go eat lunch. Come with me and we’ll talk while we eat?” She picked up her purse and faced him.

      “Uh.” Real suave, idiot. How to explain that he brought lunch so he wouldn’t have to leave the building? “I, uh already ate.”

      “No biggie,” she said, seemingly unfazed. “You can have dessert.” She walked to the office door as though she expected him to follow her, and follow he did. Like a freaking puppy. What the hell was wrong with him?

      As they stood by the elevator, Sam cocked her head to one side, her expression thoughtful. As he waited to see what she’d do, trying to decipher the maddening scent that had to be a pheromone of some sort, he noted she was even taller than he’d thought. She must be close to six feet tall.

      So close to his own six feet two inches in those boots, he wouldn’t even have to duck his head to close the space between them and taste those full lips of hers. He imagined they’d taste like cherries or strawberries, but that was probably only because of the berry red lipstick she wore.

      He didn’t expect it at all when Samantha reached a hand out and squeezed his bicep. Her hand felt too damned good over the cotton of his shirt. She ran her hand up to his shoulder, her fingertips grazing lightly over his collarbone. Hell, if that didn’t send a message straight to his groin. The expression on her face was almost analytical in its intensity. Her touch was clinical, but his body didn’t seem to give a damn.

      Great. A hard-on at the office on his first day. What a proud moment.

      “Hmm. It really is just like a romance novel.” She left the odd statement out there and turned to enter the opening elevator doors, as though she hadn’t just felt him up.

      Logan felt a grin on his face and another laugh he hadn’t expected bubbling up in his chest. Luckily, the strange way her mind worked intrigued him enough that his dick started to settle down in his pants and he was able to follow her.

      Catching up, he let one hand fall to her elbow for no other reason than he wanted more contact with her. He leaned in close. “What’s like a romance novel?”

      Samantha froze and turned round eyes on him. “Damn, I said that out loud? Have to stop doing that,” she seemed to admonish herself, stabbing the button marked L for Lobby in brass letters.

      “Did I—” she cut herself off as she glanced at his shoulders.

      He laughed. “Feel me up? Yes. That wasn’t happening in your head, either.”

      Logan put his back against the wall and turned to face the double doors. Standing shoulder to shoulder, she turned to him with one of the most earnest expressions he’d ever seen.

      “I apologize. I don’t have an internal filter. I’m the only one in my family who was born without one. It used to embarrass the heck out of my sisters. I always said the wrong thing in front of their boyfriends. I never fit in at school. I would have been a total pariah if it weren’t for my sisters and brothers paving the way for me.” Samantha sighed and he bit back a grin. “Anyway, I just never managed to grow a filter so you’ll have to excuse my random babbling from time to time.”

      Logan felt the corners of his mouth twitch as he nodded. “Got it. No problem. Ignore random babbling.”

      The hell he would. He loved the random things she said. They were funny, and when she combined them with actually reaching out and feeling him up? He could get on board with that in a heartbeat.

      Logan held the elevator door open when they landed in the lobby. The crowd of people moving in and out of the four units that made up the elevator bank of the large building kicked an unwelcome agitation into high gear. He gritted his teeth as they moved through the crowd and tried to get Samantha to begin babbling again.

      “How many sisters and brothers do you have?”

      “Three older sisters and two older brothers.” Her smile was wide as she answered.

      “The baby then, huh?”

      “Yup. And, they never let me forget it.”

      Logan paused when they hit the sidewalk and looked in both directions. To an outsider, he probably looked undecided about where to go. He stretched his neck, tilting his head from side to side, attempting to relieve the strain tightening his muscles. The back of his neck always felt like chunks of calcite were grating into each other in there. Always grating and grinding, setting his teeth on edge.

      “What’s good around here?” Logan turned to Sam as he spoke and noticed her studying him.

      Sam nodded to a place across the street to the right. “I usually go to the bagel place. They have sandwiches and great coffee and they also serve breakfast all day if you want it. Or there’s a Mexican place farther up the street. When it gets warmer out, make sure you try the Thai cart that parks across the street. They have really fantastic Pad Thai, but they won’t show up for another few weeks.”

      Logan nodded. “Bagels work.” They stood side by side near the crosswalk, waiting for the light to change. Logan edged his way to the back of the small group of people waiting there and let his eyes roam.

      A crushed soda can lay in the gutter only feet from them. A parked car sat three yards down. A van idled beside it, double parked with no driver in sight. Logan took another step backward and shot a glance to the light. Still no sign of the little lighted man that would tell them to cross. His fists clenched and unclenched and he realized he had fallen into the patterned combat breathing that had become a way of life out on an op.

      Lost in the moment, he was shocked when Sam put her hand in his. She pulled him several yards back, toward the edge of the building, away from the crowd and the cars.

      “I prefer to wait in the shade,” she said simply, letting go of his hand and turning to watch the light at the corner. She studiously avoided his gaze.

      Shade, my ass. It was in the forties and, if not cloudy, certainly not sunny by any means. Although he hated that she might have noticed his tension, he felt the tightness in his chest ease.

      It was a little thing, waiting that short distance away, but having his back to the building and just a bit of space gave him back the ability to breathe. He was able to think clearly and rationally instead of listening to the screeching alarm bells in his head. And, he had a feeling she knew exactly what she was doing, but wasn’t going to make a big deal of it.

      Logan glanced down at her again as the light changed and they took off toward the bagel place, crossing the street just a little behind the crowd. They were quiet while ordering their food at the walk-up counter, but Logan picked up the subject of family again when they found seats near the back of the restaurant. Sam nodded and followed him when he pointed to the booth against the wall.

      “So, is your family nearby?” he asked. The restaurant was on a corner, with two entrances, one on either of the facing streets. He popped the top on his bottled iced tea and took a large gulp, letting his gaze take in the people surrounding them.

      A family with two young kids at the table next to them; four men in suits on the other side; a few tables with only one person, all looking like they came from the surrounding office buildings. Two police officers in uniforms in the far corner.

      From his position, Logan could watch the two doors, but he wasn’t so close to either entrance that people caught him off guard when opening the door. As Samantha began to talk, he found the churning in his gut slowing. He could almost pretend he was normal in her presence. She sure as hell did a good job of acting like he was, even though he was pretty sure nothing was getting by her.

      Sam nodded. “My parents are in Massachusetts, an easy drive on the weekends, and most of my siblings are spread out in this area. Two in New York City, another in New Jersey, and two in Philly.”

      “So you guys are all close?”

      She gave a funny tilt of her head back and forth and a little shrug of a shoulder. “As close as one can be to a family of jocks and prom queens when you skipped three grades and were more focused on writing code than you were on fitting in.”

      Logan raised an eyebrow. “You hardly seem like a black sheep.”

      She shrugged a shoulder again, mumbled something about not quite fitting the mold and quickly changed the subject. He let her.

      “What about you? Do you have family nearby?”

      Logan shook his head no. “Only my dad and he’s up in New Hampshire.”

      “No sisters and brothers?”

      “Nope.”

      There was an uncomfortable lull and he felt like a jackass for being so short. Family wasn’t something he had fond memories of. His dad was an alcoholic who served as little more than an embarrassment to Logan growing up. They didn’t have a relationship. After Logan’s mother had died when he was seven, he’d essentially raised himself.

      Logan had been a bit of an outcast in school as well. He was more into computers and books than a lot of the kids in his school, and he’d been scrawny growing up.

      When he’d started getting his ass kicked on the playground every day, he’d signed himself up for karate lessons. And that was how he and Zach met and became best friends. Zach was a brother to him now. They’d taken care of each other. Still did.

      Sam cut into his thoughts, and into the stiff silence. “So, Jack has you looking at Kleintech? Is he thinking of pulling the plug on their funding?”

      “Maybe not pulling it altogether, but at least sending some of us in to oversee things for a while. It looks like Arty Klein is a brilliant scientist, but not exactly a crack businessman. Jack is pretty sure if we straighten things out on the business side, the technology is still worth the investment. I’m planning to send Jaxon down there next week so he can go over the books and streamline things.”

      “Jaxon Cutter.” She looked like she was running through a computer in her head, and from what he’d heard about Sam from Jack and Zach, that made sense. If what they’d told him was true, Sam was easily the smartest woman he’d ever met and he’d worked with some crazy intelligent women in the military.

      Sam could hack just about any program and he wouldn’t be surprised to hear she had an eidetic memory.

      She began to spout off what sounded like a summary of Jaxon’s military service record. “Honorable discharge two years ago, Navy Corpsman to the Marines, a couple of bullets took his spleen, a piece of one lung, and his left leg below the knee. A lot of his record is redacted. I thought about hacking it, but Jennie has told me I shouldn’t dig into the personal lives of people I know. Apparently, it’s rude.”

      Logan found himself squirming now, realizing Sam had probably read about each of his injuries as well. She might even be aware of the struggle he had even walking some days, after having taken a hell of a lot of shrapnel to his thigh and hip.

      Luckily, their food arrived, providing a reprieve. He dug into the chips that filled one half of the green basket set in front of him. Logan steered the conversation back to work for the rest of the half hour and Samantha treated him to more of her “unfiltered” thoughts, including her musings as to whether Jack would be firing her after overhearing her rant that morning.

      Logan had to grin at that. He’d heard stories about Sam from Zach long before he saw her at the wedding. Maybe that was why she’d fascinated him so completely right off the bat? Because he’d built her up in his mind over the years.

      Sam had been instrumental in rescuing Jack’s wife, Kelly, from human traffickers intent on auctioning her off. Logan was fairly sure that involvement meant no one at Sutton had the authority to fire Sam. Not even Jack Sutton himself.

      Logan was quiet as he watched her eat the apple pie she ordered with her sandwich. He hadn’t taken her advice of having dessert, opting to have a second lunch instead. She had been right about the sandwiches. The place was good. But watching her eat the gooey confection in front of her made him want dessert.

      Or her. One or the other. Or both. One on top of the other.

      Ugh.

      He cleared his throat, searching for some topic to clear his head. “Corpsmen are some serious shit. After everyone else is sitting down catching some Zs or eating, they’re still going around checking everyone, patching shit up. They’ve got stamina like you wouldn’t believe. Guts to match.” He’d known some amazing Corpsmen during his time overseas. Respected the hell out of all of them.

      Sam nodded, her brows knit together. “It’s hard to imagine what it’s like to be in a war zone, having never gone through it, you know?”

      They were quiet again, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. Just thoughtful.

      “How did you know what to do back there? When you pulled me away from the crosswalk?” Logan didn’t know where the question had come from.

      The nagging sense that she’d known exactly what he was struggling with while waiting for the light hadn’t left him since they sat down. He didn’t know how he felt about it.

      In some ways, he was grateful she’d snapped him out of his own head. In other ways, it disturbed the hell out of him that she’d seen through him so quickly. He’d thought he was doing a better job of hiding things. And, the thought that others might catch on set his neck muscles to gnashing again.

      “Um …” Samantha squirmed in her seat.

      He couldn’t help but laugh. Why would she feel weird about it? He should be the one feeling uncomfortable in this conversation. And yet, here she was once again, setting him at ease with something he sure as hell shouldn’t be comfortable with.

      “I don’t really do well in relationships. Oh, wait! I don’t mean that that way. I didn’t mean to say we’re in a relationship, because obviously we’re not.” As he watched, her face blushed a furious red and she began to wave her hands in front of her as though she were trying to erase what she’d just said. “I mean, we work together. Not that I wouldn’t want a relationship with you. You’re hot. I mean, really truly hot. So, don’t be offended. I just meant relationship in the sense that I don’t relate well to people all the time. Not relationship like dating. I mean people think I’m weird and they don’t always get me and I don’t always get people or, well …”

      Logan took pity on her. “Sam.”

      “Huh?” She looked up at him, doe eyes huge.

      “Stop. I get it.”

      “Oh. Okay.” She nodded and took a deep breath. “So anyway, I don’t always get relationships and people and stuff. So, when Jack said some of you had a military background, I researched returning vets. I thought I could see what issues veterans deal with when they come back to the States. I found a lot of websites that talk about the kind of stuff you guys go through, so I could relate to what you were feeling. Only I don’t think I actually can. Not that I don’t want to, but I mean really, who can relate to a thing like war, unless you’ve lived in it? Right?”

      Now, he did squirm.

      “Oh! But, you don’t want to talk about that, right? Daisies.”

      “What?”

      “Daisies. I just planted daisies in a pot in my window. I’m not sure if they’re going to grow or not. I think I got them in early enough, but I’m not really great with plants. I mean, I get all the theory of them. I can look up all the information and follow the directions, but I don’t always seem to be able to apply all the information and get results, you know?”

      Logan nodded as he realized she was changing the subject and letting him off the hook. The result was a little mind-spinning as she launched into a lecture of the dos and don’ts of growing daisies in a pot, in the window.

      He had to admit, it helped. And, he couldn’t help but wonder at her assessment that she sucked at relationships and reading people. She seemed to be damned good at knowing exactly when he needed her to move on, and she did it. No questions asked. She might move on to some strange topic, like the care and growth of daisies, but she did it. He had a feeling she was a lot better with people than she realized.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      Three days later, Logan was halfway down the hall to the company welcoming party for him and his new technology team, when his phone rang. Someone had transformed the company’s reception area into a chic cocktail party. Dim lights and a temporary bar manned by two bartenders, and from where he stood he could see wait staff circulating with appetizers and tiny napkins.

      The caller ID on his cell caused him to step back to his office and close the door rather than head down the hall to join the rest of the company.

      “Hey, Cabo, I didn’t think you guys were stateside,” he said, by way of greeting. Jake Cabo had served alongside Logan for the majority of their missions. Cabo had been right there with him when Logan joined the special ops team that took orders directly from the Admiral at USSOCOMM, and Cabo had taken over as Lead Petty Officer when Logan had been medically retired.

      “Just got back. I wanted to fill you in on some old friends of ours.”

      Logan tensed. “Old friends” usually meant the kind that wanted to kill them. Logan would prefer not to have any reunions with old ghosts. His only response was a grunt, but that was apparently enough to encourage Cabo to keep going.

      “It seems the princess has come home. She seems to be taking over the family business.”

      Logan whistled. There was only one woman Cabo could mean. Klavdiya Bogolomov, although she typically used the name Diya Molov rather than her full given name. Whether that was for ease of use or to hide the connection to her father, he didn’t know.

      It didn’t matter. Diya Molov was the only surviving child of Nikolai Bogolomov, one of the US government’s most wanted, until Logan’s team had taken him out.

      “No shit. I always thought Nikolai kept her well clear of all his business. I figured we took down the entire empire when we took him out.” Logan didn’t mention they’d also taken out both of his sons, but he cringed as the thought ran through his head.

      He and Cabo both knew what happened. They didn’t need to relive that op, or any of the six-ways-sideways shit that had happened that night.

      “Well, we’re not entirely sure about all that, yet. We’re looking into it. It seems one of her cousins who was pretty involved in the business is serving as her right-hand man.”

      “Yoshi?” Logan asked, digging back through his head for any information on Nikolai Bogolomov and his family. The man had at one point been nothing more than a gun runner. By the time Logan’s squad got the order to capture or kill him, Nikolai had moved from running guns to terrorism, ultimately targeting American military installations abroad. The man was a coldhearted killer and the more massive the scale, the more his murdering heart reveled in it.

      “That’s the one. Yoshi Bogolomov. He’s not the brightest guy and apparently he was happy to defer to Diya as new head of the family, throwing his brawn behind her brains. We’re not sure if they’re dealing in arms or if she’s taken on her father’s political causes.”

      “Huh,” was all Logan said. He knew damned well what Cabo meant by political causes.

      Nikolai Bogolomov supported a grab bag of the world’s terrorist organizations and was often the mastermind behind many of their plots. All of their intel indicated that Diya had not been active in the family business, nor had she seemed to share her father’s bent toward terrorism. She’d attended university and lived in England, far from the family home outside of Omsk, Russia.

      “Why call me about this?” The hair on Logan’s arms stood at attention. The antsy feeling he always felt at the back of his neck when things were about to go belly-up came on full force.

      “We’re still checking on the source and trying to get more info, but it seems she’s got her cousin looking into our squad. They’ve got a hacker. We don’t know if he got into official records. Intel says Yoshi might have found someone willing to talk to him. Someone who knows our names. But nothing’s confirmed yet.”

      Logan didn’t hold back with the string of curses before calming enough to ask the pertinent question: “One of our own?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer. “How the hell did that happen? No one should have access to that information. Those records are sealed. Shit, very few people in the military can get that intel. How the hell did an outsider get it?”

      “They should be sealed,” said Cabo, his tone grim, but resigned. “We don’t know for sure how the information leaked and we’re still trying to find out if it’s accurate. But, you need to watch your back on the off chance it’s true. If she’s got your name . . .”

      He didn’t finish the sentence, but he didn’t have to. They both knew what could happen if that kind of information got out. If Diya Molov was anything like her father, she’d head his way, guns drawn.
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        * * *

      

      “You know I like you, right?”

      Okaaaaay. Not exactly what Logan expected to hear from Chad. Logan glanced over at the big man standing next to him and frowned.

      They’d gotten to know each other over the past few months, since Chad and Zach were friends, but he had no interest in talking about Chad’s feelings. And Chad hadn’t really struck him as the touchy-feely type. The man had been an Army Ranger and he was a big man. He didn’t scream giant teddy-bear. He was more like one of those giant rock monsters in movies.

      “Uh, sure.” Logan took a step to the side, inching away from Chad. There was an odd glint to the man’s eyes.

      “I’m just saying, I like you,” Chad said and then let his gaze move to where Logan’s had been moments before. On Samantha Page. “But it needs to be said, if you mess with Sam, I won’t hesitate to implement a few of the more interesting techniques for dismembering bodies I’ve got tucked away.”

      Andrew Weston, the third in the trio of best friends who ran Sutton, sidled up on the other side of Logan. “Hear, hear,” he said quietly, raising his glass in a toast.

      Logan rolled his eyes. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate the sentiment, gentlemen, and let me assure you, I have no intention of messing with her, but please. Don’t delude yourselves into thinking you can take me. You’ve been out of the action for, what, ten years, Chad?”

      Logan had to admit the conversation might have turned a tad juvenile after that, with him and Chad murmuring insults at one another. Andrew cheered one side or the other as the mood seemed to strike him.

      It didn’t have to be said that Logan had heard the warning and respected it. They loved Sam like a kid sister.

      Logan might be unreasonably attracted to her, but he also knew his head was in the wrong damned place to be starting anything with a woman. Especially with a woman like Sam. One who mattered.

      He wasn’t even sure he should be walking around civilized people instead of locked up in a mental hospital talking about his feelings. He wasn’t relationship material.

      Jack joined the men where they stood, still debating the training and prowess of the SEAL teams versus that of the Army Rangers. All three men laughed when Jack opened with: “So, Logan, you know I like you, right?” as his eyes cut across the room to Sam.

      Logan shook his head. “Yeah, yeah. I got it. You’ll kill me in new and interesting ways. We’ve covered it. Chad’s most recent plan includes fileting me from head to toe and Andrew promised to bring salt to the party.”

      “Hey, I said salt and margaritas,” Andrew said with a grin.

      Jack laughed. “I thought we’d take you out on the boat, chum the waters, and see if a SEAL could swim faster than a shark.”

      Logan had to grin at the creativity of the men who stood laughing around him. He saw Sam glance toward their group and his smile stilled. What the hell. He might as well be honest with these guys and let them know they had nothing to worry about.

      “Listen, Samantha Page may very well be one of the sexiest creatures to walk the earth, but I’m not planning on dating her. You guys don’t have to—” And, that’s where he broke off, because he’d just watched Sam’s eyes go wide and round with surprise, as though she’d understood every word he’d said. Every damn word.

      “Jack. Would Samantha by any chance read lips?” Logan didn’t take his eyes off Sam, and she seemed to choke on her drink as he asked the question.

      Jack could hardly speak and Andrew and Chad seemed to be completely useless as they laughed at his blunder.

      “Sure does,” Jack finally said as Logan continued to stare at a suddenly red-faced Sam, across the room. “Why do you think she sits in on every negotiation I go to? Real handy trick.”

      Of course it is.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      Logan knew things probably should have been awkward with Sam for a while after that, but they got over it quickly. They were a little stiff the next time they talked, but she appeared to be happy to ignore his comments from the cocktail party. He was glad to go along with her plan.

      Two weeks into his stint at Sutton and he’d managed to avoid leaving the building most days. He brought lunch, and when his team met over lunch, he’d had it catered in with sandwiches from the bakery located in the lobby of the building. Since Jack’s sister-in-law owned the bakery, no one seemed to mind him throwing business her way once or twice a week.

      Sam dragged him out to eat at the bagel place a couple more times. They hadn’t ventured any farther than that, and she seemed content to wait on him to ask to go further. Each time, they went well after the lunch rush was over, making it easier on him.

      As they had the first day, they stood away from the crowd and away from the intersection as they waited for the light to change. It was the saving grace that allowed him to manage the outing.

      He was settling in with his team, getting the new arm of science and technology up and running at Sutton. Of course, a lot of the companies Sutton Capital had funded in the past were related to science and technology in some way. In the past, Jack relied on either the knowledge base of those in the company he was funding or on independent contractors hired for the project to guide him.

      With the new team, Jack had chosen people who not only had science or technology in their backgrounds, but who also had either a business background or who had leadership skills that would help the start-ups Sutton dealt with find their way. Logan’s field was communications, but he also had a powerful track record of leadership from his service.

      Logan and Sam were working on getting everyone on this new team assigned to work with companies whose industry matched their skill set.

      For the most part, that meant Sara Blackburn grabbed anything having to do with electronics, electromagnetics, or engineering; Jax Cutter and Dave Alexander took anything medical; and Kaeden O’Shea took anything else.

      Kaeden was a lot like Sam in that his depth and breadth of knowledge was a little mind-numbing. The man was crazy smart and seemed to have a baseline knowledge of about every topic you could throw his way. Enough, at least to assess the merits of a company’s technology or research and help guide that company toward success.

      Logan was starting to feel a little more settled into Sutton Capital. And that was in large part due to Sam. Earlier in the week, Chad popped into Logan’s office and signed him into the feed for every security camera in the building. That gave him access to any camera angle he wanted to check on any feed, at any time.

      Logan knew having that access would mean he’d be able to take a deep breath during his work day and calm the grating need to check his surroundings. Perimeter checks on a building like this weren’t easy to fit into a workday.

      When he asked Chad why he’d given him access, the big man just shrugged. He said Sam thought Logan might want access. Chad didn’t think it was a bad idea to have another set of eyes on the building’s security, and given the high security level Logan had obtained during his military service, Chad felt comfortable with him.

      Logan just nodded his thanks and Chad walked away as though it was nothing. But Logan knew he owed Sam. She seemed to know what he needed, at times even better than he knew himself.

      A light knock on the door jamb of his office had him looking up into Sam’s grinning face. Speak of the devil.

      “How about some Mexican?” Sam held up a bag of takeout.

      Logan lifted an eyebrow.

      “You know, Mexican food? Remember the restaurant down the street I mentioned?”

      Logan laughed as his stomach rumbled in response to her questions.

      “That’s yes, right?”

      He smiled and nodded, extending one leg under his desk to push at the chair that sat on the opposite side. The chair moved out a few inches in invitation to Sam.

      “That’s a yes,” he said, and moved several piles of papers to make room on his desk. Sam opened the takeout containers and shoved a napkin and plasticware across the desk to him.

      The sound that came out of Logan’s mouth when he looked at his lunch was half groan and half indefinable gurgle of wordless appreciation.

      Hell, this woman could somehow read what he wanted all the time. That fact would have unsettled him more if the smell of a combo plate of enchiladas, chimichangas, and rice and beans smothered in rich sauces and guacamole, hadn’t distracted him.

      Logan continued to moan as he scooped oversized bites of the steaming food in his mouth, but stopped to glare at Sam when he heard her laughing at him.

      “Sorry.” She raised her hands in front of her as if in apology but the impish grin on her face said she was anything but sorry.

      “I like food. What can I say?”

      Sam nodded and bent her head over her own food, eating with almost as much enthusiasm as Logan, but when Logan burst out with, “Jessica Rabbit!,” her head popped up in surprise.

      “Excuse me?” Sam blinked at him.

      “Jessica Rabbit. I’ve been trying to figure out who you remind me of all this time and it just hit me. It’s Jessica Rabbit. I mean, your hair is black not red, but other than that—” He broke off as if he was making all kinds of sense and she should be able to understand what he was saying.

      Apparently, she didn’t.

      “Don’t you know who Jessica Rabbit is?”

      Sam only nodded at him.

      He shrugged. “Well, you look like her.”

      “No. I don’t. She’s all … all … gorgeous and hot and … all … all …”

      Logan’s grin was irrepressible. “She’s tall and voluptuous and sexy as hell. Exactly like you.”

      He went back to eating, but he could feel Sam’s gaze on him so he raised his gaze to hers again. “What?”

      He could see the gears in that gorgeous brain of hers cranking a mile a minute as though she were calculating something and not coming up with the right answer. “It’s a compliment, Sam. Nod your head. Smile. Say thank you and move on.”

      “Oh. O-okay,” she said and went back to her food, but the pinched brows stayed as she continued to fuss at the problem in her head.

      Logan laughed but went back to eating. He had a feeling Sam would need to puzzle over things for a while on her own. No one else would be able to convince her of her beauty. She’d likely go home and somehow reduce the issue to numbers and equations and look for proof. And, damn how he wanted to be the one to give her that proof.

      There was a time when Logan would have looked at a woman like Samantha and known right off the bat he shouldn’t be with her. It was the old problem of Sam being a woman made for marriage, and long-term love. Commitment.

      She didn’t have the personality for one-night stands or short-term romance. Logan’s life hadn’t matched her needs until now. When he’d been in the Teams, his life had been a revolving door of deployments and training, with no room for a relationship in between. Sure, some of the guys had married, some even making it last for a while.

      But Logan just never got how you could walk away from a woman you loved and stick yourself in the middle of the hellholes they went into and not lose your mind with worry. Or be distracted as all hell wondering how she was, if she was holding up all right or worried to pieces for his safety. He’d watched too many men tell one of their buddies to give a final message to a woman back home. He didn’t want to be that man.

      Now that he was home for good, that was no longer an issue. In fact, Logan had begun to crave a longer-term connection with someone, the sharing of a life. The only problem was, he was enough of a man to know this wasn’t the time for that. He wasn’t whole enough right now and he honestly couldn’t say when he would be whole again. He didn’t feel like he could start something with Sam until he had found a way to beat this demon that seemed to be chasing him. If he could only fix what was broken in him, then maybe, just maybe, he’d be man enough for her.

      “I’ve been meaning to tell you,” he said, slowing down on his food now that he’d satiated the worst of his hunger. “I’m on level seventeen. I hope you’re adding new levels soon.”

      Sam looked up, surprise in her eyes again.

      He grinned. “Tangled Legacy.”

      “You play?” She asked and he was surprised to see her blush. Why would she be shy about her game? It shouldn’t be a surprise he played. Hell, half the world played her game.

      “Of course. I love the way your mind works. It’s like I can see the way you’ve woven the different pieces of the puzzle together in the world. But usually only after the fact.”

      She licked her lips and the movement distracted him, but he still heard her words.

      “I’ve got two more levels ready to go out with the next update.”

      He watched her mouth, wanting to lean in and capture it. She was so damned sexy.

      Instead, he nodded at her words and focused back on his food.

      An alert chimed on his computer and Logan glanced to the screen. A message from a friend in Colorado popped up.

      “Sorry, Sam. I just have to reply to this real fast,” Logan said as he turned his attention to the screen.

      “Do you want me to leave?” she asked, but Logan shook his head.

      “Nah, just have to get him some info real fast. It’ll only take a minute.”

      “’Kay,” she said.

      Logan typed the name and contact information for another one of his buddies into the message screen. He hit send before turning back to Sam. “Sorry. Just connecting a couple of people together about a job.”

      Sam raised her eyebrows in question and Logan continued. “I have a buddy who got released from a rehab center about a month ago. He’s having trouble finding work and he’s got a young kid and a wife to support. It’s not looking good where they are, so I told him I’d hook him up with another friend in Colorado who might be able to find him work out there.”

      “They’re former SEALs, too?” Sam asked, packing up the remnants of her lunch and tossing used napkins into the bag the food had come in.

      “One guy is. The other is Army. I served with him in Afghanistan for a while. They sometimes pair a SEAL to an Army unit during deployments. We worked together for a few months.”

      Logan shifted in his seat, not sure he wanted to tell her about any of this, but she had this way of simply looking at him and waiting with her face open and genuinely interested.

      It made him want to talk to her. Damned woman could have been an interrogator in another life. That, or a shrink. She had mad skills. Or maybe not. Maybe it was just her effect on him. He seemed somehow undone by her.

      “Some of the guys I know are coming home to some pretty screwed up situations. They can’t get work, their kids either don’t know them at all or they don’t want to listen to them anymore because they’ve been gone so long. Their spouses have been holding things together here for so long, they’re just excited to have their partner back, but for the guys coming home, it’s not easy to slip back into things. They can’t really just step back into what their wives need them to be. Add in the stress of not being able to make a living and things get sideways pretty fast.”

      “So, you’re networking for them, helping them find work?”

      “Where I can.”

      “How many people have you tried to help this way?”

      “A few,” he said.

      More like twenty, but she didn’t need to know that. He’d discovered he could match people up around the country. If one person couldn’t help, that person got in touch with someone who could, and so on, and so on.

      So far, things had worked out pretty well for many of the guys. “I’m really lucky to have this job from Jack. A lot of guys coming back aren’t finding work, anywhere. And, I don’t even have a family to feed. They do.”

      Sam was quiet for a bit and Logan became lost in his own world, thinking about the guys who were struggling with coming home and the guys who hadn’t made it back.

      “Oh, I get it,” Sam said quietly. Logan’s eyes flew to hers but he looked away just as quickly.

      She knew. Somehow, she knew.

      “You’re feeling guilty because you have this job, aren’t you?” Her words were soft, but she wasn’t going to let him off the hook.

      Logan didn’t answer. What the hell could he say? Besides, the woman seemed to know everything whether he voiced it or not, so he didn’t see why he needed to participate.

      “You earned it, you know,” she said. “It’s not just because you’re friends with Jack’s brother-in-law. Jack might be a softie nowadays, but he doesn’t do anything he doesn’t want to. And, he would never make a decision for Sutton Capital that isn’t the right decision. He’s not going to give you a job like this out of sympathy or loyalty to Zach or anything. Maybe a mailroom job, but not this job, Logan. You’re here because you’re the right man for the job.”

      Logan didn’t say anything. Just because he had the credentials didn’t mean it was right that he had this job. Why him? There were no answers down that road, no matter how many times he traveled it. Only questions and a whole bunch of shit.

      Shit that messes with your head. He’d spent plenty of time on the why me? bullshit when he’d come home alongside coffins draped in flags. Alongside men with injuries far more life-altering than his own. When he’d come home.
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        * * *

      

      Diya Molov smiled as she looked at the image on the screen, but the smile was one of sad memories, not joy. She wiped at an errant tear under one eye and forced herself to look past her own feelings.

      She was happy for her ex-fiancé, despite the fact there was a new woman on his arm in the photo. It wasn’t his fault their world had been torn apart, any more than it was hers. When her family died, something inside her had died with them. In that moment, her life had been irreparably altered, and there was no going back. She’d had to abandon all she’d known, all she’d loved. To give all of it up in search of justice.

      None of this had been fair to either of them, but she wanted his happiness, above all else. She wanted at least one of them to be able to continue to live happily.

      Well, that wasn’t true. She wanted to avenge her family’s deaths above all else. Then she’d be satisfied to die along with them. To slip from this world to whatever it was that waited on the other side. On to join her family. Her beautiful baby brothers and their smiling faces. Her mother and father.

      Her hand went to the locket on her neck, where she carried pictures of her brothers’ smiling faces. Little cherubs.

      They had been ten and twelve when her father’s enemies murdered them, but in her mind’s eye they would always be chubby cheeked and pudgy legged children, running toward her for sticky kisses. Throwing dirty arms around her after a day playing in the yard at their family home.

      Hearing a noise outside the room, she clicked the window closed on her laptop and turned to face the door. Yoshi entered quietly, as he always did. He wasn’t a leader, but he was a damned good soldier.

      She understood why her father had kept him so close all these years. Aside from the family connection, that is. Yoshi Bogolomov was her cousin, son of her father’s long deceased brother, but he was also loyal and true. He would have gladly died alongside her father had his delay getting to the house the night of the attack not been unavoidable. And now he served alongside her as she sought vengeance.

      He came with her from Russia to New York City, after they buried her family. New York was where they had begun to collect the information they would need to complete their task. It was where they were calling in markers her father held, to seek the justice denied to her family.

      “Yoshi,” she said quietly. “You have news?”

      He came and knelt before her, pulling papers from his back pocket. “I’ve located the two who are no longer overseas. Stone is one of them. He was injured and is living in Connecticut now.”

      Diya tilted her head to the other chair in the room as she took the photos from his hands. She glanced at the images of one man before dropping them on her desk in exchange for the pictures of Logan Stone.

      The one in charge of the ambush against her family. Rage washed over her as she saw the life he lived. The photos showed him entering a large office building, enjoying a life that shouldn’t be his. A life he didn’t deserve.

      The injustice of it steeled her resolve. One simply cannot erase an entire family from the face of the earth and expect to move on. But, Stone hadn’t erased them all. He’d left her alive and that would be his mistake. He underestimated her. And she would take advantage of that fact and make him pay.

      “Should I make arrangements?” Yoshi pulled her out of her head and back to the present with his question. She knew what he was asking. Did she want him to arrange for their deaths?

      She didn’t. Not like that. It would be too easy to rely on the connections her father had built over the years. To call on the favors owed her father and his empire, and have the man and all who were there with him that night killed efficiently and without fanfare.

      “No. Each of these men must pay a much higher price than the simple cost of their lives. They need to suffer as we have suffered, Yoshi. To have it all taken from them. Everything they love. All they value. They need to see it all destroyed. Then, and only then, will they die.”

      Yoshi nodded as Diya looked back at the images in her hand. “We start with Stone. He is responsible. He led them and it is he who must pay first. Find out everything. Where his family is. Who his loved ones are. If he has a dog, find out. I want to take it all from him.”

      She glanced down at the photos again and turned one toward Yoshi. In it, Stone and a woman stood together by the same building Stone entered in the previous picture. “Who is she?”

      “I’m not sure yet. Could be someone he works with, but they’ve been seen coming and going from the building together a number of times.”

      Diya murmured, and then handed the photos to Yoshi. “Find out if she’s more to him. If so, she’ll be taken away.”

      Yoshi nodded and left the room, slipping out as quietly as he’d come, and leaving Diya alone to remember all she’d lost. All Stone stole from her.
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      “It’s surreal, isn’t it?” Zach Harris asked as he sat on the couch next to Logan in Jack’s living room.

      The others were on the opposite side of the large room, half of them sitting or standing near the couches by the fireplace. The others spilled over into the kitchen where Jack’s housekeeper was holding court while she and her boyfriend, Roark, cooked.

      Sam had told Logan that Roark wooed Mrs. Poole for years before she gave in and started dating him recently. The man doted on her, following her every command in the kitchen with a smile that had love-sick-puppy written all over it.

      Logan turned and grinned at Zach, the man who’d been his best friend growing up. He knew if anyone understood the odd feeling he had, surrounded by friends on a Saturday afternoon, it was Zach.

      And surreal was right. Unreal. So far away from where he’d spent the last twelve years of his life. Zach had served overseas a long time ago. A much shorter stint than Logan’s, but he understood. He knew what it was like to try to come home. To try to be normal again.

      As he watched the others across the room, part of him envied their ability to make a home, a family. To bring children into this world. As much as a piece of him craved just that, he had to wonder if it was right to bring children into this world. A world that had shown him unspeakable cruelty.

      He envied them their innocence in that. The blind ability to see only what they knew, here in front of them. Then his eyes turned to Chad, who held his young daughter above him. He tossed her up in the air, bringing squeals forth with each toss. Chad had seen what Logan had. He knew the evil the world bred, and he’d chosen to have a child.

      “Something like that,” he said in answer to Zach. Surreal was right.

      “You hanging in there?” Zach asked.

      Logan grunted a response. It was as close as the two of them would get to talking about their feelings.

      “How’s Sutton? You like it there?”

      “Sure,” Logan said, raising the beer in his hand to his lips. He’d been nursing the same one for an hour now. If he knew nothing else, he’d instinctively known, if he let himself seek the numbness a bottle could bring him, he wouldn’t come back up. He’d been careful not to allow himself that solace.

      “What’s not to like? It’s a great company. Good people.” Logan nodded to the group across the room, trying not to note that Sam’s eyes had crossed to him more than a few times.

      Everyone else seemed to be content to let him stay on the far side of things. He knew her head was probably trying to calculate some precise measurement of time before intervening, balancing all the factors to know when to step in and try to lure him into the group.

      He had a feeling she’d been studying even more about trauma, since she seemed pretty damned sure he needed help. Not that he could argue with her. He didn’t question that he had post-traumatic stress injury. He just didn’t know what the hell to do with that information.

      “They are,” Zach said, and Logan thought he was about to say more, but the screech from a baby monitor on a nearby table interrupted him.

      Logan’s body stilled, tense as he shifted into autopilot. His mind instantly processed the noise, eyes checking his surroundings before his brain gave the all clear. But not fast enough, or subtly enough.

      Logan willed his breathing back to normal, but his heart rate was another story. His body just didn’t seem willing to come back down from fight-or-flight mode nowadays. And the toll was starting to wear on him.

      Zach had seen that.

      His friend’s voice was quiet as he spoke, talking more into the glass he raised to his lips than to Logan.

      “You still seeing someone? Getting some help with being back?”

      Logan’s lips thinned as he shook his head once. “Not since the hospital.”

      Both men kept their eyes on the group across the room as Jack reentered, holding little Maddie, fresh from her nap. The way she scowled at everyone and reached for her mom was almost comical. Apparently, she wasn’t one for company first thing after her nap.

      Zach took a long swallow and Logan knew he was measuring his response. “Think it might help?” he asked.

      Logan grunted. “You obviously do.”

      “Well, it’s that or head out to the monastery.”

      Logan laughed out loud at that. That was Zach’s thing. He’d gone all Zen-like when he returned, going off to chant with the monks or some shit like that. Not exactly Logan’s thing.

      “If you don’t want to use the VA services, I’m sure your health insurance would cover it.”

      Logan nodded and smiled at Zach. “Yeah, I’ll call.”

      What else could he say?

      The fact he had insurance to cover something none of the other guys who’d come back with him were getting was just one more thing to piss him off. He needed to get out of there before the anger took over. Before it blinded him and ruined this party for everyone.

      He should be grateful. He was lucky to have what others didn’t. Instead, it fueled his anger in ways he couldn’t explain.

      Rage scratched his skin and raked his bones.

      He stood and handed Zach his beer bottle. “Can you take care of that and say goodbye to Jack for me? I gotta take off.”

      Coming here had been a big mistake. He wasn’t ready. And no amount of therapy was going to change that.

      Before he could walk away, Chad approached from the other side of the room, quietly joining them to make a trio of former military.

      “You know I like you, right, man?” Chad asked.

      Logan laughed, in spite of himself, and shook his head at Chad.

      Just like that, the anger ebbed a bit and he felt a fraction of the tension drain. It took the edge off a little, being flanked by two guys who understood.

      “All right give it to me,” Logan said, readying himself for a new way to die.

      The guys had christened “You know I like you…” as the opening line of the now-running joke of ways they’d kill Logan if he messed with Sam.

      He had to admit, some of them were pretty funny. Zach wanted to cover him in banana puree and toss him in the gorilla cage at the zoo. The plans were getting further and further from the realm of reality and more into the land of the ridiculous. As evidenced by the gorillas.

      Chad smiled wide as he launched into his latest “kill Logan” plan. “First, we need to build a big pit.”

      Jennie and Sam walked over to join the group, cutting off Chad’s plan, as Jennie shook her head at her husband.

      “Enough with the plans, mister,” she said as she twined her arms around Chad’s bicep and looked up at him with a chastising scowl on her face.

      Logan’s eyes flipped to Sam. His heart jumped when he saw the wistfulness in her gaze as she watched her two friends. She must want that kind of love as badly as he wanted it. She was a hell of a lot more suited to it than he was.

      He wasn’t able to give her what she needed right now, but part of him selfishly hoped she didn’t meet anyone before he got his shit together. Wow. How screwed up and selfish was that?

      “What plans?” Samantha asked, her head swiveling around the group. Logan all but choked as he realized how that explanation might go. Yeah, Sam. They’re all planning my death because they’re afraid I’ll act on what I’m feeling and then dick you over in the end.

      Jennie had the tact to explain the joke without making the connection to Sam, and Logan had a feeling his relief matched that of Zach and Chad who had been looking a little ill at her question.

      “The boys think it’s fun to come up with ways to kill a SEAL.”

      Samantha gasped. “Kill a seal? Why would you do that! Poor baby seals.”

      They all laughed and Chad made the clarification. “No, Sam. As in capital S-E-A-L. Like this guy.” He tossed a thumb toward Logan, spelling out the designation that stood for Sea, Air, and Land, the three theatres of operation of a Navy SEAL.

      “Oh! That kind of SEAL.” Sam nodded thoughtfully at Logan and the wheels started to crank in her head. Unlike when the guys laid their plans, Logan actually squirmed under Sam’s study of him. What would she come up with?

      “Hmmm,” Sam murmured, clearly deep in thought as she walked away from the group, muttering under her breath.

      The remaining friends looked at each other, eyebrows raised.

      “She’s the one who could do it, you know,” Chad finally said, and the rest nodded.

      And, apparently, Logan thought as he watched her walk away, she was busy coming up with the step-by-step of precisely how she would take him out. Wonderful.
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      Sam wanted to lean on Jennie as they walked toward the locker room, but it seemed ludicrous when Jennie was a good few inches shorter and probably twenty pounds lighter. Okay, thirty. Thirty pounds lighter.

      But, it was Jennie’s fault she was here.

      “That woman is nuts. Certifiable. Someone needs to stop her. Stop the madness,” Sam said as she clutched her stomach with one arm and leaned a hand along the wall on the way back to the locker room.

      Jennie laughed.

      Traitor.

      “I think you’ll survive. Besides, people love her spin class. They line up for it a half hour ahead of time to get a spot. You’re lucky I saved you a place.”

      Sam glared at the woman she’d once thought of as her friend. “You need to stop doing me favors if we’re going to keep up this friendship. We can’t go on this way.”

      Jennie just laughed and pulled the locker room door open, letting Sam shuffle past her into the room.

      “Shower. I need a shower.” Samantha walked down the rows, turning into the one where she’d locked up her belongings. Jennie went to the locker opposite and slipped her member card into the slot at the same time Sam slid hers in to open her locker.

      “So,” Jennie said, drawing the word out. “I noticed you and Logan have been having lunch together a lot.”

      Sam fought to control the blush cruising up her cheeks, but even she wasn’t foolish enough to think she could control blushing. Stupid physiological responses.

      Jennie laughed again. “Anything you want to tell me?”

      “Nope, not a thing.” Samantha turned away and opened her locker door.

      She stopped and stared at the contents of her locker. It was wrong.

      “What’d you say?” Jennie asked over her shoulder and Sam cringed. She wondered when she would ever learn the difference between voicing something in her head and saying it aloud. You would think a grown woman would have mastered that skill.

      “It’s wrong. My stuff is in the wrong spot.”

      Jennie turned and looked at Sam’s locker with a frown. “What do you mean? Wrong how?”

      “My jacket was hung on the front hook not the back one. And the zipper of my purse was facing the front when I left, not the back.”

      Jennie didn’t question how Sam knew this. They’d spent enough time together for her to know Sam had an exact picture of her locker and how she’d left it in her head.

      She wasn’t going by some fuzzy memory as anyone else might. She wasn’t confusing it with the last time she’d come to the gym with Jennie. She had an exact image in her head to compare to what she saw now.

      “Is anything missing?”

      Sam pulled her jacket out and fished in the pocket. Her car key was where she’d left it. She pulled down her purse and checked for wallet, cell phone.

      “Doesn’t seem like it,” she said as she fished out her wallet and opened it. Cash and credit cards were all where she’d left them. “Nope. Nothing obvious.” Even her gum was where she’d left it in the small zipper section on the side.

      Jennie and Sam both looked at the locker, frowning for a minute, ideas of a shower long gone. Jennie finally turned and tugged her own clothes out of her locker.

      “I wonder if someone started to go through your things and was interrupted. We can tell the staff on the way out. I know they’ve had wallets stolen in the past. That’s why they went to the member card locks on the lockers. So no one would forget their locks. I wonder if someone figured out a way to get around the keycards.”

      Sam grinned and grabbed her clothes, launching into an explanation of how easily one might get through the keycard locks with the right tools as she dressed.

      Jennie rolled her eyes. “Come on, Gadget Girl, I’ll buy you a donut.”

      “I deserve two donuts after what that sadistic spin witch just put me through. That woman needs to be stopped before she hurts someone.”

      Jennie rolled her eyes again, but a smile split her face as she pushed Sam toward the door.
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      The group laughed as Andrew detailed his newest method of killing Logan. At this point, they’d dropped all mention of the game being related to Logan hurting Samantha; it was simply a game to see who could come up with the most creative way of taking Logan out.

      Earlier in the week, someone had taped a picture of a baby seal to the copy room wall and the whole office had been playing darts on it.

      Samantha walked into the room and took the chair Logan had saved her at the conference table. Sara, Kaeden, Andrew, Logan, Jennie, Chad, and now Samantha, had all gathered for lunch.

      The new members of Sutton Capital were bonding. Kaeden and Andrew had apparently attended the same camp, only at different times, when they were younger. Sara and Samantha started hanging out when Sam found out Sara was designing her own robotic prosthesis to take the place of the traditional prosthesis she wore on her left arm.

      They used a 3D printer to create parts and had been brainstorming ways to make the hand not only perform all the tasks a natural hand could, but also function in ways a typical human hand could not.

      “What did I miss?” Sam asked, surveying the group with her gaze as she hung her purse over the arm of one of the chairs and tossed a take-out bag on the table in front of Logan. If anyone noticed that Sam now delivered his lunch to him more days than not, they didn’t comment on it.

      Jennie spoke up first. “Andrew was just telling us how he was going to kill Logan with a staple gun and plastic wrap. I’m not convinced it will work,” she said with a grin.

      “Oh!” Sam sat up straight and grinned at Logan. “I figured out how I’d kill you.”

      Logan groaned but returned her smile. “Why do I have a feeling I’m going to regret letting this game continue?”

      “Let’s hear it, Sam. How are you going to take the big guy down?” Sara asked.

      “I’m not,” she said, as though she’d just announced something brilliant. “I’d make him do it.”

      There was a collective stilling of everyone at the table, and Logan felt a creep of unease crawl up his spine. Even in his screwed-up state, no way he’d take his own life? Right?

      Chad spoke first. “You wanna spell that out, Sam?”

      “First, I’d figure out who mattered the most to him—family, friends, whoever he cared about. Then, I’d set those people up, slipping into their lives and planting evidence. I’d make it look like they were dealing drugs, or involved in an affair, or something criminal, anything that would destroy them if it were discovered. A lot of that can be done by computer, and if you’re good, you can do it without leaving a trail. When everything is in place, I’d contact Logan and let him know he had forty-eight hours to commit suicide or I’d release the info on his friends and family. Even if the people were never convicted of the crimes I set them up for, their lives would be destroyed, or at least interrupted in a pretty significant way. He’d do anything to keep them from that fate, including taking his own life. It’s perfect.”

      Jennie cleared her throat. “Why give him forty-eight hours?”

      “What am I, a monster? He needs time to come to grips with it. A chance to say goodbye.” She smiled and looked around the room. “Did I win?”

      Dead silence met her until Logan cleared his throat. “Yeah, Sam. You won.”

      Jennie was the first to break the tension as she burst out laughing. “Holy crap, you scare the crap out of me, girl.”

      When everyone stopped laughing and Sam shrugged, seemingly satisfied in her standing as queen of the murder conspirators, Jennie spoke up again. “Hey, Sam, did you tell Chad about your locker yesterday? At the gym?”

      “Nope. I figured it was just someone trying to grab wallets, like you said.”

      “I think you should tell him, just in case,” Jennie said, biting her lip as though uncertain.

      The group collectively sat forward in their seats, looking at Sam. Logan was more than a little aware of the way his breath seemed to be anchored to his lungs right now. He didn’t move as he watched Sam squirm in her seat.

      “Spill it,” Chad said and he seemed to be dividing a look between the two women as if he didn’t care who told the story, so long as he heard it.

      Logan felt the same way. He wanted to know what was going on and he wanted the story now.

      “When we came back from spin class yesterday, someone had been in Sam’s locker. Nothing was missing, but her things weren’t where they’d been,” Jennie said.

      No one seemed to question that Sam would know whether or not things were moved, and Logan didn’t question it either. He already knew her well enough to know that she had a spot-on memory. If she said things were moved, they were moved. Logan caught Chad’s eyes and the men came to a silent agreement.

      Logan tipped his voice into a more casual register. “Probably nothing. You just left things a different way than you thought you did,” he said at the same time as he brought his hand up to cover Sam’s mouth, cutting off her objection before she could voice it.

      He gently moved her head in a nod for her, before slowly releasing her mouth.

      “You’re right,” she said, catching on as he lifted her purse from her chair and began searching it. “I was pretty tired after the spin class. I probably imagined it. I told Jennie she was overreacting.” Sam smirked at Jennie, who rolled her eyes and laughed.

      Logan began to run his fingers over the straps of the bag, and then searched its inside lining. He moved his hands slowly, keeping his search as silent as possible. Luckily, the bag was already unzipped—otherwise, the sound of the zipper being opened would have given his search away immediately. Just inside the zipper, close to the seam, there was a small tear in the lining.

      As Logan’s fingers worked, Chad started up casual banter in the background, in case anyone was listening, but all eyes remained on Logan.

      It didn’t take long for him to work a small device free of the fabric. He held it up for Chad before lifting Sam’s jacket from her chair and going through a similar search, yielding the same results. Someone planted two listening devices in Sam’s belongings.

      “All right, guys, lunch is over. Back to work,” Chad said casually, motioning for the group to leave the room. He took the devices from Logan and took some photos of them before slipping them back in place in Sam’s purse and jacket. He scribbled a quick note to Sam and showed it to her.

      Take your things to your office and leave them there. Meet in my office.

      Sam nodded and she and Logan walked to her office together to drop off her belongings before meeting Chad in his office moments later, sans bugs.

      When they entered, Chad was using a small handheld instrument to check the office for listening devices. Apparently not finding any, he turned it off and sat behind his desk as Sam and Logan sat in chairs opposite him.

      “I assume you check the office fairly routinely, Chad?”

      Logan received an answering nod from Chad. It made sense to do routine sweeps. Sutton Capital’s offices held a large amount of proprietary information, not only on their own company, but also that of the companies they funded. There were plenty of companies out there who might want to infiltrate their offices.

      “Yes, but I’ll increase it now. Can you follow Sam home today and check her house for her?” Chad asked, handing Logan the device he’d been using moments before.

      “Why did you guys put those bugs back?” Sam’s mind was only half on the discussion as she thought about the fact that Logan would be coming to her townhouse when they left work.

      Not that he was coming for any reason other than work, but still. The thought had thrown her off balance. She was doing an inventory of the number of pairs of underwear hanging in her bathroom when Chad answered.

      “We don’t want whoever planted them to know we found them until we decide how to proceed. I’ll look into who might have put them there, but with this type of device, tracing them won’t be easy. In the meantime,” he said drawing a small black box from his drawer, “carry this on you. I want you to turn it on anytime you’re talking about something we don’t want anyone hearing. Let them listen to any conversations that aren’t important.”

      Sam raised her eyebrows. “You’re putting a lot of faith in my ability to remember to turn this thing on and off.”

      Chad grinned. “I’m pretty sure you can handle it. Besides, I only need a day or two to look into this. I want to talk to Jack, see if he has any idea who could be behind it. Hopefully, he’s got some idea who would want information right now. It’s probably related to a deal he’s got coming up or something.”

      Sam fidgeted a little with her hands and cast a glance at Logan. He had a brief thought she might want to talk alone with Chad but he wasn’t about to walk out without her directly asking him to.

      If something was going on that involved Sam, he wanted to know about it. He couldn’t help her if he didn’t know what was going on and Logan damned well was going to help her.

      Sam had done nothing but help him since he’d started here. In fact, he had a feeling she had no clue how much she’d helped him just by ignoring his obvious hang-ups and quietly letting him adjust to life with her support.

      “Chad, do you, um … do you think it could be related to Alonzo?” Sam sounded genuinely nervous.

      Chad’s eyebrows shot up and Logan could tell he wasn’t taking Sam’s question or her apparent anxiety over the issue lightly.

      “Who’s Alonzo?” Logan asked.

      The answer came from Chad. “Lazarus Alonzo. He’s the guy who was behind the human trafficking ring that took Kelly a few years ago. Sam consulted with the FBI to hunt down the rest of the women who’d been taken, rescuing all but one of them.”

      Logan didn’t miss the haunted look in Sam’s eyes at the mention of the woman she didn’t save. He knew that feeling, knew the horror of knowing you’d let someone down. Left someone behind.

      “She also helped the FBI hack into his servers and freeze most of his assets, things he’d thought were hidden. When she found accounts the FBI couldn’t legally touch, she drained all the money out of them. They never caught him, but Sam was able to cripple him. It’s rumored he’s rebuilding his empire, but it’s slow going without the resources Sam took from him.”

      “Could it be him?” Logan figured Chad would have kept tabs on whether the FBI had any leads on this guy and whether he might be coming for Sam.

      Chad locked eyes with Logan and Logan had his answer. It was possible. But it seemed Chad wasn’t going to let on to Sam that she might have an old enemy coming after her.

      “Alonzo shouldn’t have access to your identity, Sam. The FBI was really firm about keeping it confidential and I know the agents we worked with. They’re good. They wouldn’t let your true identity out there,” Chad said.

      Sam said exactly what Logan was thinking: “Anything can be hacked.”

      The statement was ironic and neither man could argue with her, given her status as one of the best—if not the best—hackers in the country.

      There had to be a file somewhere with her name in it, and if she could hack anything, there were others out there who could, as well.

      Chad nodded but kept his voice even. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Sam. It’s more likely your work here is what this person was after when they bugged you. Could be someone’s trying to get access to info on Sutton through you. They know you sit in on a lot of Jack’s meetings and you have access to a lot of sensitive information. They also wouldn’t think you’d realize your things had been moved in a locker, whereas Jack or Andrew or I would be expected to be more on guard about stuff like that. People who don’t know you wouldn’t expect that you’d spot something out of place so quickly, so they might have thought you were an easy target to bug.”

      Logan watched carefully and Sam’s face seemed to ease as she took in the logic of what Chad was saying.

      “I’ll head home with you and be sure nothing’s been planted at your house, Sam,” Logan said. “Do you have a security system at your home?”

      Sam shook her head no. She should have one. Logan knew she’d been making a lot of money with her new game. He was surprised she didn’t live in a mansion somewhere at this point, but that just wasn’t like her. That was evidenced by the fact she hadn’t quit her job. She sure as hell didn’t need to work at Sutton for the money.

      Hell, he’d seen action figures and backpacks based on Tangled Legacy at the store the other day. When they were selling merchandise based on your game, it meant you’d officially hit it big. She should have a security system and then some at this point.

      “Okay. We can get one put in place quickly enough. Give me a day to get things lined up with Zach and we’ll get you set up with security,” Logan said.

      Sam nodded but the look on her face told him she was battling nerves on the inside. The urge to wrap his arms around her and pull her in close swept through him. He gritted his teeth as they walked out, shoving away thoughts of being her hero.

      The drive to her house was going to take all the nerve he had in him right now. He wasn’t in any shape to be anyone else’s hero, when he couldn’t even keep his own shit together. Couldn’t even drive from point A to point B without having to force the bile down in his throat.
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      Sam put her key in the lock, but Logan startled her when he closed his hand over hers.

      “Let me go first. Just in case.” He smiled at her but the smile was cold. He wasn’t focused on her right now. He was in military mode. Or what she assumed was military mode. He seemed more like a machine at the moment, and Sam wondered if this was normal after his ride home. If it had to do with any PTSI symptoms when he was driving or if it was because he was in protection mode for her.

      He never told her as much, but she knew driving was hard for him. He arrived at the office far too early and left far too late. She had read about the trouble veterans could have with sitting in traffic or even just being at a red light, and she was fairly sure he was having those types of issues. But, he’d stayed right behind her for the ten-minute drive to her town house. She had to wonder what it had taken him, emotionally, to persevere.

      Maybe he’d slipped into soldier mode because of the threat, or what they all assumed was a threat, to her. Maybe this was just his protective mode.

      If this was how he functioned when threatened, she couldn’t imagine how hard it had been on him to live like this for years, through deployments overseas and who knows how many missions with his team. What would it take to shut down your feelings and function with such pure, calculated precision and drive?

      She moved over as Logan entered the small space that her front door opened into. The town house was three levels, with the front door opening into a hallway in the basement level. There was a garage to the left and a staircase to the right. Between them was a short hallway that led to a finished room that still stood empty. Sam had never decided what to do with the room and only used it to get to the utility room that housed the hot water heater.

      Logan quickly checked the garage and back room, looking into the utility room as well, before returning to Sam and starting up the stairs that led to the second level of the house. This level featured a sunken living room with a fireplace and framed images of characters from Tangled Legacy, her online game, hanging against one wall.

      A case mounted on another wall held collectable figures from Tangled Legacy. Sliding glass doors led to a small patio and a common grass area.

      Another three-step staircase to their left led to a dining room that looked out over the living room, broken up only by a half wall and the added height. Logan would easily be able to see anyone in these rooms without having to enter them because of the open concept.

      He turned left, moving through the dining room to the kitchen and Sam waited while he checked in there. She was fascinated with how he moved, his feet silent, his body always placed to maximize her safety and provide cover for himself and her.

      She’d thought about Chad’s explanation that this was simply someone seeking information about her work at Sutton and she thought he was right. It made sense.

      And because of that, she didn’t truly believe anyone would be in her town house. She allowed herself to fantasize about all the other things Logan’s body could do as she watched him move with ease through her rooms.

      He wasn’t just in shape; he was a machine. He’d released the top two buttons on his shirt during the drive here and she could see the tanned skin below his neck tempting her with all kinds of illicit thoughts.

      Sam actually felt saliva build in her mouth at the thought of reaching her tongue out and trailing it down his neck, while she undid a few more buttons to expose his chest.

      Then he was silently making his way up the next staircase to the final level of the town house and Sam’s mind flashed to her bedroom. She quickly catalogued the room in her mind. Three skirts, two pair of pants, five shirts, and three bras hung throughout the room. The remnants of her morning frenzy as she dressed.

      Well, it could be worse. At least the clothes were all piled on her bed and chair and she’d put her shoes back in the rack in her closet before she walked out the door. And there were no panties hanging around. That was something.

      She followed along behind him, hanging back on the stairs to watch. Logan swept her bedroom and bathroom, even going so far as to open the door to the crawl space in the bathroom, and then the guestroom while she waited on the staircase landing. When he finished, he returned to her, his eyes looking slightly more relaxed. A little more like the man she knew.

      And, of course, her eyes found their way back to the vein that ran down the side of his neck, disappearing beneath his shirt. Oh, how she wanted to follow it down, stripping back the fabric to see what lay beneath it.

      Sam swallowed hard as Logan moved toward her, his body predatory. He bent in close to whisper in her ear and Sam bit her cheeks to keep from gasping.

      Or launching herself into his arms. Launching was a very distinct possibility. The heat of his breath tickled over her skin, teasing and taunting her.

      “Offer me a drink, Sam,” Logan whispered, but her brain had a hard time processing what he meant.

      She pulled back and looked at him. His grin was wide and amusement now colored his eyes.

      The soldier was gone. Teasing, playful Logan was back in place.

      He ran his hands up her arms, sending chills—the good kind—through her body before pulling her in close again. Mouth at her ear—and this time she’d swear he intentionally let his mouth touch the curve of her ear ever so slightly, sending shivers through her—he whispered his instruction again.

      “Samantha, offer me a drink. The listening device in your bag is picking up nothing but silence so far.”

      Oh. Right. The bugs.

      Sam nodded, not exactly trusting her voice as she drew her eyes up to Logan’s face. He smirked at her as he pulled out a device she assumed would sweep for listening devices. Sam cleared her throat.

      “Can I get you a drink, Logan? Um, I think I have root beer and, um, maybe … water. Milk? I have milk.”

      Milk … it does a body good. His body sure has done good. Maybe he’s a milk drinker.

      Logan was grinning at her again, the look in his eye telling her that maybe she’d said that out loud.

      “Did I do it again?”

      “Yup.” The look on his face was entirely too smug.

      “Jerk. What do you want to drink?”

      There was laughter in his eyes and his voice as he continued to scan her home with the device he’d brought. “Water would be great,” he said, as he headed off toward the stairs to the second floor.

      Sam left her jacket and purse up in her room, purposefully leaving them behind, so unless Logan found more bugs, no one would overhear their conversation.

      She followed him down the stairs but when he headed into the dining and living rooms, she stayed in the kitchen, popping ice into two glasses and filling one with water and the other with root beer. Root beer was her vice. Certainly not her only vice. But a big one.

      “Make yourself comfortable,” she called in to Logan as she put the root beer back in the fridge and bumped the door shut with her hip. She figured if there were bugs in here, they should be saying something to one another. She saw Logan slip almost silently down the stairs to the basement before coming back up and crossing to the couch, where he sat down.

      “Nothing in the house,” he said. He tossed a signal jammer, similar to the one Chad had given her earlier, on the coffee table.

      “The scanner should have picked up any devices even if they weren’t transmitting. Some devices only pick up if a bug is actively transmitting information. Chad likes his toys and keeps some pretty advanced stuff around, but to be on the safe side, continue to jam any conversations you don’t want overheard.”

      Sam sat beside Logan and handed him his water before sipping her root beer. She tucked one leg up under her and tried not to pay attention to the fact that the hottest man she’d ever met was sitting next to her. In her home.

      She tried to ignore the fact that, when he sat, the strong muscles of his thighs flexed against the fabric of his pants, drawing her gaze and making her wonder what those muscles looked like beneath his pants. What they felt like.

      This time, she caught herself before she reached a hand out. No feeling up the hot guy sitting next to you. His knowledge of all this technical stuff actually made him twenty times more appealing than he would be if he’d just been a pretty face and a hot body.

      “Do you really think this is just about Sutton and someone digging for information? The competition looking for something?” Sam asked.

      “Yeah, I do,” Logan said. He half turned to face her on the couch, one arm up over the top edge. He lifted a strand of her hair and let it run through his fingers.

      Sam almost rolled her eyes at how her body reacted to the simple gesture. It was more than just the physical rush of heat and the leap in her chest. There was an emotional tug at her heart and she needed to remind herself that Logan didn’t plan to act on whatever this was that seemed to pull them together.

      He’d said as much to Jack at the cocktail party. She overheard it herself.

      Well, not overheard. She saw it come out of his mouth with her own eyes. And despite how many times he told her she looked like Jessica Rabbit and he thought she was hot, he didn’t plan to do anything about it. Which sucked.

      “You should really think about moving into a higher security place. Something with gated access and regular security patrols.”

      Sam shook her head. “Can’t. Mrs. Murphy relies on me to bring her groceries and Mr. Johnson needs someone to help him feed and trap the feral cats that live in the woods behind us. We trap and release them after we get them neutered or spayed.”

      Logan gave a slight shake of his head, but he didn’t push. “We’ll have Zach set up security here then. He’ll install the standard door and window sensors, but I’ll also have him put in some panic buttons in strategic places that you can hit if you’re ever in trouble. He can wire them to the police station, but also to me. I’m only five minutes away from here.”

      Sam told herself to focus on what Logan was saying, but it was hard. She should probably be taking this more seriously, but both Chad and Logan had assured her she was likely safe. Really, how could she be expected to pay attention to words when he was sitting on her couch, staring at her with those intense eyes that made her want to whimper and strip down to her panties?

      “Are you listening to me, Sam?”

      Sort of.

      “Yup.” She nodded.

      “The crawl space in your master bathroom — if the alarm is tripped or you notice anything suspicious, hit the panic button and head right for that crawl space. Barricade yourself in with the boxes in there. Is there anything heavy in them? Heavy enough to hold the door?”

      “Books,” Sam said. “Most of them are filled with books.”

      Logan nodded. “Good. Light enough for you to move quickly, but if you pile a few in front of the door, they should hold briefly. They’ll buy you a little time. And, with the crawl space being in your master bathroom, it’ll be one of the last places any intruder gets to when they enter. Block yourself in and don’t come out for anyone other than myself or Chad. I’ll get a bar to add to that door to fortify it, but the boxes are your contingency plan until we get that installed.”

      “So yummy when you’re in protector mode.” Sam sighed. “Damn, that was out loud, wasn’t it?”

      Logan gave a huff with a shake of his head, but she saw the corners of his mouth twitch and knew he was trying not to smile.

      “I should go,” he said, standing. He picked up the jammer and handed it to her. “Remember to turn this off and let them hear you watching a little TV and brushing your teeth. Anything they’d expect to hear.”

      “Won’t anyone listening think that’s odd? I mean, suddenly their device just goes out?”

      He shrugged. “At first they’ll just assume it’s interference from everyday stuff you’d run across. It won’t tip them off for a few days, at least. Eventually, they’ll notice it’s happening too often, but not at first.”

      He paused and seemed to search her face. “Are you okay to stay here tonight by yourself? Do you want me to stay with you until Zach gets your security system in place?”

      Yes, please.

      “No, that’s okay. I’m not worried about it. I think Chad’s right. Jack will probably know exactly who it is and Chad will track the bugs back to them and it’ll all be fine. Like you guys said, I’m the weak link. Chad and Jack and Andrew would certainly notice anything awry right away and people know that. They wouldn’t think I would spot anything, so they targeted me, that’s all.”

      He seemed to shake himself out of a haze. With purposeful movements, he took the jammer from her hand and showed her that he was turning it off. She wasn’t honestly sure if his next words and actions were for show for whoever might be listening, or not.

      Frankly, she didn’t care.

      Because before she knew what was happening, Logan was murmuring her name and he’d lowered his head to hers, capturing her mouth with his.

      And, oh God, capture was the right word. Because the haze and heat and dizziness of the kiss caught her. Caught in the control of his hands as he laced them through her hair and angled her head, taking the kiss soul deep with the stroke of his tongue on her lips. Lips that parted without thought or care, letting him delve into her mouth.

      Sam moaned and Logan’s arm dropped to her waist, hauling her against him, bringing the hard planes of his body flush to the soft contours of hers. Her entire body responded in an instant, and tantalizing warmth raced through her as her curves fit to him.

      And then, he pulled away. His gaze was intense, his breath just the smallest bit out of control, but he quickly collected himself. He steadied his breathing as he pushed her away from him, seeming to place her quite purposefully out of reach.

      Sam couldn’t make out his thoughts, and honestly had no idea if he’d done that simply for the benefit of anyone listening, or because he’d wanted to.

      She was going to choose to think he’d wanted to, but he shuttered his eyes and said a quick goodnight before walking away, and that left her wondering if it was all just for show, after all.
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      “Diya?”

      Diya looked up from her computer and raised her eyebrows at Yoshi.

      “Yes?” She’d told him not to interrupt her and Peter as they worked, so she knew if Yoshi had chosen to do so it would be important.

      Yoshi eyed Peter as he stepped into the room. Diya had a feeling Peter was wholly absorbed in his work, but she trusted him completely, regardless. He had worked for her father over the years as a contact in the United States and had proven himself. She waved Yoshi farther into the room.

      “You can speak in front of Peter. Heaven knows he’s learning every secret we have right now,” she said with a smile.

      But in reality, Peter wasn’t learning her secrets—he was learning her father’s. Diya discovered her father kept journals filled to overflowing with the secrets of anyone and everyone he’d ever worked with.

      Some had been secret codes to establishing contact with those he worked with. Others were secrets those people wouldn’t want getting out. It seemed her father had known the value of information and he’d traded upon that value through the years. She’d always wondered how he’d come to be as powerful as he had, and now she knew.

      She fully intended to pick up where he’d left off, but she also planned to bring the endeavor into the present day. She was having Peter Gatorelli computerize everything. He’d begun by setting up firewalls and security. Once he completed that task, he’d be taking all the information Diya’s father had compiled and setting it up in a database she could search and cross-reference at will. She would also be able to add to the database, and she intended to do that as well.

      Yoshi sat in a chair across from her. “I’ve had three men on Logan Stone for a week, and I think you’re right about that woman. Samantha Page appears to be dating him. I’m not sure yet how important he is to her, but they’re definitely together.”

      Peter’s head shot up. “Samantha Page?”

      Yoshi nodded, his mouth pulling down into a frown.

      “Where is she from? Connecticut? Like Stone?” Peter looked to Yoshi for an answer. Yoshi nodded again.

      “Huh,” Peter said and lowered his head to the laptop in front of him again, talking to himself under his breath, a highly annoying habit he seemed unaware of, or perhaps, unconcerned about.

      When he didn’t say anything else, Diya prompted him, her tone not at all patient with the eccentricities of the man. “Peter!”

      “Huh?” He looked up from his work, confusion etched on his face.

      Diya buried a sigh and rolled her eyes as Yoshi coughed nervously into his hand.

      “What about Samantha Page from Connecticut?”

      “Oh. It’s probably nothing, but there were rumors a while back that she was BillieBurke, the white hat hacker behind the take down of Mendelow, Alonzo, and a few others.”

      Diya stared at him. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. What does that even mean?”

      Now it was Peter’s turn to roll his eyes.

      “BillieBurke is the hacker name of a white hat hacker. It’s a play on Glinda the Good Witch?”

      He stopped and looked at them as though they should know what he was talking about. Diya simply stared.

      “Glinda the Good Witch from The Wizard of Oz. Billie Burke was the actress who played her. You know what? Skip that part. What matters is who she is. There are white hats and black hats. Good hackers and bad hackers. I,” he said with no small amount of pride, “am a black hat. I hack for profit or to fuck with other people when I feel like it. White hats hack for the pleasure of it and to do good for others. They help the government shore up their defenses, and in general try to help undo a lot of the shit we black hats do. Even when they’re hacking for their own pleasure, they don’t actually profit from it or cause harm.

      “They’re like the do-gooders of the hacker world. And if these rumors are right, Samantha Page is the best of the best of them. Many hackers’ identities are well known, despite the fact that they use an online name or two. But no one’s ever been able to prove who BillieBurke is. BillieBurke worked with the FBI to take down Mendelow after he hacked into the FDA’s computer system and she’s supposedly worked with them on other things since then. They say she’s taken down criminals no one can build a case on just by hacking into their systems and taking out all their money, screwing with them any way she can. She’s the kind of chick who finds a major security breach in a company’s software and goes and shows them how to fix it, out of the goodness of her heart. It’s disgusting.”

      “And there are rumors this Samantha Page is that hacker?” Diya asked.

      Peter shrugged. “I don’t buy it. There are very few people who actually believe it, but whatever. Don’t get me wrong, Samantha’s a decent programmer and even a semigood hacker. She’s behind the multiplayer game Tangled Legacy. Makes a shit ton on that, I’m sure.

      “When the rumors started, someone hacked her and found out she goes by the name blu33y3dphr3nd—leet speak for blue-eyed friend. She’s got a couple of cool hacks to her credit and Tangled Legacy is sweet as shit, but she’s no BillieBurke. She just isn’t that good. First of all, nobody uses a leet speak name anymore. It’s lame. And BillieBurke is far from lame. I don’t buy it.”

      Diya narrowed her eyes in thought. “Or she’s smart enough to make herself look like she’s not that good, like she’s this blue-eyed person instead, when in reality she’s scamming you all. Find out,” Diya said to Peter. “Do whatever you need to track this hacker and see if it leads back to Samantha Page.”

      Peter sputtered. “It can’t be done. If it could be done, someone would have done it by now. No one can track BillieBurke.”

      “I thought you could do anything,” Diya said, with a raised brow, instantly recognizing the set of his shoulders that said he wouldn’t let her challenge go unanswered.

      Peter squinted his eyes her way and uttered a short “fine,” before turning to his computer.

      “And you,” Diya said, turning back to Yoshi, “stay on Logan and Samantha. Also find out all you can on her, everything there is to know from what brand of underwear she prefers to how she takes her coffee. Everything.”
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        * * *

      

      “You kissed me.”

      Logan looked up at the sound of Sam’s voice.

      Hell. The woman was gunning for bear this morning.

      She’d twisted her hair up in some complicated thing at the back of her head, neck unprotected, just begging him to reach out and trace it with his tongue. She wore a high-heeled-boots-and-miniskirt combo that sent his fantasies off in cock-hardening directions. Crap like that really made it difficult to work. Scratch that. It made it difficult to breathe, never mind work.

      Her talking about the kiss wasn’t helping. “I did,” he said, purposefully making his voice even.

      Kissing her had been a mistake. At first, he’d told himself it was only for the benefit of anyone listening in on the devices, but that was a load of crap and he knew it. What would it matter to her eavesdropper if she had a boyfriend or not? If he’d been at her place as a friend or as a lover? It wouldn’t.

      No, the kiss had been solely for himself. Solely because he couldn’t help himself any longer.

      And then, once it started, he couldn’t stop. She melted into him and moaned and before he knew it, he’d pulled her in close, lining his cock between her legs just right. And it was so freaking right. So ever-loving effing right.

      “But then you left.”

      Her comment drew him back to the present and once again he had to fight to steady his breathing. Yeah. Leaving hadn’t been easy either. He’d had to draw on every ounce of control he had to walk out that door instead of hauling her upstairs to her bed.

      “I did.”

      “Why?”

      “Why did I kiss you or why did I leave?”

      “Both.” She shut his office door behind her and stood watching him as though terrified of the answer. Damn, this woman. She really had no idea the kind of power she had over him.

      Logan drew in a deep breath through his nose before answering.

      “I kissed you because I couldn’t help myself,” he said quietly, eyes watching hers as they flared in surprise. “And I walked away because I’m not okay.”

      She blinked slowly at that. “You’re not okay.”

      She said this more as a statement than a question and he got the sense she was acknowledging a fact they’d both known for some time now.

      Logan repeated the sentence over in his head. I’m not okay.

      He hadn’t actually said that before and he felt a small blow at the acknowledgement. Both a blow, and in some ways, a relief. It was as though saying the words to her somehow helped him to move forward, no matter how small a step it was. I’m not okay.

      In the Teams, anyone diagnosed with PTSI got pulled from any assignments requiring security clearance. It was so ingrained in him not to ask for help, not to admit there was a problem, it was hard to do so now, even though his clearance and status as a SEAL was no longer in jeopardy.

      Saying the words relieved some of that, though. The stigma was still there, but he could breathe, suddenly.

      “And what are you doing about that?” Sam’s question threw him off guard.

      “Excuse me?”

      “What are you doing about that?” Sam repeated in a tone that told him she thought he was an idiot for not having some plan to address this issue.

      But how could he address it? What the hell could he do to get back to, well … he didn’t even know. Normal was what he guessed he should be striving for, but he didn’t even really know what that was. And, he knew after the things he’d seen and done, normal wasn’t an option anymore. Not for him.

      “What am I doing about it?” he asked and he felt about as stupid as he sounded. Just keep parroting her words back to her. Freaking brilliant.

      Samantha’s face softened and she smiled at him, but there was a sad patience to the smile. “What are you doing to get yourself okay?”

      He wanted to get angry, to storm at her and tell her where she could take her suggestions that he simply do something. But he couldn’t.

      When he looked at her, he saw she waited with no judgment on her face. Simply watched him as though she expected him to have a plan. When one wasn’t forthcoming, she tilted her head.

      Were he not fighting the turmoil her questions seemed to have let loose in him, he might have thought the move adorable. Instead, he just fought the rising tide of panic inside him. Don’t do this, Sam. Don’t go there.

      Whether she saw the panic in his eyes or simply knew him well enough by now to know this conversation wouldn’t end well, she turned to leave.

      She stopped with her hand on the doorknob and looked back at him.

      “You know, Logan, you deserve to be happy. You might not be like a lot of your buddies you talk about with families to feed and no prospects for a job. You might not be fighting critical injuries or learning to walk with a prosthesis or two, but that doesn’t mean you don’t deserve to be happy. You have every right to the same counseling and help they do. You need to stop punishing yourself for landing this job with Jack. You need to stop thinking you don’t matter just as much as every one of the men you fought with, even the ones who didn’t come home with you; who won’t ever come home. You deserve peace and happiness and everything you fought for overseas for all of us to have back home. You get to have it now, too. That’s part of the deal.”

      Well, damned if she didn’t cut right through all his shit, straight to the freaking issue.

      And then she walked out.

      Well, hell.

      Logan stared at the closed door for a long time and tried to figure out what he was feeling. He didn’t really have a clue, but he knew one thing.

      If getting help, if finding a way to be okay again, meant he could have a life with that woman—even only a shot at a life with that woman—he wanted it.

      He picked up the phone and dialed Chad’s extension.

      “Yeah?” Chad grunted.

      “How did you do it?”

      “Uh …”

      “When you came home,” Logan clarified.

      Chad had been out of the military for years, but he’d been in spec ops, too. Logan knew Chad had seen some shit, but he seemed to have a life now. He was functioning all right. At least better than Logan was. He had a wife he loved and who loved him back. They had a daughter. Chad didn’t seem plagued by memories like Logan was.

      Logan cleared his throat and continued. “When you came home, how did you—”

      Chad cut in when Logan floundered again. “Hang on, man. I’ll be right there.”

      Logan stared out the window until he heard Chad open the door behind him. Chad didn’t hesitate. He walked in and handed Logan a business card for a counselor. Ernie Green.

      “This guy,” Chad said, pointing to the card. “Go see him. He’s a veteran, and he’s become a good friend over the years. He gets it. It doesn’t fix everything right away, but he can help.”

      Logan nodded and Chad turned without another word and left the room.

      Logan looked down at the card and took another one of those deep breaths he’d seemed to be needing a lot of lately. Sam’s words echoed in his head: What are you doing about it?

      He lifted his phone and dialed the number.
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      Logan walked into the office four days later feeling just a bit better than he probably had in all his time since his return to civilian status. It had still been a pretty rough drive into the office, but since he was now coming in at a little more normal time of day, he’d hit some traffic.

      But he hadn’t broken into a cold sweat sitting in that traffic. He’d handled it. Sure, his grip on the steering wheel had been tighter than a pilot’s ass in a tailspin, but he hadn’t been in a full-blown panic.

      He didn’t know if it was the two counseling sessions he’d had in four days or what, but on the off chance it was, he’d be keeping those appointments.

      Ernie Green had turned out to be maybe fifteen years older than Logan, a veteran who’d served in Desert Storm. He was so freaking laid-back, he actually managed to get Logan talking. And that was something Logan hadn’t thought anyone would be able to do.

      During the first session, Ernie just smiled amiably at Logan and said, “So, what do you feel like doing?”

      Logan had looked around at the pool table, the couches, the small refrigerator and the multiple old-school pinball machines that filled the room before answering.

      “I thought we were supposed to talk,” Logan said as his gaze came back around to the man in front of him.

      “Sure,” Ernie said. “We can talk.” He walked to one of the couches and sat, his khaki pants slipping up to show the barest snippet of a prosthesis on each leg. Logan hadn’t realized he’d been frowning at the man’s ankles until Ernie called him on it.

      “Desert Storm. IED. Lost ’em both below the knee.” He said all this with an easy smile that suggested he didn’t give a shit if anyone questioned him about his legs.

      Logan nodded before sitting on the other couch. “So, how does this work? I tell you my problems and you tell me how to fix them?”

      “Shit,” Ernie answered with a grunt as he reached into the fridge and pulled two bottles of water out, tossing one to Logan and opening the other. He took a long swallow before continuing. “You can tell me your grocery list if you feel like it. You’re the boss in here. We can play pool, shoot the shit, or sit here and stare at each other.”

      Logan schooled his face and eyed the man. If anyone other than Chad Thompson had told him to come see this guy, he likely would have walked out the door.

      But Logan trusted Chad. Completely. If Chad said he needed this guy, he’d stick around long enough to give him a shot. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t give the guy some shit.

      “I thought you were supposed to be a licensed therapist or something. Shouldn’t you be trying to help me?”

      “Eh, all right. You want to play it that way, we can. Tell me about one of the guys who didn’t come home. Out of all the guys you wish you could bring back, out of all the men you would gladly flush your own life down the toilet for, simply for the glimmer of a shot at bringing him back. The guy who was worth all of your lives put together, the whole effing team of you would have thrown yourselves on a grenade to bring this guy—”

      “All right! I got it. I got it.” Logan sat and stared open-mouthed. Would it be inappropriate to tell this guy he changed his mind and wanted to play pool?

      The silence dragged on. After several long moments, Ernie slapped his hands on the arms of his chair and shoved himself up to his feet. “Pool it is, then!”

      The crazy bastard walked to the pool table and began racking the balls, nodding to the pool cues hanging on an adjacent wall. “Pick it. You break.”

      And, then they played. And that’s all they’d done. A little small talk here and there, but that was it. They just played. When the fifty-minute hour—what the hell is that about?—was over, Ernie nodded at Logan and said, “I’ll see you in two days. Same time.”

      And that was it.

      The following session, Logan walked in, caught the bottle of water Ernie tossed his way, and they began to play again. No pressure, no nothing.

      And, within twenty minutes, Logan was talking.

      “His name was Dopey.”

      Ernie grunted. “Back in my day, we had names like Cowboy and Ice Man. Dopey? You guys went with Dopey?”

      Logan was surprised to hear himself chuckle and a little of the tension seeped out of him. “Yeah. Nick James. We all called him Dopey because he was so damned much like the dwarf, Dopey. Smiling and happy all the freaking time. Everyone’s friend no matter what. In the beginning, I think people thought he was a bit slow, because he had this way of talking really slow and he didn’t say a whole lot sometimes. He turned out to be the smartest of all of us.”

      “How so?” Ernie asked, leaning over the table to line up a bank shot.

      Logan shook his head and a bitter half laugh came out of him. “He was actually pretty damned philosophical. One day, we’re all sitting around. They told us to get ready for a call out, then nothing. You know—“

      “Hurry up and wait. And wait. And wait. And wait,” Ernie said.

      “Yeah. So, we’re waiting and someone pulls up some article about an asshole somewhere burning the America flag in protest. We’re all feeling pretty pissed off about it because, you know, we’re deployed left and right, hardly a break between them. We’re dealing with sand in our damned underwear and heat like you’ve never felt in the summer or snow up to our freaking ears in the winter, getting shot at and blown to shit, and—”

      Logan stopped then, swallowing as the memory hit him hard. “Well, you know,” he said, not wanting to mention the shit they had to see, the shit they had to do.

      Not wanting to talk about what it was to take a life, even when you knew it was their life or yours. Even when that person would put a bullet through your skull with no qualms about it because of what you stood for. Who you stood for.

      Ernie simply nodded. They’d stopped playing pool for a minute, but Logan bent back over the table, taking a shot to the corner pocket and sinking it with a satisfying shunk in the pocket.

      He was quiet for a minute, eyeing the table and then lining up another shot before continuing.

      “And, we’d all do it all over again in a heartbeat for our country. So, to see some guy burning the flag—” He shook his head. “Dopey. He just stops all of us. He tells us all we’re wrong. Of course, we look at him like he’s nuts, but he doesn’t care. He says, we’re all wrong. That burning the flag is a right and it’s a right we have to continue to protect no matter what.

      “He says it’s a right that should never, ever be exercised, but if some asshat back in the states is dumb enough to exercise it, we need to protect his right to do it. Because that’s what makes us different, you know? That’s what makes the United States so great. It’s the fact that you can say and do those things, that you can say and do what you believe in and you can stand up for what you believe in. And, that’s what we’re over here fighting for, he says. We’re fighting so that asshat can burn the flag.”

      “Do you think he was right?” Ernie’s tone had held no judgment. He had only been asking the question.

      “I don’t know.” Logan stared out the window for a minute before continuing. “It still pissed me off to hear about some guy doing that, but I do think Dopey had it right that we have to stick up for all the rights we have here, you know? Even the ones that make me want to bash someone’s head in from time to time. It’s what makes America better than any other country on the planet.”

      Ernie was quiet.

      Logan took another shot, but missed miserably and he fell back onto a stool to watch Ernie clear the rest of the table. The guy sure didn’t pull his punches at the table just because you were paying him for his services.

      “Dopey didn’t make it home with you?” Ernie’s question gutted Logan. Logan could still hear the sound of what seemed like a hundred tridents being pounded into Dopey’s casket as his fellow SEALs said goodbye to one of their own.

      Logan shook his head. “Nah. Never made it. Carried his body out, carried him all the way back to the evac point, but—” He didn’t finish the sentence, but he didn’t have to. Ernie got it. The pain of that moment when you realized there was no more you could do. No way to turn back the clock. A life was gone.

      Ernie didn’t have some magic answer for that. They’d just kept playing pool and talked about little things after that. What his job was like at Sutton, who he thought would win in that weekend’s game, stuff like that.

      But walking into work on Friday, Logan felt lighter somehow. Rather than head back to his office, he walked into Samantha’s office and shut the door. She had four windows open on her screen, fingers flying as she copied and pasted, and flipped from window to window.

      She looked up, a startled expression on her face, like she hadn’t realized he was there until he shut the door. He felt his lips pull at the sides. If it wasn’t so dangerous for her, he’d laugh at the way she was so completely unaware of her surroundings. The computer sucked her in and she didn’t come up for air or food until someone came to pull her up.

      Logan did just that now. He rounded her desk and hauled her up out of her chair, pulling her against him with one arm. His other hand found her hair and tangled in the mass of it, pulling her toward him as his mouth found hers. Hungry and greedy and not stopping to think about what he was doing any more.

      “I’m doing something about it now,” he said when he’d dug up some sanity and pulled back from her.

      She blinked at him. Once. Twice. Several more times, before she spoke. “Doing something about what?”

      “About not being okay. I’m fixing it. I’m still not okay, but I’ll get there.”

      “Oh. Okay.” She nodded.

      “Will you be there when I get to okay?”

      “When you get to okay?” she parroted back and he realized it didn’t make a whole lot of sense, but before he could say anything else, she nodded. She must have understood his rambling well enough.

      “Yeah. I’ll be here.”

      “Good,” he said and walked out, walking with a hell of a lot more purpose to his step as he made his way to his office. It felt really good to be starting to get to the other side of “not okay.”
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      The flashback took him completely off guard. One minute he and Ernie were playing pinball, and suddenly the stench Logan would give anything to erase from his body’s memory overwhelmed him.

      It was the smell of fire and char and acrid smoke—of death. It was a smell he would never try to explain to anyone because he would never want anyone who hadn’t experienced it to have to live with it.

      And it engulfed him now as images flashed before him. An explosion, the bodies of three of his teammates going down. Irreparably injured.

      Then, the noises. The screaming, his commands and the commands of his team as they worked to save lives slipping away faster than they could grab and hold them, coupled with an underlying silence. The silence of what nobody wanted to say.

      The feel of Dopey’s body hanging limp over Logan’s shoulder. The weight of him as Logan carried him out of harm’s way only to find no more harm could come to him. He was beyond reach now.

      “Logan, you with me, buddy?” came Ernie’s soft, steady voice. The low lilt of it soothed as Ernie drew him out of the flashback.

      “I want you to focus on the room we’re in, Logan. Notice the desk and the papers. The chairs and pool table. The pool balls. The refrigerator. Can you take a look at those things for me? The carpet under your feet? The feel of the chair arms in your hands. Focus on it all.”

      Logan looked around at all the things Ernie named, but he knew his gaze was frantic, almost panicked, as he tried to find the items Ernie listed.

      There was a vise grip on his chest, his lungs. There wasn’t any air getting in. Panic rose up and swallowed him whole.

      “Let’s take a few deep breaths now, Logan. Breathe with me—in through your nose, out through your mouth.”

      As Ernie spoke to him, Logan felt himself coming out of it, his heart still racing, but the sense of being in another time and place, a place he couldn’t control, eased.

      “That hasn’t happened in a while,” he said, his eyes meeting Ernie’s as frustration and anger swamped him in the wake of the emotional beating of the flashback.

      “They should come with less frequency over time, but one of the most important things will be for you to learn to pull yourself out of them if there isn’t someone there to do it for you. You’ll need to coach yourself to do the things we’ve done together. Focus on your surroundings. Deep breathing. Some people find it helpful to do some tactile exercises, such as touching your thumb to each finger slowly, as you take a breath.”

      Logan nodded, but his jaw clenched in frustration. Over the past three weeks, he’d felt like his sessions with Ernie were helping, like he was getting better. He started driving to work at times that were slightly closer to typical commute times. Not peak, but closer.

      Hell, he’d even thought about asking Samantha to go on a real date with him. He thought maybe he was ready to take a chance on them. On them being together, finally.

      They spent every lunch hour together and he’d even hung out at her house with her after work a few times, but he hadn’t kissed her again because he knew he needed to do better by her before he let that happen.

      And now this.

      Ernie handed him a fresh bottle of water and took a seat across from Logan on the couch.

      “Tell me again about Dopey’s flag burning speech,” Ernie said, in the start to what Logan was recognizing as a repeated pattern.

      Ernie asked Logan to repeat that discussion again and again over the past few weeks, even having him describe things like the smell of the room, who was sitting where, who wore what clothes, and so on. Every detail he could remember over and over again.

      Logan launched into the recital now and realized, again, that it got easier in the retelling of it. The ache at again hearing Dopey’s words in his head lessened each time.

      When he finished this time, though, Ernie went on to ask him to do something much harder. “Now tell me about the memory you just lost yourself in a minute ago.”

      Logan looked up at him in horror. He couldn’t go back there. No freaking way.

      Ernie acted like he wasn’t asking for anything difficult. “Tell me where you were.”

      Logan looked at him a long time before he eked out an answer, his voice tight and stiff with tension. “Classified.”

      And it was. He wasn’t just using that as a bullshit excuse.

      “No problem. Just paint the picture for me. Not a country or province. Just the setting. The woods? A dirt road? Jungle? Sweltering heat or dead cold of winter?”

      Logan took a deep breath through his nose and held it in, only releasing it when he felt his lungs begin to burn. As a former SEAL, that was quite some time.

      “Dirt road. Dust storm. Hoofing it out of—” He stopped. He couldn’t say.

      “Tell me about the smells,” Ernie’s low voice prompted.

      Hell.

      Logan rubbed a hand down his face and braced himself. Then he took one more deep, cleansing breath, and pushed on. He knew with certainty that for the next few weeks Ernie would ask him to retell this story again and again. He stood and went to the pool table, racking the balls and began his story as he did.

      “It’s a smell that never goes away,” he said as Ernie joined him. Ernie didn’t comment. He just picked up his cue and rounded the table, waiting for Logan to break.
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      “You okay? You’ve been quiet the last few days,” Sam said as she hip-checked Logan.

      They stood in the backyard at Jack and Kelly’s at another barbeque. The couple was famous for barbeques. Even at five months pregnant, Kelly seemed to bounce around the yard, loving her role as hostess and chasing after not only her own daughter, but the other kids at the gathering as well.

      Logan nodded and smiled, but she didn’t buy it. She narrowed her eyes at him.

      He wasn’t okay and she knew it. He’d seemed to be doing so much better but something was happening in the last few days and she was afraid he was sliding down hill.

      “I don’t believe it, babe,” Sam said, knocking into him again.

      “Babe?” He laughed as he raised a brow at her and hip-checked her back. The sound of the laughter coming from deep in his chest was genuine and it lightened Sam’s own chest in return. It felt good to hear that sound.

      “Yeah, babe,” she said and smiled cheekily at him, happy she’d gotten a rise out of him. But, then he quieted and his gaze latched onto hers. Her breath caught in her chest as she waited to see what he would say.

      “Shit’s just been getting, uh … a little more intense at the counselor. It’s just been a little tough lately.”

      Sam slipped her hand in his and squeezed. “I think it’s pretty great that you’re doing that. That you’re putting yourself through something that has to be incredibly hard, to get better. It sucks that you need to, you know?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well.” Sam brushed her hair back and looked at him with rounded eyes. “If you think about it, it sucks that you have to fight this battle here, now, after fighting so many battles for us overseas. You did your part, you know? You should be able to come home and live in peace. Instead, you’re having to fight all over again to get your life back. It’s not fair.”

      Hell if something didn’t catch in his chest, his throat. If he didn’t know better, he’d think he was fighting … tears? Oh, hell no.

      “You know I might not ever be one hundred percent again, right? I might not ever be able to go out in crowds or sit in a crowded restaurant and be comfortable. You get that, right?”

      She nodded. “I get it. I’m okay with that.” Sam looked across to where Chad and Jennie were and nodded toward them.

      “You know, Chad still has problems every once in a while. He has nightmares, things Jennie has to pull him out of.” Sam grinned at Logan. “She told me if I ever have to wake you up from a nightmare, I need to stand way across the room and call to you. She said it’s safer than trying to wake you while we’re lying in bed.”

      Her words had the desired effect as Logan’s eyes darkened and sparked to life in front of her, his look heating in a heartbeat.

      He tugged her hand closer to him, using it to turn her and pull her body flush to his. They hadn’t stood like this since that kiss in her office weeks ago, but her body recognized his immediately and warmed to it. Heck, warmed was an understatement. It melted and she fell into him, leaning against the hard planes of his chest, her thighs pressed to his.

      “Do you want that, Samantha?” he asked and the growl in his voice, the way he used her full name and let it fall off his tongue, sent heat and moisture between her legs. It felt as though he caressed her from head to toe. “Do you want to lie in bed with me?”

      “Oh God, yes,” she said and then gasped at how desperately needy and downright horny she’d sounded. She laughed nervously but he dipped his head to hers and brushed his mouth to her lips. His kiss was soft and light, teasing and taunting her.

      “Soon,” he whispered. “Soon, Samantha. I don’t think I can wait much longer for you.”

      Sam couldn’t say a word as he watched her intently, and then he was kissing her again.

      This time, he took her completely, controlling her every move with his mouth, his tongue, his hands on her body, molding her body to fit his. She’d all but forgotten where they were and gladly would have torn her clothes off and let him take her right there, but he pulled back and cleared his throat, looking around.

      “Sorry, I shouldn’t have let that get out of hand. Not here with everyone,” he said.

      Sam wanted to suggest they could remedy that by going to her place, or his place, or the closet for that matter. But he’d said soon and she knew she needed to wait for him to be ready. He wasn’t ready yet and she needed to honor that. She shivered in anticipation as he bent to whisper against her ear.

      “Soon, Sam. I promise.”
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      He was right. Another couple of weeks and Sam could see Logan was getting better and better. He was still seeing his counselor twice a week and she could see the difference it was making. She thought just the fact that he told her about it meant something.

      She had a feeling not many tough-as-dirt, former special operators would readily admit they needed help to just anyone.

      Jack and Chad ended up having a lot harder time tracing the bugs than they’d thought they would. Whoever it was, they were using pretty advanced equipment, which made Sam more uneasy but also seemed, to her, to point toward a competitor.

      Competitors of Sutton Capital would have the funding for the kind of technology that they planted on her.

      Sam smiled at Logan as they walked into her favorite Mexican restaurant together. It was their first date outside the house and they’d waited until after the dinner rush would be over to arrive.

      The restaurant wasn’t overly full and Logan had called ahead and asked for a specific table for them. He was fairly confident he could handle a meal out if he sat with his back to the wall close to the rear entrance to the restaurant when there weren’t many people dining.

      Sam told him if he ended up feeling panicked, they’d just get their food to go and head to her place to eat. She meant it, too. She didn’t have any problem making accommodations for him.

      And, honestly, she would have been happy dining on takeout as they usually did at her house, but something seemed to shift in Logan recently. She had a feeling he needed to do this.

      She’d read once that what made special ops guys so special was not just the determination never to give up, but the inability to give up no matter what they faced. One person had said they were too stupid to give up, but she knew Logan and the guys he’d served with were far from unintelligent.

      In fact, she would bet their ability to think quickly and change things up in an op, based on any contingency, was part of what made them so special. Still, she thought she understood what that person had meant. Too stupid to give up in the sense that a special operator would go on, no matter what, no matter the odds.

      She had a feeling that was what pushed Logan now. Not only did he want to get back some semblance of a life without panic attacks and the stress of living with a body that thought it constantly needed to be in fight-or-flight mode, but he simply didn’t have it in him to give up.

      “Hungry?” he asked as they walked toward the entrance, one hand on her lower back as he reached to open the door for her.

      “Starved,” she said with a grin, but she noted the way his eyes scanned their surroundings and she hoped he was right that he was ready for this. She had no way of knowing if his scanning was simply a habit he wouldn’t ever get rid of or if it was hypervigilance that was harmful and a sign he was still struggling.

      “You’re sure you’re all right with this?” Sam looked at Logan as they stood waiting for the hostess to show them to their table.

      “Absolutely,” he said with another smile for her, and her heart kicked because she believed him.

      It felt good to realize he was getting better. If anyone deserved it, he did.

      And she still believed him an hour and a half later when they left the restaurant with his arm around her waist and her head tucked against his shoulder. He hadn’t seemed to panic once the entire meal and she felt like a princess the whole time.

      Sam had never really had the experience of feeling like a princess. She’d always been bigger than her friends and sisters. Guys tended to want to be her friend, not her lover. Logan didn’t make her feel that way at all. She felt desirable and sexy with him.

      “You are my sexy princess,” he whispered in her ear as he tugged her into his arms in front of the passenger door to his car.

      “Damn,” she said, looking up at him.

      His laugh was deep and easy and it hit her straight in the heart, just like it always did.

      “Yes, that was out loud,” he said, dropping a kiss to her nose. His look went from amused to heated in a heartbeat as he looked at her, and then his hands cupped her face and he leaned in and kissed her.

      Her body tingled as his hands swept down her cheeks and his fingers laced in her hair to pull her closer and deepen his kiss. His tongue tangled with hers and his lips moved over hers with just enough pressure to make her want more.

      But he froze and stopped, long before she wanted him to. Sam could feel his body tighten, not with the need and heat of a moment ago, but with something else. A soldier’s guard.

      He kept his hands where they were and dipped his head next to her ear, whispering close.

      “Do you feel that?”

      Sam nodded. She’d wondered if he would notice the sensation of someone watching them. It unsettled her to know that he did because it meant it wasn’t just the fact that she knew her purse and coat carried the listening devices Chad and Logan had asked her not to remove yet.

      They were still trying to track where the devices were transmitting to and she’d been chalking the eerie feeling that overcame her from time to time up to the bugs, and nothing more.

      “Have you felt it before?” He skimmed his mouth across hers as he asked the question, but the feeling was different. Right now, he was in cover mode, using the kiss to cover their conversation from prying eyes. They still spoke at a whisper and she hoped it was enough to prevent whoever was listening through her purse and coat from hearing.

      She nodded again. His eyes flared, angry for a moment before he reached behind him to open the passenger door of the car. He opened it, deposited her inside and then scanned the area as he walked around to the driver’s side before getting in.

      Logan didn’t ask before he rifled around in her purse, pulling out the jamming device and clicking it on, before growling at her through clenched teeth.

      “You mean to tell me you’ve felt eyes on you before tonight and you didn’t think to tell me? Or Chad? Or any freaking one? What the hell, Sam?”

      She shrugged, but it was a weak shrug because what she really wanted to do was crawl under the seat to escape the dangerous glint in his eye.

      “I thought it was just because of the bugs I knew I was carrying around. It seemed to make sense at the time.”

      He must have realized he was scaring her because he took a few deep, purposeful breaths and when he looked back at her, his gaze had softened. He shoved the car in gear and pulled out of the parking lot.

      “Let’s get you out of here,” he said.

      Sam was quiet for a bit before deciding to break the strained silence in the car. She really had been happy about where their evening had been going, but she also couldn’t ignore the reality of what was happening now. For whatever reason, someone was watching her.

      “Could you see anyone back there?” She wanted to turn and look behind them but fought the urge.

      “No. Nothing. But, I know that feeling. It’s not something we can ignore.”

      He pulled the car into her parking lot and pulled it right up in front of the door rather than over in one of the guest parking spots.

      “Wait.” His tone was brusque and no-nonsense, and even though she bristled under the command, she followed it. She wasn’t an idiot. If Logan thought she was in trouble, she needed to listen to him.

      She watched nervously as Logan stood outside the car, his body placed strategically near her door as he scanned the area. He opened the door and reached a hand in.

      “Keys.”

      She handed the keys to the house to him and watched as he went to unlock the door, then returned to escort her from the car to the door. Inside the door, she punched in her alarm code for the alarm Zach had installed, locking the door behind them and resetting the alarm to active.

      Then they went through the same routine they’d gone through when he’d cleared her home for her after the bugs initially showed up. It seemed that now he knew there was more of a threat, he’d gone into full-blown protection mode.

      Maybe that shouldn’t have sent an erotic thrill through her, but it did.

      When he finished his search of the house, he returned to Sam and tugged her into the living room to the couch, pulling her down to sit next to him.

      “You doing okay?” He tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear, eyes boring into hers.

      “Yeah, I’m okay.”

      She didn’t know why she was, to be honest. She just felt safe when she was with him. Like nothing could get through him to get to her. It might not be precisely true, but it was how she felt.

      “I’m going to call Zach and have him send someone over to watch the house while I run home and grab my things.”

      “Grab your things?” she asked. Her heart rate seemed to jump a few beats per minute when she realized what he meant. He planned to stay with her. Here. In her house.

      He must have realized she’d made the connection. “Is that all right? If not, I could see if one of Zach’s guys could stay in your guest room.”

      Sam laughed. She had to admire him for trying to get that out without growling. She could see the tension in his jawline. She reached out and ran her finger over the small tick that had begun just below his right eyebrow.

      “Take it easy, big guy. I’d rather have you here with me than any of them.”

      He growled at her then, and swooped in to take her mouth with his, stealing the laughter, and taking her breath with it. She leaned into him and moaned.

      When he pulled away and let her catch her breath, she felt the heat of his gaze and her whole body was achy and needy again. He had that effect on her so quickly it frightened her a bit, but she shoved away any thought of hesitating with him. She wanted this. Wanted him.

      “I’m not going to stay in the guest room, Samantha,” he said as his teeth nipped her bottom lip and she moaned again for him. Her arms came up to wrap around his neck and she all but crawled in his lap at that point, kissing him back with all the frustration she’d built up waiting for him. God, how she wanted this with him.

      When she’d first spotted Logan at Jesse and Zach’s wedding, she never thought, in a million years, she’d be here with him. That he’d want her this way.

      She had no doubts now. He’d shown her how much he wanted her. If she’d had any doubts left, the erection pressing into her bottom as he tugged her fully onto his lap put any doubts to rest.

      It also caused her to press her thighs together as the sweet ache between her legs increased to maddening proportions and she felt herself go wet and swollen for him.

      He ground his erection into her bottom and she pressed against him, nipping at his neck. God, she wanted this—him—so badly. She thought she’d explode if he didn’t touch her soon.

      As if reading her mind, his hand found her breast and his thumb grazed over her nipple. The roughness of his touch through the fabric of her top was tantalizing and all she could think was more. She wanted more.

      Logan pulled away from her and rested his forehead against hers as they both worked to regulate their breathing.

      “Remember where we were. I’ve got to get in touch with Zach and get a plan in place. When I get back—” He simply grinned and left the promise out there.

      Samantha’s answer was somewhere halfway between an mmmmmm sound like she might make if she were eating a cookie, and an um hmmm sound made to indicate agreement. She was absolutely in agreement.

      Logan grinned the full-blown devilish grin she knew was genuine, but didn’t see as often as she’d like, and then pulled out his cell phone. He dialed and leaned in to kiss her briefly while he waited for someone to answer the phone.

      “The faster I get someone over here and get back and forth to my place, the faster we can continue where we left off,” he said.

      Sam wondered briefly if she should go with him to his house, but he would have someone come to stay with her. She’d be safe. Not to mention, he hadn’t exactly offered. She would stay here and shower, change, and climb into bed to wait for him. The wait might kill her, but she wouldn’t press him to go with him if he wasn’t offering.

      “Hey,” he said into the phone, his voice suddenly all business and no longer the sultry bedroom voice he’d been using to croon the panties right off her body.

      She assumed he was talking to Zach, who owned a personal protection company and was familiar with what had happened with the bugs. He’d been the one to install her new security system.

      “What’s up?” Sam heard Zach’s muffled response on the other end of the line.

      “I’m pretty sure Samantha and I were being watched when we left a restaurant half an hour ago. I think whoever is bugging her might have upped their game.”

      “What makes you say that?” Zach asked.

      “Gut feeling. Sam got it, too and apparently she’s felt that way before tonight.” Logan spared a glare toward Sam, who responded by sticking her tongue out at him. He cracked what looked like a reluctant grin before returning his focus to Zach.

      “I’m going to run back to my house and grab some stuff to stay over here with her. Do you have anyone you can send over to watch the house while I’m gone? Maybe even set up a protection detail on her for a few days until we figure out who this is and what they want.”

      “You bet. Jeff Carson should be available. I’ll send him that way or let you know if he isn’t free, but he should be. You’ll wait for him to arrive?”

      “Yup. And I’ll touch base with you tomorrow to come up with a plan moving forward.”

      “You got it. Talk to you tomorrow.”

      Logan closed the phone and turned toward Sam, drawing her back into his arms.

      “We’ve got some time to kill until his guy gets here,” he said with a leering smile. His teasing turned to heated passion when she ran her hands up his chest and pulled his head in for a kiss. Then, he took over.

      Head spinning, Sam tried to capture and remember every sensation, everything she felt during this moment. It seemed as though Logan had given up trying to fight what they were feeling and she wanted to experience everything.

      But soon her body felt too much for her overly analytical mind to keep up with and she had to let herself simply sink into the pleasure of being with him. She wasn’t used to that at all.

      Samantha had lost her virginity quite purposefully in a very planned, organized encounter. She and her best friend, Johnny Dornan, had decided to experiment sexually together when they were seventeen. They met at the lake where her family spent summers growing up, and had both been science geeks.

      They’d been friends for over five years, spending several weeks each summer together in a small town in Maine. They were comfortable with each other, but that didn’t mean the experience wasn’t a bit too scientific and a little light on passion.

      Hidden away in one of the unused boathouses, they’d tried everything they could think of in the name of learning how to be “sexually competent,” as they put it. Positions, oral sex, mutual masturbation. They’d had a lot of fun and the experience was one Samantha had always thought of as extremely freeing.

      She’d had orgasms with Johnny. Not at first, of course, but once they got the hang of it. And she’d been with a couple of other men since then. Most were quite enjoyable encounters.

      But it was nothing compared to what Logan was doing to her body now. She felt as though every nerve ending was on fire and burning up for him. For his touch, his caress, his heat.

      His teeth grazed over her neck on his way down to kiss her collarbone and she gasped at the sheer power of the arousal coursing through her. Her hands grasped his shoulders and she tried to hold him to her, but she didn’t have to.

      He buried his head against her and nipped, licked, and suckled his way down the top of her breasts, to the dip of her cleavage and she vaguely wondered when he’d undone the buttons of her shirt.

      Then, he was lifting one breast up over the cup of her bra and his mouth closed in over the nipple and she was lost. There was something so erotic and dirty, in a good way, about his lifting her out of her clothes to taste her, rather than peeling them off. As though he couldn’t wait to get his mouth on her, couldn’t wait to have more of her. She felt the same way about him and she threaded her fingers in his hair and held him to her.

      They were both panting when Logan stopped and held her face in his hands, meeting her eyes. The fierce passion and fire in his eyes was enough to make her crave—no need—more of him. But the man of steel was apparently back in charge. His breath might be coming in pants, but his head was clear enough to slow them down.

      “If we don’t stop now, I won’t be able to hold back any longer, Sam. Much as I’d love to haul you upstairs and strip you down and play with this body all night long, Zach’s guy is going to interrupt us any minute. I gotta tell you, I can’t have any interruptions when I get you naked. I need time to learn every inch of your body, to make you scream and shake and come ‘til you think you might black out. Then, I need to bury myself to the hilt in you and not come up for days, Sam.”

      She stopped breathing. No one had ever talked to her that way. He spoke as though he needed her like he needed food or water, and that was a turn on, in itself.

      She suspected dirty talk also turned her on and couldn’t wait for more of that. More of him. She whimpered her need, and he let out a raspy huff of laughter, only for the sound of the doorbell to cut it off.

      Logan lowered his forehead to hers. “I’ll be back soon. I want to pick up some cameras to set up in case we get any visitors, and a few more weapons. I only have my Glock with me. I promise, as soon as I get us set up to take care of you here, I’m gonna make good on all those promises.”

      Sam nodded as Logan’s cell phone buzzed.

      “Yeah?” Logan answered while taking the stairs two at a time to answer the door.

      “Yup. Six three, dark hair, scar over his eye. Got it. Talk to you tomorrow.”

      Sam heard the door open and voices as Logan and another man made their way up the stairs.

      The other man was as tall as Logan, but leaner. He looked to be in top shape, though, and had the same look Logan had, as though he were utterly confident in his ability to take on any threat. A jagged scar marked one of his eyebrows, but it added to his edgy look rather than detracting from it.

      “Sam, this is Jeff Carson. He works for Zach. He’s going to be outside tonight and then one of the other guys will take over in the morning.”

      Sam reached her hand out and shook Jeff’s outstretched one.

      “Ma’am,” Jeff said with a nod and what Sam assumed he thought was a smile. It wasn’t. But she didn’t get a creepy vibe from him. Just the feeling that he was someone used to working and not socializing. She was fine with that.

      Logan turned to Jeff. “I’m going to run over to my place. It’s only a few minutes away so I’ll be back in a half hour, forty-five minutes, tops.”

      Jeff nodded.

      “Sam, would you like Jeff to wait in here with you or watch from outside?” Logan asked.

      Sam didn’t feel overly anxious about things yet. She had a feeling this was still related to Sutton Capital and someone wanting intel on her work. She didn’t think whoever this was would be breaking down her door to harm her.

      She had panic alarms in three places in her town house. She would feel perfectly safe with Jeff parked outside her town house until Logan returned. Since he was a total stranger to her, she liked the idea of him being outside better.

      “I think outside is fine. I’ll be okay in here until you get back. I’ll probably just get in bed and read.” She smiled cheekily at Logan and saw the sharpness in his eyes as his glance hit her. Her mention of bed had had the desired effect.

      “Fine,” Jeff said, with a nod.

      Logan went to the desk in the corner of Sam’s living room and picked up the extra receiving unit for the panic alarms Zach had given her and tossed it to Jeff.

      “She’s got a panic alarm on each floor. Hooked into police and to me.”

      Jeff nodded and turned silently toward the stairs that led back downstairs.

      Logan spun Sam’s head into a tizzy with one of his craze-inducing kisses before walking out the door with her promise to lock up and set the alarm behind him.
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      Yoshi listened as one of the men he’d hired to watch Samantha Page delivered news he didn’t want to hear. “I think we’ve been made. There’ve been some intermittent outages on the bugs. Some of it could be normal interference. No bug is foolproof, but I’m fairly sure Stone just spotted us. He looks like he’s rallying more protection for her. They’ve got a man outside her house. Stone just left, but if you’re gonna want us to act, now is probably the best time.”

      “Hold on,” Yoshi said, then held the phone away from his mouth and relayed the information he’d just been given to Diya.

      Diya’s expression turned cold. The faces of her mother and father and her two angel brothers flashed through her mind’s eye and she all but whimpered at the pain of their loss. She’d give anything to be wrapped in the love of her family again. Anything.

      “Take her out.”

      Yoshi brought the phone back to his ear, prepared to give instructions before Diya interrupted.

      “Wait. Strike that. Tell them to bring her to me. Let’s go ahead and draw this out. Let Logan Stone suffer for a while.” She felt a slight, if only temporary, ease in her chest. Yes, bringing him pain would alleviate some of her own.

      Yoshi gave the instructions to the man on the other end of the line, smiling as he told the man not to be careful with her. He didn’t care what condition Samantha Page was in when they got her, as long as she was alive enough to let them film her for a few days.

      Yoshi was happy with Diya’s plan to let Stone suffer watching videos of Samantha as they tortured and killed her.

      Diya laughed when she heard him. Yoshi had a lot stronger taste for revenge than she’d given him credit for when they set out on this journey. It turned out, he wanted payback for her family’s slaughter almost as much as she did.
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        * * *

      

      Sam set the alarm after Logan left and went up to her bathroom on the third floor to take a hot shower. She figured she would change into the silk pajamas that she’d bought recently, just in case she ended up spending the night with Logan.

      She’d thought about getting something skimpy and sexy, but had opted for a soft ivory-colored pants and top set instead. It was more her style, with the light scalloped edging and buttons down the front. It was sexy without being over-the-top, in-your-face slutty.

      Although, now that she thought about it, being slutty for Logan had its appeal. She grinned as she reached into the shower and started the water running. Maybe she’d buy something with a little more lace for next time. He made her feel sexy and alluring.

      She didn’t feel big and clumsy and awkward with him. Hell, he made her forget her size. She didn’t feel like a woman who was almost as tall as he was when she was around him. She felt downright dainty, and that was saying a hell of a lot.

      Sam undid the buttons and slid her shirt off her arms and down her body, then removed her bra, letting her hands trail over her nipples as she did. Logan’s mouth had felt incredible on her breasts earlier. When she slid her panties off, she saw they were damp from the effects of Logan’s caresses, and she couldn’t wait to finally make it to bed with him. To see if it would be as explosive as she thought things would be with him.

      Sam pulled open the shower door and let the water run over her hand to test the heat. She hated getting into the shower before the water was good and hot. She loved being warm.

      She’d earned more money than she could have imagined on her game. Sam planned to build her own house from start to finish and she knew one thing for sure. Her master bathroom would have a minimum of two shower heads and heated tile flooring throughout to keep her toes warm. Maybe a heated towel rack and toilet as well. Why not go all out?

      She placed one leg into the shower, and then froze as a piercing screech filled the house. It took Sam precious moments she didn’t have to realize what it was. Her alarm. She hit the shower faucet to turn off the water, realizing too late that if someone was in the house, they would have heard it and would know her location sooner rather than later.

      How would someone have gotten past Jeff? Could it be Jeff coming in for some reason? He wouldn’t trigger the alarm, would he? No. The alarm that was screeching was the internal alarm Zach had set just inside her front door. A laser crossing her inside hallway was a backup precaution in the event anyone disarmed the perimeter alarms. All too late, Sam heard footsteps on the stairs and started toward the panel that led to the crawl space, grabbing the top to her pajamas as she went.

      She slid the panel open and climbed through the two-by-four-foot opening, wincing at the darkness. She slid the door shut and then threw her pajamas over her head. She shoved her arms through the holes before moving boxes in front of the door to block it from opening.

      It was too late. Sam froze as footsteps hit the top of the stairs. Would they hear her moving the boxes and know right where she was? Her heart felt like it would break straight through her ribs with its pounding, and she squeezed her eyes shut, trying not to choke on the fear.

      Please be Jeff, please be Jeff, please be Jeff, she chanted again and again praying she was being foolish by hiding. Maybe he would call out to her and tell her he forgot the code for the alarm. She’d feel like a fool but she’d be safe and that was all she cared about right now.

      But harsh voices came to her through the panel door of the crawl space. They sounded as though they were right at the top of the landing, which put them within feet of the bathroom door. Sam crushed her fist against her mouth, biting into her knuckles, and squeezed her eyes shut as her heart slammed in her chest.

      “Move it! We’re out of time.”

      She heard them move and swallowed a sob, trying desperately to remain quiet. Her mind raced. She had only pushed three boxes against the door. If she pushed any more in place, they would hear her. On the other hand, there didn’t seem to be any possibility that they would leave without checking the crawl space.

      Then again, the police and Logan would know the minute the alarms went off. The intruders should know they were almost out of time. Would they give up and leave? Or would they guess that the response time of the police would be long enough to allow them to grab her?

      Moving to the back of the crawl space, Sam made herself as small as possible behind a few boxes of winter clothing and silently rocked back and forth. She saw nothing in the space she could use to defend herself with, but she mentally began to prepare.

      If she had to, she would kick and fight and claw at anything she could sink her nails into. If the men breached her hiding place, she would fight.
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      Logan made the trip to his apartment as fast as possible. As soon as he left Sam, he wanted to turn back around and bring her with him. But he reminded himself she had Jeff outside watching over her, and the truth was, he couldn’t let her see how he was living. He would change that, though.

      He would put away the knives and guns he had strategically all over his place. If she’d seen the sheer number of them, she would know he wasn’t well, that he was still struggling. He would buy furniture, soon, instead of sleeping on the floor and eating standing up at the counter in the kitchen. He’d take down the blackout curtains on all the windows and turn his apartment into a home, instead of a cave for him to hide in.

      He was three blocks from Sam’s house, heading back toward her when he got the alert on his phone that let him know someone breached Sam’s home.

      What the fuck?

      Seconds before, he’d been fighting the urge to blow through the red light he sat at simply because of the caution that ingrained in him during his last tour of duty. For most of the last few months of his service, he’d been overseas serving in Afghanistan. One thing US military members never did over there was to sit still in traffic. You kept moving and you stayed alive.

      The urge to move had been strong, but Logan had steadied the twisting in his gut and was coping with the feelings bombarding him.

      Until that alert came. Then he hit the gas and barely slowed down for turns for the remainder of the trip to Sam’s. He was instantly back in combat-ready mode. Calm, breathing evenly, ready to take on whatever came his way.

      His head told him they wouldn’t have come this quickly for her, whoever the hell they were. His brain tried to argue that Jeff was standing guard outside her place. His gut was telling him the alarm was no freaking technical glitch or accidental triggering of the alarm. He needed to get to Sam and he needed to get to her fast.

      He slammed to a stop several rows down from her town house and exited his car, moving in a crouch to make his body as small as possible. He circled and crept up beside Jeff’s car, keeping one eye on the front door to Sam’s house and one eye on Jeff’s car. No sign of Jeff.

      The front door stood slightly ajar and Logan stayed to the right of it, looking through the opening to the mirror hanging in Sam’s entranceway.

      If the man standing guard at the bottom of the stairs was any indication, these guys had come fully loaded. The lookout held an assault rifle as though it were an extension of his arm and a Glock 23 holstered under one shoulder. A vicious looking knife strapped to one leg—and that was only what Logan could see. The man’s appearance screamed mercenary: killer-for-hire.

      The man stood with his back to the door, looking up the staircase. What was the point of leaving a lookout at the door, if he kept his freaking back to it? Logan used the momentum of the door as he kicked it into the man’s body.

      A blow to the temple to stun, before grasping head and neck and applying pressure beyond the bounds where a person’s mind normally says to stop.

      Logan’s mind no longer sent that message. It was a move he had done in the past. Many times.

      The intruder’s neck snapped and Logan lay his body down to the floor, trying to remain as quiet as possible as he continued up the stairs.

      With no idea how many were in the house, he was moving blind. Not a situation he wanted to be in. On an op in the teams, they would prep intensely ahead of time, gathering as much intel as possible. He’d have backup and, at times, even eyes inside through fiber optic scopes.

      Logan paused five steps from the top of the first staircase and scanned the living room and dining area. There was very little cover for him on the stairs and he could hear a struggle taking place above him, but he stayed calm. He was in his element now, and even knowing Sam was up there facing a threat alone wasn’t enough to force him to act foolishly. He needed to stay calm and move ahead with caution if he was going to save her.

      And he was going to save her. He focused on clearing one room at a time, even as he heard Sam scream above him.

      Christ, he needed to save her from whatever hell she was in, right now. The what-ifs tried to swamp his brain, but he shoved them back.

      He moved forward, his breathing steady and his mind clear, clearing the kitchen and moving up the second staircase to the third floor.

      If she’d had enough time to follow his instructions, she would have headed for the crawl space in her master bathroom. It sounded like that’s where the struggle was taking place.

      Logan quickly cleared the guest bedroom and hallway bathroom. No other perpetrators. He entered the master bedroom. Two men in the bathroom now stood between Logan and Sam. Beyond them, he watched Sam kick and shriek and rake her nails down one of the attacker’s faces. Her screams were no longer simply cries of fear. She was in pain. A lot of it.

      One man stood laughing while the other pinned Sam to the floor, backhanding her with such force the crack of the blow seemed to echo in the room, and she went eerily still. He couldn’t tell if he’d knocked her unconscious or she simply stopped fighting back. Or worse.

      Logan wasted no time. He entered the room, and double-tapped the man closest to him in the back, dead center mass, then the head.

      As the first man crumpled to the floor, the other turned, raising a gun toward Logan. Logan didn’t give him a chance to use it.

      He didn’t want to take a chance at firing at this guy. He was too close to Sam. Logan’s free hand shot out, grabbing the man’s gun hand and pulling the attacker into him as Logan brought his other arm up, laying a fierce blow to the man’s face with his elbow.

      He followed with the butt of his gun, but the man’s own elbow shot out and struck Logan. Blood exploded from his nose as the two struggled above Sam’s limp form.

      When the man forced Logan back toward the hallway, he knew he couldn’t take a chance on this guy getting back to where Sam lay defenseless. If the attacker tried to use her as a shield, Logan would be screwed.

      Logan slid his knife from the sheath attached to his leg and thrust it up and into the man’s chest, catching him just to the left of the sternum. The man staggered and Logan landed several punches to his face before his opponent fell to the floor at his feet.

      Before Logan could get to Sam to rouse her, the sound of feet and sharp orders for him to drop to the floor flooded the stairway behind him. Logan fell to his knees, hands laced behind his head, waiting for them to cuff him, all the while talking to Sam.

      “It’s all right, Sam. You’re safe now, baby.”

      She didn’t move.

      Someone’s knee was at his back, hand on his head. Hands pushed him down as a voice instructed him to lay face forward on the floor.

      “You’re all right, Sam. Wake up for me, babe.”

      “Stay down. Palms flat on the floor—” came a voice from beside him.

      In moments, those hands lifted him forcibly and pulled Logan from the room. Still more officers entered the room to check on Sam, but they’d pulled Logan from her line of sight. He couldn’t see into the room any longer, didn’t know what was happening to Sam.

      “Sam! Sam! Is she awake? Is she breathing?”

      No one answered and Logan began to feel the thin threads of the life he’d been painstakingly tying back together unravel before his eyes.
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      Logan sat in Sam’s bedroom with an officer at his side as an EMT tended to Samantha’s injuries. She’d come around almost immediately, so he suspected she wasn’t suffering any lasting effects, but he couldn’t see past the man working on her wounds to tell what was going on.

      Now that he eliminated the threat to Sam, he felt panic rising in his throat at his lack of ability to control the situation. They uncuffed him and no one had read him his Miranda warning, so he must not be under arrest yet, but he wasn’t exactly free to move around.

      He was always in charge in a situation like this, not shut down. Not useless, unable to defend Sam.

      “Is she all right?” he asked quietly, hoping the officer standing next to him would answer. He’d already tried yelling at several of the officers, with no results. Apparently, this guy took pity on him because he nodded.

      “She doesn’t have any signs of a concussion. They want her to go to the hospital for some stitches, but she’s giving them a hard time about it.”

      “Stitches?” Logan didn’t want to know why she needed them, but he needed the answer at the same time.

      “Seems they took a knife to her chest before you got here,” the cop said.

      Logan felt his whole body go cold and hard. If he hadn’t already killed the men who’d done this to her, he’d be tearing heads off.

      Right now, he needed to focus on getting to whoever was behind this. The men who attacked Sam didn’t come here of their own accord. Logan needed to find out who was behind it.

      “And Jeff? Have you guys found him yet?”

      The cop’s mouth formed a tight, thin line. “In the trunk of the car. He’s on his way to the hospital. He was shot several times. He fought them first—”

      They were interrupted by loud voices from downstairs and everyone seemed to freeze as they listened to the exchange.

      “Who the hell called the Feds in?”

      “I did, sir,” came the answer from a disembodied voice on the first floor. Logan assumed it was one of the responding officers. “With the firepower these guys were carrying, I thought the ATF needed to be called in. It’s not your average crime scene. Three purported assailants, all carrying assault rifles and explosives.”

      “Crap,” mumbled the cop standing over Logan, under his breath.

      Logan glanced up and raised an eyebrow. The cop bent at the waist a bit, speaking under his breath. “Eric Westbrook, the state’s attorney.”

      Logan’s attention was pulled away at that moment by Sam, who pushed past the EMT working on her.

      “What are you doing? Why are you holding him? He saved me, you idiots. What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she demanded, looking from where Logan sat to the officer standing beside him. Logan was relieved to see her looking and sounding so fierce.

      But then his eyes fell to the blood on her pajama top and the way she clutched the front of it closed. It looked like it had been torn loose from her. Christ.

      It took everything he had to stay calm through the next few minutes. Between the state’s attorney puffing up and trying to toss out the two recently arrived federal agents, and Sam refusing—quite loudly—to go to the hospital and demanding they release him, things got loud.

      He hadn’t even been officially arrested yet, but he had a feeling that might not be far away. The cop standing over him tried to ask him about the scene, but Logan wasn’t in any shape to do anything more than demand to know what was going on with Sam. He knew if Sam saw him taken away in cuffs, she would likely refuse to go to the hospital.

      “Sam,” Logan said quietly. When she didn’t respond, he spoke up, putting the kind of force behind the word that used to stop his men short, no matter the chaos around him. “Sam!”

      The room went silent and he locked his eyes to hers. The officers in front of him wouldn’t let her come closer than a few feet away, but he had her attention now.

      “Sam, I need you to go to the hospital for me.” When she tried to talk again, he cut her off. “If I’m going to get through this,” he said, knowing they weren’t about to just turn him loose, “I need to know you’re safe and you’ve got a doctor looking at you. I need that, Sam.”

      He knew when they arrested and restrained him, when he was detained, searched, interrogated and whatever the hell else was in store for him, it would stress every damned bit of control he had.

      Even sitting here waiting for the cuffs to come out, completely useless and defenseless, had tapped out most of his reserves. He couldn’t focus if he didn’t know she was safe.

      “Get ahold of Chad or Zach and have one of them meet you at the hospital.” He turned to the officers standing in the room. “Someone will stay with her until her protection arrives.” He said it as a statement not a question, but they confirmed it and he looked back to Sam.

      “I need you to do this, Sam. Please.”

      She nodded, but he saw she was fighting back tears.

      “I’m fine, Sam,” he said despite the fact he was anything but. He was so far from okay, he didn’t think there was any coming back this time. Not now. “I’m fine.”

      He said it again as the federal agents now lifted him from where he’d been sitting and began to escort him from the room. Logan knew how this would go. When you’re taken away by these guys, you don’t go down to the local precinct. You’re taken to an “undisclosed location.”

      He heard Sam call out one more time to him. “I’ll call Jack and have him get you a lawyer, Logan.”

      He nodded even though she couldn’t see him any longer. A lawyer would be good.
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      “Oh, shit,” Peter said, looking up from his computer.

      Diya had been raging around the house, becoming more and more ticked off. There had been no contact from the men Yoshi had hired to bring Samantha Page to her.

      For two days they’d been waiting. They couldn’t risk trying to contact them in case the police had caught them and had the burner phones they’d been using.

      So she’d been stewing and waiting for word. She was about ready to send Yoshi to New Haven.

      She turned to Peter, raising a brow with a look that should tell him to blurt out whatever it was he’d found, instead of just swearing at her.

      “Oh, I uh … sorry. It’s just that I saw a live news feed. Apparently the men you sent were, uh, well it looks like they were taken out by a guy.”

      “A guy?” Diya asked, her tone sharpening as Yoshi entered the room, standing beside her.

      Peter squirmed in his chair. She valued him for his hacking skills, but his weak temperament grated on her nerves.

      “Just say whatever it is, Peter. I don’t need to play guessing games with you.”

      He cleared his throat. “It’s uh, the state’s attorney or something. Eric Westbrook, the news says. He’s holding a press conference. He’s calling Logan Stone a vigilante. Said he killed three men instead of calling the police or simply disabling the men. Apparently, the Feds took over the case and they let Stone go once they discovered who the guys were. The Feds said the men presented a clear and present danger to Ms. Page and they saw no grounds to hold Logan. Westbrook is up in arms about states’ rights and the federal government making decisions that should be made on a state level. Um, he says the Feds let that man go up in New Hampshire recently and he—”

      He stopped talking when Diya threw her glass across the room.

      “Damn it!”

      Peter cleared his throat again, but didn’t say anything.

      Diya had something to say, though. “She’s probably crawling with body guards now. No way for us to get to her now that those idiots screwed this up.”

      Yoshi spoke from beside her. “It’s Stone again. Always—”

      “No!” Diya cut him off and then raised a hand to her forehead and pressed shaking fingers against it, taking a deep breath.

      Her father had given her so much. He’d done everything to make sure she had a good life. Her mother surrounded her with love her whole life. They’d tried to do the same for her younger brothers, but Logan Stone cut their lives short in a brutally cruel fashion. She couldn’t allow Logan Stone to continue to live his life without a care, while her family would never take a breath again.

      “No,” she said more calmly, getting herself under control. “It was those men. They weren’t good enough. That much is obvious if Stone was able to take them down single-handedly. Now they’ve screwed up our shot to get to her. Stone won’t let anyone near her for a long time.”

      She sat in the chair at her desk and tapped her nails on the surface. “We need to do better. We need to take care of this ourselves, Yoshi,” she said, turning to her cousin. His dark eyes met hers and he nodded. “We’re going to head to New Haven so we’re ready as soon as they let their guard down.”

      “Peter,” she said, turning once again to the man sitting, as always, in front of a laptop. “Tell me what you’ve found on Samantha Page. Is she that hacker you thought she might be?”

      “I don’t have any solid proof, but I did manage to connect a few dots. Hackers all leave a certain signature in their style. It’s possible BillieBurke and blu33y3dphr3nd are the same person. Their styles aren’t the same, but it’s possible she was purposely trying to throw people off with the blu33y3dphr3nd identity. If she’s as good as they say she is, she’d be careful to make sure the signatures are distinct.”

      Diya nodded and he continued.

      “I talked to a friend of mine who’s hacked into some of the files the FBI has on work BillieBurke has done. They don’t name her identity, or even confirm if she’s a man or woman, but I got a list of the jobs she’s done.”

      He stopped and glanced up to see if Diya was listening. She made a gesturing motion with her hand to get him to continue. For a smart man, he could be an idiot sometimes.

      “Oh, so, anyway,” he said, ducking his head and looking back at the computer screen, “it turns out BillieBurke was involved in bringing down this guy, Lazarus Alonzo. Well, she didn’t actually bring him down. She shut down large portions of his human trafficking ring and helped release a lot of the women. When the FBI couldn’t actually track him down, people say she managed to drain a huge portion of his money from his accounts. Rumor has it she pretty much crippled him and sent him on the run. He’s still out there, but he hasn’t been able to rebuild his empire.”

      He stopped talking again and Diya rolled her eyes. “Tell me why I care about any of this.”

      “Well, because Samantha Page works for Jack Sutton and Jack Sutton’s wife was one of the women kidnapped by Alonzo’s ring. Can’t be a coincidence, can it?”

      He couldn’t have just said this to begin with?

      Diya shook her head, slowly. “No, it can’t be, but we need to figure out if that knowledge helps us at all. Yoshi, that name—Alonzo—that’s familiar to me. Why do I know it?”

      Yoshi shrugged and shook his head.

      “I thought so, too.” Peter smiled smugly and began his incessant tap-tapping on his keyboard, before popping his head up again. “He’s in your dad’s database. Well, your database, but what I mean is, he was in your dad’s journals. He’s got all kinds of info on him. They did business from time to time.”

      Diya stared off into the distance. Peter jiggled his foot back and forth, tapping the leg of the table he sat at, over and over. Diya stopped her thinking to glare at him. His leg stilled. She returned to her thoughts. It was moments later that it dawned on her. They could play the Alonzo connection to their advantage.

      “Do you think it’s possible to track down Alonzo?”

      “Yeah, sure,” Peter said with a nod. “There are code words here he and your dad used to get in touch. Post something in one or two chat rooms of a certain nature with those words, and he should get in touch.”

      “What are you thinking, cousin?” Yoshi asked.

      “If we can lure Alonzo somewhere and set it up so the trail of this last attack points to him, Logan will either kill him or capture him. I don’t really care which one it is. If Peter can make it look like those men were sent by Alonzo, Logan will relax his security, and we can go after Samantha ourselves this time.”

      Yoshi looked at Peter. “Can you do that?”

      “Sure, that’s easy. Some emails and phone calls. Maybe some money transfers from Alonzo to one of the mercenaries, and we’ll be set. I already erased all evidence of any connection that could lead them back to us. Setting it up to look like him is simple, really.”

      Diya nodded. “Get started on it.”

      Yoshi shook his head, though. “I don’t understand how you’ll get Alonzo to go after her?”

      Diya smiled. “I don’t even need to have him go after her. I just need him in the vicinity. The man is on the run with no money. I’ll simply reach out to him and let him know we have a mutual enemy and I want to pay to have her taken out. He’ll do it for the vengeance and the cash, I’m sure. Peter, reach out to him online but include the word “daughter” with the code words so he realizes it’s me and not someone trying to impersonate my father. Most likely, he knows my father was murdered and might not answer if he has reason to be suspicious.”

      Peter nodded but didn’t look up from the keyboard as he typed. He seemed to be in the zone now that she’d let him loose.

      Diya just hoped it worked. They needed to find a way to get to Samantha Page if she was going to get the revenge her family deserved.
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      Logan looked down at the caller ID and refused the call again. Ernie had been trying to reach him for the last two days. He knew Ernie wanted to help, but Logan was beyond help now. He needed to see Sam safely through whatever the hell was going on and then he had to take himself far away from her. Her and everyone else.

      He hadn’t quite figured out where he would go, but he was leaning toward a cabin deep in the mountains somewhere, at this point. Some place where it was just him and a case of Jack Daniels. Somewhere isolated where he couldn’t do any more damage. Because now he knew he was a danger to everyone around him. He didn’t care that the ATF had let him go after they realized the men he’d killed were hired guns, wanted in several countries.

      Logan knew the truth. The minute he’d heard the alarm and known Sam was in trouble, he hadn’t given any thought to taking those guys out without deadly force. He hadn’t entertained a thought in the world for securing them until the police arrived.

      He’d gone flat out to protect what was his, by any means necessary. The result had left three men dead. Sure, they weren’t good men by any stretch of the imagination, but that wasn’t what mattered.

      Jack hired a lawyer to handle things for him. Monique Cain had been waiting with Jack and Sam at Logan’s house when the ATF released him. Apparently, when the Feds take you to an undisclosed location, they really mean undisclosed. Monique had been trying to pull strings and locate him when he pulled up.

      Jack introduced the tougher-than-nails-looking woman in a no-nonsense suit. Logan had thanked her, but told her the Feds decided not to pursue charges, given the firepower the men were handling, the all-out attack on Samantha, and the men’s identities as wanted mercenaries.

      Monique smiled just as politely and outlined the actions Eric Westbrook—a man with a political agenda a mile long, according to her—was taking.

      Sure enough, the man had called a press conference today saying he was “looking into” bringing charges against Logan. Apparently, Westbrook planned to run for governor and he wanted to run on a campaign of states’ rights. When the FBI released a man in New Hampshire recently, over objections from state law enforcement, the man had gone on to kill three women before being caught. Westbrook was playing on that tragedy to form the cornerstone of his campaign.

      Monique was sure the man’s tactic would backfire, since he was now going after a veteran of the armed forces, but Logan didn’t care about any of that. They could do whatever they wanted to him. Just as long as he could keep Sam safe. That’s all he cared about now.

      So Logan sat in his car two rows down from Samantha’s place in her town house community. It was as close as he was willing to put himself to her, but also as far away as he was willing to go.

      Despite that her family had been with her until this morning, and Chad and Zach were inside with her 24/7 right now, Logan needed eyes on her—or at least her house—himself. He watched as reporters stood outside, waiting to catch sight of her and hound her again.

      The alert on his phone sounded, indicating Ernie had left him a message. Again.

      Logan ignored it. Again.

      What the hell?

      Logan sat up and watched as the front door to Sam’s place opened and she came out, flanked on either side by Chad and Zach. The men scanned the area, as did Logan before letting his eyes come back to Sam. She raised a hand and said something to the reporters before handing them each what appeared to be some papers. Then she turned and walked straight for him.

      Oh, what the hell are you doing, Sam?

      Logan wanted to start the car and drive away. He needed to keep his distance from Sam, but hell if he could actually bring himself to turn the key and go. Chad and Zach stayed with her step-for-step, keeping the reporters mostly in check as they called out questions to her. To Sam’s credit, she looked straight ahead and kept moving. Apparently, she’d made her statement and she was finished.

      Logan gripped the steering wheel as she opened the passenger door and slipped inside. Chad and Zach stood on either side of the car, keeping the press away from the doors, but cameras went off outside the windows, and Logan felt he had no choice but to start the car and pull away.

      “What the hell are you doing, Sam?” He didn’t look at her and the words sounded strained, as though shoved through clenched teeth. He tried to loosen his jaw, to no avail. He was wired too tight right now. “What did you just give them?”

      “Photos of my injuries and a statement about the attack,” she said so calmly he wanted to scream. She went on before he could respond. “I need you to come inside with me, Logan,” she said, looking back at her town house as he pulled out of the lot.

      “That’s not gonna happen.” Logan glanced in the rearview mirror and saw that a few of the reporters were following. Others pulled out and went in the opposite direction, perhaps to act on whatever Sam had just given them.

      “Why not?”

      “I’m not coming in, Sam. Chad and Zach are perfectly capable of taking care of you. Although, I’m sure they’d prefer it if you didn’t run them all over town,” he said with a pointed look in the rearview mirror to where the two men were slipping in and out of traffic on the Merritt Parkway to get around the press and stay with Sam.

      “I love Chad and Zach, and having them at the house helps, but I need you there.”

      Logan glanced her way but brought his eyes back around to the road quickly.

      “No, you don’t, Sam. I’m gonna circle back and you’re going to wait for Zach and Chad to get in place and then head back inside with them. Until we figure out who this is that’s coming after you, you’re going to stay inside with them.”

      “Not going to happen, Logan.”

      He struck the edge of the steering wheel with a hell of a lot more force than he intended to and probably put more bite in his words than he should. “Damn it, Sam! Stop fucking around. This isn’t a joke. Whoever sent those men, they mean business. Those guys weren’t carrying water guns and they sure as hell weren’t going to ask you nicely to come along with them.”

      She flinched, but collected herself again quickly. “I’m not going back inside without you, Logan.”

      There was a force behind her words. A strength he hadn’t expected, but that he respected the hell out of. It didn’t mean he’d let her convince him to stay. He wasn’t what she needed in her life. He wasn’t what any of them needed.

      It had been an amazing thing for Jack to do. Giving him a job when he needed it. Getting him a lawyer. All of it had been more than he had a right to ask of anyone. But he couldn’t stay here now that he knew how dangerous he was. He’d settle this for Sam and then he needed to get the hell out of here.

      “I can’t sleep, Logan,” she said quietly.

      So quietly, he had to stay completely still and focused to hear her next words.

      “I need you in there with me. I need to know you’re watching so I can sleep.”

      Hell.

      He didn’t say anything. What could he say? Or do, for that matter? She was wrong. That was clear. She was wrong if she thought being around him was safe.

      “Besides,” she said with a little more force, “I know who was behind the attack.”

      “Excuse me?” Logan bit out as he gripped the wheel to keep the car from swerving. That one had taken him off guard.

      She turned in her seat to face him more fully, drawing one leg up under her. “I know who it was who hired those men. If you come inside, if you stay with me, I’ll tell you, so you can end this.”

      Damn.

      Logan took a few deep breaths, and then turned the wheel to head back toward her town house.

      “Chad and Zach stay with us.” He needed to know he’d have backup and, more importantly, two people who could keep him from going over the edge. Chad and Zach could do that.

      “Fine,” she said, nodding.
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      Samantha watched as Logan, Chad, and Zach checked the house again after getting her past the reporters. The pictures and statement she’d given the reporters should have given them something to work on for a while, but a few of them had followed her and Logan.

      They tried to ask her more questions before the guys got her back in the house, but she didn’t have anything more to say.

      After seeing Westbrook’s press conference earlier in the day, Samantha had made up her mind to speak up. The man had some nerve painting Logan as a crazed vigilante who was making the streets of New Haven unsafe.

      Logan had saved her. Of that, she had absolutely no doubt. Those men would have eventually killed her, but she’d seen the look in their eyes. They would have done a lot more to her first.

      Though she’d fought, kicking and screaming and lashing out as hard and as fast as she could, she was not even remotely a match for any of them. Let alone all three.

      So, she had walked out to the press and handed them photos of her wounds, and of the handprint bruises that marked her neck. She called her parents and siblings first and warned them her injuries were about to be made public.

      Her mother had seen the large half-moons carved into the curve of each breast with that sick bastard’s knife, but her father and siblings hadn’t. She had covered herself before they arrived at the hospital and they’d left the room while the doctor had stitched her up.

      Her mother hadn’t left, though. She sat and held Samantha’s hand while Sam cried and the doctor worked silently on her injuries, adding deep dermal sutures, followed by subcuticular sutures that would hold the wound closed without the need for external sutures.

      Sam understood the mechanics of the process. She’d once been fascinated with watching surgical videos online. The deep dermal sutures reduced the tension of the pull at the edges of the wounds. The subcuticular sutures would hold the wound closed without external sutures or Dermabond being necessary. But knowing the technical details hadn’t lessened the trauma for her.

      Knowing everyone she worked with would see the knife wounds either online or in the newspaper, and know what those men had done to her …. Well, that would suck.

      But seeing Logan crucified for something that wasn’t his fault wasn’t something she could stand by and watch.

      Tomorrow, she planned to return the call of the local newswoman who had contacted her. The woman had discovered Logan was a veteran and wanted to put out a piece about Westbrook’s attack on a veteran who had served his country.

      Samantha had a feeling Logan would hate it, but she’d talk to the woman if it meant he didn’t have to stand trial. Maybe if there was enough pressure, Westbrook would back off and let the matter drop.

      Sam watched as Logan grabbed a pillow and throw from the couch and jerked his head toward the sliding glass doors in the living room.

      “You guys got those?”

      Chad nodded his head slowly. “Sure.”

      Logan didn’t say another word. He walked down the stairs to the basement.

      Sam looked at Chad and Zach and felt tears prick at the back of her eyes and that stupid telltale burning at the sides of her nose that always seemed to precede a good cry. She shut that down and raised her chin, though.

      When she got downstairs, she found Logan had propped himself up at the back of the basement, leaning against one wall. He had the throw over his legs and the pillow behind his head. He stared across the room, through the short hall, at the door to her house.

      He hadn’t turned the lights on, and even though it was only six in the evening, very little light came in through the small window next to her front door. The basement room he sat in had no windows so darkness nearly engulfed him.

      Samantha flicked the switch for the lights and stared at him. She debated briefly the wisdom of telling him she wouldn’t be able to sleep without him upstairs with her, but every cell in his body was clearly screaming at her to go away. From the clenched fists to the tick in his jaw as he ground his teeth together. Every muscle seemed tensed for battle.

      Fine. She’d go away. But not before she’d gotten him some help. Because there was no way she was going to let him do this to himself.

      He was shutting down, closing them all out. She had watched him start the battle back to life during the last few weeks, and she wasn’t about to let him throw that aside now.

      She stalked over to where he’d tossed his phone down next to him and picked it up.

      “Samantha,” he said, drawing it out with a note of warning.

      His voice held the fierceness of anger, but there was more buried underneath that. There was anguish. His eyes told her she was playing with fire. Well, screw it. She could handle a few burns. She’d handled worse in the last few days.

      He didn’t stop her as she brought up his contacts and sent a text to Ernie.

      It’s Samantha Page. Logan is at my house. Please come.

      She typed in her address, hit send, and tossed the phone back down, walking out of the room without a word.

      She heard him curse behind her, so presumably he’d read the text, but he didn’t follow her. She just hoped he didn’t tell Ernie not to come. Logan needed a lifeline right now and she’d get it for him.

      Sam took the stairs two at a time and went to cook dinner. Cooking relaxed her, and Chad and Zach had been happy to wolf down huge quantities of food over the last two days. Maybe if she cooked up a storm and got a little something in her stomach, she could sleep for just a few hours.

      She laughed to herself, but there wasn’t any mirth in the gesture. Maybe she needed to talk to Ernie. Because every time she closed her eyes, she saw the man who’d held her down and cut her. She heard the sick laughter as he’d watched her struggle, listened to her cries, and saw her blood spill out of her breasts.

      She smelled him, tasted the fear in her mouth and the bile that raced up her throat. She felt the helplessness all over again, and all she wanted was to curl up and make the images, the memories, go away.

      Yeah. Maybe she needed Ernie as much as Logan did.
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        * * *

      

      Logan could have texted Ernie and told him not to come, but he didn’t. He knew Sam and she wouldn’t give up, so he might as well appease her, for now. He’d let Ernie come, talk to him a bit, then they’d make sure Sam was safe and he’d move on. Out of her life.

      He would go upstairs later and find out what she’d meant when she’d said she had figured out who was after her. Right now, he needed a minute to get his shit together. He needed to spackle his fucked-up walls back together. That woman just kept knocking away at them and if he stayed up there with her, she’d have them down before he knew what happened.

      She looked so fragile, it scared the crap out of him. Sam wasn’t a fragile woman. She was tough as hell. She had her insecurities. Who didn’t? But, right now, she looked worn out at the seams. He wanted to reach out and pull her in tight, wrap her up in his arms and not let another soul near her until … well, until ever.

      And that scared the crap out of him. So, he shoved her away. She said she couldn’t sleep without him in the house? Fine, he’d be in the house. But, he wouldn’t—couldn’t—be with her.

      Logan ran his thumb over the grip of his gun, letting the familiar feel of it soothe him. How messed up was he that his gun had a calming effect on him? His body tensed when a knock sounded on the front door. He drew himself up, gun in hand at his side, coming out into the front hall and glancing up the staircase to see that Chad stood guard, watching his back.

      “It’s Ernie,” Chad called down and Logan figured Chad had seen him approach through the kitchen window upstairs.

      He still used caution when opening the door, checking behind Ernie to be sure no one else lingered. The reporters seemed to have given up, at least for the day.

      Logan looked down to see a leashed dog by Ernie’s side. Some kind of lab mix, by the look of it. The yellow dog stared calmly back at Logan. Leave it to Ernie to have the world’s calmest dog.

      “Here.” Ernie thrust the leash into Logan’s hand. “Hold him for me.”

      Logan looked down at the leash and took a few steps back. The dog followed him. He supposed that made sense since he was holding its leash, but his steps had been more of an attempt to get away than an attempt to get the dog to follow him.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t like dogs. He did, actually. He just wasn’t at all interested in engaging with anything or anyone right now. And that included Ernie and his dog. Sam invited him over. She could hang out with him.

      “Sam’s upstairs,” Logan said.

      Ernie didn’t answer him. He called up to Chad. “Will you grab the bag from the back of my truck and bring it in. Parked outside, white Ford.”

      Logan watched as Chad went out and lifted something from the back of Ernie’s truck. A heavy bag for boxing.

      What the hell was Ernie up to now?

      “What are you doing?” Logan asked as he stepped further back.

      Ernie stepped in and locked the door behind Chad, and then made a motioning movement with his head. “Move, that thing’s freaking heavy. You gonna make your buddy carry this shit around all night or get out of his way?”

      Logan stepped aside, the dog coming with him, but he turned to glare at Ernie.

      Ernie ignored him and walked into the basement room Logan had intended to take over as his own while he needed to be here. By now, Sam and Zach had come down the stairs.

      Zach introduced Sam to Ernie, who greeted her like they were long-lost friends.

      Ernie looked up at the ceiling. “You got a drill, Sam?”

      Adding to Logan’s annoyance, she nodded and walked into the utility room that housed the hot water heater and furnace and came back with a large drill case in one hand and a tool box in another.

      “Take whatever you need.” She put the cases down and came over to pet the dog, who greedily pushed into her arms for more. “What’s your dog’s name?”

      Ernie didn’t bat an eye as he opened the drill case, sorting through bits for the right size. “His name is Billy, but he’s not my dog.”

      “Whose dog is he?”

      Logan got a weird twisty feeling in his gut at Sam’s question.

      Oh, hell no. He wouldn’t.

      “He’s Logan’s.”

      He did.

      “No, he’s not,” Logan said, dropping the leash and taking a step away from both Sam and the dog.

      The dog followed Logan, pressing to Logan’s left side and shoving his head up under his hand.

      “Sure he is,” Ernie said, “just look at him.” Ernie waved a hand at Logan and the dog, and damned if that dog didn’t press even further into Logan’s leg.

      “No. He’s not.”

      Sam started to laugh and Logan’s scowl only made her laugh harder.

      Ernie was knocking on the low basement ceiling with his fist, and Chad joined in, searching for a beam to hang the bag on. They nodded at each other a few times, and Ernie marked a spot with a pencil. As Ernie turned the chuck to fix the bit into place on the drill, he glanced up at Logan.

      “Yeah, he’s your new service dog. You got lucky. He was working with another veteran nearby but for a number of reasons, the match wasn’t the right fit. The guy’s kid is allergic to him. The service dog organization I work with is going to get him a poodle instead. There’s usually a one year or longer wait for a dog. I talked them into letting you have Billy since you’re in the area. That way, they don’t need to ship him back to Massachusetts. You will need to attend training with him, but that can wait for a while.”

      Chad manned the drill and began setting up the heavy bag, and Logan remembered Ernie and Chad had been friends. Maybe he shouldn’t have chosen Ernie as his counselor after all.

      Logan yelled over the noise. “I don’t need a service dog. I don’t need any of this. I need you all to get the hell out and leave me alone.”

      He saw Sam flinch, but he just kept going. He started to pace along one wall of the room, turning when he hit the end to go back to the other wall. Back and forth, walking to nowhere and getting there fast. He needed to get out of here. He needed gone. Now.

      “I don’t need pity jobs or—” He stopped and looked down. The dog had moved himself in front of Logan’s legs and pressed up against him. He rubbed his head up and down Logan’s leg.

      “What the hell is your dog doing?” Logan yelled, but the whine of the drill stopped halfway through his question and the room went silent as his too loud words met the emptiness.

      “Your dog,” said Ernie calmly. “You’re getting upset. He’s responding to it.”

      The dog placed his mouth gently on Logan’s hand. Not biting or clamping down. Just holding his hand.

      Logan stared at the dog.

      “If you’re having a nightmare,” Ernie continued, “he’ll place his paws on your shoulders and lick your face to wake you. If you need him to, he’ll crawl right up in your lap and just let you hold him for hours. Some of it’s trained and some just comes naturally to him. He’s really quite good at his job.”

      Despite Logan’s dumbfounded expression, Ernie smiled down at the dog. “He’s got a natural aptitude for this work.”

      “He’s fantastic,” Sam said, beaming at the dog. “Is he a rescue?”

      Sam hadn’t batted an eye at Logan’s sour mood, and he wondered how many times he’d have to kick her before she’d give up and leave him alone. He couldn’t stomach much more of it, so he hoped she’d give up soon. It wasn’t in him to be cruel to her, but he needed her to stay away from him.

      “Yup,” Ernie answered. “The organization works with shelters. The shelter calls if they think a dog will pass the screening. If they take them into the program, they train them and place them with someone needing their skills.”

      While Sam and Ernie talked, Chad lifted the heavy bag up and Zach affixed the chain to the ceiling.

      Ernie turned to Sam. “What’s for dinner? It smells fantastic.”

      “Paella,” she said with a smile as the group walked upstairs, leaving Logan and the dog watching after them.

      He looked at their retreating backs, then up at the heavy bag, and down at the dog.

      Billy looked up at him with open, brown eyes. Logan grunted at him and picked up the gloves Ernie had left against the wall. Slipping them on, he chose a position that allowed him to watch the door and beat on the bag at the same time, and started up a rhythm, letting the steady sound of the punches roll over him.

      Billy watched for a minute, then chose a spot in the corner and laid down. He rolled over on one hip, but his shoulders and head remained upright and alert. A sentry, Logan thought, and kept on pounding on the bag.
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      “Billy!”

      Sam watched with interest as Ernie called the dog the following morning. Ernie had slept on one couch while Chad and Zach had taken turns on the other, swapping out halfway through the night. Logan hadn’t come upstairs.

      “I’m wondering if Billy can get Logan to come up,” Ernie said quietly to Sam. “Either way, the dog needs to go out to the bathroom and eat something.”

      “Billy!” Ernie called out to the dog again. Chad came down from the third floor, where he’d been taking his turn in the shower. Zach was in the living room with the eggs, sausage, and toast Sam had made for him. She piled a plate up for Ernie and one for Chad, while trying not to look too expectantly at the stairs.

      The sound of Logan’s voice came up the stairs, but it sounded like he was arguing with Billy, maybe trying to send him up alone. Would the dog dig in its heels and refuse to come up without his companion? Sam didn’t even know if it was possible to train a dog to do that, but it had seemed like Billy saw something in Logan—a need, maybe? He’d seemed to respond to it last night, and Sam held her breath as she listened to the one-sided argument with the dog coming from downstairs.

      Apparently, Billy won out because Logan and the dog came up the stairs, heading toward the living room rather than the kitchen. Sam tried not to stare as Logan opened the sliding doors and let Billy outside to relieve himself, but she couldn’t help it.

      She wanted to drink him in. To somehow assess how he was, if there were holes in his armor and how she might get through them. She wanted to see him back on the mend the way he had been only last week. Because right now, he seemed lost to her. So lost and far away, despite their proximity.

      She knew he wasn’t here voluntarily. She knew he was doing all he could to keep the walls up between them. That he’d leave as soon as they stopped the threat to her. And the thought of that crushed her. She didn’t know how he could believe there was anything wrong with him, anything wrong with what he’d done.

      When Logan shut the door after Billy came back in the house, Sam spun and turned back to the kitchen. She could hear his steps coming closer, so she put a plate of food together for him and poured a cup of coffee. He nodded and gave a small grunt when she passed them over to him. Nobody said much as Logan began shoveling food into his mouth and Ernie poured food into a bowl for Billy.

      “Sam,” said Zach quietly, handing her his iPad. “It’s hit the newspapers.”

      Sam took the tablet from him and swallowed hard when her eyes scanned the photos of her wounds on the screen in front of her. She had known they’d hit the internet. Had prepared herself for it. Or so she thought. It turned out, seeing them there on the screen was a lot harder to handle.

      She hit the arrows for the slideshow and saw a picture of Eric Westbrook, of Logan in his uniform looking much younger than he did now. She scanned the article. This reporter interviewed several people who were coming out on Logan’s side and were irate about Westbrook’s treatment of a veteran, just as she’d hoped.

      She wondered, though, if there were others who saw this as vigilante justice. Others who would have Logan see the inside of a jail cell before this was over.

      Ernie and Chad kept talking while she read, but Sam slowly became aware that Logan sat frozen over his food, watching her intently. She locked the screen of the iPad and set it aside, then turned to pet Billy. Logan rose slowly and came toward her in the too-small kitchen. He reached around to the counter behind her and picked up the iPad, swiping the screen with his finger.

      Sam stood stock still as he looked through the pictures and scanned the article. Her heart beat wildly in her chest and she raised her eyes to find his gaze angry and hard on her. She gasped and moved backward and then Zach was there, tugging her out from between the counter and Logan, placing his body between Logan and hers.

      The growl from Logan’s chest was feral and dark, almost primal in its pain and anguish and Sam had no idea how to respond. She didn’t know if he was angry with her, angry with the reporter, or Westbrook, or simply all of it.

      But the look on his face had scared her. And that wasn’t a feeling she liked.

      Logan spun and stalked from the room. Billy stuck to his leg like the Velcro dog he appeared to be as they made their way back to the basement. Moments later, they heard the pounding of Logan’s fist on the heavy bag and Sam was glad Ernie had brought it. She didn’t know how Logan would have vented if his counselor hadn’t given him the outlet.

      That didn’t stop the burning in her eyes and she blinked several times, wrapping her arms around her waist. As though she could guard herself from all the feelings hitting her so harshly without seeming to care if she buckled under them.

      Ernie crossed the kitchen, stopping to squeeze Sam’s arm as he walked toward the basement stairs. Chad pulled Sam into his arms and she fell against him, letting him hold her up for just a few minutes.

      She’d get her strength back in a minute, but for now, having a friend to hold her up meant she didn’t have to do it herself. She needed that.
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        * * *

      

      Logan didn’t look up when Ernie entered the room. The ache in his arms was starting to cut through the haze in his brain. Ernie lowered himself to the floor of the room, the move inelegant with the prostheses. He leaned back against the wall, but didn’t say anything. Just folded his hands in his lap and waited. Well, he could wait all damned day, for all Logan cared.

      Christ. Seeing those pictures of Sam had gutted Logan. Completely gutted him.

      He should have protected her. He had known she was in danger, and he’d gone off and left her. His thoughts flashed quickly to Jeff, whose mom still sat by his bedside in the hospital, praying her son would wake up from the coma he was in.

      Logan had underestimated these people, whoever the hell they were. And wasn’t that just the kicker?

      Sam had said she knew who was after her and he was so screwed up in the head, he couldn’t even be in the same room with her long enough to find out who it was and take care of things. His issues were getting in the way of making her safe again. What was wrong with him?

      He let his arms fall to his sides, but didn’t remove the gloves. Billy whined in the corner, but sat and waited, as though Logan might tell him what he needed any minute.

      “Sam said she knew who was doing this?”

      Ernie nodded. “She does. She and Chad gave the information to the police. They’re handling it.”

      “I should be handling it. I should be up there helping her, but I can’t. I can’t trust myself not to leave here and rip whoever the hell it is into pieces. I can’t help her because I can’t even control myself long enough not to maim and kill.”

      When Ernie didn’t speak, Logan went on. “You have to put on this cloak as a SEAL. You harden yourself. You’re not just a man anymore. You become a dangerous weapon. I thought I could shed that cloak when I came back. I thought I could drop that and go back to just being a man, but I can’t. The danger is still there.”

      “Do you really believe that?”

      Logan spun on Ernie. “Hell yes, I believe it! I didn’t even hesitate with those men. I didn’t think about whether to neutralize them or use deadly force. I just knew she was in danger and I came in and killed them all.”

      Ernie murmured a speculative, but noncommittal sound.

      “What!” Logan practically shouted at the man. “What the hell can you possibly say to that?”

      “I can’t really say anything to it, Logan. Only you know what happened that night. I can only tell you the facts I know.”

      “What the hell do you know? You don’t know shit.” Logan turned away, unable to look at Ernie. Unable to have this conversation.

      Apparently, Ernie didn’t get the hint because he went on talking. “I know you have years of experience as a member of one of this nation’s most elite military special ops groups. That you honed instincts during those years that likely kept you and others alive many times, instincts that are likely well beyond those of many members of the armed forces. I know you perceived several things that night and you took them all into account. You knew Sam was in grave danger. You knew something had happened to Jeff, a heavily trained and armed man, to cause him to be away from his post.

      “You knew a man with some serious artillery guarded the entrance to Sam’s home. Not your everyday, average burglar, or even a seriously armed burglar. A man with heavy duty weapons designed to kill quickly and efficiently. You knew he was standing guard at the door, which meant it was reasonable to presume there were others in the house. At least one or more persons, presumably as armed and dangerous as that man. And they were inside, with Sam.”

      Logan turned his head warily, as Ernie continued, and he met his counselor’s steady gaze.

      Ernie went on. “You knew how much time had passed from the initial time of entry to the time you arrived on scene. You knew what they could do to Sam in that time. You took action to neutralize the threat, Logan. That’s what you did. Sam doesn’t fault you for that. The Feds don’t fault you for it. And when this all shakes out, I wouldn’t be surprised if a hell of a lot of the people in this community have your back, too.”

      Logan crossed to the wall opposite Ernie and sank down, pulling the gloves from his hands. Billy was there in an instant, laying his legs across Logan’s lap and resting his head on Logan’s arm. They were quiet for a long time.

      “He’s gonna be a hell of a good service dog for you. Once you get all caught up on his training, you’ll make a good team,” Ernie said quietly.

      Logan nodded. He’d keep the dog. He had started to love it in only one night.

      They sat there quietly for another few minutes before Logan spoke again. “She shouldn’t have released those pictures, Ernie,” Logan said and his voice all but cracked under the anguish he’d felt at seeing Sam’s injuries. She shouldn’t have to show those to the world.

      “She’s a strong woman, that’s for damn sure,” Ernie said.

      “She was afraid of me up there.”

      “No, she was afraid of your reaction to the photos. If she was afraid of you, I wouldn’t be here right now. She wouldn’t have stood up to you and brought me in here to help you if you frightened her. She stood up to you and all your bluster to get you the help you need.”

      Logan laughed. “My bluster?”

      Ernie smiled and reached out an arm. “Yeah. You’ve got a lot of it. Now help me up. We need to go see what Sam found on those guys and put an end to this. You have a life to get to and it doesn’t involve running off to some island by yourself somewhere.”

      Logan grunted, but he felt like he had when his mom found him hiding under the dining room table when he’d “run away” as a kid.

      “I was going to the mountains,” he grumbled as they made their way up the stairs with Billy between them.

      Ernie snorted. “At least if you’re going to run away, go tropical, dude.”

      “Did you really just call me dude?”
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      Sam came down from the third floor just as Ernie and Logan made their way back up from the basement. She had showered and changed and now looked at Logan’s face, as if searching.

      He went to her and pulled her into his arms, wrapping her up and holding onto her with a need that floored him. He almost lost her. What would he have done if that had happened?

      “I’m sorry, Sam,” he whispered.

      Sam tilted her head and met his eyes.

      “Are you okay?”

      “No. I’ll get there. Someday. It just might take a while.”

      She looked up at him. “I have time.”

      He nodded, having trouble speaking past the lump in his throat.

      When she spoke, her voice was light. “Plus, I like your new dog. He’s super cool. I emailed Jack. Since he’s a service dog, he gets to come to work with you!”

      She practically vibrated with excitement and Logan laughed as he looked down at the dog by his leg. “I have a feeling Billy wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      Sam smiled up at him and his heart melted. How the hell had he thought he’d be able to pull away from her? He didn’t have it in him. He might be a strong man when it came to a lot of things, but putting up walls where this woman was concerned wasn’t one of them. He shook his head and rubbed her cheeks with the pads of his thumbs as his hands cradled her head.

      “You didn’t need to release those pictures for me, Sam. God, I wouldn’t have you relive those moments, that fear, for anything in the world. Sure as hell not for me.”

      He wanted to be the one protecting her, not the other way around.

      As if reading his mind, she placed her hands on his wrists and squeezed. “Hey, you were there for me. You stopped those men during the scariest thing I’ve ever had to live through. I won’t have you paying for it now. Not if there’s anything I can do about it.”

      Her eyes were fierce and strong as she looked at him and he knew if he had any little ruins of the walls left around his heart, she’d just knocked them all down. He might not deserve her and he might not be good enough for her, but somehow he’d been blessed to find her. He couldn’t walk away now.

      “Come on,” he said, slipping his hand in hers, aware there were three sets of eyes on them as he pulled her toward the kitchen. “Show me what you found out while I had my head up my ass.”
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      Lazarus Alonzo was frighteningly easy to lure out of the woodwork. In only three days, Diya, Yoshi, and Peter had not only traveled to Connecticut themselves, they’d set up a meeting with Lazarus.

      He responded as planned to the code words planted in online chat rooms and reached out to one of her father’s old email accounts.

      Diya sat in a bare office leased solely for the purpose of setting Lazarus up, and watched as Yoshi opened the door to let the man in.

      He was younger than Diya thought he’d be. She expected him to be old and ugly, perhaps because the nature of his former business was so ugly. So repulsive.

      But, before her stood a young, incredibly good-looking man. His eyes were dead, though. Flat, dead, and cold.

      “Thank you for coming, Mr. Alonzo,” she said, not rising from her chair. She tilted her head to indicate the chair across from her and waited a beat while he lowered himself into it. She could see how wary he was, how his eyes took in Yoshi, and then Peter.

      That was fine. She didn’t actually need him to trust her to make this work. She needed a few fingerprints of his around the room. Needed to have his presence here verified on the cameras the building had in the lobby and parking garage. That’s all it would take.

      They had wiped the room of their fingerprints before he arrived and she and her team were being careful not to touch things while he was there. They would open the door to leave with a rag once he was gone.

      It had been simple for Peter to hack the cameras and show them how to enter the building out of range of the cameras. The place didn’t have stellar security.

      “I’m here out of respect for your father, Ms. Bogolomov, but don’t mistake my tolerance for anything more than that. Say what you need to say and get on with it.”

      “I’d like to hire you for a job, Mr. Alonzo. I know money’s been a little tight for you lately.”

      She didn’t really know why she was toying with him. Perhaps it was simply entertaining to see a man who had once been so powerful taken down to nothing. The narrowing of his eyes, the hard glint in them, was rewarding, nonetheless.

      When he didn’t answer, she continued. “I’d like to hire you to eliminate someone for me.”

      Alonzo stood abruptly and laughed. “You’re playing at things you obviously know nothing about, Ms. Bogolomov. Your father may have been someone in this business, but you clearly were not. Eliminated. Did you learn that on television last night? Go back to your dolls and your teacups, little girl.”

      He strode toward the door. Yoshi looked to her, one eyebrow raised, but she gave a slight shake of her head. She didn’t need him to stop the man. She could do it herself.

      “I’d like you to take out BillieBurke.”

      Lazarus Alonzo froze, one hand holding the doorknob. Diya had to school her expression and resist the urge to get up and dance. He stood there, most likely putting a perfect handprint on the door. What more could she hope for?

      At this point, he could walk out and she needed nothing more. But she had a feeling, once he had Samantha Page’s name, he’d immediately attempt to confirm she was BillieBurke. That would only serve Diya’s plan. Any evidence of Alonzo looking into Samantha only helped demonstrate his guilt.

      Diya continued. “My father spoke very highly of you. BillieBurke’s attack on you saddened him. I thought perhaps it was time for you to have your revenge. You’ve had trouble identifying her, have you not?”

      He turned back to her, eyes narrowed. “You have his identity?”

      Diya grinned. Leave it to him to assume the person who took him to his knees was a man.

      “BillieBurke is a woman. And yes, I have her identity.”

      “And what’s in it for you? Why do you want BillieBurke taken out?”

      Diya pursed her lips. She wouldn’t be sharing those secrets today. “I have my reasons, but for now, they’ll be mine to understand. You don’t need to know them.”

      Alonzo surprised her. He shrugged. “I’ll need money up front.”

      Ah. The man thought he could play her for a fool here. Thought he could take her money, use her funds to rebuild his business and crawl back out of the hole he’d been in for the last two years. Idiot. Diya’s father had not raised a fool. Not by any means.

      “Certainly,” she said with a nod. “I would expect nothing less. My father has left me very well-funded. Give the details of your account to Peter. I’ll see you have what you need.” She nodded to Peter, who thus far had sat quietly in the corner.

      Alonzo smiled at her and wrote a series of numbers out on a piece of paper before handing it to Peter.

      “I’ll expect results, Mr. Alonzo.”

      He smiled, the cocky smile of a man who thought he was taking advantage of a naïve woman. “Certainly, Ms. Bogolomov. Certainly.”

      “Very well. If you’ll provide Peter with an email address, he’ll see that you’re sent the identity of BillieBurke promptly. You’ll find the information in your email box shortly.”

      In reality, Peter would set it up to look like Alonzo had received that information months ago. From an anonymous source.

      She watched him leave, but held up her hand when Peter would have spoken. “Wait. Yoshi, check to be sure our friend is gone, but use care on that doorknob.”

      Yoshi used a tissue and two fingers to ease the door open and peered into the hallway. With a nod, he returned, leaving the door ajar so he wouldn’t need to touch the knob again. She was impressed.

      Yoshi seemed to get what she was thinking without the explanation. Peter, who didn’t seem to be able to understand much other than computers, looked at her with a question in his gaze. She rolled her eyes.

      “All we needed was his presence in the building and his prints somewhere in the room. When they figure out where the shots came from, they’ll run the security video. They won’t be looking for any of us, but with his connection to Samantha, they’ll spot Alonzo. Yoshi, when you come back tomorrow, be sure you wipe the gun clean and don’t touch that doorknob with your bare hands. We just need enough evidence to point back to Alonzo. With Peter creating a trail leading to him, this should be enough to convince Logan of Alonzo’s guilt. That’s all we need for now.”

      Yoshi nodded and Peter laughed. Diya didn’t allow herself to even smile. This wasn’t over yet. There were several more pieces to put into place before she had her revenge. Letting herself get too confident would be a foolish, dangerous move. She wouldn’t put her family’s vengeance at risk by becoming complacent. She wouldn’t relax until this was over.
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      Sam outlined all she’d found to Chad, Zach, Logan, and Ernie. As Sam initially suspected, she linked Lazarus Alonzo to the attacks on her. The evidence she’d found so far wasn’t overwhelming, but he’d left small traces of his activity here and there. There’d been a couple of chat room connections between himself and one of the mercenaries, and an email to an old account of Alonzo’s.

      Logan had to hide his shock that Sam was BillieBurke. Hell, he studied BillieBurke’s work in some of the computer forensics courses he’d taken in the military.  She was a legend. An absolutely brilliant, real-life superhero, with the mask to match.

      No one had been able to uncover her identity except the handful of federal agents who worked with her. In fact, no one ever even confirmed her gender. Some surmised she was a woman, while others contended BillieBurke was a man. Leave it to the woman he loved to be this secret superhero.

      Well, damn. Loved.

      Logan shook his head and grinned. Yeah. He loved her. Sam. BillieBurke. He shook his head again.

      Chad laughed and tossed a spoon across the table to get Logan’s attention. “Get over it. She’s BillieBurke. Really, did you expect any less?”

      “No, I guess I didn’t,” he said and watched Sam duck her head. She blushed, but he grabbed her hand and squeezed it tight as he let out another big burst of laughter. He felt fantastic. “I’m dating BillieBurke.”

      Sam smiled at him and shrugged but he could tell she was pleased with his reaction. For the first time in a long time, he was looking forward to whatever the future held. They’d get through this. They would keep her safe. And she’d help him get through his PTSI and learn to live with it, to cope. They would build a life together.

      “All right, Sam, what did you find?” Zach’s question drew Logan’s focus back to the problem at hand.

      “It’s thin so far, but I’ve found threads in a chat room that show our mercenaries in the same place as Lorenzo Alonzo. And, I’ve tracked money paid to one of the men back to a cover company linked to Alonzo. I don’t know if it would be enough for them to arrest him, but it points us in the right direction.”

      “That’s the human trafficker you took down?” Logan asked Sam.

      “Yeah.” Her answer was short and everyone was quiet for a minute as they processed this news.

      Logan spoke up first. “Can you find out where he is now?”

      Sam shook her head. “No. I haven’t been able to find anything. No trace of him.”

      “I can get this information to my friends at the FBI,” Chad said. “They’ll take it seriously if he’s coming after Sam. They’ll do what they can.”

      “But we don’t know if that will be enough,” Logan said. The others agreed and Logan caught Sam’s gaze. She looked frightened and exhausted.

      “All right. Let’s get some sleep and see if we can track this guy down in the morning,” Chad said.

      Logan would normally have plowed on, without sleep or thoughts of rest. He’d take a combat nap here or there and keep going, but he could see Sam had reached a breaking point. Maybe she hadn’t been kidding when she said she couldn’t sleep without him in the house. He’d been an ass since she’d dragged him in.

      He said a quick goodnight to everyone and tugged Sam to her feet.

      “Together?” Sam closed her eyes, flinching as she did so.

      Logan laughed, putting his arm around her shoulders and walking up the stairs with her. He leaned down to her ear. “Yup, that was out loud, Sam.” He couldn’t stop laughing as she nodded her head, eyes still closed.

      “I’ll fix it someday. There must be some way to train myself to keep my mouth shut.” No sooner had she said the words than a yawn took over and she covered her mouth.

      Sam froze at the top of the stairs, eyes on the closed door to the master bedroom and what Logan knew lay inside: the bathroom where the attack happened.

      “The guys moved my things into the guest bedroom. I’m staying in there for now.” She nodded to the room on the left and the small bathroom off of it. “I keep telling myself, the men are gone. The blood is gone. No one here can hurt me. It works. Sometimes. But, when I put my hand on the knob to go in there, I just can’t do it.”

      He nodded and walked with her into the guest room.

      Logan’s arms came around her and Sam’s body responded instantly, but she couldn’t will away the anxiety she felt. He would see her cuts, the stitches. He would see the ugly markings left on her that would never go away. The plastic surgeon said the scars would fade and be thinner and lighter over time, but that wouldn’t happen right away. For now, there was an ugly reminder of what had happened, right on her breasts.

      “Hey,” Logan said, tipping her chin up to allow him to meet her eyes. “I will never, ever see any of you as ugly. You’re beautiful to me, inside and out, Sam. Nothing will ever change that.”

      Sam felt a tear fall down her cheek despite her efforts to keep them at bay. She wanted so much to believe him but how could he not look at the cuts and think them anything but ugly and sickening?

      “I’ll show you,” he said softly, and Sam might have wondered if she’d spoken the words aloud or he had simply guessed what she’d been thinking. But, he didn’t give her time to think again. He pressed his lips to her neck, just below her ear and she heard a soft moan fall from her mouth. The feel of his lips on her, of his tongue as he traced a path down to her collar bone, melted her concerns.

      Sam let her head fall back as he nipped and licked and teased and caressed. Her body heated and she felt her breath come in pants. The tingling his kisses sent through her wasn’t like what she’d felt before with other men. He made her feel so much more. Want so much more.

      She leaned her body into his, pressing her stomach and thighs against him, feeling the rock-hard erection that proved he had told her the truth. He did want her.

      She heard his groan as she rocked her hips into him and he tore his mouth from her neck. He captured her mouth and delved into it with a hot and needy tongue as he pressed her back to the bed. How he managed to be both so gentle and so powerful at once, she would never know. He laid her down on the bed and stretched out next to her.

      “Sam,” he said in a whisper. It was prayer and plea, want and need. It was asking permission and telling her he was going to please her in every way imaginable. All of it, in one drawn out syllable.

      “Yes,” she hissed on an exhaled breath. It was a grant of permission, a plea to never stop. It was prayer and hope and her heart swelling to allow him in, completely.

      Logan’s hands played over the shirt covering her breasts, gently tickling and teasing. Sam felt a moment of panic and her hands came to his wrists, grasping them tightly. Logan came up onto one arm and looked into her eyes.

      “You never need to hide anything from me, Samantha. Never.”

      And then he waited, not demanding, not seeking entry. Just waited. And she found it easy to let him in. She dropped her hands and watched as he undid the buttons on her shirt and slipped his hands inside, gently easing the cloth from her shoulders.

      “So damn beautiful, Sam.” His words held a weight to them, a thickness she knew was honesty. He wasn’t telling her what he thought she needed to hear. Somehow, he saw something other than the wounds and the angry puckering of skin that hadn’t yet healed when he looked at her.

      He kissed the skin around her breasts, careful to stay far away from her injuries.

      She wanted more. Needed so much more from him.

      Logan’s teasing continued as he worked his way down her body, kissing her everywhere. He set her ablaze and she whimpered, running her hands through his hair, gripping tight. She pulled him more tightly to her and panted with need when he removed her pants and panties. He wasted no time in finding his way to the center of that need. His mouth found her wet and ready for him and she pressed her hips higher. He answered the unspoken prayer in her head and cupped her clitoris with his mouth.

      The wet heat enveloped her and she cried out, then covered her mouth with her hands. He didn’t pull his mouth from her when he chuckled and the vibration wrenched another moan from her body.

      She let her hands find his shoulders and pulled him closer. “I need you inside me, Logan. Please.”

      He took his time returning to her, his mouth continuing to torture her as he worked his way up her body. His fingers continued to tease her wet folds. He circled and slid inside and out again, circling over and over until she thought she would go mad.

      And then those talented fingers pressed down on her clitoris in just the right way, with just the right pressure, and Sam’s orgasm exploded, washing over her. She clung to him as he kissed her and held her through it all. And, when the rolling waves subsided, he was there, watching her face with a look of awe.

      “I want you,” she said bluntly and for once, she actually intended the thought to slip out. She needed him to know how much she wanted him. How much she needed to feel him fill her, for them to come together and melt to pieces in one another.

      Logan stood and pulled his wallet from his back pocket to retrieve a condom and Sam realized, with a jolt, he still wore his clothes. She lay on the bed, completely stripped bare before him.

      “Not fair,” she murmured.

      “What’s that, angel? What’s not fair?” Logan began to undo the button and zipper of his pants.

      “You’re wearing an overabundance of clothing,” Sam said with a grin and he shucked pants and socks.

      “Better?”

      “The best,” Sam said with a languid sigh as she reached out and ran a hand over the muscles cut into his stomach.

      She let her hand fall down his body, tracing the scars on his hip. She licked her lips as her hand wrapped around the soft steel shaft jutting out toward her. Logan hissed through clenched teeth and she pulled back.

      “You don’t have to stop,” he said, but she almost laughed at how tightly he clenched his teeth while he spoke.

      She bit her lip and looked up into his eyes as she reached her hand back out. She wanted him inside of her so badly, her hands trembled with the thought of it.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Logan said and rolled the condom over his length. She must have voiced one of her thoughts aloud, she realized, as he lowered himself over her.

      Sam wrapped her arms around his shoulders, pulling him closer. His gaze met and held hers as she felt the tip of his erection begin to glide up and down her wet slit. He slid inside her, only allowing the first few inches to enter and she moaned, pressing her hips up. She wanted more. She wanted all of him.

      “Slowly,” he said, pulling out before easing back in again. “Samantha,” he said on a pained groan, “you feel so incredible. So damn amazing.”

      “More,” was all she could whimper in response.

      He obliged, pressing his full length into her in a long, languid motion that seemed to curl her toes and set her on fire. She moved her hips in small circles as he set a pace entirely too slow and tortuous for her. Where on earth did he get the kind of control he seemed to have?

      “Faster, Logan. Please.”

      “Can’t,” he ground out between jaws clenched tight with fierce concentration.

      “Yes, you can,” she whispered as her tongue teased the lobe of his ear. She followed that with a small nip and he went wild, just as she’d hoped.

      He bit out a curse, wrapping one arm around her waist as he slammed into her, setting a pace that made Sam see stars. Her body clenched around him and another orgasm built, more slowly this time, but with no less intensity.

      As he let out a guttural cry and came inside her, Samantha felt her own orgasm wash over her, snapping all control. She bit down on his shoulder, sinking her teeth much harder than she’d intended into the taut muscle, but that only seemed to make him wilder. When the last of the searing pleasure drained, Logan was there, holding her.

      He turned them so they lay on the bed together, his hands still running over her sensitized skin.

      “Incredible, Sam,” he whispered, his eyes still on her. “You’re incredible.”

      Sam closed her eyes and let his words wash over her. She had never felt so treasured with any other man. The care he took with her, the way he made sure she orgasmed before he did, all of it made her feel special.

      Logan might think his time in the military had damaged him in some way, but she knew otherwise. She knew he was stronger than he could see right now.

      He’d realize it eventually, but until then, she’d hold him up just like he held her up. She’d help him to see how incredible he was, just as he helped her to see how beautiful she was. They made each other whole in that way.

      His words continued in soft, sweet whispers as she drifted off to sleep, and slept dreamlessly for the first time since the attack. A small part of her felt the way his arms held her tightly the entire night. The way he kissed her temple when she stirred and whispered in her ear until she fell back to sleep. The way he didn’t leave her side until she woke with the first rays of the rising sun, and he made love to her again.
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      Ernie’s car was the only one that turned right at the end of the road that led out of Sam’s town house complex. Logan and Sam were in another car and Zach and Chad in a third. Both cars turned left to head toward One Church Plaza, where Sutton Capital’s office was located.

      Billy stretched across the back seat of Logan’s car, head lolling off the edge of the seat as he napped.

      “That’s seriously the calmest dog I’ve ever seen,” Sam said. “Do you think Ernie doped him up with something just to convince you he was a super cool, superhero dog? Maybe when whatever it is wears off, he’ll be bouncing off the walls and needing a ten-hour jog everyday just to maintain him.”

      Logan laughed. “Jogging wouldn’t be the end of the world.”

      Sam scowled at him. “Crazy man.”

      She reached for the radio and turned it on, fiddling until she found a station she wanted.

      “Really?” Logan asked, raising an eyebrow at her.

      “Yeah. What’s wrong with Garth?”

      Logan grinned. “Not a damn thing, lady. Not a damn thing,” Logan said as Garth Brooks belted out the chorus of “The Thunder Rolls” as they pulled into the parking garage.

      Logan realized as they parked and he checked their surroundings that he hadn’t been quite as on edge for the trip to work as he normally was in a car.

      He’d been aware of everything going on around them, of course, but that seemed less an edgy response to grating nerves and more due to the actual threat against Sam than anything. Maybe it had helped that Chad and Zach had been in the car behind them.

      When he was satisfied no one had followed them and no one lay in wait for them, he opened his door and rounded the car to get Sam. Chad and Zach joined them and they entered the building as a unit, Billy taking up his position at Logan’s side.

      Logan almost laughed when he thought of the small bag of dog food and blanket he had stowed in the backpack on his shoulder. He’d packed a freaking lunch and bed for his damned dog. What the hell was happening to him?

      When the group entered the twenty-sixth floor where the majority of the Sutton offices were, Chad and Zach turned one way to bring Jack up to date on things, while Logan and Sam headed in the other direction. They walked, side-by-side, back to where their offices lined the back wall.

      Logan felt the looks of those he and Sam worked with and he was more than a little startled when the group, as a whole, broke out in applause. He didn’t know if it was for Sam coming back or what, but when people surrounded them and began to hug Sam and clap him on the back, with thanks for saving her, he wanted to crawl under one of the desks and hide.

      He nodded his head a few times to people, but then felt Sam squeeze his hand. He didn’t know if she was feeling overwhelmed or if she was only worried he might be, but he tugged her back to her office and everyone fell away, going back to their work.

      “They’re proud of you,” Sam said quietly as he closed the door behind them.

      Logan didn’t say anything as he opened his pack and pulled Billy’s blanket out. He tossed it down in a corner of the room and then pulled Sam’s desk out away from the wall, taking care to move the two large computer monitors she had away from the edge first so they wouldn’t fall.

      She watched but didn’t say anything as he centered the desk in the middle of the room and then went to his office next door, bringing back his chair. He gave her the majority of the desk, setting his chair and laptop opposite her and shut the door again.

      Sam smiled at him and then slipped a finger into the gap between the buttons of his shirt on his chest. She tugged and he let her pull him close, where she wrapped her arms around his back and nuzzled into him.

      He breathed a deep breath of her hair, loving the soothing scent of her shampoo. It wasn’t flowery. If anything, it was almost spicy and more what you might expect on a man, but it worked for her. It was just right somehow.

      “Feeling a bit overprotective?” She crooned in his ear and he groaned as he kissed her mouth, slipping his tongue between her lips to taste her, feel the silken heat.

      “Hell, yes,” he said and traveled to her neck where he found soft skin designed to drive a man out of his mind with need. “Sam,” he growled.

      She moaned in return and slanted her head to the side, allowing further access to her neck and he let his lips trail lower, teasing her where her blouse dipped slightly between her breasts.

      God, he wanted to tear her clothes off right here. He didn’t know if he’d ever get enough of her, but as the sound of their breathing cut through the silence of the room, sanity cut through his muddled brain.

      They were in the office. He needed to get ahold of himself and exercise even a small measure of restraint if they were going to make this work.

      He tore his mouth from her body and rebuttoned the button on her blouse he wasn’t even aware he’d undone, until that moment. He should probably keep buttoning them right to the top of her neck. Maybe if he couldn’t see the creamy expanse of her neck, she wouldn’t lure him in quite so much.

      Oh hell, who was he kidding? This had nothing to do with what was showing or not. His imagination and memories did plenty where she was concerned.

      He cleared his throat and took a very purposeful step away from her, setting her at arm’s length from him.

      “I’m going to check in with Jack. You’re all right here?”

      She nodded. “I’m fine. No one’s going to get to me here, Logan.”

      He nodded and turned to the door, and then stopped with his hand on the knob and took a few deep breaths.

      “Really, Logan, I’m fine.”

      He laughed and tossed a look at her over his shoulder. “I’m, um, collecting myself.”

      She looked at him quizzically, so he turned his crotch to her and gestured to where his arousal was evident.

      Sam’s laughter was immediate, unrepentant, and utterly unabashed. And he loved it. Loved the joy in her face as he playfully scowled at her and tried to memorize the look on her face, to hold the memory to him forever.

      Then, even as his mind vaguely registered Billy’s intent gaze on Sam and the whimper that came from the dog, Logan’s brain processed the red light pinpointing Sam’s temple. With a roar, Logan launched himself at Sam, taking her down to the floor. The sickening thud of her head hitting the wall behind her cut through the fog as he covered her body with his. Glass shattered behind them and the report of a sniper’s rifle sounded.

      Logan heard chaos in the outer office as he pulled Sam against the outer wall of the office. The thick outer concrete wall beneath the window protected them. Pinned down, but protected.

      He began to run his hands over Sam’s head, barely raising himself up on his elbows. Her eyes locked on his and relief flooded him to see he hadn’t knocked her out when he’d thrown her against the wall.

      Thankfully, the glass of the windows was safety glass that cracked in harmless pieces, because they were both covered in bits of it. Only one shot came, but Logan remained where he was, providing cover for Sam as the door to his office swung open.

      Logan had his gun in his hand, trained on the door, but quickly saw both Chad and Zach crouched on either side of the doorframe, guns in their hands as well. He could see the rest of the employees filing toward the elevators in a semi orderly exodus.

      “Everyone okay?” Chad scanned the room and the space outside the now broken window.

      “We’re good,” Logan said, the calmness in his voice belying the fury racing through his veins. They needed to track down this asshole and end this. No more standing by and letting the police take care of things for them. “It was an amateur; used a laser scope. Not to mention, shooting into this side of the building, at this time of day, almost guaranteed a faulty shot with the glare of the sun.”

      “Stay put,” Chad called into the room. “Police are on their way. I know the security guys at the building across the way. We’ll get with them and sweep, see if we can catch him. Chances are, he’s already gone, but stay here until we can be sure.”

      Logan could feel Sam begin to tremble beneath him and his heart ached for her. She was trying so hard to hold it together, but he knew it couldn’t be easy for her. She wasn’t used to battle the way he and Chad and Zach were.

      “It’s all right, Sam,” he whispered, dropping a kiss to the top of her head as he cradled her. “I’m not going anywhere, baby.”
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      Two days later, Logan and Sam were still arguing over whether she could ever leave the house again, but she’d called in reserves. Jack and Kelly arrived and Logan was surprised to find Monique Cain, his lawyer, with them.

      Kelly kissed Sam on the cheek and hugged her loosely, careful of her chest. The stitches had torn open when Logan tackled her to the ground, and she was more sore than ever.

      They all traipsed upstairs to where Chad and Zach were waiting. Sam had tried to send Chad and Zach home to their wives, but neither would budge.

      Their wives had called and told Sam they’d never forgive her if she sent them away while she was still in danger. Logan had been tight with all the men he’d served with, and this group of friends reminded him of that feeling of being more than friends, of being family without the blood relation.

      They were all there for Sam, and he had no doubt they would continue to be for as long as she needed them. They sat in the living room while Logan carried the drinks Sam had offered everyone. He wasn’t letting her lift a finger at the moment.

      When they finished, she settled in next to Logan on the couch, but he tugged her in more tightly to him. Since the minute he’d seen that laser on her temple in the office, he hadn’t been able to be far from her for long. The closer the better.

      When the police searched the building across the street from Sutton Capital’s offices, a newly leased office revealed an abandoned sniper rifle. It was a model that was poorly chosen for the job at hand, and Chad suspected the person who had tried to shoot Samantha was not a trained sniper, but an amateur, at best.

      The police found a number of prints in the room, but running them would take time.

      “Monique,” Sam said, “It’s not that I’m not happy to see you, but…” Sam began, but Monique laughed and waved her words away.

      “Yeah, yeah. No one ever wants to see the lawyer,” Monique said with a wink at Kelly.

      Kelly was in her third year of law school, but she was also pregnant. She was trying to decide if she wanted to practice law when the baby got a little older, stay home with her kids, or possibly look for a part time associate spot somewhere.

      “Logan,” Jack said, “it looks like Westbrook is going to push the issue and question whether you acted reasonably in defending Sam. Monique has a couple of friends on the force—”

      Logan raised an eyebrow, prompting yet more hand waving from Monique. “Yeah, yeah, funny man. Not every cop hates every defense lawyer. Get over it. The point is, Westbrook has two of New Haven’s finest coming over here today to take you in for questioning. From what I understand, even the detectives he’s assigned to the case are pretty unenthusiastic about questioning a veteran for defending a woman from a brutal attack, but Westbrook has latched onto the idea that deadly force wasn’t necessary. He has a pro-states’ rights election agenda and he’s going to push it.”

      “That’s crazy!” Sam cried out. “Logan was only saving me when he acted. How can they possibly think he did anything wrong?”

      Monique wiggled her head back and forth as though weighing the debate. “Well, technically, he can bring it to trial over the issue of whether deadly force was necessary.”

      “Not if I have anything to do with it,” Sam said, and crossed to pick up her phone. The group watched as she furiously texted someone with one hand while she brought her laptop to life with the other and began pulling up screens and typing furiously.

      “Uh,” Jack said, “do we want Sam bringing this out to the media, because I have a feeling that’s what she’s doing.”

      Monique nodded. “I’m okay fighting this on all fronts. I’ll take care of the legal side of things. If Sam wants to play this out in the public eye, I’m all right with that if Logan is.”

      They all looked to Logan who had to fight not to squirm. The idea of even the people in this room debating the merits of what he’d done or talking about his service record made him uneasy. Having everyone in the tri-state area do the same? Hell.

      Before he could answer, a photo on Sam’s computer screen snagged his focus. “Is that me?”

      Of course it was. There he stood in full tactical gear beside two of his teammates. He recognized the photo. It was actually one released by a SEALS Facebook page awhile back. They hadn’t identified him and his team in the photo so he had no clue how Sam knew it was him, but he wasn’t surprised. Sam blacked out the faces of the men standing next to him and now inserted the photo into a page with a few highlights of his career.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not releasing anything that’s not already a matter of public record.”

      “Sam,” he warned her.

      “I know, it’s rude,” she said with the same wave of the hand Monique had been giving him. “I shouldn’t hack into your personnel record. Sorry, babe. Desperate times and all that.”

      She hit a few keys and turned to him. “Sorry, honey. I’m not letting you go to prison. If that means I have to make a big deal out of the fact that you’re a veteran and a hero, I’ll do it. I know you hate that. I get it. You don’t think you deserve the Medal of Honor. You only did what you had to do when you served your country, but they don’t give those things out like peanuts, my friend. They only give you that if you deserve it. And, the fact of the matter is, we need to play up that part of the equation. We need to make a big deal out of the fact that Westbrook is going after a war hero.”

      Hell. He sensed Sam needed this. He’d suck it up for her, because something told him she needed to do this for him so that she could heal. So that she could feel like she wasn’t powerless against what was happening to her or to him.

      “You’re okay with this?” Jack asked Logan. Jack caught Logan’s eye behind Sam and Logan could see the concern in his face. He didn’t know if it was for Sam or for him, but he nodded.

      “Yeah, I’m okay with this.” Logan wasn’t anywhere near okay with this, but he’d do it.

      Monique had moved to the window, but now turned back to the group. “Sam, did you do this?”

      Logan had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach as Monique jerked her head toward the windows and Sam grinned.

      “Yup. Fast, aren’t they?”

      Logan just didn’t want to know. But, damn, he could hear people. A lot of people.

      Kelly and Jack joined Sam and Monique by the window and peered down. The look Jack gave Logan wasn’t good. It left no doubt in Logan’s mind that whatever he was about to go through wouldn’t be good.

      But his eyes fell to Sam and all he could think about was what she’d been through in the last few days. There she was, standing up for him. Baring her soul to the public and the media to defend him after she’d been through hell. After she’d been attacked, sliced open, and scared spitless.

      Logan inched forward and looked out the window and down to the parking lot below.

      “Who are they?” The sight stunned him. There were some media trucks, but people filled the majority of the parking lot. Citizens with signs, chanting “Support Our Vets, Defend Logan Stone.”

      “Friends,” said Sam with a smile as she slipped her hand into his. “I had them on standby in case we needed them. I personally think Westbrook’s state’s rights stance is actually going to lose the election for him, but I’m still not going to stand by and let him do this to you. If Westbrook thinks he’s going to railroad you or make some kind of example out of you, he’s not going to do it without people speaking out and telling him how wrong he is. He’s been playing this out in the media, grandstanding left and right. Well, two can play that game.”

      Logan swallowed and tried to speak, but there was no way in hell he could open his mouth right now. The knot in his throat was so dang big, he’d probably just croak if he tried to get anything out past it.

      “The detectives are here,” said Monique quietly from her position at the window. “Let’s head on downstairs. I want you to wait inside for a few minutes, everyone. I’ll go out and make a statement to the media and the protesters. I’ll tell them you’ve agreed to voluntarily come in to speak with the detectives and answer some questions, and that you were happy to oblige them. I’ll ask them to please be courteous to the officers and then we’ll get you outside to the cars. They’re most likely going to insist you drive with them. Even in a cooperative situation, they’ll want to use that car ride to get you talking. Smile and be polite. Don’t talk. Do you understand?”

      Logan nodded and squeezed Sam’s hand. She looked so concerned. He smiled at her, but he had a feeling it was more a tight showing of his teeth than an actual smile. He’d scare her if he kept it up.

      “Wait, Sam,” said Kelly, as she lifted a black raincoat from her arms and held it up toward Sam. “You need to put this on.”

      “Huh?” Sam said and Logan had to admit, that was his thought, too. It wasn’t raining, or even cloudy.

      Jack answered. “It’s bullet-resistant clothing. The company that makes them makes mostly men’s clothes. They don’t keep a lot of women’s clothing in stock, other than their raincoats, but I’m having a few shirts, some business suits, and even a hat made for you. They’ll be ready next week. In the meantime, the entire chest area and hood of this coat is bulletproof.”

      Sam started to argue, but Logan glared at her. She mumbled a response and shrugged into it. She ran her fingers down the coat and shrugged.

      “Not bad,” Sam said to Kelly. “How do they make it so light?”

      “Hell if I know,” Kelly said, “and, I don’t care. I just care that it works. It’ll stop a bullet from close range. Apparently, they’re big in Mexico.”

      “You don’t say?” quipped Sam, and Logan wanted to laugh at the conversational turn these two had taken.

      He schooled his expression as Monique walked outside and he heard her make a statement and then respond with “no further comment” when the press called out several questions.

      Sam and their friends surrounded him as they left the town house and the detectives stepped up to him, murmured a polite introduction and a quick set of instructions for following them down to the precinct.

      “I’m not riding with you?” he asked the male detective in a low voice. He didn’t know why he asked. Probably shock after what Monique had just said about them wanting the car ride with him.

      The man smiled at him, meeting his eyes. “No way, Frogman. I’m not sticking a fellow SEAL in the back of my car. We’ll see you there.”

      Logan’s answering hooyah was quiet but powerful, and he kept his eyes on the back of their heads as they all made their way to the waiting cars.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, hell no.” Logan was emphatic. Billy stood by his side, on alert as Logan’s emotions cranked ever higher.

      The detectives had questioned him for an hour, but now they wanted to go at Sam.

      “Logan, we don’t have a choice in the matter. The police want to speak to Sam and get her side of things. It’s only natural they’d want to hear from the victim exactly what took place. And besides, she’s going to be your best witness in all of this. She’s the one who can tell them what happened.”

      Monique was entirely too calm about this. Sam shouldn’t have to go through this over and over again. She’d talked to the ATF already. She didn’t need to keep reliving the attack again and again.

      “I should be in there with her,” Logan insisted. His eyes flashed to Samantha’s and his heart clenched at the stoic expression on her face.

      “Not going to happen, my friend,” Monique said.

      Sam stepped forward and put her hand on his forearm, squeezing gently. He felt the fight go out of him as he looked down at the determination in her face.

      “I got this, Logan. If you’ll be out here when I finish, I’ll be fine.”

      He nodded. “I’ll be right here. The whole time.”

      “If it gets too rough, Sam, we can ask them to continue tomorrow,” Monique said. “Like I said, I don’t think the detectives are all that happy to be putting you through this. I think it’s all Westbrook. They’re just wanting to cross their Ts and dot their Is and all that. Let’s hope at the end of this, he realizes he won’t have a case.”

      Monique had explained there were a few things Westbrook would have to show a jury. Some facts weren’t in question here. For example, there was no question Logan acted with force he should reasonably have known would end in death. Fatal force wasn’t a question when you snapped a man’s neck.

      The big issue here was whether it was reasonable for him to think that level of force was necessary under the circumstances. If Westbrook thought he could convince a jury it wasn’t, and if he continued to think he could somehow win an election based on putting one over on the federal government, he might go forward with charges.

      Logan nodded and stood in the hallway watching Sam walk down to the interview room with one of the detectives and Monique.

      Kelly and Jack had come down to the station as well and Kelly came up to Logan now, putting a hand on his arm.

      “Come on, big guy,” Kelly said, tugging him the opposite way. “Let’s go have a seat and wait. Jack ran out for coffee and sandwiches. We all ate earlier but you haven’t had anything in hours. You need to take care of yourself if you’re going to have strength for Sam when this is over.”

      Logan smiled down at Kelly. He could go for days with very little food or rest, when needed. He’d done it before plenty of times and would do it again in a heartbeat for Sam, but he let Kelly lead him away, anyway. He knew the chairs were just down at the end of the hall, so he’d still be able to see Sam the minute they let her go.

      With Kelly pregnant, he’d feel bad not letting her call the shots. Shoot, she shouldn’t even be here.

      “You should go home and get some rest, Kelly,” he said when they reached the chairs and she lowered herself into one, leaning on his arm as she did so.

      “I’ve tried telling her that, but she won’t budge,” came Jack’s voice behind them. Logan turned to take a tray of coffees and an orange juice from Jack. He handed the juice to Kelly and sat, taking the bag Jack offered.

      “I’m pregnant, not helpless and useless, you two,” Kelly said with a bite to her tone.

      Jack raised his hands. “I know, I know. All the same, I think as soon as Chad and Jennie get here, we should get you home. These chairs have to be brutal on your back, honey.”

      Logan wondered why Jack didn’t just lift Kelly up and carry her to the car and take her home. What the hell was wrong with the man? If that was Sam, he’d never let her sit there in these stiff plastic chairs like that. He’d haul her ass—

      What was he thinking? Logan sat frozen over the sandwich he’d been unwrapping and realized he’d been happily picturing Sam pregnant with his child. Quite happily.

      “You okay, Logan?” Jack asked.

      Logan looked up at his friend. He wanted what Jack and Kelly had so bad he could taste it. He wanted a family with Sam. He wanted a future with her. One filled with laughter and love and boat tons of kids. Twelve or thirteen of them, for sure. If she was up to that.

      He tossed the sandwich aside.

      “Get Kelly home, Jack,” he said over his shoulder as he headed down the hall toward Sam. “I’m getting Sam out of here. She’s had enough.”

      He’d had enough. He wanted to go home and tell Sam all he wanted for them. All he hoped for, for them. He wanted to see if she loved him as much as he loved her. If she believed in them as much as he did. If she believed they could get through this. That he could get well enough again to have a family and a life together. God, he hoped so, because he didn’t know anymore how he’d live without her. How he’d give up the dream he’d seen.
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      Sam was surprised by how gentle and polite the detectives were. Given the pressure they seemed to be under from Westbrook, she’d half expected them to grill her about the attack. To challenge her on whether her life had really been in danger.

      But, they hadn’t. The female detective led and asked most of the questions. Whenever the male detective jumped in, he did it with a quiet voice and almost apologetically. She had to repeat all the details of the night, and she had to admit, she’d clenched her hands in her lap to get through it.

      Then it was over. They thanked her for talking to them and led her out of the room.

      And, smack into Logan.

      “Sam!” he said, almost out of breath, as though he’d run down the hall and she looked down to see Billy standing by his side, watching them both.

      He pulled her into his arms and hugged her to him. She loved the contact and loved the feel of him pressed against her, but she was concerned at the almost desperate tone in his voice.

      “Are you okay, Logan?” she asked, her voice muffled against his chest.

      “Never better,” he said, with a laugh. “Can we go home now?”

      She nodded, even though the detectives behind her answered yes as well.

      Then Logan was almost lifting her as he walked down the hall, one arm around her waist.

      “Thank you, Monique!” he said over his shoulder and Sam stifled a laugh.

      “Want to tell me what your rush is?”

      “In a minute,” he said.

      They rounded the corner into another hallway and Logan looked around. They were alone. Sam laughed as he pulled her into his arms, hauling her body right up against his.

      “I want to have babies with you. Lots of babies.”

      Okay. Sam thought she heard that record scratching sound effect that indicated all humor had come to a complete and abrupt stop.

      “What?”

      Logan framed her face with his hands and licked his lips as though he might be nervous, but his eyes never left hers.

      “I want to have babies with you. I want to marry you and love you and make babies with you. I want a life together, you and me.”

      Sam swallowed. “Um, you want to love me or you do love me? I mean, just to clarify, because I just want to be really sure here, before I commit to lots of babies, and all. And, while we’re on that topic, how many is ’lots of babies‘? Because you get that I have to do all of that? All of the having, I mean. You get to do the fun part, and then, bam! It’s all on me. All the puking and the stretching and the pushing them out. All that. So I’m just wondering if you have a ballpark in mind for that. And if you really love me. I’m wondering that, too.”

      The smile that spread over Logan’s features was slow and complete. It met his eyes and overtook them. It lit up his whole face and it made Sam’s breath catch in her throat.

      “Yes, I love you, Sam. So completely. In a way I never knew was possible. And, I want as many babies as you want. And, I promise, I’ll be there with you all the way even though I can’t carry them. I’ll give you foot massages and buy you ice cream. I’ll even spoon-feed you the ice cream while you lie on the couch and relax, if you want me to.”

      “Like, wait.” Sam took a deep breath. She was embarrassed to feel tears stinging her eyes and she blinked a few times. “You love me? Like, just me? The way I am? No strings attached. No changes you want me to make? Just me?”

      Logan kissed her mouth, slow and sweet and gentle. Not the fire and passion his kisses normally held. This was love and tenderness and a promise of forever.

      “Yes, just you. Just the way you are. No addendums, no modifications, no hacks or shortcuts, or changes of any kind.”

      Sam cried. Probably not those cute tears that make some women look like they’re glowing and gorgeous and as freaking mythical as a rainbow-colored unicorn. Nope, she cried the horrifyingly ugly tears. Logan looked appropriately shocked and appalled.

      “Sam? Are you okay? What’s wrong, Sam?”

      She shook her head. She had yet to answer him, to tell him that she loved him, too. She should do that before he thought she was rejecting him.

      “I love you, too,” she croaked out.

      Good God, that sounded awful.

      But Logan was laughing, and then he was lifting her and swinging her in his arms, circling around like one of those scenes in a cheesy romantic comedy, and Sam cried harder. Because she’d never in a million years thought she’d have her romantic comedy moment, but here it was.

      Logan stopped and put her down, but he didn’t let her go. He kept his arms around her and lowered his forehead to hers.

      “Is that a yes to the babies? And marriage? Did I mention marriage? Man, I suck at this.”

      Logan pushed back from her and went down on one knee.

      “I don’t have a ring or a plan or anything. I’ll make this up to you later. I’ll do it the right way, later. For now, please, tell me you’ll marry me, Samantha Page? Tell me you’ll be mine forever?”

      She nodded. “I will.” It was half laugh, half sob. All heart.

      “What!” came a shriek from Jennie from the other end of the hall. “Did I just see what I thought I saw?”

      Jennie and Chad barreled down the hall toward them. Well, Jennie barreled. Chad followed with a bemused smile on his face.

      Jennie grabbed Sam in a hug, while Chad shook his head at Logan. “Really? In the hallway? At the police station? Do you even have a ring?”

      Jennie let go of Sam and both women turned on Chad and Logan.

      “It was romantic because it was so spontaneous, Chad!” Jennie said and Sam echoed the sentiment with a swat to his chest.

      “Yeah,” said Logan, unable to stop smiling. “I did it right. Sam says so.”

      Chad shook his head, but laughed and clapped Logan on the back.

      “Congratulations, man. I’m happy for you. For both of you.” He pulled Sam into a hug and kissed the top of her head. The gesture was that of a big brother, not romantic in any way, but Logan still felt a kick of jealousy growl deep in his gut.

      Damn, he loved this woman. Loved her, revered her, and was so damned grateful for her.

      Chad released Sam and grinned. “I’d say let’s go out for a drink to celebrate, but uh,” he said, looking a little uneasy.

      “But since I have a lunatic of unknown identification on my ass and Logan has the press crawling all over him, trying to get a statement from America’s favorite new hero, we shouldn’t be out in public?” Sam said, managing to bring a cheeky kind of lightness to the situation.

      It didn’t mean Logan didn’t tense at the reality of her words and at her reference to him as a hero, but he appreciated her trying to lighten the heaviness of a crazy situation.

      “Yeah, that.” Chad grinned back at Sam.

      “So, come back to my place,” Sam said, taking Logan’s hand. “We can hole up there and have a toast. Zach is already there. We can have Jesse meet us. Kelly and Jack just left. Kelly’s exhausted so we shouldn’t drag them back out, but the rest of us can celebrate.”

      “Sam!” Monique called from behind them, coming down the hallway. She held up Sam’s new coat—the bulletproof one designed to keep her safe. “You forgot your coat.

      Sam had the decency to blush.

      “Really?” Logan raised his eyebrows at her. “Already?”

      She mumbled an apology as Logan took the coat from Monique and slipped it on Sam, and then proceeded to button the front up, all the way to her chin. Now it was Sam’s turn to raise her eyebrows.

      “Really?” she mimicked back to him.

      “Yes. I’m not losing you now, babe. Let’s go.”

      He put his arm around her shoulders and the group headed toward the exit and what they knew would be a gauntlet of press. Logan couldn’t care less about the press anymore. All that mattered now was keeping Sam safe and keeping him out of jail so they could start their life together.
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        * * *

      

      Logan pulled Sam down to straddle his lap as he ran his hands up and down her arms. Her skin was so soft. So amazing to touch. He was stunned that she’d said yes to him, that she planned to marry him.

      They had enjoyed a fairly quick celebratory drink with their friends before kicking most of them out and heading up to bed. Zach and Chad were still sleeping on the couch downstairs, taking turns on watch duty at night.

      “Are you upset that I didn’t plan a big fancy proposal?” he asked. “Or even get a ring?”

      He really was an ass. He should have taken his time and planned something nice for her, instead of rushing into things as soon as he realized what he was feeling.

      Sam leaned back in his lap, her arms holding onto his shoulders. “No, not at all. Are you sorry you asked?”

      Her eyebrows knit together and he kissed away the thoughts flitting across her face. “Not in a million years. I just worried that you might have been upset because I acted too quickly.”

      Her expression eased and she shook her head. “I like that you did it your way. You didn’t worry about everything being perfect. You just kind of spoke what you were thinking. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I do that a little.”

      Her expression and smile were cheeky and he loved that she teased him about it instead of being put out that she didn’t have a ring on her finger yet. He lifted her hand and kissed the spot where his ring would go.

      “When we get through with all of this crap, we’ll go pick out a gorgeous ring for you. Something unique and special, like my girl.”

      When she smiled so softly at him, he thought his heart might burst with happiness he’d never thought he’d find. He was done with talking for the night. He laid back on the bed and tugged her down over him, devouring her mouth.

      She wriggled her hips, pressing against the hard erection he’d been fighting for the last couple of hours. He felt himself grow even harder and was damned happy he didn’t have to fight it off any longer. Hell, he didn’t know if he could.

      His hands found the curve of her waist and slid up under her shirt to the soft swells of her breast. Logan unclasped her bra and let his hands roam over the soft skin that drew him, called to him, tormented him. Her nipples peaked beneath his fingers. He lifted shirt and bra in one motion, tugging them over her head, before pulling her back toward him so he could get his mouth on her.

      She writhed and moaned and ground down against him.

      “You’re killing me, Sam,” he groaned and she had the nerve to laugh.

      “Right back atchya, baby.” And then she nipped his lip and he was lost. A one-armed flip had her soft body beneath his and a few more economical movements had their clothes abandoned on the floor in a heap.

      He stilled above her, aching to be inside of her, but wanting to hear the words he’d thought he’d never hear. “Say it again”

      She smiled that teasing, impish smile at him and he nudged the head of his cock inside her wet folds, taunting her. On a gasp, she spoke the words he needed. “I love you, Logan. I love you.”

      And then he was inside of her, lost in the way she was both soft and tough and melting for him, all at once. Her hands clutched at his ass as if trying to pull him deeper. He was happy to oblige, lifting her leg and slanting to bury himself again and again until she cried out and clenched him tightly.

      It wasn’t until after he came that he realized he hadn’t used a condom. Not something he ever did, but something he now wanted to do again and again with her. With his Sam. She must have been thinking the same thing.

      “My mother will probably kill me if I walk down the aisle visibly knocked up.”

      He barked out a laugh but then kissed her. A long slow, sweet kiss. He rubbed the tip of his nose against hers, his eyes locked on hers. “Then, I guess we’d better get you down the aisle quickly.”

      Her laughter was all the answer he needed as he slowly started to move inside of her again, his cock swelling to the challenge of loving her over and over throughout the night.
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      Sam wandered Logan’s torso with her hands, the taut muscles and light smattering of hair that tickled her fingers were all mesmerizing. She could spend hours exploring his body, learning every detail of it, memorizing every plane. Memorizing the scars that carved out who he was as a person.

      She felt the smooth skin that made up the largest of his scars. The one that ran over eight inches on his hip. Smaller, but no less angry looking, scars surrounded it.

      “Ernie makes me tell him about it over and over,” he said.

      She didn’t answer, just kept running her hands over it.

      “He says if I can relive the times that haunt me over and over, the smells, the sights, the sounds—all of it, then I won’t be as affected by them when the memories hit me.”

      “Do you think it’s helping?”

      “Yeah,” he said, but there was a weight to his voice and she knew each retelling cost him.

      “You don’t ever have to tell me anything you don’t want to. I won’t ask you about those things, but if you need or want to tell me, you can. I’m always here for you if you need to get the words out, or if you think it would help me to know so I can help you.”

      He nodded, burying his face in the soft skin at the side of her breasts and then shifting so his head lay on her stomach. He loved how soft her flesh was there. He knew she thought it was unattractive, having a soft belly instead of toned, tight abs, but he loved it. He thought a woman should be all soft curves to his hardness. He wouldn’t want her any other way.

      She ran her hands through his hair and he closed his eyes and let the feel of her fingers soothe him.

      He knew Ernie would tell him that sharing the stories took away their power, weakened them, but he couldn’t tell her this one. He’d only told Ernie the story one time so far and he wasn’t ready for any more than that.

      As Sam’s hands caressed and quieted him, he let his mind wander back to the session where Ernie had finally gotten the worst of it out of him. His last mission. The one that had taken so damned much. Cost too damned much.

      “Tell me about the last one,” Ernie had said.

      Logan sat stock still for a long time, frozen in the memory of that last mission. As far as all his friends were concerned, he’d been a SEAL right up until the day he separated from the Navy.

      While that was technically true, the Navy reassigned him in that last year. He and several of his team. They left the sandbox behind and took assignments that technically fit within the rubric of the Navy SEALs, but weren’t your typical SEAL assignments. It sure as hell wasn’t overwatch duty in Fallujah. That shit had been bad enough.

      The new shit they’d been assigned? Well, it was something else altogether. He and a few of his SEAL team who’d been hand-picked by the higher-ups joined up with several CIA operatives and a few Delta team operatives to become an off-the-books, blacker-than-black ops unit.

      They had joked, trying to come up with a way to describe what they were. Obsidian? Onyx? What was blacker than black in a shadow world where you would be cut off and left behind by your government if you were caught at what you were doing?

      Because they couldn’t allow themselves to be caught. Not an option in their world. But the work they did was important. They went after the bad guys no one else could bring down. And, in that last op, they brought down the baddest of the bad, Nikolai Bogomolov, after he’d begun to target US military installations abroad.

      Logan jumped from the memory of telling Ernie in his office, back to the present with Sam, and suddenly telling her some of it wasn’t so hard. She simply held him and ran her fingers rhythmically through his hair. He wouldn’t tell her all of it, but enough. Enough for her to understand what had been at stake. Pieces were all he could tell. It was the most confidential of ops, the kind of thing you couldn’t share with anyone. So he told her bits, but his mind ran through all of it.

      “We were sent after a man who brought new meaning to the word evil.” He didn’t give her a name and he didn’t tell her that Nikolai Bogolomov was responsible for bombings in two US states, Paris, London, and Spain.

      No one realized he was behind them because he always backed others, but he’d been the driving force. The US and several allies had known that for a long time. And, they’d decided to do something about it.

      “But the op went bad,” he said, still talking with his head on Sam’s stomach, eyes staring at the wall, letting the feel of her hands on him keep him in a protected bubble where what he had to say couldn’t hurt him. “It was bad from the start and we all knew it. One of those fucked up situations where you all know shit’s off and you tell your command, but they aren’t in the mood to hear it.”

      He paused for a minute, remembering. The feel of the team, the tension in the room as they all looked over plans they knew were iffy at best.

      “This guy, he was called Dooh.” He gave her the Americanized pronunciation of the Russian word, but she translated immediately.

      “Specter” she said softly.

      “Yeah. Because he was. No one could catch this guy. He was like an apparition.” For years, the CIA had tracked him but they were always one step behind.

      “They finally had him nailed down. What they didn’t tell us was the reason he was nailed down in one place was because it was his oldest son’s birthday. His son was turning twelve. His mother and brother were there with his father. And, by the time we discovered that, it was too late.”

      “You would have called the operation off if you had known ahead of time?” She asked the question, but her tone said she knew the answer. She was just making the point to him.

      “Yeah, but, things went sideways for a lot of other reasons. We’d just been assigned a new guy. He had plenty of experience, but he wasn’t one of us, you know? We didn’t know him yet, didn’t run smooth as calm waters with him yet, like we did with each other. I didn’t want him there. Didn’t want to have to bring him in on an op when we didn’t know him well enough. If I was a better leader, I wouldn’t have shoved him aside to a spot where I thought he couldn’t do any harm. I would have refused to bring him in at all.”

      He hadn’t been a good enough leader that day. He’d been impatient. He hadn’t wanted that guy there, so he’d tasked him with watching Adeline Bogolomov and her two sons while the rest of the team rounded up Nikolai and his men.

      Sam didn’t offer platitudes or judgment. She just kept up that same steady rhythm with her hands.

      He didn’t finish telling her the story. He wasn’t ready to do that yet. He wasn’t ready to tell her that the new guy hadn’t paid enough attention to the woman and children in his care.

      That he’d been so pissed at getting babysitting duty that he had underestimated them. That no one had swept the room they were in for weapons until it was too late. That one of the kids had gone for a grenade and tossed it.

      That when the smoke cleared, too many of Logan’s team members lay injured or dead. The whole of Bogolomov’s family and team were dead. All except for Bogolomov’s daughter and nephew who hadn’t arrived yet.

      Logan had taken a shit ton of shrapnel to his leg and hip. He’d failed to keep his men safe. He didn’t know how Ernie planned to take away the reality of that. He might manage to desensitize Logan to the memories to take the shock out of them, but how did he plan to take away the fact that Logan had gotten members of his team, his brothers, killed?

      That he was responsible for the deaths of two children and a woman, whose only real crimes had been being part of a madman’s family?

      Sam began to rub his temples and he let his eyes close. Instead of seeing the broken pieces of his team, the hell and fallout and nightmares of that last op, he saw only Sam’s trusting face in his dreams. He saw the way she opened her arms to him and wrapped him up. The way her eyes showed no judgment, no disgust at how he’d failed. Only love.
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      Chad hung up the phone and turned to Sam and Logan.

      “It’s been confirmed. There were no prints on the rifle used to target you the other day, but they’ve got Lazarus Alonzo on the security tapes in the building a day before the shooting. They found a couple of his prints in the room where they found the rifle. It looks like he’s the one coming after you, Sam.”

      Logan felt Sam lean into him a little more as she nodded at Chad. He tightened his hold on her shoulder and tugged her to him. Laying a kiss on the top of her head, he leaned in and whispered. “We’ll get him, Sam.”

      “No, you won’t.” Monique spoke up and Logan gritted his teeth.

      He appreciated the woman and all she’d been doing to keep him out of prison, but damn, he wanted her out of his life. That sounded wrong.

      He just wanted her to be unnecessary to saving his life. The reminder that a trial and possible prison sentence hung over his head was never very far away, and having her here only served to keep the issue at the forefront at all times.

      “She’s right,” Zach said before Monique could explain her objection. They all knew Logan needed to lie low. “You can’t go after this guy, Logan.”

      “None of you can,” Monique said. “Any of you are caught going after this guy, no matter how dangerous he is, Westbrook is going to have a field day. He’ll glom onto that and run with it all the way to the polls and through the election. You can protect Sam if he comes at her, but you sure can’t go after him. Let the police do their jobs, guys.”

      Logan thought his teeth would crack if he didn’t stop clenching his jaw, but dammed if he could figure out how to stop.

      “So we sit here and wait?” He knew his anger was misdirected. It wasn’t Monique’s fault, but sitting and waiting for someone to come at Sam was the last thing he wanted to do.

      “No, we find him and we get that info to the cops,” Sam said picking up her laptop and crossing to the couch. She perched on the cushion, legs tucked beneath her as she started working. “If he’s this close, I can find his trail. The FBI could never find him before because they were sifting through the whole world trying to find him. Now we know he’s nearby, I can track him. We’ll get the info to the cops and let them pick him up.”

      Logan sat next to Sam and rubbed one hand up and down her back as she worked. The others moved quietly around the town house as Sam buried herself in some trail only she could see. Logan knew if anyone could find him, it would be Sam.

      Sure enough, three hours later she had done it.

      “Got him,” she said. “He’s not as smart as he thinks he is. I’ve scoured accounts and guest logins at coffee shops with free wifi. People don’t want to have to memorize new info so they just change one or two numbers or add a symbol at the end. Even when they create a hotspot on a phone, their computer sometimes automatically signs on to a free wifi spot. He’s used a computer at a coffee shop ten miles from here twice already. I’d be willing to bet he’s at a motel or hotel near there and he’ll return to the coffee shop.”

      Chad lifted his phone and began typing, looking over Sam’s shoulder at her computer screen as he did. “Luckily, the FBI wants him in custody as badly as we do,” he said. “I’ll get this to one of my contacts and see if they can do the legwork to track him the last bit of the way. They can get agents out to the motels and hotels, and plant someone at the coffee shop.”

      The group was quiet for a while before Chad spoke up. “Got some time to kill while we wait. I can call Jennie and have her grab Jack and Kelly and a movie. I’m sure they can grab food on the way over.”

      Sam nodded, but Logan could feel the tension rolling off her. The waiting would be the hardest part.

      “Chinese?” Zach asked and Sam nodded again. Chad nodded to Logan and went to make the call. They would hole up with Chinese food, friends, and a movie. With any luck, this would be over soon and they could breathe a little easier.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Logan squeezed Sam’s hand as they watched footage on TV of the FBI swarm the hotel where Alonzo had been in hiding. They’d gotten the call about an hour before that the FBI had tracked him to a local motel.

      Their friends had gone home so he and Sam could be alone. They watched as the reporter stood outside showcasing the lights and sirens and uniforms still swarming the scene and a small corner shot showed the footage of the hotel. Alonzo was holed up in the motel where he’d taken the desk clerk hostage.

      “He looks so different. A few years ago he was so much younger-looking. I mean, he’s still young and all, but I can see the wear on him. I guess running doesn’t agree with him,” Sam said.

      “You did that, Sam,” Logan said. “You were the one to bring him to his knees years ago, and now you’ve finished the job. You brought a truly horrible man down. You stopped him from hurting so many women.”

      He was in awe of this woman standing beside him. She was so strong and tough, so capable of incredible things.

      For a moment, he almost wondered if she’d ever really need him, but then he knew that was stupid. They needed each other. Not to save one another or be the hero—but just to be. Just to share a life together. They were equals in that way.

      Sam clenched his hand and gasped as the action on screen took a turn. Alonzo fired on FBI agents and several agents returned fire.

      He heard Sam’s deep inhale and a moment later a slow, long exhale. Alonzo lay in a heap on the ground. Several agents covered another agent as he approached Alonzo’s body and appeared to be checking for signs of life. The shot cut back to the reporter who confirmed Alonzo was believed to be dead.

      Sam’s voice came out in a whisper. “It’s over.”

      He nodded. “Looks like it.”

      They had gotten another call moments before. Apparently, Westbrook had faced increased pressure since it had been determined that the plot to harm Sam was traced back to a man wanted in numerous countries for horrific crimes.

      And the public outcry Westbrook would face if he continued to come after Logan wasn’t worth it. His plan to use Logan as the anti-big-government poster boy for his reelection campaign backfired when he’d chosen a veteran as his target. He wouldn’t be pursuing charges any longer.

      Logan lifted Sam, wrapping her legs around his waist, drawing a loud squeal from her. He walked with her to the couch and put her down, sinking to his knees before her.

      “It’s over,” he said as he drew the waistband of her yoga pants down her hips. “Lift up.”

      She laughed but lifted herself to allow him to tug the pants down her thighs and slip them off her ankles. For the first time in weeks, they were alone. Everyone had left to head back to their own families when the news about Alonzo’s death had come in. With the exception, of course, of Billy, who now poked his nose into Logan’s face.

      There was humor in his voice when he told the dog to bug off. “You’re not invited to this party.”

      “Sorry, Billy,” said Sam as the dog flopped himself down in the corner melodramatically.

      “Where was I?” Logan turned back to Sam, pulling her hands away from the hem of her T-shirt. She’d been trying to use it to cover herself from him, but he growled at her and lifted it.

      “My girl.” It was a simple declaration as he leaned in and pressed a kiss to her shoulder, her breasts, the opposite shoulder. He trailed down her belly, nuzzling and kissing as he went, then spread her legs wide, using his shoulders to hold her open to him. When she tried to cover herself again, he took hold of her wrists and held her arms to her sides.

      “All mine,” he said.

      She cried out when his mouth covered her mound over the lacy sheer panties she still wore. He breathed out, letting the warmth heat her and she groaned. He couldn’t get enough of the sounds she made. He was hard as a rock and halfway to heaven just from listening to her. He didn’t know what would happen when he got his tongue on her, when he tasted the slick wet heat of her after tearing off her panties. But hell if he didn’t want to find out. Logan pulled her panties aside, unable to wait the short amount of time it would take to pull them down her legs.

      Heaven on earth. She tasted like heaven and felt incredible against his tongue as she writhed and swung her head back and forth. He continued to lick at her wet folds, the sweet taste of her sending him nearly over the edge.

      He slid two fingers inside of her as he came down on her clit, suckling hard, and she grabbed his head and pulled him against her, harder. Feeling her come in his mouth was a high he never wanted to come down from, but then she was tugging at him, wanting him up on the couch with her, and who was he to refuse her?

      No one, that’s who. He didn’t have it in him to refuse this woman. He stripped and knelt with one leg on either side of her, then lifted her hips to guide himself home. The growl that built in his chest and escaped before he could stifle it, seemed only to egg her on. She whimpered and pushed against him.

      “I want my legs around you,” she said and he pulled out long enough to let her put her legs over his and wrap them around his waist. With the adjustment, he was able to bury himself to the hilt in one slick, wet, tortuous motion and he stilled at the feel of it. It was too much. He focused on his breathing and held her hips firmly in place, not letting her move, despite her efforts.

      “Samantha,” he growled as she continued to try to buck against him.

      Hell. He gave in and let her move, but one small movement of her hips had him losing all control and slamming into her again and again. And she grasped his shoulders and cried out for him. More, harder, faster. Good God, he could take direction from her all day with a freaking grin on his face.

      Then she was coming and he felt her muscles clamp down around his shaft, and nothing had ever felt so incredible before. He clenched his teeth and tried to hold out, to draw the feeling out for as long as he could, because it was so damned unbelievably good. He wanted to drown in her. To let Sam wash over him and never come up for air.

      But then he felt that telltale snap run from the base of his balls up to his spine and he knew he couldn’t hold out any longer. He came hard, stiffening inside her as he did so, holding every muscle still while he ground out her name in worship.

      God he loved this woman. He flipped them so that he sat on the couch with her naked form sprawled on top of him, and ran his hands over her sweat-dampened skin. She was still sexy, lying limp on top of him.

      “I think my bones melted,” she mumbled into his chest and he laughed, nuzzling his nose in her hair.

      “We should go away somewhere. Just you and me. We deserve a vacation after all we just went through.”

      She popped her head up and grinned. “Tropical?”

      His laugh felt lighter and easier than any he’d had in a long time. “Yeah. We can do that. Might have to be just a long weekend since it’s such short notice at work, but I can juggle things if you can.”

      She nodded and threw her arms around his neck with a squeal. Yeah, life with Sam was gonna be pretty freaking good. Amazing, in fact.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 28

        

      

    

    
      Logan clenched his fists and focused on Sam’s voice. She cooed nonsense gibberish into his ear the entire plane ride. Neither of them had given enough thought to the fact he wasn’t in good enough shape to handle airports and airplanes yet.

      He flew all the time when he was in the military, but it was different on a commercial flight. The crowd, the small space, no option for escape. Even with Sam buying them first class tickets despite Logan’s argument that she should let him pay, the space was too confining.

      He’d been so stuck on his high of Sam saying she’d marry him and knowing she was finally safe, he’d almost forgotten how screwed up in the head he was.

      He was never so glad for his new service dog’s presence as he was today. Billy lay half in front of him on the plane and half on his lap, doing his best to distract him. Between Sam and the dog, he might get through this.

      “I’m going to text Jack when we land and see if he’ll send his jet to pick us up,” Sam said quietly.

      Logan shook his head. He should be able to fucking do this. “I got this, Sam.”

      “He would want to do this for you, Logan. I’m sure if he realized this would be so hard, he would have offered to do it without being asked.”

      He shook his head and closed his eyes. “Not happening, Sam. I’ll manage. Coming back, I’ll know ahead of time what I’m getting into. I’ll handle it better.”

      He wouldn’t tell her this, but he was tired of only being seen as a veteran. He would never give up the service he’d given for his country. He’d given it willingly and freely and he was proud of that. But now he wanted to be seen as more than a veteran, as more than just a man with issues he was trying to work out. He just wanted to be a man on a vacation with his fiancée without needing to resort to using a friend’s private jet to manage it.

      “Okay, babe,” she said, running her hand up his bicep. She leaned in close to his ear and murmured, “I’ll take your mind off airplanes and airports as soon as we get to the hotel room.”

      And, she did. In the suite’s living room, then the hot tub, and finally the bed.
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        * * *

      

      “You were right,” Peter said, turning to Diya with a grin. “They’ve completely let down their guard. They just flew to Mexico for a weekend getaway and all the bodyguards were sent home.”

      Diya’s answering smile was small, but she nodded her appreciation. She needed to get this finished so she could move on to the others on her list. Then she would join her family in death. She was tired. Too tired. It was time for her to move on. Vengeance would bring her the peace she needed to do that.

      “You have the list of her friends and family?”

      “Yes.” Peter nodded, hands hovering over his keyboard. He was becoming as bloodthirsty as Yoshi was. The two would do well together after she was gone. She’d leave everything in Yoshi’s hands, with Peter as his second-in-command. They would be just fine when this was finished and she was gone.

      She nodded again. “Make it happen.”

      He nodded and started typing.

      “Oh, and Peter?”

      “Yes?”

      “Find out when they’re coming home. I’ll meet with Samantha Page myself to deliver the news.”
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      “Big wedding or small and cozy? Family and close friends?” Sam asked, setting her drink down on the table beside her.

      They had just polished off another basket of chips and made-to-order guacamole. The view of the ocean and the light breeze as they sat on the beach under an umbrella was exactly what they needed.

      “Well,” said Logan as he took her hand in his and rubbed circles with his thumb, “my list consists of Zach and a couple of the guys that are stateside, so I’d vote for small. I’m okay with whatever you want, though.”

      Sam sat up. “Wait, I thought you said your dad was up in New Hampshire.”

      Leave it to Sam to never forget a detail he’d told her once.

      He nodded. “He is.”

      She tilted her head and gave him the universal keep-talking look.

      He shrugged. “He wasn’t much of a dad. He’s an alcoholic.”

      He didn’t say more but she felt the weight of more hanging in the air.

      She pressed. “When was the last time you talked to him? Saw him?”

      Logan stared out at the ocean.

      “Can I ask you something else?” she said.

      He turned to face her and was surprised by the answer that slipped from his lips. “Always.”

      “Why did you go into the military?”

      He blew out a long breath. “A lot of reasons. Zach was doing it. He was like a brother to me when we were growing up. He defended me a lot. Then, when we were older and my height shot up and I filled out, I thought if I followed him into the military, I could protect him. It was my turn.”

      “Is that it?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t have anything else to do. Nowhere else to go after I turned eighteen. And, my dad was in the military.”

      She nodded as if that was what she’d been waiting for him to reveal. “And did he serve overseas?”

      “Sure,” he said. “Vietnam.”

      Her voice was gentle, patient. “Logan, do you know if he went through what you’ve been going through? Did he come home with PTSI?”

      The suggestion was like a slap in the face. How had he never seen it before? How could he have been so self-centered. So blind?

      As a kid, yeah, he got it. Kids don’t realize those things are going on. And as a teenager, he’d disconnected himself from his dad as much as possible. He’d had to. But how could he not have seen it, now?

      “Hell,” he whispered, as he flashed to all the times his dad had buried himself in a bottle. All the things his dad struggled with. All the times his dad had seemed to jump at sounds or get angry out in public.

      Only, now, the memories didn’t just show his dad being angry. When he really looked back, Logan could see it was more. That beneath the anger was panic. Fear.

      Sam squeezed his hand. “They didn’t have nearly the resources we have now. Shoot, even now, the resources to support returning vets aren’t enough.”

      He finished for her. “Back then, they were practically nonexistent.”

      She was quiet, waiting for him to process. It had been so long since he’d even thought about his dad, but the fact that he’d never put this information together himself embarrassed him. He should have done better by his dad.

      “We can go see him, if you’d like,” she said. “I’ll go with you.”

      Logan looked at the woman he loved, at the open trust, complete lack of judgment, at the uncensored love in her eyes.

      “I’m the luckiest man on the planet, baby,” he said and tugged her across to his chair, settling her in his lap.

      “Right back atchya, baby,” she said as she looped her arms around his neck and settled her mouth on his. “Right back atchya.”
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      Four days and three nights at an all-inclusive resort passed all too quickly. While in Mexico, they called Samantha’s parents and all of her siblings to tell them about their engagement. They also talked more about wedding plans and set some very tentative ideas in place.

      For the most part, Logan wanted whatever would make Sam happy and Sam wanted whatever would make her mother and sisters happy. So it looked like Sam’s family was really in charge of the whole thing.

      They’d spent one day of their vacation playing Tangled Legacy online, each of them making new profiles so they started from the beginning and battled each other in quests. When Sam had sufficiently kicked Logan’s ass, she showed him the two higher levels that would be added at the next update to the game and told him about a third she was working on.

      The flight back went more smoothly than the flight out, primarily because Logan was better prepared for it mentally. He said it was easier when he knew what to expect and implemented several of the calming methods Ernie taught him, as they made their way through security and onto the plane.

      And, of course, Billy had been there, his head in Logan’s lap whenever he needed it.

      Sam and Logan drove to work together on Tuesday morning, slightly earlier than Sam would normally go in, but a bit later than Logan’s typical commute. He was getting better every day. Handling traffic and day-to-day interactions with crowds more easily. It wasn’t perfect, but things were improving.

      Sam stepped out of the office building at one thirty, Billy’s leash in hand and her purse over her shoulder. In addition to running out to grab lunch for herself and Logan, she planned to take Billy for a little potty break on the green a couple blocks from the office.

      Turning left, she looked up at the sun and smiled. It wasn’t the tropical sunshine and blue, cloudless skies they’d had in Mexico but it was pretty nice out. And life was fantastic. She smiled down at Billy, but was surprised to hear a low growl come from the dog.

      Then she noticed the woman walking much too close to her on the other side. No wonder Billy was growling.

      The woman grabbed Sam’s arm in a tight hold and smiled a bright, but creepy smile. “Tell the dog not to blow this, Samantha,” the woman said through her toothy smile. “We’re going to walk and talk a bit and believe me, you don’t want the dog drawing attention to you.”

      “It’s all right, Billy,” Sam said, but she didn’t sound convincing to herself. Billy seemed uneasy so she tried again, lightening her tone. “Don’t worry, Billy, this is just a friend. We’re going to talk.”

      She hoped that was true, but she had a feeling the woman who had a death grip on her arm was also holding a weapon on her. Sure enough, within seconds, the woman pressed something hard and sharp into Sam’s side.

      Sam wished she was wearing the bulletproof coat Kelly had gotten her. If it stopped bullets, surely it would stop a knife? But it was a raincoat and since she didn’t have to wear it out of necessity each day, she’d decided to leave it at home.

      “Good girl,” said the woman and Sam tried to place the accent.

      It wasn’t one accent. There were several. British, but something else underneath. Maybe something Slavonic? Serbo-Croatian? Russian? Czech?

      “Now, cross to that bench over there and we’ll sit and chat.”

      Sam walked stiffly over to the bench, sitting when the woman gestured to do so. How was it possible she was now sitting here with a knife to her ribcage when Alonzo was dead?

      Maybe whoever he’d paid to come after her was still trying to complete the job for the sake of their own reputation? But then, why was she sitting here having a chat in the park at knifepoint instead of lying dead on the sidewalk outside of Sutton Capital where the woman had first approached her?

      “What do you want?” Sam hoped if she could get the woman talking she could figure things out.

      “What I want isn’t going to happen,” the woman said and there was a profound sadness to her voice. It was thick with … grief. The realization startled Sam.

      “Did your Logan tell you about his last mission?”

      Sam’s breath caught and she nodded jerkily. “Some.”

      “Did he tell you of the family he slaughtered? The children? My brothers? My mother and father? I want you to know my name. My name is Diya Bogolomov. My brothers were Nikolai and Vadic and they were babies. They were innocent.”

      Sam wanted to argue. Instead she swallowed her throat dry and threatening to seize up.

      “And,” Sam said, not at all feeling the calm she was attempting to display, “to what do I owe this visit?” Visit, attack, whatever.

      “Oh, I’ve just got some news to deliver to you. You see, Samantha, it seems that several of your friends have found themselves in a bit of trouble.”

      Sam felt her blood churn to a frozen halt in her veins. The acid in her stomach leapt up her throat and she tried to take a deep breath.

      “Excuse me?” Sam’s friends were everything to her. Her friends and family.

      A sly shrug from Diya answered her and Sam had the urge to smack the woman. She controlled it, but only just. She needed to find out what the woman wanted.

      Diya stuck her hand in a large tote on her shoulder and Sam stiffened. But the woman drew out only papers.

      “I have to admit. Your plan is ingenious. It has a certain sick, twisted perversion to it,” Diya said.

      Sam felt a wave of dismay as she realized what Diya was doing.

      “You were listening. The listening devices were yours. It was you, not Alonzo.”

      Diya laughed. “You wrote the plan for me. It was really quite brilliant.” She handed Sam a stack of papers. “It’s all there. You’ll see.”

      Sam flipped through the stack. Kelly and Jack and the kids. Diya had planted evidence pointing to child abuse. Dear God, they could lose their children. Their children could end up in foster care.

      Jennie and Chad. Drug use. Sam wanted to close her eyes but she kept reading.

      Sam’s sisters and brothers all had pages, too. Everything had been set up to frame them for some criminal act or to drain money from their savings accounts.

      All the money from her parents’ retirement savings.

      Logan. Oh, Logan. Diya had set him up to look like he was leaking classified information. Information that might put his former teammates at risk. Information he would die to protect, she was sure of it.

      Sam felt tears sting her eyes and she pressed her lips together for a minute, fending them off.

      Diya’s laughter was cruel, unrelenting.

      “What do you want?” Sam asked, rubbing the tears with the back of her hand, but she knew what Diya would say.

      It had been Sam’s own plan, although she’d come up with it as a joke. It wasn’t meant to be someone’s sick game to get back at Logan and his team for some imagined crime. Logan and his team were not responsible for what happened to this woman’s family. That was on her father and no one else. He’d been killing people. Hundreds of people. Someone had to stop him.

      “You’ll leave Logan immediately. You may have two days to say your goodbyes to your family. This was more than I was given, but I’ll give that to you. But no more than that. At the end of forty-eight hours, either you’re dead or all of this goes public. Accounts drained, evidence released. Your friends and family might eventually get out of some of the trouble this puts them in, but not before the damage is done.”

      No, Sam knew. Not before they suffered irreparable harm.

      Sam wanted to argue with the woman. She wanted to rail against her and tell her this was sick. She wanted to shake the woman and tell her Logan and his team were not to blame. Only her father was to blame for his family’s deaths. He was the one who put his children in danger. He was the one who had been a criminal, a terrorist. A murdering coward.

      Sam’s despair was silent but no less cutting than if she had been able to cry out and yell. She sat cold and alone with tears streaming more freely now.

      Kelly and Jack, Chad and Jennie, they would lose their children, at least temporarily. Logan would be brought up on charges and possibly convicted.

      Even if he was only arrested pending a trial, Sam knew he couldn’t handle prison right now. The close confinement. The lack of freedom. The need to defend himself constantly against attacks. He would lose it.

      He needed to be working on getting his life back, on rebuilding ties with his dad, and on getting well again. He needed to keep up with sessions with Ernie. She wouldn’t allow any of that to be stalled again. He’d sacrificed enough. No more.

      Sam took a deep breath. She knew what she had to do. She nodded robotically to the woman, then stood, speaking softly to Billy as she walked him back to the building. She didn’t get lunch or even stop to speak to Logan. She went straight to the receptionist’s desk.

      “Amanda, can you take Billy for me?” Everyone in the office had been introduced to the service dog in the last week. “I’m not feeling well. I’m going to go home and lie down. Can you watch him until Logan comes to get him?”

      “Sure, Sam,” Amanda said, worry creasing her brow. “Do you want me to call Logan and have him walk you to your car or take you home? You don’t look so good.”

      Sam wanted to laugh. No, she imagined she didn’t look very good. All she’d wanted in life, all she’d ever hoped for—Diya had ripped it from her. She imagined she looked like she felt. Nauseated. Run over. Desperate.

      She wanted to run to Logan and bury herself in his arms. She wanted to run to her family and see them, let her mother tell her everything would be all right. But, she couldn’t do any of that right now.

      “No, thanks. He’s actually in a meeting for another hour at least. Maybe more. Can you let Billy lie out here with you? I’ll text Logan and let him know to come out for him when he’s finished.”

      “Yeah, no problem, Sam.”

      “Thanks,” Sam said and turned and walked out. With any luck, that would buy her a little time.

      She felt numb on the drive to her house. She didn’t stay long. Just long enough to grab her laptop and write a note saying goodbye to Logan. She told him she needed space to think things over. That she loved him, but things had moved quickly. Too quickly. Writing the words brought on a fresh wave of tears, but she brushed them away and walked out, grabbing the raincoat Jack had bought her on the way out.
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        * * *

      

      Logan looked up at the clock and blinked. He was trying to catch up after their mini vacation, but he was pretty sure Sam had left at one thirty to walk Billy and grab lunch for them. It was two forty-five. She should have been back a while ago. He looked at his cell phone and didn’t see any missed calls or texts.

      He pulled up his messages and fired off a quick everything all right? text to her, and then went back to his computer, saving the file he was working on before sending another file to the printer. Turning back to the phone, he picked it up with a frown. No response.

      Maybe she stopped to talk to Chad or Jennie. He texted each of them, asking if they’d seen her. Negative replies came back in quick succession, followed by an everything all right? from Chad. It seemed they were all still a little on edge after all they’d been through the last few weeks.

      Sam was most likely fine. She’d probably just gotten into a conversation with someone at the park and forgotten the time, just like he had.

      But that grating at the back of his neck said otherwise. The fact that she wasn’t responding to his text supported his gut. He walked to the lobby to see if Amanda had seen her and stopped short at the sight of Billy sitting at Amanda’s feet. Billy came over immediately, circling his legs as Logan walked closer to Amanda. God, he didn’t want to know why his dog was out here without Sam anywhere in sight.

      “Hey, Amanda.” He tried to keep his tone light. “Where’s Sam?”

      “Oh, are you done with your meeting? She said not to bother you, but she wasn’t feeling well. She went home an hour or so ago.”

      Logan cursed and took off back down the hall toward Chad’s office. Something was wrong. Very, very wrong. No way in hell Sam would leave without telling him, even if she did feel sick. Not unless she had a reason to. And for her to actually lie to Amanda and make sure someone was watching Billy, well, that didn’t add up.

      He dialed Sam’s phone number as he and Billy made their way to Chad’s office.

      “We have a problem,” he said to Chad as he entered his office. Jack and Chad both looked up from where they stood over Chad’s desk, looking at something.

      “What’s up?” Jack asked.

      “Sam. She took Billy for a walk an hour and a half ago and didn’t come back. I just discovered she left Billy with Amanda and told Amanda not to bother me since I was in a meeting.”

      Chad raised his brows. “No meeting?”

      “No meeting,” Logan confirmed. “I have a really bad feeling about this. She’s not responding to texts or calls.”

      Chad dialed his phone and asked Jennie to come into his office. Since her office was only two doors down, she appeared quickly.

      “Can you try to call Sam? See if she picks up?”

      Logan tried not to freak. He knew what Chad was thinking. Maybe Sam was avoiding Logan for some reason. Maybe he’d done or said something to piss her off. Some part of him knew he hadn’t, though.

      He recognized the feeling churning in his gut right now. It was one he’d often felt out on deployments. He had learned to heed it. The one time he hadn’t, too many people had died.

      Jennie tried both texting and calling, but got no answer, either. They all looked at each other and Logan’s heart hit the pit of his stomach. They had been wrong somehow. When they’d thought this was all over, when they’d thought Sam was safe. They were wrong.

      He pulled up the Find My Friends app and checked for Sam’s location on his phone.

      “Says she’s at home,” he said as they all walked out. There wasn’t any discussion about what they needed to do or who was staying and working. They would all go find Sam.

      Jack gave instructions to Amanda as they all left the office. They wouldn’t be back until they found Sam. All meetings and appointments needed to be cancelled for the next few days.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 31

        

      

    

    
      Sam’s first stop was the bank for cash. She’d left her phone at her town house on purpose, knowing that would bring Logan there. She went to the bank and took out cash, then went to a nearby hotel and holed up in a suite.

      She logged on and got to work.

      First step, find out who had done the legwork for Diya. No way was she able to do all of that herself. Planting all of that evidence had taken skills your everyday person simply didn’t have.

      Sam began to troll hacker chat rooms and look for telltale little brags. Anyone talking about something big they had done or anything remotely looking like the kind of hack this would require. She also pulled up all of the info they’d tracked down that had pointed toward Lazarus Alonzo earlier. With any luck, if that info was fake, she’d find a footprint somewhere.

      She dumped the stash of candy she picked up on the way over onto the bed, crossing her legs crisscross-applesauce-style on the bed. Using her teeth to open a Kit Kat wrapper, quickly followed by a Twix wrapper, she began to scan.

      It might take her hours, but she’d find out who helped Diya and then she’d fix it so none of them could touch her or Logan or the people she loved, again.

      Thankfully, Sam was quite used to spending hours in front of a computer screen, trawling for one small piece of information, one tiny clue to lead her in the right direction. She knew how to battle the eye fatigue and grogginess. She cranked her music up in the background, chugged a soda, and kept on going.

      And that’s when she saw the first telltale signs. Damn it. She should have seen it before. She should have realized the trail leading to Alonzo was too clean. When she looked closely, she saw tiny traces that something was wrong.

      The money that supposedly went from Alonzo’s account through a number of cover companies, eventually landing in the account of one of the men who attacked her? The trail actually had one other stop, but it hadn’t been a stop along the way. It was the originating account. Alonzo hadn’t sent that money. Diya Bogolomov had.

      Sam cursed under her breath and kept digging. She knew whoever was doing this would have left a clue somewhere. That was the thing about most hackers. They wanted credit. They craved it.

      Even if this guy had been paid to keep his mouth shut, somewhere there would be some little slipup. She’d bet on it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Logan cursed as he picked up Sam’s phone and scrolled through the alerts. No sign of her in the town house, no sign she’d been around to receive any of the alerts.

      “Is her computer here?” Chad asked as they made their way through the town house.

      Kelly had just arrived, over Jack’s objections. Jennie was filling her in on all they knew—which was, basically, nothing. A whole lot of nothing.

      “No.” Logan knew Sam kept her laptop locked in her desk drawer when it wasn’t in use. The drawer stood open and empty at the moment.

      Chad shook his head. “I wonder if that means she took off voluntarily or—”

      He didn’t finish the thought.

      Logan looked around the living room. He didn’t know what to think and he honestly didn’t know where to start.

      “Logan?” Jennie’s voice was soft and laced with … pity? She came down the small set of stairs that led from the kitchen to the living room and glanced at Chad. Kelly and Jack hung behind her.

      “What is it?” He had a feeling he sounded a hell of a lot harsher than he wanted to.

      She handed him a slip of paper. Christ, he didn’t want to look at it. He didn’t want to know what it said. Because suddenly he had doubts. He was wondering if maybe, just maybe, Sam had simply left.

      He looked down and read the lines, read her saying she needed space and time to think. He felt the kick in his gut all the way down to his balls. Chad came and quietly took the note from his hands and read it.

      “Uh uh. I don’t buy it,” Chad said and Logan’s heart kicked into gear.

      He didn’t know what would be better. If the note was right, it meant Sam had left him because she wasn’t sure of them. Wasn’t sure she wanted the life she’d said she wanted with him. It might kill him, but at least it would mean she was safe.

      On the other hand, if someone forced her to write it, she was in danger. Possibly hurt.

      “She loves you, Logan,” Chad said with a hell of a lot of conviction.

      Logan raised his gaze and met Chad’s eyes.

      “If she loves me, but she left, that means—”

      “Yeah, that means.” Chad nodded. “We’ll find her.”

      “Where do we even begin? Sam is the one we always call in a situation like this,” Kelly asked.

      Logan picked up his phone. “We call in a ton of favors.”

      “Zach is already on his way to meet with a few of the guys we know at the FBI. They’ve all worked with Sam. They owe her and they care about her. They’ll do what they can,” Jack said.

      Chad nodded and started dialing his phone. “I’ll see if I can pull any more strings.”

      The group was quiet and grim as Logan and Chad called as many people as they could. They weren’t able to get a B.O.L.O. out for her car, but unofficially every officer and agent in the area was watching for her vehicle. A few of the guys at the FBI were trying to track her online and others were checking hotel and motel records.

      Logan swore bitterly into the phone, causing everyone to stop what they were doing to watch him. Because one of his contacts had just informed him that Diya Molov was likely behind Sam’s disappearance.

      “What the hell? How did Diya get this close with no red flags being raised?”

      He was quiet, listening for a minute, but the anger coursed through his veins like blood itself.

      “Find out!” he barked and threw his phone onto the couch. He fisted his hands into his hair and tugged, wanting the pain as a distraction. This couldn’t be happening.

      “Want to fill us in?” Chad asked quietly.

      “Yeah,” Logan said, looking up. He needed to get his head back in the game … get out there and find Diya Bogolomov and her cousin.

      “That was one of the SEALs I was working with on my last assignment. I can’t give you all the details,” he said, looking at Chad and the rest of the group, who nodded their understanding—they knew he had worked a lot of classified ops, “but he’s tracked someone linked to my past here. Diya Bogolomov has a lot of reasons to want to see me hurting and it turns out she’s been in Connecticut for the past two weeks. It’s no coincidence. We suspected she might have the identities of me and a few of my team members, but we hadn’t heard anything more. She was spotted in one of the airports and flagged, but somehow the people who should have alerted us never made the connection with my location and her movements.”

      “How angry is this woman? How unstable?” Chad asked as Jennie put her arms around his waist and Kelly did the same with Jack. Seeing them all leaning on one another killed him. He wanted Sam safe in his arms.

      “Very angry and very unstable. And, she’s likely well-funded.”

      “What does she want?” Jennie’s voice reflected her fear.

      Logan hadn’t ever really understood the meaning of the word despair until now. He felt utterly gutted at what he was about to say.

      “She wants me to pay. She wants me to lose everything.”

      No one spoke. They didn’t need to ask why. It went unsaid. They all seemed to understand Logan had somehow taken everything from this woman and she wanted the same for him. She wanted him to suffer as she had. Now, she was going to use Samantha to do it. She was going to take Sam away.

      “All right,” he said. He wasn’t going to sit here. He couldn’t just sit back and let Sam go without a fight. “There’s no sign of a struggle here. Amanda said she came in and asked her to watch Billy and give him to me after a meeting I wasn’t in.”

      The dog poked his head up at the mention of his name, but continued to watch the group, as if waiting for some instruction on how he might help.

      “So, whatever made her leave, she wasn’t physically forced because no one was with her.”

      Kelly nodded. “But something made her leave. And, if they didn’t simply take Sam or keep someone with her, they must be awfully confident that whatever they have on her is enough to make her come back. Or enough to make her do whatever they instructed her to do. Could this woman have reached out to Sam? Somehow convinced her that she needed to leave to protect you? That’s what would convince Sam. If she thought she was somehow protecting you.”

      They were all quiet for a moment, as if each of them were trying to digest what Kelly had said.

      “Oh, hell,” Logan said. “She thinks she’s protecting all of us. Sam’s plan to kill a SEAL.”

      “What?” They all looked at him.

      “The listening devices. Sam was bugged the day she told us how she would kill a SEAL. She would plant evidence against everyone the SEAL cared about and—”

      “Oh, God. No!” Jennie knew, without him finishing the sentence what the plan entailed.

      “What?” Kelly asked. “And, what?” She was the only one who hadn’t been in the room at Sutton Capital that day.

      Chad filled in the rest for her. “In Sam’s plan, you set up everyone a person loves to go down for something criminal or something along those lines, then demand they kill themselves. You tell the person, they either kill themselves, or everything they’ve set up to hurt your loved ones gets put in motion. Sam meant it as a joke. She said you’d give the person a timeline. What was the timeline, Logan?”

      “Forty-eight hours. You tell the person they have forty-eight hours to do it or you release everything you’ve got on their loved ones. If Diya was really listening, she’s sick enough to turn it around on Sam and actually do it.”

      “And, Sam is—” Kelly started but couldn’t finish.

      “Sam cares enough about everyone to do it.” Jennie said what they were all thinking.

      Logan was hanging on by a thread, but he forced himself to steady his breathing and look his friends in the eye.

      “We need to stop her. We can’t let her do this.” Shit. His voice didn’t sound anywhere near as steady as he’d like it to. “Where would she go?”

      “Well,” Chad said, “she wouldn’t take it lying down. You can bet she has a plan.”

      “So what would she do?” Jennie asked.

      “She’d hack them,” Logan said. He knew it with as much certainty as he knew his name. She would hack them right back. She’d think she could protect them and take Diya on by herself. “What does she need to do that?”

      “Nothing,” Chad said. “Just her laptop and an outlet. Space to work in and a shit ton of candy and junk food. But, her credit cards haven’t been used.”

      Logan raised his eyebrows, but Chad just shrugged.

      “I have the passwords to her accounts. I checked them all. She withdrew three thousand dollars in cash. That’s it.”

      Logan made a mental note to find out why Chad had Sam’s passwords later, but for now he just filed it away. “So, she wouldn’t go far. She’s probably just nearby somewhere in a hotel.”

      “Would she go home? To her parents’ house?” Jennie looked around the group.

      Kelly spoke up this time. “No,” she said, resting her hand on her stomach as if to protect the baby from what was happening, but Logan saw Jack’s eyes narrow in on Kelly’s hand. The protective gesture wasn’t lost on him.

      “She wouldn’t go home,” Kelly continued. “She wouldn’t want to put them at risk or tell them what was going on.”

      Logan slid a glance to Jack, who still watched his wife like a hawk.

      Logan set out plans for each person. “Kelly and Jack, why don’t you wait here and see if Sam calls her phone or comes back. That way, Kelly can get some rest. Chad and Jennie and I can meet up with Zach and come up with a plan to narrow down hotels and track her down. I’m fine with fighting Diya, but Sam’s going to do it with all of us at her back.”

      Kelly opened her mouth as though she might object, but Jack took her arm and led her to the couch. The look on his face didn’t allow room for her to argue.

      “We got it covered, Logan,” Jack said. “Mrs. Poole is with Maddie. She’ll get her dinner and put her down to bed. I’ll ask her to spend the night just in case we don’t make it back for a while. We’ll stay here and hope Sam gets in touch.”

      Logan nodded, but he knew Sam wouldn’t come back here. He needed to get out there and find her. Help her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 32

        

      

    

    
      Sam sat back with a grin. She had him. A black hat hacker who went by the name of PriorOfTheOri, a reference to some truly evil characters in Stargate. He was really Peter Gatorelli. The man was making a statement using a name like that, and it wasn’t a good one.

      He was a man who would take money from anyone, to do anything, and apparently, that included framing innocent people like her friends and family, with the goal of forcing her to commit suicide. Sam swallowed hard because it was her own idea. She meant it as a joke, but the fact that this plot had come straight from her own mind made her feel sick.

      She began to document as much as she could, outlining PriorOfTheOri’s moves as he set up her friends and family, capturing evidence in screenshots and putting them into a file for the FBI. It took her hours, but she needed to make sure her friends and family would have the evidence needed to clear them if things didn’t turn out the way she hoped.

      Her stomach churned, primarily because it was now nearly midnight and she’d been eating nothing but junk food and the coffee she’d brewed in the hotel coffee machine. She looked at the clock. Room service wouldn’t be available for a few more hours, so she’d just have to wait.

      Shoving aside the nausea she felt, she read through post after post by PriorOfTheOri in chat rooms. The guy was in his mid-twenties, but he had the demeanor and sense of humor of a teenager. He came across as being seventeen, not twenty-seven.

      She would need to get his hard drive and fast copy a clone of it. That was the thing about most black hats. They took their online security seriously, but they didn’t take physical security into account enough. If she had to bet, she would put her money on his laptop simply floating around his hotel room somewhere. Sam knew just who to call to help her get ahold of it.

      The phone rang a few times before one of the twins answered. They weren’t really twins. Ember and Evie were geeky gamers who had made a ton of money with software designs a couple of years back. They’d taken their earnings and gotten plastic surgery. A lot of it. They now looked similar enough to one another to be dubbed “the twins.” And, twins that could grace the cover of a men’s magazine, at that.

      They still liked gaming, but they also liked to party. Sam knew they once partied with PriorOfTheOri. She remembered the stories that had come out of that night and cringed.

      “Ember?” There was music in the background and the noise of a lot of people talking over it. She could almost picture the mind-scrambling flashing lights and mob of people that would accompany that music. She should have texted. She hung up and sent a text. Call me. 911.

      The phone rang within minutes and the background was a little more muffled, like they’d found a hallway or bathroom.

      “Sam? Is that you?” Giggling. Lots of giggling.

      “Let me talk to her,” Sam heard and then recognized Evie’s voice.

      “Hey, girl, you coming out tonight?”

      Sam laughed. She didn’t party with the twins very often. It wasn’t her style. But every once in a while they convinced her to go out with them. She usually regretted it when she was hung over in the morning.

      “Can’t tonight. I’ve got an emergency. Can you guys help?”

      “Always,” came the simple answer. Sam had been friends with the twins long before they’d become the pretty women everyone wanted to know. They bonded back when they had only personalities to go on, not looks, before Sam had made her money with Tangled Legacy and they made their money with their apps.

      “You guys remember PriorOfTheOri? You partied with him in California once?”

      “Ugh, don’t remind me. Thinks he’s God’s gift and all that. Really, the guy’s a sleaze,” said Evie.

      “He did nothing but grope me all night and he’s not grope-worthy,” Ember called into the phone.

      Sam cringed. “Um, any chance you can go party with him tonight? I need you to reach out, find out where he is and then fast copy his hard drive for me.”

      To their credit, the girls didn’t even question her. They agreed and went trolling for PriorOfTheOri right away.

      Sam waited, pacing, the whole time. Ember texted updates, but that didn’t make the hour and a half it took to find him in a chat room and reach out go any faster. A little longer to get an invite to his hotel room and the twins were in.

      Sam itched to get in there herself, but that wouldn’t work. She had to assume PriorOfTheOri knew what she looked like. She had to be content with the texts back and forth with Ember that included vomiting gestures and emoticons of shooting a gun at one’s head, as the girls worked at getting PriorOfTheOri drunk enough to pass out.

      Sam didn’t want to know if they helped him along with any drugs or what they might be doing to convince him to keep doing shots. She’d prefer to stay in the dark about some of it. By 3 a.m., she received a final text. Got it. On r way.

      The blonde twins grinned when Sam opened the door to her hotel room.

      “That was too easy,” Ember said, seemingly sober.

      Evie dropped down on the bed. “Speak for yourself. You didn’t have to drink with him.” She slurred her words and shut her blue eyes, rolling onto her side with a groan. “I had to let him feel me up four times before he passed out. Tequila doesn’t work nearly as fast on his scrawny ass as it should.”

      Sam grimaced. “I’m sorry, Evie. I owe you.” Evie waved her arm in dismissal, but kept her eyes shut.

      “She kept the idiot busy while I pulled his hard drive, fast copied it, and put it back. Talk about wham, bam thank you ma’am. Or, mister,” said Ember with a grin. “What now, girl?”

      “Now,” Sam said with a grin of her own, “we get to work.”

      She opened her own laptop and pulled up the notepad function on her screen, ready to write code. Ember dropped down beside her on the couch and opened the laptop they’d brought in with the copy of PriorOfTheOri’s hard drive and both women went to work.

      Sam gave her a quick explanation of what they were looking for and then they were silent as they worked in tandem. They had hacked together many times in the past and they quickly sank into a rhythm that had them working quickly and efficiently. It wouldn’t be long now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I don’t understand, Diya. Why are we still here?” Yoshi asked as they sat in Diya’s car outside the hotel. It was the middle of the night and he was sure Diya hadn’t slept yet. He had slept for a couple of hours earlier, but the quality had been poor and he had a crick in his neck from leaning against the car window.

      She didn’t answer him. She just continued to look out the car window as if waiting for something.

      “Diya?”

      She sighed heavily and turned hollow eyes on him. She had lost weight over the last few weeks. Her face was beginning to look gaunt and haunted.

      He felt a tug in his heart for her. She was more a sister to him than a cousin and he wished he could shelter her from all of this. He should have been there the night the murdering Americans had come to slaughter their family. He should have been there to either defend them or to die by their sides trying.

      But then, if he had been, he wouldn’t be here to help Diya now.

      “What is it, cousin?” Yoshi reached for Diya’s hand.

      She took his hand in both of hers and held it, as her eyes met his. “I’m just so tired, Yoshi. I need to finish this. I need to finish this for them.”

      “We will, Diya. We will. Rest now. Close your eyes. I’ll watch,” he said gesturing toward the hotel, although he didn’t know why she felt this frenetic need to watch the American woman until the end.

      If it was what his cousin needed, he’d do it for her.

      She closed her eyes and lay her head back against the seat. He turned to look at the hotel. He would keep watch for Diya. For his only family left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 33

        

      

    

    
      Logan paced in the offices of Sutton Capital. They had been there all night, trying to track down Sam. There was no sign of her anywhere and none of their contacts in local law enforcement or the FBI had been able to find any hints of where she was.

      His thumb tapped the grip of his weapon in his holster as he paced, a comfort somehow in knowing it was there. Probably not exactly healthy, he knew, but it was helping.

      Billy came to him again from where he had settled to watch him in the corner. He jumped lightly to stand on his hind feet, resting his front paws almost delicately on Logan’s arm. Logan took a deep breath and looked down into the eyes of the dog who had come to mean so much to him.

      “I need her,” he said to the dog. Great. He was talking to his dog now.

      Billy continued to stare at him, ever patient.

      “All right,” Logan said, rubbing a hand down his face before moving to sit on the floor with Billy. As soon as he sat, Billy climbed across his lap and lay there, letting Logan run his fingers through the thick fur of his coat as though anchoring Logan.

      Yeah, that was better. That helped.

      He looked out the recently-repaired window as day broke and the dark gave way to a gray light. There was very little traffic on the streets below them, but it was growing steadily.

      Fifteen hours had passed. If Diya gave Sam the forty-eight hours her plan had called for, he was hopeful she was still safe.

      He knew Sam. She wouldn’t—couldn’t—kill herself. So, if Logan hadn’t found her before forty-eight hours was up, and she hadn’t done what Diya had told her to do, what would Diya do then?

      He didn’t want to think about it. Diya wanted Logan to pay. He was sure she wouldn’t simply walk away from this if Sam didn’t play her game.

      Chad entered the office, with Jennie behind him.

      “One of my contacts just called,” Chad said. “They found her car.”

      Logan was on his feet in a heartbeat. Billy stood and came to his side.

      “It’s parked a few blocks from here, but there’s nothing but closed businesses where she parked it. I suspect she parked it and walked somewhere from there. That, or caught a ride, I guess. I’m not sure who could be helping her. Jennie has been reaching out to everyone Sam communicates with online who’s in the area. No one has heard from her. Or if they have they aren’t admitting it.”

      Logan uttered a curse and went to the window.

      “Where was the car?”

      Chad gave him the cross streets, but the location didn’t seem to mean anything. At least, there wasn’t any significance that Logan could see.

      He tried to rub the grating sensation from the back of his neck, but it was no use. The tension he was holding in his neck muscles was too great at this point. He needed to move, to feel like he was doing more than simply sitting and waiting for word from her.

      He turned back to Chad. “I want to see her car. Did they leave it where it is or is it being towed?”

      “It’s still there. With no real foul play yet, they can’t do much. It was really just a favor, them watching for it and calling us. My friend did take a look in it, but he didn’t find anything.”

      Logan snapped Billy’s leash to his collar. “I can’t just sit here. Let’s go check it out. See if she left any clues. Any signs at all.”
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      Sam sat back and looked at the clock. It was time. After the twins left, she’d eaten a quick breakfast from room service, and now had everything in place.

      All she needed to do now was the one thing she knew would tip PriorOfTheOri and Diya off.

      She sat in front of her computer and pulled up her parents’ retirement account. With one last deep breath, she moved the money. She siphoned all of it out of her parents’ account and put it into a safe account that PriorOfTheOri wouldn’t be able to immediately locate and drain. There would be tax penalties, but Sam had more than enough money to make up for that and then some. She’d make sure they didn’t come out of this harmed in any way.

      She just hoped her parents didn’t have a heart attack when they saw the money was missing. She would need to call them as soon as possible and let them know what was going on and that she had their money protected; but for now, she had a different phone call to handle.

      She sent an email to PriorOfTheOri with the phone number of her new burner phone. Check my parents’ account, then get this number to Diya. She’s going to want to hear what I have to say. Oh, and check your own accounts while you’re at it, PriorOfTheOri. I really expected better of you.

      Sam hadn’t been able to resist herself. He’d left himself too open to attack. She knew it was cockiness. The guy just thought too freaking much of himself and he underestimated her. By a long shot. She had emptied his accounts. Right after she had sent everything she’d gathered on him and Diya and all of their illegal activity to her contacts at the FBI.

      The phone rang moments later.

      “What the hell do you think you’re playing at, Samantha?” Diya’s voice sounded deadly over the phone but Sam stayed calm. The woman had no idea who she was dealing with. Sam had gone up against some of the worst criminals the world had seen. When she’d first started working with the FBI, she’d been frightened out of her mind and intimidated, but she had agents at her back. She gained a hell of a lot more confidence over the years. If Diya thought she could force Sam’s hand like this, she was dead wrong.

      “I’m not playing at anything, Diya. In fact, I’m through playing your game. I win. The FBI has all your information. All of the information on your criminal activity, your father’s criminal activity, every bit of information in those files your father kept. You really shouldn’t have computerized it. It’s now in the hands of the FBI,” Sam said.

      Diya started to speak, but Sam cut her off. “Did your research about me tell you that I studied languages for a time? Your father chose very interesting names for all of you. Did you know that?”

      Diya’s voice turned deadly and Sam could swear she heard her grinding her teeth together through the phone. “Don’t you dare to talk about my father.”

      Sam laughed. “No, really this is fascinating. Well, to me, at least. Maybe not to you. Nikolai Bogolomov had a way with names. Bogolomov itself is interesting. From the Slavic Bogolom, or God, usually given to a pious man. That’s a laugh, isn’t it? A pious man who kills innocent people? That’s rich.”

      The tension through the phone line was thick as Diya seethed with hate and anger, but Sam kept going. She was angry with Diya for what she’d done. She wanted to vent.

      “Of course, he named his eldest son Nikolai after himself. That makes sense. It demonstrated the importance of the first-born son. Kolya was his favorite, wasn’t he?” Sam knew using Diya’s father’s pet name for his son would taunt Diya.

      “And, Vadik. His second son. Vadik means ruler. Such a strong name for his second boy. Clearly, he meant for both his boys to have a role in the family empire.”

      Sam didn’t stop. She plowed on without letting Diya interrupt. “

      Your name is the one that interests me the most. Have you ever looked up its meaning? Diya is short for Klavdiya, isn’t it? Klavdiya ... feeble woman. Did you know that? Your father named you feeble woman and shipped you off to schools in Europe where he didn’t have to deal with you. That is the man you’re so hell bent on avenging, Diya. That is what the man thought of you.”

      “I will kill you, Samantha Page.” Diya’s voice vibrated, anger rolling through the phone line. “I will kill you and then I will kill Logan Stone.”

      Sam laughed. “No you won’t. You’ll be too busy running. What do you think is going to happen when all of those people your dad kept files and information on end up with agents knocking on their doors or trapping them into making an appearance based on code words they’d once used with your father? They’ll know right away it was you. You’ll have a bullseye on you before you know what hit you. If you’re lucky, the FBI will get to you before one of your father’s old buddies does.”

      Sam closed her computer and continued. “So, here’s your shot Diya. Run like hell. Get away while you can. You messed with the wrong woman and you got bit, but if you’re smart and fast, you can still get away before it’s too late.”

      Sam hung up the phone. She didn’t care where Diya went as long as she got far away from Sam and all her loved ones. She knew criminals. They were into self-preservation at all costs. When the shit hit the fan, they bugged out fast, caring only for their own survival and their own freedom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 35

        

      

    

    
      Sam sent a quick message to her parents telling them not to worry about their missing money and made one more phone call before she left the hotel room. She picked up the trash from her snacks and tossed the wrappers in the garbage can as the phone rang. She picked up her laptop and slipped it into the backpack she carried it in, and then shoved her feet into her shoes.

      “Sam!” came Logan’s voice, harried and out of breath through the phone and she felt a pang of guilt. She knew he had to be hurting and worried, but she had needed to be sure he wouldn’t be in danger as she handled this threat from Diya. Logan had put enough on the line for her. Hell, he’d almost gone to prison for her.

      “Yeah, it’s me, baby. It’s all over. I’m on my way home,” she said.

      “What’s over? Tell me what the hell happened. Did Diya come after you?”

      Sam stopped. She hadn’t wanted him to know it was Diya. He would blame himself, and she didn’t want him having any more guilt in his life to deal with. He was dealing with enough right now, but he’d figured it out. Of course he had.

      “Yes,” she told him, “but, I took care of it. She’ll be too busy running now to come after either of us anymore. The FBI just received a ton of evidence documenting every illegal thing she’s done and everything her father did before her. And, there was also information her father collected—”

      Logan cut her off and Sam heard Chad’s voice in the background as well. Apparently he’d heard enough of what she said to chime in, but Logan had enough to say for the two of them.

      “Sam, she won’t stop. Diya isn’t stable and she’s hell-bent on vengeance. She thinks I’m responsible for killing her entire family. She won’t stop until she sees me hurting as badly as she is. Where are you, Sam? Tell me where you are and I’ll come get you and keep you safe. Then, we’ll take care of Diya together.”

      She looked around the hotel room one last time and put her coat on before lifting her backpack again and slinging it back over one shoulder. She shut the door to her room and walked down the hall.

      She glanced at the elevators but knew the phone connection would probably go out if she took one, so she opted for the stairs. She had only been on the third floor, so two flights down wouldn’t kill her.

      “Sam! Tell me where you are!” came Logan’s voice more urgently.

      She shook her head. “I’m fine, Logan. I’m just down the street from work, at the Benedicta Hotel. Are you at the office? I’ll be down there soon. I left my car—”

      “Stay there!” He sounded more and more upset and she could hear him and Chad start to move.

      Great, knowing them, they were running down here to come to her rescue. Sam rolled her eyes, but smiled. He loved her. And she loved him. She got it. He wanted to protect her, to do this for her, but it was important that he realize he didn’t need to come to her rescue all the time.

      She might not be able to fend off armed gunmen on her own, but Diya had leveled the playing field when she’d come after Sam with a computer and fabricated threats. On that playing field, Sam could not only hold her own, she could kick some serious ass.
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        * * *

      

      Logan hit the ground running hard as he yelled into the phone for Sam to stay put. To stay inside the hotel, with the door to her room locked. Chad was behind him, running flat out as well, Billy keeping up with the men with ease.

      She was only a block away, but it was a long city block and they had no way of knowing if Diya was anywhere nearby or not. He hadn’t even taken the time to ask Sam if she had confronted Diya yet, but he wasn’t going to wait to find out. He wouldn’t feel calm again until he knew Sam was safely out of the line of Diya’s fire.

      Diya might have been kept largely out of the family business and her father’s criminal empire, but the fact remained, a madman raised her. He taught her she was above the law. And that family mattered, more than anything. Diya would seek revenge at all cost. She would seek vengeance above all else. Above money. Above self-preservation. That was the one factor Sam couldn’t foresee with Diya.

      The world slowed to a crawl as he pumped his legs to reach the hotel, to reach Sam and get her to safety. He saw her the moment she stepped from the revolving glass doors at the front of the hotel.

      She looked out at the street as if looking for him, then turned his way and laughed as she saw him running toward her. She shook her head, and he felt like he was running through a fog, through molasses to try to reach her. He couldn’t get to her fast enough.

      And then he saw Diya. She came from behind Sam and walked toward her, hatred etched into her face. Anger burning through every part of her being. Logan screamed at Sam to duck, but she only looked at him with confusion on her face. He could almost see her expression morph from confusion to understanding to fear and disbelief as it dawned on her that he was waving to her to duck.

      Diya raised her arm, the weapon in her hand apparent. Logan had drawn his weapon several steps back, but Sam was between him and Diya. She ran toward Logan as though she might outrun what was about to happen, but she went no more than a step. Then her body pitched forward violently. He reached for her as she fell, hearing the report of the gun shots Diya had fired. Sam fell into his arms as he raised his gun and fired off three rounds. Diya fell.

      Chad stood over them as Logan bent to Sam. He could hear her gasping for air and he ran his hands over her. Where was she hit? Where had Diya gotten her?

      Then Logan realized, she was wearing the coat Kelly got her. If the bullets hit her in her torso, she was protected. His eyes scanned her. He felt her back, the backs of her legs. No blood. She was gulping for air.

      “I know it hurts, Sam. Try to slow your breathing. Feels like you were hit with a sledgehammer, doesn’t it?” he asked as he used his tone to try to soothe her. He knew what it felt like to take a bullet through a vest and he figured she’d taken at least one, if not more. Diya had gotten four shots off, so Sam might have been hit multiple times. They wouldn’t know until they examined her coat for damage.

      “Just keep breathing. It hurts like hell, and you’ll be sore and bruised, but you’re alive. You’re all right.”

      She looked up at him with eyes rounded in fear and he wanted to make everything all right for her. He held her close, but made sure his arms didn’t pull too tightly. He didn’t want to hurt her any more.

      But hell, his heart hurt, just ached at the thought that he might have lost her. He kept running his fingers over her face and telling her she was safe. He had her. He would protect her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 36

        

      

    

    
      Yoshi watched as the killer took the last of his family from him. Anguish filled him as he watched Diya’s body fall, but it quickly changed to anger. This man, this American mudak, had taken everything from him and Diya. Everything they loved. Everything that mattered.

      Rage filled Yoshi just as the despair of what had happened hit him. He was alone now. There was no one left. No one to call his own. No one who would love him and stand by him as his family had always done.

      He should have stopped her. He should have been the one to go. Diya had told him to wait for her. Had told him to stay in the car. He knew what she planned to do and he should have stopped her and gone himself.

      He should have been the one to make the sacrifice. She and her family had sacrificed so much for him. They loved him and took him in when he’d been all alone in the world after his parents had died. Uncle Nikolai had loved him as one of his own, had raised him alongside Diya as her brother. And, he let them both down.

      Yoshi put the car in drive and closed his eyes for a moment. Saying a prayer. He whispered to Diya, to his father and mother, his uncle and aunt, to the beautiful young boys he’d known as brothers. He whispered to all of them that he would make amends. That he would make it right and then he would join them, soon.

      He opened his eyes, seeing nothing around him. Seeing none of the screaming people, watching Diya’s body as she went to heaven. Seeing nothing but the American and his woman lying on the sidewalk. She was alive.

      As Diya lay dead before him, the American’s whore was talking to him. She was nodding as if telling him she was okay. The sight outraged Yoshi. He hit the gas and pressed down to the floor, as hard as he could. The car shot up over the curb but he kept the pedal pressed all the way down.

      The tires shrieked and people screamed as they passed in blurs by his window. Then the American and his whore were in his sights. Dead center in his windshield. He closed his eyes and locked his leg down on the gas pedal. His mouth formed words over and over.

      Words of love and family and coming home. Words begging forgiveness for his failures. Words to his parents and his cousins and his aunt and uncle. He spoke them again and again until all the noise around him ceased and the world went black.
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        * * *

      

      Sam looked up at Logan and tried to speak, but her back burned and her chest ached. What had happened? Was she shot? Did the coat work or was she bleeding all over the place? She couldn’t tell. She felt numb.

      He kept saying she was okay, but was he simply saying that to try to keep her calm until an ambulance arrived or was she really all right? Confusion swamped her and chaos seemed to be breaking out around them.

      It was Diya. Oh, God, Sam had been so foolish. So naïve. She thought she could handle everything on her own.

      “Logan!” Chad’s warning bark came at the same time that Sam heard even more shouting from people on the street. The squeal of tires and Logan’s big body as he shoved her. Nothing made any sense.

      She saw Chad’s face gripped in horror. That look on his face scared her. Then Sam felt nothing but slicing pain through the back of her head and the world washed away at the edges. The world washed away and blackness took its place. Cold, empty blackness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 37

        

      

    

    
      “Logan?” Sam tried to push the word through her lips but everything seemed foggy and thick. She wasn’t sure if she was opening her mouth and speaking or if she was only calling for Logan in her mind.

      “Do you know your name? Can you tell me who you are?” Sam didn’t know who was speaking to her.

      “Can you tell me where you are? Do you know where you are?”

      “On the count of three.” Another voice she didn’t know. Then a three count and her body rolled to one side.

      “And, roll.” She was rolled the other way. She tried to move, but felt straps clamp down on her arms. She couldn’t move her head. And then she felt the pain and a wave of nausea rolled through her belly.

      “Turn her.” The voice came out clipped. Businesslike. They rolled her again just as she vomited. Then she heard Logan.

      “Is she all right?”

      I’m throwing up in front of Logan. That’s attractive.

      “Answer me! Is she all right?” His voice was a command not a question.

      “It can happen with a head wound. Stay back, sir. Let us get her to the rig. We need to get her to the hospital.”

      “I’m riding with her.”

      “Are you family?”

      “I’m riding with her.”

      Sam heard low murmurs and she was lifted. They must have acquiesced because she heard Logan talking to Chad, telling him to follow and meet them at the hospital. Then he was there, holding her hand.

      She still couldn’t turn her head but she knew it was him. The feel of his large hands holding one of hers had always made her feel so small. Like a little doll.

      The voices began to fade. She tried to pry her eyes open and call for Logan. She tried to squeeze his hand, but she wasn’t sure her fingers were following the instructions.

      She felt like they squeezed, and yet she wasn’t sure she felt his hands holding hers any longer. Where were his hands? Sam drifted and let herself fall into the deep sleep that continued to claw at her. She would sleep for just a little while.
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        * * *

      

      Logan sat by Sam’s bed and held her hand, rubbing his thumb over her soft skin as though he might be able to will her awake that way. The doctors said there wasn’t anything wrong with her head. She should wake up and be just fine.

      Only, she hadn’t woken up yet and that scared the hell out of him. Logan thought he might crawl out of his skin sitting and waiting. He needed Sam. He needed her to wake up and grin at him and say something cheeky and brilliant and irreverent. Something utterly unfiltered like she always did.

      Sam’s mom came into the room and smiled at him. “I want you to go get something to eat now, Logan,” she said.

      He shook his head at her.

      “I can’t leave her.” Was that his voice? It sounded scratchy, like he’d swallowed glass or sand.

      Sam’s mom came over and put her hand on his shoulder. “Yes, you can, Logan. I won’t go anywhere. I’ll be right here. But Sam needs you to be strong for her when she wakes up. And, if you run yourself down while you’re waiting, you can’t be there for her.”

      The door to the room opened again, letting in the telltale shaft of light from the hallway and Sam’s father poked his head in the door.

      “I’ll go with you, Logan. We’ll just go right down to the cafeteria and Iris will call the minute she wakes up.”

      “It’s all right, big guy,” said Sam’s sister, Rose, as she slipped in the room past Sam’s father. “I’ll be here, too. We’ll make sure she knows you’re just downstairs if she wakes up before you get back.”

      Logan looked at all of them. They had no doubt in their minds she’d wake up. For them, it was simply a matter of when. They were just letting her sleep off the injury like it was nothing. He didn’t know what it would have been like to be surrounded by this family growing up. No wonder Sam was so incredible.

      Her mother squeezed his shoulder again and nodded her head toward the door. “Go on, now. Just a quick trip to eat and get some coffee. And, Gregory,” she said, looking toward her husband, “get some juice in him. He’ll pass out if he doesn’t hydrate.”

      Logan didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. No one had ever taken care of him like this. Sure, he’d found brothers in the military, brothers who supported him and who he would support no matter what. And they would always be his brothers to him. It wasn’t a bond that time or space could sever.

      But Sam had such a strong cradle of family surrounding her. She received love and strength and comfort no matter what happened. And, for some reason, Sam’s family was offering that strength and love to him now. As though he were one of them. As though he belonged.

      He rose and joined Sam’s father as they walked down the hall and got into the elevator. Gregory punched the button for the second floor, where the cafeteria was located before clapping Logan on the back.

      “Don’t worry, Logan, she’s tough. She’ll be just fine. She always did like to sleep in, though. We’d go up to the lake when she was younger, and everyone would be out on the water before she’d even peek her head out from under the covers. Always did like her sleep.”

      Gregory laughed and shook his head as though Sam wasn’t lying in the hospital. As though she wasn’t sleeping when she should be waking up. The doctors had assured them she wasn’t in a coma. She was simply sleeping, but Logan had no idea how her dad could be so calm about it.

      They exited the elevator and went to the cafeteria where Logan dutifully ate a sandwich and chugged a bottle of juice, but declined the coffee. He rose to go back upstairs, but Gregory waved him back down.

      “Give her time to rest, Logan. She’s all right. In the meantime, you can tell me what your plans are.”

      “Uh, my plans, sir?” Oh crap, he felt like he was ten years old and getting a dressing down from his dad. Only Sam’s dad didn’t seem to be judging him. Logan looked at him warily, not sure what the man wanted.

      “Sure, your plans. Are you going to marry my daughter when she wakes up? You love her, don’t you?”

      Logan grinned. This, he knew the answer to. “More than anything, sir. And yes, if she still wants me when she wakes up, I hope to get her down the aisle as fast as she’ll let me.”

      Her father looked at Logan for a long time, not breaking eye contact, not giving any clue to what he was thinking. Logan didn’t squirm at all. He kept his gaze locked on Gregory and let him look his fill.

      For once, Logan felt whole. He didn’t feel damaged any longer like he had when he first came home. He wasn’t broken or a danger to anyone around him. He finally felt like he was worthy of Sam

      He wasn’t an idiot. He knew he still had PTSI, and that there would be some hard times ahead of them. He knew he would need Billy to pull him out of flashbacks. He knew he had a lot of sessions with Ernie in his future, but he felt somehow like he could be whole despite that. He could have a future and work through it all with Sam at his side.

      Gregory nodded. “Well, good then. Let’s go see if my little girl is awake. Maybe I’ll tell her she’s had enough time to lollygag in bed. She’s got a man waiting for her.”
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        * * *

      

      Sam didn’t wake up. Not for another six hours and by then, Logan wanted to claw through his skin and right on out of it. Billy sat next to him, his head in his lap.

      The dog had alternated between sitting and calming Logan, and climbing up onto the bed to lie with Sam. As a service dog, he’d been allowed in the hospital as long as Logan was there, and none of the doctors or nurses seemed to object to him lying in bed with Sam.

      Logan took Sam’s hands and threaded them through Billy’s fur, and he would swear Sam’s eyes began to move behind her closed lids at that.

      Her family was coming and going, taking turns going down for food or out for a walk, when needed. They all seemed to have unflappable confidence she would simply wake when she was ready.

      Billy raised his head and whimpered. Logan followed the dog’s eyes to the bed and saw Sam watching him, eyes open and calm.

      “Sam!” Logan shot from his chair and was by her side in an instant. She simply smiled up at him.

      “Can you talk, Sam? Are you okay?”

      “Of course, I’m okay, silly man. Why wouldn’t I be? You took care of me, didn’t you?” she asked him with such confidence, much in the same way her family had believed she would wake up. As if it was simply so.

      “Yeah,” he said, sitting in the chair by her bed and raising her hand to his lips. He kissed each finger. “Yeah.”

      Then he laid his head on her chest and listened to her breathe and to the soft rumble of her laughter, until one of the nurses arrived to check her vital signs.

      Yeah. He would take care of her for the rest of her life. For as long as she’d let him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      “Is she serious?” Logan whispered to Sam, his arms wrapped tightly around her waist, tugging her back to his front.

      Sam nodded and murmured “mm hmm.”

      “Wow.” Logan had never seen a woman on a mission quite like this. He’d also never seen a woman deny being in labor quite so vehemently.

      “The baby is not coming.” A very pregnant Kelly waddled around the room, one hand on her lower back, the other hand pointing and giving orders to those around her.

      Somehow, she gave the impression of whipping around, even though her pace was slow. Her pace also included the occasional clutching of her stomach as she bent and groaned, all the while denying she was in labor.

      They were there with several of their friends and Kelly’s family members for a “nesting party” designed to help top off the nursery design and help the couple prepare for the baby’s arrival in three weeks.

      From where Logan stood, it seemed like this baby wasn’t going to wait three weeks. Hell, to him it seemed as though the baby wasn’t going to wait three hours, but he could be wrong. He was no expert on babies.

      Sam seemed to sink further back into him, snuggling in his arms and he tightened his grip. He’d never been so happy in his life. They planned to have the wedding the following summer because her mother and sisters wanted time to plan.

      Sam didn’t see the need for a big wedding with a fancy dress and all the frills, but she was doing it for her mom and sisters. She and Logan had gone down to town hall and gotten married quietly. They simply didn’t want to wait.

      They’d never tell anyone. As far as the world would know—with the exception of the city clerk and the witnesses they’d grabbed in the hallway of the building—they would marry the following June.

      He didn’t care how they were married, just that they were. He had Sam by his side for the rest of his life.

      He had resigned from Sutton Capital. Not because he didn’t love the people and the work there, but because he’d found something more important to do. Jack approached him and told him a friend of his was looking to donate a large chunk of money to fund a nonprofit. Jack was going to match the friend’s donation on the condition that the nonprofit was geared toward helping military service men and women with PTSI and Traumatic Brain Injury.

      They wanted Logan to head it up, with Ernie as the head of the counseling side of things. It turned out, Jack’s mysterious friend who wanted to donate money was Samantha. She had more money than she knew what to do with sitting in the bank from Tangled Legacy and she knew Logan wouldn’t take her money if she offered it.

      He’d been a little bowled over when he found out she had just over a billion dollars if you counted all her property and assets. He was still trying to convince her to let him split their bills, so letting her start a nonprofit for him was hard to swallow.

      Still, in the end he did and he was glad she’d found a way to get him to accept it. Thanks to her, Logan would get to help other veterans. And he would start with his own father. They’d gone out to visit him, and his dad was struggling, but Logan and he talked—really talked—for the first time in a long time.

      His dad checked himself into an alcohol treatment facility and Logan had lined up a place for his dad to come live in Connecticut when he got out. He’d help his dad get the long overdue help he needed.

      They found a building to house the new nonprofit and they were working on staffing it. One of the first things Logan had done was to have a plaque made, dedicating the space to Nick “Dopey” James. Logan had chosen a quote from Henry Scott Holland for the plaque:

      Death is nothing at all. It does not count. I have only slipped away into the next room … Call me by the old familiar name. Speak of me in the easy way which you always used. Put no difference in your tone. Wear no forced air of solemnity or sorrow. Laugh as we always laughed at the little jokes we enjoyed together. Play, smile, think of me, pray for me … I am but waiting for you, for an interval, somewhere very near, just round the corner. All is well.

      “Kelly, I think we need to head on over to the hospital now,” Jack said, and Logan recognized the overly-easy, I-don’t-want-to-set-off-the-crazy-pregnant-lady tone of his friend’s voice.

      Kelly’s dad tried to back Jack up. “Yeah, Kel, I think that’s probably a good idea. Head on over, let the doctor see how you’re doing. Get that baby on out of there.”

      “Nonsense,” Kelly said with a wave of her hand, but Logan saw she was panting slightly now and he had to wonder how much pain she was in. “I’ve got three more weeks. Heck, Maddie was a week late. For heaven’s sake, I’ve most likely got another month with this one. These are Braxton-Hicks.”

      “Um, Kel,” Jack said, scratching his head, and Logan caught Chad trying to stifle a laugh. Logan had to clamp down on his laughter, too.

      The sight was priceless. Big Jack Sutton saying “um” to his wife and clearly struggling with how to get her to the hospital to deliver their baby without ticking her off.

      Logan watched as Jack took a step toward Kelly and put a hand on her belly. “I think if they were Braxton-Hicks they would have stopped when you laid down earlier, right?”

      They’d managed to get Kelly to lie down for about thirty minutes, but she was up again now. Logan cracked a smile.

      “All right,” Kelly’s mom said, coming into the room, a whirlwind force to rival her daughter. “Let’s get my daughter to the hospital. No more dillydallying. Go get the car,” she said to her husband.”

      “Mom,” Kelly began, but the word turned into half moan, half howl as she bent double and grabbed her belly again.

      “Alright,” Kelly’s mom said. “It’s time, sweetheart. No more messing around.”

      Kelly didn’t argue this time. She looked like she couldn’t speak.

      They all made a path for Jack as he escorted Kelly through the room and down the stairs.

      As the group filed out of the room after the couple, Logan hung back with Sam, wanting just one minute of alone time with her before they joined the crowd. He had a feeling they would be following everyone to the hospital and waiting for news of the next Sutton baby. He was happy to do that, wanted to be there with their friends. But first, he wanted a minute with Sam.

      He turned her in his arms and kissed her mouth, fully, passionately, holding nothing back. He loved her more than he’d ever thought possible.

      He pulled back and looked into eyes that matched the heat he was feeling, but the moment was cut off by Chad calling up the stairs to them.

      “You guys coming?”

      “Yeah,” Logan called back.

      They’d ridden over to Jack’s with Jennie and Chad so they needed to catch up to them to get to the hospital.

      He had only one question for Sam first.

      “Do you think you’ll be that crazy when you have a baby someday?” He couldn’t wait for them to start a family. He hoped all of their children were like her. Strong and beautiful and so smart she scared him. Then again, if they were all that smart, he might be in trouble.

      She smiled up at him and something about the look in her eyes told him she had a secret. He didn’t even realize he was holding his breath and probably holding her a little tighter as he waited to find out what she had to tell him.

      “I guess we’ll find out in about seven months. Well, six months and three point five weeks, near as I can figure,” she said, and Logan lifted her and let out a whoop. He’d never felt such pure happiness flow through him. Sam was his. And they were building a life together. They were building a future together. A family. His family.

      
        
        ---The End---

      

      

      

      Pssst! Want to see what happened when Jack and Kelly got to the hospital? Join my Facebook group here. I’ll post the bonus scene at the hospital at 7 pm on April 28th!

      

      The next book in the series, Falling for the Billionaire’s Daughter, is available for pre-order here!

      If you want to read more of the Sutton friends before then, you can grab The Sutton Intrigue Series here!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Author Notes (aka Crap I Hope You’ll Read)

        

      

    

    
      Writing this book touched me like no other book has, and I hope it will touch you as readers as well. Before writing this, I was fairly naïve about Post Traumatic Stress Injury and what our returning Service Members go through when they come home. I now know, the problem is so much worse than anything most of us who haven’t served can comprehend. Logan stole my heart in this book. I gave him the strongest heroine I could image because he simply deserved no less.

      Please stay in touch after you read Logan and Sam’s story. As an author, there’s nothing more rewarding than connecting with my readers. You can find me at www.loriryanromance.com where you can sign up for my newsletter (it’s got prizes, freebies, and other great stuff) or email me and let me know what you thought of Logan and Sam and their story.
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